
[image: Cover: One Last Job, by Anise Starre. Working late never felt so good.]



[image: One Last Job, by Anise Starre. Simon & Schuster. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]





For everyone whose dream always seems just out of reach.

Keep going. You’ll get there. We all will.

xo





Chapter One AMBER

The walls are green. No, that’s not quite right. The walls are apple green.

I turn around and hold up two paint swatches. In my left hand, apple green. In my right, rye green. Ricardo, one of my contractors, shoots me a nervous grimace as I shake the two swatches in front of his face. I like Ricardo. He’s good at what he does, efficient, and, most importantly, he treats me with respect and makes sure his employees do too. We’ve never had any problems before. Until now.

Because the walls are apple green and the client requested rye.

‘Come on, Ric,’ I groan. ‘Tell me what happened here.’ We’re 48 hours away from install day, and the last thing I need to see right now is apple green walls in the master bedroom.

‘I’m so sorry, Amber. I’ve got a new apprentice working with me and I thought he’d be able to handle this room alone.’ He runs a hand down his face and shakes his head. ‘It’s my fault. I should’ve checked in on him more often. I take full responsibility.’

I reach for my hair and twist a few strands around my finger. The action helps to ground me, stops me from entering a never-ending anxiety spiral as apple green walls close in on me.

‘Do you think the client will notice? They do look very similar.’

The laugh that bursts from my lips is borderline hysterical. Yes, the client is going to notice. I spent a painstaking three hours going back and forth on the pros and cons of apple versus rye with the client, and they were adamant about going with the latter.

And the colours don’t look similar. Not at all.

To the untrained eye they might look identical, but there are yellow undertones in the rye green to help brighten the room, and that’s why we chose it. The apple green, as beautiful a colour as it is, is too warm for a room like this and does absolutely nothing for the space.

‘It’s okay,’ I say. But it’s not. We’re on a tight deadline with this project, and the client is expecting their dream home to be available to them in two short days. So yeah. Definitely not okay. ‘How long will it take to repaint?’

‘I can have it ready by this time tomorrow.’

I chew the inside of my cheek. It’s 3pm. Not ideal. ‘If you can have it done by 10am tomorrow, I’ll pretend like this never happened.’

Ricardo’s face is a portrait of relief. I know he relies on the work my company gives him – we pay well, and the work is relatively steady. ‘Got it, boss.’

Thankfully, the other rooms have all been painted correctly. It needs a good clean, but aside from a few tiny scratches on the hardwood floors in the living room – which Ricardo assures me will easily be dealt with before he leaves today – the rest of the house is ready.

I lean against the banister and exhale the breath I’ve been keeping sucked in throughout my tour of the home. We’re nearly there. I pull out my phone and fire off a quick email to my warehouse manager, Simon, giving him the go-ahead to start loading the trucks for install day. Knowing that we’re nearly there, that the finish line is officially in sight, should help to ease some of the pressure I feel, but it doesn’t.

There’s still so much to do.

I still need to send over a final list to Simon and his team to double-check that every item is included and packed securely onto the trucks. I also need to head back to the office and print off floor plans for each room, then come back to the house and make sure they’re pasted everywhere so nobody has any excuses for putting things in the wrong places.

I glance at my watch and groan. I can send Simon the list while I’m on the move, but the floor plans will have to wait until tomorrow. I’ve got a meeting with another client – at 5.30pm on a Wednesday.

Who does that?

Even as I ask myself the question, I know the answer.

Cynthia Zensi does that. My mentor, my boss, the founder of Zensi Designs, and the current bane of my life. Well, one of them.

When I first started at Zensi Designs nearly seven years ago as an assistant, Cynthia had been a completely different person. She was an icon in the British design space with a reputation for creating elegant, sophisticated and timeless interiors for her bursting little black book full of elite clients. She was a trend-setter. Innovative, bright, and bold.

And she was my idol.

I devoured every piece of information I could find about her, fervently collecting magazine profiles and touring the country to visit the spaces she designed. I remember spending the day in the lobby of a hotel she designed in Scotland, just after I turned eighteen, marvelling at her skill, her vision, her talent.

Three years later, and fresh from university, it felt like destiny when she announced unexpectedly that she was looking for an assistant. I spent a full week working on my application, crafting the perfect cover letter, and putting together the perfect portfolio; I felt sick when I finally hit Send. The next three weeks passed in a blur of nail-biting and refreshing my inbox every few minutes and miraculously ended with an invitation to interview. I ultimately beat out hundreds of applicants and earned the job as Cynthia Zensi’s assistant.

Sometimes I wish I could go back in time and capture the essence of excitement, joy and trepidation I had back on my first day of work, just to remember what it felt like. Seven years on and there’s no trace of it anymore. Cynthia has managed to slowly suck the life out of the one thing that has ever really brought me any happiness.

Though, to be fair, she’s sucked it out of herself as well.

Seven years and two messy divorces later, the Cynthia I once looked up to no longer exists. She’s a shell of her former self, and I can’t remember the last time she actually worked on a project. These days, she just palms them off on me, though she’s more than happy to take the credit.

Her name still holds considerable weight in the design world, but that’s only because of me. I’ve been single-handedly managing all of Cynthia’s high-profile clients for the last few years, keeping the business afloat while Cynthia swans around doing God knows what. Everyone seems to believe that she’s still behind the scenes working hard and that I’m just her conduit, but they’re all my designs.

My ideas.

My vision.

But on paper, I’m still a junior designer, and nothing I do seems to convince her to give me the promotion and the title we both know I deserve.

So it doesn’t surprise me in the slightest that she’s locked in a meeting for me with a high-profile client at 5.30pm on a Wednesday.

It does piss me off though.



In the middle of rush hour, it takes me just over an hour to make it to the West End. I’m still early for the meeting, but only just. I used my time on the tube, squashed between businessmen and school kids in dire need of deodorant, to draft my final list for Simon and study up on this new client.

I’ve got to hand it to Cynthia. She may not be working properly anymore, but she still knows how to pull in the most lucrative clients. I’m meeting with someone called Finn Hawthorne. He’s the managing director of The August Room, a private members club that was founded in New York nearly fifty years ago. It’s got a reputation as being one of the most exclusive and glamorous private clubs in the world, and they’re looking to branch out to new locations. Apparently, London is the first place they’ve chosen for their expansion.

They’ve purchased a stunning Georgian townhouse in the centre of the West End, and Cynthia has earned us the contract to design it.

I feel a tiny bubble of excitement as I scan through the photos of the building. It’s a truly remarkable space with four floors, each ripe for a redesign. Most of my recent projects have been residential, which is fun and all, but this? This is a real challenge, something I can sink my teeth into and really flex my design muscles. It’s a listed property, so it’ll be a tricky project because I’ll have to be creative to make sure we don’t break any rules about maintaining the property’s historical integrity, but everything about this excites me.

Maybe I won’t complain about Cynthia foisting this client on me.

The townhouse is about a ten-minute walk from the nearest tube station, and I join the rush hour madness as we file down the crowded London streets. I’m going through some preliminary ideas for the property in my mind, when a voice cuts through my thoughts.

It’s coming from a man a few paces in front of me. I can’t see his face, but he’s tall with a rower’s physique hidden under his navy blue blazer, and he has a head of short blond hair. He’s on the phone, his voice – loud, deep, and distinctly American – cutting through the noise of the city around us.

‘… landed a couple hours ago. Yeah. Pretty cold. Yeah. Yeah. Uh huh. Exactly.’

I try to tune him out, my focus on the Google Maps route I’m following on my phone, but his next sentence pulls me back in.

‘… meeting with the designer now.’ A pause and a low chuckle. ‘That’s what I’m saying. You should see how much they’ve quoted.’ Another pause. Several hums. ‘Exactly. It’s ridiculous. All that for choosing a couple of shades of paint and picking out a few pillows at IKEA?’ He laughs loudly at something the person on the other end says, and I can’t help but scowl at his back.

His attitude towards my career is, sadly, not an uncommon one. Annoyingly, it’s one that my parents have too. Maybe that’s why his words feel like a personal attack on me.

When it comes to interior design, people only see the finished product – a beautifully designed space – and assume that all we’ve done is throw some paint on the walls and maybe artfully place a rug here or there. Or they watch one of those sixty-minute design shows on daytime TV and think that entire home renovations can be done in an hour.

They don’t see the hours and hours of work we put in behind the scenes: creating floor plans, managing contractors and warehouses, sourcing items, hauling around furniture only for the client to turn their nose up at it at the very last minute.

It’s hard fucking work.

‘… Yeah, I’m going to see if I can get the price down at this…’

He trails off and I lose him as he makes a sharp turn and dips inside a coffee shop.

Good riddance.

I wish I knew which designer he’s about to meet. I’d get in touch and warn them that they’ve got an asshole client coming their way.

The rest of the short walk is blissfully free of assholes, and by the time I reach the listing, I’ve mostly pushed him from my mind.

The townhouse is as stunning up close as it was in the pictures. The four floors tower over me, and I marvel at the beautiful façade made from greying stone. Whoever the previous owners were, it’s clear that they took great care of it. I step under the portico, held up by four stone columns, and lift the large circular knocker. It swings against the door with a loud bang, announcing my arrival.

I wait, expecting the door to open any second now. But it doesn’t. I knock again, a little harder this time, and wait. And wait.

And wait.

And wait.

I glance at my watch, irritation practically seeping into my bloodstream. 5.45pm. He’s late. This doesn’t bode well for the project.

I’m about five seconds away from pulling my phone out and trawling through my emails to find some contact details for this Finn Hawthorne – and proof that Cynthia did actually schedule this appointment – when a voice catches my attention.

It’s loud, deep, and distinctly American.

‘Amber? Amber Wyatt from Zensi Designs?’

I glance over my shoulder. There’s a man striding towards me. He’s tall – six foot four at least – and even in my heels, I can tell he’ll be head and shoulders over me. He’s shed the blazer, opting to hang it loosely from one arm. In his other hand he’s holding a paper cup with a coffee shop logo pasted across the front wrapper.

Realisation dawns on me.

Oh no.

God, please no.

He grins at me as he steps underneath the portico and offers me his coffee-free hand. ‘Finn Hawthorne from The August Room. Sorry I’m late, but it’s lovely to meet you.’





Chapter Two FINN

My designer is looking at me like she smells something awful.

Her ski slope nose is scrunched, and her eyebrows are knitted together in obvious displeasure. My hand, still outstretched between us, wavers slightly.

‘You are Amber?’ I clarify, wondering if I’ve just given a random woman the scare of her life. ‘From Zensi Designs? You work with Cynthia?’

It takes her another beat or two, but her features eventually smooth and she offers me a small, strained smile. ‘Yes.’ She reaches for my hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Hawthorne.’

Despite the pleasantries, her tone is clipped and cold, and she drops my hand like I’ve burned her. She gives a not-so-subtle glance at her watch and then gestures to the door. ‘Shall we?’

‘Apologies again for the delay,’ I say as I sidestep her and stick the key in the door. ‘I got turned around trying to find this place. It’s my first time in London and all these streets look exactly the same.’ I glance behind me and flash her a smile.

It isn’t returned.

Her face is like thunder and my smile falters slightly. Surely this can’t be because I was a few minutes late?

The door clicks open, providing a welcome distraction, and I step over the threshold into the building that is either going to make or break my career. We step into a large foyer with high ceilings, slightly chipped hardwood flooring, and peeling wallpaper. The electricity isn’t working – haven’t got around to getting that sorted yet – but the room is filled with enough natural light that the absence of a lamp or two isn’t really noticeable.

It’s easy to imagine this foyer filled with people, laughter and music. I picture a reception desk against the back wall and comfortable armchairs slotted into each corner. Maybe we can even turn a few of the window areas into reading nooks for our daytime guests.

The door closes behind me and the click click of Amber’s heels as she strides across the floor interrupts my thoughts. I hear her sharp intake of breath and glance over at her. For the first time in the brief couple of minutes we’ve known each other, her irritated expression truly clears.

She looks excited. Happy even. I prefer this look on her. Her eyes are wide and shining, and her lips curve upward into a genuine smile.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she says. Her voice is barely above a whisper, and I’m not sure she intended to say that aloud.

I jump at the chance to try to mend the rocky start we’ve got off to. ‘It really is,’ I say. ‘We were lucky to spot it on the market when we did.’

Her smile immediately drops at the sound of my voice, lips thinning into a displeased line. ‘Right. Well, let’s get started so we can both get back to our homes before it gets too late.’

I wince, recognising the thinly veiled jab for what it is. Still, I’m determined to keep some semblance of polite conversation going, even if she seems desperate to avoid it. ‘I’m in a hotel actually. Not exactly home, but it’ll do.’

She makes a non-committal humming noise as she digs through her bag and pulls out a tablet. ‘Let’s take it floor by floor, room by room. I’ll be taking photos and videos as we go. Cynthia has already shared your overall vision for the London location of The August Room, but let me know if there’s anything extra you’d like to add to my notes as we walk around.’

She doesn’t wait for me to respond before she begins snapping photos of the foyer. If her commitment to disliking me wasn’t so disarming, I might be impressed with her work ethic. She’s meticulous as she goes, cataloguing every inch of the foyer and pausing every few seconds to jot down some notes. As she throws herself into her work, I can see her start to relax.

I wish I could do the same.

There’s a familiar knot of anxiety growing in the pit of my stomach. It’s been there so long it may as well be another organ at this point. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t feel like this. Like I’m only one wrong move away from my world crumbling down around me.

Naively, I’d assumed that the promotion would help get rid of these feelings. If anything, they’ve only intensified over the last few months.

Finn Hawthorne, Managing Director.

The title I’ve been working towards for the last ten years is finally mine. So why does it make me feel sick? It’s not like I haven’t earned it. I’ve painstakingly climbed my way up the corporate ladder, starting off at the very bottom rung. I’ve done the jobs nobody else wanted to touch and excelled in all of them, proving myself every step of the way. After ten years of almost non-stop seventy- and eighty-hour workweeks, barely having enough time to see my family and friends or get more than five hours of sleep every night, nobody can say I haven’t earned this.

And yet they do.

I can’t pretend like I don’t hear the whispers that follow me back at the office in New York. They’re not subtle about it at all, mumbling about my CEO uncle doing me a favour, or how it’s my last name that gets me places.

Don’t get me wrong, it absolutely does.

I’m not an idiot. I know the Hawthorne name still means something in certain circles, and I know that it’s afforded me certain privileges in life. Like this job, for example. Maybe that’s why I work as hard as I do, to try to show people that I’m more than just my name.

That’s the whole point of this project if I’m being honest.

I led with it in my interview for the managing director position, and, surprisingly, the board loved it. It’s what tipped me over the edge compared to the other candidates. They’d been wanting to expand The August Room abroad for years now but hadn’t managed to figure out a viable expansion plan yet.

Enter me and my plans for opening a new location in London. I’d spent weeks poring over my application, making sure I’d considered everything possible to make my vision for the London expansion a success. I learned about UK trading laws, analysed our competitors to see what they were doing right and what we could do better, found a prime location in the middle of London, worked out a marketing plan, and found a phenomenal designer – even if they are wildly overpriced.

I worked hard on my presentation and the board saw the value in it.

But nobody cares about that. They can’t get over the fact that my uncle sits on the board.

My mood sours even further as my thoughts drift to my uncle.

It’s not like we’re close. Far from it actually. Ernest Belmont, CEO of The August Room, married my Aunt Marion when I was fifteen, so we didn’t exactly spend my formative years going on fishing trips together and bonding. Even now, I wouldn’t say we have a close relationship.

Ernest has always been awkward around our family – I think it stems from an old feud he’s still nursing with my father and that awkwardness extends into the workplace. He avoids me for the most part and treats me like every other employee on the rare occasions we do have to interact.

That’s why it’s laughable when people suggest that he’s the reason I am where I am today. Out of everyone on the board, he was the one holdout when it came to my promotion. If Ernest had had his way, I think I’d still be down in the mailroom with the interns.

‘All right, Mr Hawthorne.’ Amber swivels around on her heels, tablet in hand. She looks noticeably less irritated now, and it’s a welcome change. We’re on the fourth floor and the twilight sun peeking through the windows bathes her in a golden glow. She looks almost ethereal.

‘I think I’ve got everything I need for today,’ she continues. She taps something quickly onto her tablet. ‘Do you have any questions for me?’

I shake my head. ‘I think you’ve got everything. Cynthia has the deck I sent through earlier this week.’

‘Yes, I’ve seen it. You’ve got a very…’ She trails off and clicks her tongue. ‘You’ve got a very strong vision for this project.’

‘Is that a bad thing?’

‘No, definitely not. I always prefer to work with clients who know what they want.’ She pauses again and reaches for a few strands of the cropped, dark brown hair that frames her face. ‘I’d love to discuss your budget. With the vision you’ve shared, I think we need to lock down a number that’s reasonable for both parties.’

I raise a brow, surprised. It’s like she’s read my mind. ‘I do have to admit, the figures Cynthia initially sent through are a little steeper than we’d been expecting.’

The side of her face twitches. ‘This is a large-scale project, Mr Hawthorne.’

‘I’m aware,’ I say. She doesn’t need to tell me that. I know just how big this project is. ‘I just think we can reach a compromise.’

She opens her mouth like she’s about to respond, but then clamps it shut. Debate flashes across her face, and I find she’s terrible at masking her emotions. But I don’t think she knows it. The realisation makes my lips twitch.

‘How about this,’ she says diplomatically after a few seconds. ‘Send over your rough budget report and I’ll work on some design concepts and some costings. One with your budget in mind. One with mine. We’ll go with whichever one you’re happiest with.’

‘That sounds fair enough.’

She huffs out a quiet sigh of relief and stuffs her tablet back into her bag. ‘Just to let you know, we’re looking at about a twelve-month time frame for a project of this scope.’

My heart drops and that knot of anxiety swells in my chest. Twelve months?

She accurately deciphers the look of shock that must be spasming across my face because she quickly adds, ‘Nine months at a stretch. It’ll be a challenge, but I’m confident we can—’

‘We’re launching this summer.’ I swallow, trying to take a large and surreptitious gulp of air. This is not what I need right now. This is not what I need. I reach for my tie and tug it loose, wondering if I’m imagining the way it’s begun to suffocate me. ‘Cynthia assured me it could be done in three months. That’s part of the reason we went with Zensi Designs.’

Her jaw clenches and I can tell that this news hasn’t been relayed to her.

‘Well,’ she says, her voice strained. ‘If that’s what Cynthia’s promised, then I’m sure we can accommodate you.’ She’s grinding her jaw so hard I’m surprised it hasn’t snapped yet. She repositions her bag on her shoulder and gives me a curt nod. ‘It’s been lovely to meet you, Mr Hawthorne.’ Except, her tone makes it sound like it’s been anything but. ‘I’ll be in touch shortly with some of my— Cynthia’s initial concepts as discussed.’

‘How shortly?’ I ask. ‘Three month deadline, remember?’

There it is again. That irritated twitch on the side of her face. I’m struck with the urge to reach forward and smooth it out.

‘I’ll have them over to you by the end of the week,’ she says through gritted teeth. And then she’s turning on the balls of her feet – impressive given the heels – and storming back down the stairs before I can get in another word.





Chapter Three AMBER

Cynthia is unapologetic.

‘It’s The August Room, darling,’ she purrs down the phone.

I can hear relaxing music playing in the background, and every so often, she holds the phone away to bark an order at someone. I think she might be at a spa.

‘How could I say no?’ she continues. ‘Do you know what this could do for the brand? We get this right and we’ll be the most in-demand interior design company in London.’

Her use of ‘we’ irks me because we’re not a ‘we’. It’s just me.

‘Cynthia, I have other clients,’ I tell her bluntly. ‘I can’t dedicate the amount of time a three-month job of this size would need around my current workload.’

‘It’s fine.’ I can picture her waving a heavily jewelled hand in front of her, a dismissive gesture she’s made to me countless times. ‘Kirsty can take on your slack.’

‘Kirsty?’ I like the girl and everything, but she’s fresh out of university and needs more mentoring. ‘Cynthia, those are my projects. My designs. I’ve been working hard on th—’

‘And you’ll take The August Room and Hawthorne as your only client until the project is finished.’

I don’t think she even heard my interruption.

‘See, darling,’ she says with that trademark dismissive drawl. ‘You’re making a problem out of nothing. It’s all sorted itself out, hasn’t it?’

‘But—’

‘Darling, I’ve really got to run.’ I can hear a muffled voice letting her know the sauna is ready. I was right. She is at a spa. ‘Let’s discuss this in person on Friday. Book somewhere nice for lunch – Il Pampero, perhaps? I’ve been dying for a good Italian meal.’

‘Cynthia, I really—’

‘Ta ta, darling. We’ll chat on Friday.’ She hangs up without waiting for me to say goodbye and I’m left staring at her name on my phone screen.

I could call her back, but there’s no point. She won’t answer. And even if she did, I know she won’t listen to me. Not now anyway. Friday at lunch is my best chance of getting her to change her mind on this project.

Speaking of projects… I glance at my watch. It’s just gone seven. Hawthorne and I spent longer walking through the townhouse than I’d expected. It was easy to get lost in the details and the potential on the walls as we slowly combed through the building.

I have to hand it to Finn Hawthorne – he really did pick a great location. And with his vision for a decadent space that uses the building’s pre-existing historical architecture, I can see The August Room fitting in easily with London’s swanky roster of private members’ clubs.

I tap my fingers impatiently against my thigh as my train home crawls slowly along the tracks. It’s late, I know, but I’m itching to start sketching out some initial concepts. I spend the journey home going through each floor in my mind, picturing the empty building filled with furniture and art, the peeling cream walls painted with sultry colours, chandeliers hanging from the high ceilings.

I can’t lie. I’m excited. This project might be the one that ends up making my career. Maybe it’ll be the project that finally gets Cynthia to understand just how much I do for her, how much Zensi Designs needs me, how much she needs me.

It’s doubtful – I’ve had this thought before – but this is definitely the biggest project that’s ever landed in my lap. If Cynthia’s ever going to change her ways, it’s going to be because of The August Room and Finn Hawthorne.

The fact that the future of my career potentially lies in the hands of someone like him doesn’t exactly fill me with joy. His reluctance to spend what my time and effort is worth doesn’t put him high up on my list of people I want to work closely with. From experience, clients who get cagey about the budget are always the worst. They’re the ones who are never satisfied and always want more even though they’re paying for less.

Finn Hawthorne has nightmare client written all over him. But I’ve been in this industry for seven years now and I’ve met plenty of men like him. He’s nothing special, and I know how to handle clients like him.

By the time I get home, it’s just gone nine.

I say home, but it’s not my home. Not really.

As soon as I push open the door, my mother’s voice comes floating from the living room.

‘Be quiet! Your brother is sleeping.’

I roll my eyes, thankful that she can’t see me, and bite down the urge to let her know she’s being louder than I am right now. I kick off my heels and pad towards the living room. My mother and her husband are curled up on the sofa together watching last week’s episode of The Apprentice.

Patrick, her husband, glances up at me as I enter. They’ve been together since I was ten, so he’s really my stepfather, but I’ve never heard him refer to me as his stepdaughter, so I’m only returning the favour. I’m always just Amber or Michelle’s daughter when he talks about me, so he’s just Patrick or my mother’s husband to me.

‘It’s late,’ he says, and I have to assume that’s the only greeting I’m going to get from him. ‘Where have you been?’

How many 28-year-olds have to deal with this level of interrogation every time they come home?

‘Work,’ I say curtly. I let my unsaid “obviously” hang heavy in the air.

Patrick frowns, but he doesn’t say anything. Instead he nudges my mother with his elbow and she finally glances over at me.

‘You left the house at seven this morning and it’s just gone nine!’ Her lips thin into a frown. ‘I just don’t understand what you’re doing all day. Carlton, Angeline’s boy, works twelve-hour shifts, but he’s a doctor.’

‘And he’s bringing home good money,’ Patrick chimes in.

My mother nods enthusiastically. ‘Exactly. Do you know he bought Angeline a car for her fiftieth? A nice one too.’

They stare pointedly at me, and I grit my teeth. ‘Well, I’ve still got six years left until your fiftieth, haven’t I? Plenty of time to save.’

My mother snorts. ‘Not on that salary there isn’t. And besides, you’re meant to be saving for your own place.’

I want to scream, ‘Then why mention the fucking car?’ But I don’t. Not this time anyway. I’ve done it before, given in to my urges to throw their ridiculous logic back into their faces, and it’s not ended well for me.

‘We’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,’ Patrick says. ‘Are you still on track to be out by the end of the year?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you sure?’ my mother asks. ‘Because you said that last year, and you’re still here.’

This is what I mean when I say this isn’t my home. It can’t be. Home is supposed to be where the heart is, and there’s no heart in here for me.

‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s a recession going on,’ I say. I immediately regret the tiny ounce of sass I throw them, because Patrick’s eyes narrow. ‘But I am on track, and I’ll be gone by the end of the year. I promise.’

I’m hoping I’ll be gone in a few months actually, but they don’t need to know that. I’m so close to leaving, I’m not jinxing anything.

Patrick gives me a satisfied nod and they turn back to the TV. I’ve been dismissed.

I dip into the kitchen and make myself a quick bowl of instant noodles and baked beans – a disgusting delicacy that I stand by – and then hurry up to my room. It’s the smallest room in the house and, even though I pay rent each month, Patrick refuses to give up his ‘office’ and swap with me. It’s irritating, but I don’t really mind. The space is small, but it’s mine. And when you don’t have much, you cling to what you can get.

I pass by my younger brother’s room and peek my head inside.

As expected, he’s not sleeping. He’s sitting up in the bed, Nintendo Switch in hand, playing what sounds like Mario Kart. He dives under his blanket as soon as the door squeaks open, but he’s not fast enough.

I shake my head. ‘Gotta do better than that, kiddo. You would’ve been caught if it wasn’t me right now.’

Noah pokes his head out from underneath the blanket. His lips split into a toothy grin as he spots me. ‘Amber!’

‘Shush!’ I hiss, but there’s no bite in it. He leaps out of bed and hurries to the door.

‘You said you’d be home early today.’ He pouts up at me, his big brown eyes wide and sad. ‘I wanted to play Mario Kart with you. I think I know how to beat you on Rainbow Road now.’

I bite back a laugh. ‘That’s fighting talk right there.’

‘You want to play now?’ he asks, waving his Switch in front of me.

I shake my head. ‘Sorry, kiddo, not today. Mum will kill me if she hears us, and I need to finish off a few things for work.’

His pout deepens. ‘You’re always working.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘But how about this? This weekend, we can spend the whole day playing together. And, if you manage to beat me, I’ll take you out for ice cream. How does that sound?’

He grins widely. ‘Sounds great!’

I shoo him back into bed and then tiptoe out of his room. I really do love him.

I lied when I said there’s no heart in this place for me. There is. But only in Noah. When I eventually leave, he’s the only thing I’m going to miss.

My room is about a quarter of the size of Noah’s room, barely giving me enough space for my bed, a tiny desk, and a clothing rail I use as my wardrobe.

I sit at my desk and attack my noodles and beans while I scroll through my phone. There are a few email notifications from Cynthia at the top of my screen, but I can’t bring myself to look at them yet. That’s a problem for tomorrow’s Amber to deal with. Instead, I open up my chat history with my best friend, Bailey. It’s been a while since we last saw each other – we’re both so busy with work – and I miss her.

AMBER



Today has been A DAY







Miss you. You free this weekend?





BAILEY



Miss you more!







I’ve got a PR event in London on Friday night. You want to come? I’m sure I can get you on the guest list.





AMBER



Yeah sure, why not! Could use some fun





Bailey is an influencer, and a really good one at that. She’s built up her own little community of women online and has managed to sustain a career out of it. I’m so proud of her. And a little jealous too. I love that she’s found something she’s so passionate about and that it pays her bills.

Interior design is my passion, no doubt, but I don’t know how long I can do this – the long hours, the endless projects, the lack of recognition – without a pay rise.

I pull out my tablet and scroll through some of the photos I took today. As I swipe, my excitement for the project builds again. This is really it.

This is going to be the project that makes my career.

I grab my pencil, open up a blank canvas on my tablet, and get to work.





Chapter Four AMBER

Cynthia’s thin brows are pinched in the middle, her garish glasses sliding down her nose as she swipes through my initial design concepts.

‘And you think he’ll be happy with this?’ She peers at me over the rim of her glasses, looking distinctly unimpressed.

‘Not at all,’ I say cheerfully. I lean across the table, avoiding Cynthia’s mostly untouched plate of pasta, and tap the screen. ‘This is the budget design. Mr Hawthorne isn’t convinced our services are worth the price you initially quoted, so I agreed to send over two design concepts and costings. He can pick between the two.’

And I know which one he’s going to choose. It’s not like the budget concept is a bad design by any means – it’s just not what he’s looking for. You might see something like this in an airport lounge or a mid-market hotel lobby. Not bad, but not special.

He’s going to absolutely hate it, and the thought fills me with a sadistic kind of glee.

‘This is the actual design,’ I say, swiping across the screen. My initial concept for the third-floor bathroom fills the screen. I’ve gone for decadent pink wallpaper with bold floral prints, pastel onyx carved sinks, and floor-length ornate mirrors on either side of the room.

The vibe is different from the New York location, where the walls are painted in moody blacks and blues and the only light comes from the Edison lamps sparsely dotted around each room. It’s been exquisitely designed, but members’ clubs using that style are a dime a dozen over here. The August Room needs something bold. Something that’ll stand out from the rest and put it quickly on the map on this side of the pond.

Cynthia continues to swipe through my concepts and I bite back the smile I can feel tugging at my lips. Playful, decadent, eccentric – it’s going to be a fast favourite among London’s artsy upper class.

She hums quietly once she reaches the final slide. ‘Not bad.’

My smile falters. Not bad? Not bad? ‘Is that—’ I swallow. ‘Is that it?’

Cynthia shrugs and sets the tablet down. ‘You’ve done a fine job. Send it over to Hawthorne and get his thoughts.’

This is… odd. Cynthia isn’t shy when it comes to critiquing my work. She once spent ten minutes tearing into me because she’d disagreed with my choice of wood for a kitchen island. She’s usually happy to take any opportunity to poke holes in my work all under the guise of ‘helping you grow’, so her silence now is unnerving.

I eye her warily, wondering if she’s going to suddenly switch and attack me for my choice in wallpaper. ‘Are you sure?’ I ask. ‘What did you think about the second-floor lounge? You didn’t think it was too busy? And what about the plasterwork in the reception? Did tha—’

‘Like I said,’ she says abruptly. ‘The concepts are sound. Let’s get Hawthorne’s thoughts on them now.’

This is new territory with Cynthia. I don’t think I’ve ever come out of a design meeting with her without a notebook full of amends and my self-esteem shot to pieces.

‘Send them on my behalf,’ she adds casually. ‘Let him know I’m very excited to be working on this. Maybe we should organise a lunch together as well. Will you sort that out?’

I sink into my seat and grit my teeth. It’s not enough that she’s going to steal the credit for my work again, I also still have to play the assistant role? ‘I’m sure Kirsty can organise a lunch for you two.’

Cynthia shakes her head. ‘No, I don’t want Kirsty anywhere near this project. She’s got too much going on, what with taking on your extra work.’

She says it like I’m the one who asked for this.

‘I don’t want to overwhelm her. That’s when mistakes happen. You’ll handle everything to do with Hawthorne and The August Room. Check my calendar for a lunch opening.’

I nod, not trusting the words that might come out of my mouth if I open it, and jot down a reminder to schedule a lunch with Hawthorne.

We sit in silence for a few minutes. Cynthia pushes her pasta around her plate and sips her tea, seemingly unaware of the quiet fury simmering inside me. Or maybe she is aware and just doesn’t care. I wouldn’t put it past her.

It’s only when I’m sure that the next sound out of my mouth isn’t going to be a frustrated shriek that I speak again. ‘This is a huge project,’ I say, choosing my words carefully. ‘And I’m grateful that you think I’m up for the task.’

That gets her. She glances up from her plate and there’s a gleam in her eye that tells me I’ve hit just the right note to stroke her ego.

‘Well, darling,’ she drawls, ‘I’ve always thought that you’ve got talent, you just needed the right mind to nurture you. You’re a bit rough around the edges still, but you’re well on your way to becoming an impressive designer in your own right.’

I smile through clenched teeth. I’m pretty sure that’s her version of a compliment, no matter how backhanded it might be. ‘Yes. Exactly. And I really appreciate your mentorship and all the advice you give me.’

Her lips, painted a bright pink today, stretch into a pleased smirk.

‘With a project as big as this, I think it’s the perfect opportunity to prove that I’m ready for the next step,’ I say quickly before she can interrupt. ‘Once this is over, I’d love to discuss promotion opportunities.’

Her smirk drops almost immediately. ‘A promotion?’ She says the word like it’s dirty. Like it’s personally offended her in some way.

I don’t say anything, letting the silence between us grow wider and wider so she can tell that I’m serious about this.

‘I suppose,’ she says slowly, drawing out each syllable like it’s hurting her to say it. ‘I suppose, given the scope of this project, that we could discuss a promotion once you’ve delivered.’

‘And a pay rise.’

Her thin brows shoot into her hairline. ‘I don’t think—’

‘Cynthia, I work harder than everyone at Zensi Designs,’ I say, hoping she can hear my unsaid ‘even you’. ‘I’ve been here seven years and I’m still a junior designer. I love what I do, but I can’t make it work for much longer on a salary like this.’

She purses her lips. ‘Very well. If you can deliver this project on time and to Hawthorne’s satisfaction, you’ll get your promotion and a small pay increase to reflect your new responsibilities.’

I bite the inside of my cheeks to stop a wide smile from betraying my poker face. ‘That sounds fair to me.’



‘But how much is she going to give you?’

I’m in a ridiculously fancy car with Bailey on our way to the launch event for a new high-end vodka brand. These kind of events aren’t usually my vibe but, between our busy schedules, Bailey and I barely get a chance to see each other these days. I’ll take what I can get, even if it means spending the better part of our night in a crowded bar while Bailey does her thing.

I’ve just finished giving her the rundown on everything that happened with Cynthia today. ‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘We didn’t talk about numbers. I didn’t want to scare her off. Getting her to agree to this was like pulling teeth in the first place.’

‘She’s so weird,’ Bailey mutters with a roll of her eyes. ‘And what’s with her still stealing your credit? You need to get out of there, babe. Start your own company. You know you’d smash it.’

I snort and shake my head, dispelling any visions of the pipe dream I’ve held for more years than I can count now. ‘Cynthia may be annoying, but Zensi Designs gets brilliant jobs. It would take me years to build up trust and a client base like this. And I’d need money to start my own thing up, and I definitely don’t have that. I’m stuck here, for now at least.’

Bailey exhales a loud breath. ‘I’m sorry. But at least this project will be fun?’

I shrug. ‘The building is beautiful and I’ve got so much creative freedom, but the managing director is a bit of an asshole. I’m hoping we won’t have much to do with each other beyond this initial start.’

I imagine Hawthorne will jet off back to America once he’s approved the designs, leaving some probably underpaid lackey here to check in every so often. I feel a brief wave of pity for this unnamed lackey, but it doesn’t last long. All I can think about is how I’ll be able to work in peace without Hawthorne’s interference.

‘Sounds great,’ Bailey says with a wide grin. ‘And how’s house hunting going?’

I groan. ‘It’s not going fast enough.’

Sometimes I feel like I can’t catch a break. Work is shit. Home is shit. Everything’s shit.

Bailey reaches across the empty seat between us and gently squeezes my hand. We’ve been friends since we were kids, and she knows exactly how desperate I am to get out of my mother’s house and have a place to call my own. ‘You’re nearly there, babe,’ she says softly. ‘This year is going to be it for you, I can feel it. Promotion. Pay rise. New house.’ She pauses and wiggles her brows. ‘New man?’

That gets a giggle out of me. It’s not like I’m actively opposed to dating; I’ve just been so busy I’ve not been able to devote the time to it. My last date was over six months ago, and while we had at least a smidgen of chemistry, he’d been unimpressed with my haphazard availability, and we fizzled out after four lukewarm dates.

‘We’ll see,’ I say. ‘I’m not sure I’m ready to give anyone that much time just yet. Especially not with this new project.’

‘Just keep an open mind,’ Bailey says. ‘You never know when you might meet someone.’

The car grinds to a slow halt outside a bar. Even from out here, I can tell that it’s heaving inside. There’s a queue that disappears all the way round the corner and the muffled sounds of music and laughter mix together to create an incomprehensible din.

I shoot Bailey a wary look. ‘I’m not standing in a queue all night.’

She laughs and waves two slim, silver tickets in front of me. ‘Perks of the job, babe. No queuing for us.’

Our driver hurries over to Bailey’s door and lets us out. All eyes are on us as we bypass the queue. Bailey flashes the tickets at the bouncer, who inspects them briefly before ushering us inside.

‘Is this brand any good?’ I yell over the blaring techno music as we enter the main room of the bar. It’s filled with people laughing, dancing, and sloshing drinks over each other.

Bailey shrugs. ‘I’ve not tried it before. The owner reached out to a bunch of us on Instagram and asked us to come down tonight and give it a go. He’s trying to compete with the big names, so he needs some social media hype
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