
  
    [image: Made In London]
  


  
    
      MADE IN LONDON

      LONDON ROMANCE SERIES, BOOK SIX

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CLARE LYDON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Custard Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Clare Lydon

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        A Note From Clare

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Clare Lydon

      

      
        Want More of The London Romance Series?

      

      
        Hot London Nights: Chapter One

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First Edition October 2019

        Published by Custard Books

        Copyright © 2019 Clare Lydon

        ISBN: 978-1-912019-87-8

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design: Kevin Pruitt

        Editor: Kelli Collins

        Copy Editor: Gill Mullins

      

      

      

      
        
        Find out more at: www.clarelydon.co.uk

        Follow me on Twitter: @clarelydon

        Follow me on Instagram: @clarefic

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favourite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. All characters & happenings in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons (living or dead), locales or events is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY CLARE LYDON

          

        

      

    

    
      LONDON ROMANCE SERIES

      London Calling (Book One)

      This London Love (Book Two)

      A Girl Called London (Book Three)

      The London Of Us (Book Four)

      London, Actually (Book Five)

      Made In London (Book Six)

      Hot London Nights (Book Seven)

      Big London Dreams (Book Eight)

      STANDALONE NOVELS

      A Taste Of Love

      Before You Say I Do

      Change Of Heart

      Christmas In Mistletoe

      Hotshot

      It Started With A Kiss

      Nothing To Lose: A Lesbian Romance

      One Golden Summer

      Once Upon A Princess

      The Christmas Catch

      The Long Weekend

      Twice In A Lifetime

      You’re My Kind

      ALL I WANT SERIES

      All I Want For Christmas (Book One)

      All I Want For Valentine’s (Book Two)

      All I Want For Spring (Book Three)

      All I Want For Summer (Book Four)

      All I Want For Autumn (Book Five)

      All I Want Forever (Book Six)

      

      Want a free lesbian romance? Sign up to my VIP Readers’ Club and grab your copy of It Had To Be You now!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Heidi Hughes lowered her driver-side window and leaned out. A barrage of fat raindrops hit her cheeks. She pulled herself back into the car, glancing at the bright blue digits of her dashboard clock.

      “Fuck.” Who got stuck behind a florist’s van on Valentine’s Day when they’d been single forever?

      The florist gave her a what-ya-gonna-do smile as she got back into the van, the massive bouquet and garish red-and-white teddy bear safely delivered. There were plenty more squashed against the van’s back window.

      Heidi ground her teeth together. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Swearing wasn’t going to teleport her to the photography studio for her annual family photo any quicker, but it made her feel better. Fuck was her very favourite swear word. Perhaps even her favourite word, full stop. It got people’s attention. However, now her daughter was talking, she was trying to curb her enthusiasm for it. It wasn’t easy.

      The van moved finally, and Heidi pressed the accelerator. She eyed the clock again, guilt settling in her stomach. She wasn’t just late. She was next-level late. The kind of late that needed to sit in a chair and think about what it had done. The kind of late that made her mum talk about disappointment.

      The original Maya Hughes was a laid-back woman. She’d had to be, having given birth to Heidi and her sister, Sarah. The only thing she didn’t tolerate was bad timekeeping. Mum always said it was a reaction to her upbringing, where timekeeping was non-existent.

      Heidi had been on board until she’d had her own daughter, Maya. Now, she had no idea how anyone with children got anything done on time. With her work and her daughter, Heidi’s life was one constant race against the clock, and the clock normally won. That excuse held no truck with her Caribbean matriarch mother, though.

      Fifteen minutes later, Heidi parked and pulled the sun visor down. When she clocked the full extent of her makeup fail in the tiny square mirror, she shook her head. It had been perfect when she’d left her flat this morning. However, this morning’s engagement photoshoot — which had massively overrun — had also involved her clients’ cats, Laurel and Hardy. Who Heidi was massively allergic to. Hence now she looked like she’d been sobbing for a century. Her waterproof mascara hadn’t stood a chance.

      Heidi flipped up the visor and got out of her silver Audi. She’d fix her face once she’d said hi to everyone. She pulled her coat up over her head in a bid to keep out the rain, inhaling the thick, damp air.

      Heidi’s tardiness didn’t matter to her daughter. Maya greeted her with a shriek as she walked into Pippa’s studio. Heidi felt the heat of her mother’s glower, so decided not to look up and face it just yet. Rather, she was going to enjoy giving Maya a cuddle because she hadn’t seen her for four hours. The way Maya was grinning, it might have been four years, because that’s how kids measured time. Whenever Heidi was away from her daughter for anything longer than an hour, it was like she’d been on expedition to the Arctic for months.

      “Hello, my little munchkin!” She picked up her daughter and spun her in the air, much to Maya’s delight. Her dark curls framed her face, her brown eyes sparkling as she let out her adorable cackle. At times like these, Maya was the perfect Sunday supplement child. “Were you a good girl for Aunty Sarah?”

      Heidi glanced her sister’s way as she walked towards her. Maya wrapped her arms around Heidi’s neck, her hot cheek sticking to Heidi’s own. When she reached Sarah’s side, Heidi brushed her lips against her sister’s cheek.

      “She was a perfect little girl for me, weren’t you?” Sarah gave Maya’s side a tickle and she wriggled in Heidi’s arms. “She went into Albert’s room and messed up his cards, which he’s still getting over. But I told him to clear them up, so he’s learned a valuable lesson.” Sarah paused. “And then we made cupcakes and Maya helped to mix the dough, didn’t you?”

      Maya nodded, her smile slick with dribble. “Cakes!” She clapped her hands, before wriggling too much. Heidi put her down. Maya ran over to her cousin, Max. Heidi glanced back to her sister.

      “What happened to your face? You didn’t look like that when you dropped Maya off earlier.” Sarah wasn’t one to beat around the bush. It was a family trait.

      “I meant to sort it out in traffic, but I gave up. It was too stop-start. Let’s just say this morning’s photoshoot involved cats.” Heidi nodded towards the bathroom. “Let me go and fix it before Mum frowns at me.”

      She was going to do just that when her sister’s husband, Jason, arrived at her side. “Happy Valentine’s Day!” He studied her face.

      “If you say I look like a panda, I’ll give you a different kind of black eye.”

      Jason opened his mouth to speak, then promptly closed it.

      “How about a raccoon?” Sarah offered, flashing her trademark grin.

      “A sad badger?” Jason followed up, gaining momentum.

      Heidi let a smile invade her face. “Fuck off, the pair of you.”

      Both Sarah and Jason turned up their grins.

      “By the way, I’ve made a decision about my birthday weekend.” Sarah paused for added effect. “I’ve found a festival we can go to, so that’s what we’re doing. Jason’s going to be the at-home dad to look after all the kids — Maya included — while we go and listen to music and get drunk. Sound good?”

      “Free childcare and booze? Count me in.”

      Footsteps walking across the laminate studio floor signalled Heidi was too late to move, and her heart deflated like a balloon. She’d failed at avoiding her mother. She blamed her sister.

      “You’re late, Heidi Ray.”

      Her mum was using both her names, so it must be bad. “I know, I’m sorry.” Even though she was 41, she still felt 12 at times like these. “The shoot ran over, and then I got stuck in traffic. The rain didn’t help, either.”

      Her mum peered closer at her face. “Have you been crying?”

      “Allergic reaction. The clients had cats.”

      Her mum waved her away. “Go sort yourself out before the photo, then. We’re already far too late, so let’s get things going.”

      Heidi gave her mum a nod, obeying immediately. She walked towards the bathroom, knowing exactly where it was because they’d been coming to this studio for their annual family photo for as long as she could remember. However, this year was special, because it was to be Maya’s first where she knew what was going on. Last year, she’d been eight months old. This year, she was approaching the grand old age of two.

      Heidi rearranged her face the best she could, a sparse single radiator on the far wall not really doing enough to heat the space. She shivered as she balanced her makeup bag on the edge of the white porcelain sink, wiping away the mascara on her cheeks, touching up her foundation and lipstick. She put a comb through her hair, practised her family-photo smile, then rolled her eyes. She’d have to do. Maybe Pippa could touch her up in the post-production. She’d have a word.

      When she got back outside, Pippa was waiting. She gave her a hug. Heidi had always been close to Pippa. What’s more, her mum’s oldest friend had been an invaluable source of advice when Heidi had become a wedding photographer some years ago. Now she was older, Pippa mainly stuck to studio work, referring any wedding clients to Heidi. Without Pippa, Heidi wouldn’t have the thriving business she did.

      “Come on, eldest child. We haven’t got all day!” That was Dad, his tone soft, his smile wide. Her dad never drove her as hard as her mum.

      Heidi walked towards her family. Sarah and Jason standing behind their three children, Albert, Alex and Max. Her parents, Maya and Robert, to their left. Up until last year, she’d always been alone in the family photo. Just Heidi, year after year. None of her girlfriends had ever been permanent enough to make the shot. She’d never dreamed her child would make it before a partner, but life had a funny way of surprising you.

      Now Maya was nearly two, Heidi was thinking about dating again. She missed sex. She missed romance. She missed regular adult conversation. She missed all of it. Maybe next year, she’d have a partner as well as a child. The full set.

      Maya already had both hands in the air as Heidi scooped her up, kissing her curls as she settled in her arms. At times like this, she never wanted to let Maya go. Her dad squeezed her shoulder as Heidi settled next to him.

      “You look lovely,” he whispered, giving her a smile. Heidi wanted to find someone just like her dad. But perhaps with more hair and less stubble. And female.

      “Alright, everyone! Jason, could you scoot in a little. Get closer to Sarah, act as though you like her.” Pippa was in full-on directing mode.

      Jason did as he was told.

      “On my count, look at me, best cheesy smiles, and say Valentine’s Day!” Pippa held up a hand. “Three, two, one!” The camera clicked, and Heidi gave the best smile she could.

      “Valentine’s Day!”

      Maybe next year, she’d have someone standing to her left, too.
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      “You’re 40. It’s a big deal. We’re going away. End of story.”

      Eden Price raised a single eyebrow at her flatmate, Lib. “I’ve told you before, I may be 40, but it’s also just another Saturday in March.”

      Lib didn’t even react to that. “What about Lithuania? I’ve heard it’s gorgeous and the wine is less than a quid a bottle, so it gets the thumbs-up from me.” Lib was clutching a glass of Chablis as she spoke, neck crooked to look at the screen of Eden’s tablet. “Tammara went last year and said it was gorgeous and unspoilt, so long as you avoided the stag parties around the main square at the weekends.”

      “We don’t have to go away.”

      Lib let out a long sigh and turned to face Eden, putting down her wine and the tablet. She got hold of Eden’s shoulders and squeezed, looking her in the eye. “How long have we known each other?”

      “That one’s easy. Ten years.” They’d met through a friend of a friend, dancing in a club in King’s Cross. Lib and Eden had hit it off right away. When Eden bought her Camden flat five years ago, Lib had moved in the following weekend. She hadn’t been able to shake her since.

      “Exactly. In that time, I’ve taken a holiday every single year.” Lib furrowed her brow. “Tell me, how many holidays have you taken in the past decade?”

      Eden wriggled under Lib’s glare. She knew the answer, but she didn’t like to say it out loud. It sounded bad when she did that. “I’ve been to Scotland to visit my uncle and aunt.”

      “That was ages ago. Plus, seeing family is not a holiday. You’ve taken precisely none of those. You either stay in London, or you work and take the money. You never have an adventure, never put yourself out there. It’s why you get those tension headaches, too much staring at a screen. You need to stop working all the time and take a break.”

      Eden swiped her hand through the air, doing a 360 of the lounge. Lib was right about the migraines, but she didn’t miss holidays. She’d rather work. Going away on her own wasn’t much fun. “Take a look around. I might not have gone on holiday this year, but the money I saved, I spent on new furniture and redecorating. You must admit the place looks pretty cool.” Eden was still revelling in its newness. The couch was stone-coloured and a dream to sit on. The walls were dapper in olive green with crisp white cornicing and skirting. Her carpet was a lush grey that cushioned your feet. Eden especially loved her new coffee table – a retro gaming machine with a glass top.

      “It looks amazing, I told you that. But I still think for your 40th we need to mark it with something special. And don’t tell me it’s just another Saturday in March, or I might clock you over the head with your tablet.”

      “You should see someone about that anger, you know.”

      Lib shook her head, a wry smile invading her face.

      Eden sat up. How could she convince Lib she was okay staying local? “I can go to Barcelona or Madrid or wherever when I’m 41 or 42. Even 40 and a half. But going away on my birthday isn’t an option, you know that. It doesn’t work. You’ve got your mum, plus Issy and Kath have their kids. I don’t mind postponing.”

      “But I do.” Lib’s mum was terminally ill, and she’d put her job as a web developer on hold to be there for her. Her mum had gone downhill fast in recent weeks, and Eden knew she wouldn’t be comfortable going away. Lib kept telling Eden 40 was a big deal, a milestone birthday, one to celebrate. But that was the story Lib believed, not her. To Eden, she was just another year older.

      She picked up her tablet and did a search for events on her birthday, March 2nd. An ad popped up for a festival on her birthday weekend: Year Awakening. What’s more, the headliners were a band she wanted to see. She sat up a bit straighter. A one-day local event could be the solution to their issues, and then she could drag her mates away for something further afield when it suited them all.

      “What about this?” Eden pointed at the screen.

      Lib peered closer, before glancing up at Eden. “But will you be happy celebrating your 40th in a wet field rather than sunning it in Barcelona?”

      Eden nodded. “So long as I’m with my nearest and dearest, I don’t care where I am.”

      Lib raised a single eyebrow. “You sure you won’t regret not going away for your big birthday? I know you said it’s ‘just another Saturday in March’, but still.” She used her fingers to put quotes around her words.

      “I’m positive,” Eden replied.

      Lib flopped back on the sofa, wriggling deeper. “This is bloody comfy, I’ll give you that.” She glanced at Eden. “You promise me you’ll go away this year? When I can come, too?”

      Eden didn’t like to think about the reasons why Lib would be free to come, too. “I promise. A long weekend somewhere exotic.”

      Lib picked up Eden’s glass of wine and passed it to her. “In that case, let’s book it. I’m going to make sure your 40th is the bomb, whatever it takes.” She took a gulp of her wine. “If it helps, even though you’re the oldest in our group, you don’t look it.”

      “True. Taylor wins that one, going prematurely grey. Plus, Issy and Kath have aged about ten years since they decided to have kids. Message to self: don’t have kids, they make you old.”

      Lib smiled. “I thought about it once, but seeing as I’m 40 in two years, it’s getting a bit late.”

      “Thirty eight is still young to have a kid. Plenty of lesbians are doing it.” Eden shivered. “But you know my thoughts on kids. You have to be really certain you want them, and then be prepared to put time and patience into raising them. Even then, it’s a gamble — for the children and the parents.” She cast her mind back to her childhood, but it was dark. Some things were best left in the shadows.

      Eden stretched her arms over her head, before leaning forward and snagging a couple of salt-and-vinegar crisps from the bowl Lib had set out. “You know what I have been thinking about getting for my birthday?”

      Lib turned to her. “Twins?”

      A chill whipped through her. “No, thank you.” She paused. “I’ve been thinking about getting some pussy. A small, furry one, to be precise. The key to me embracing my middle years is to get a kitten and truly be a lesbian. What do you think?”

      Lib put down her wine and hugged Eden, before holding her at arm’s length. “This flat has been crying out for some pussy action for a while now.” She held a finger in the air and drew her mouth into the shape of an ‘O’. “You know, there was something about kittens on Facebook yesterday. Somebody Sheila knows was looking to home some.” Lib pulled up Facebook on her phone. “You want me to see if I can find the post?”

      Eden gave her a wide grin. “Yes please.” She leaned over Lib. “Imagine if I could get a tiny baby kitten before my birthday.” That truly would be her birthday wishes coming true.

      “Wait till you see them, they were so cute.” Lib glanced up from the screen. “Plus, it goes without saying that tiny baby kittens work wonders on the hearts of women, doesn’t it?”

      Eden shook her head. “You are fixated on my love life, or lack thereof. I’m perfectly happy, I’ve told you before. Concentrate on yourself before turning the spotlight on me.”

      A blush rose up Lib’s cheeks as she studied her screen. “Too soon for me.” Lib was still getting over her last break-up. “But I’d love to see you meet someone. Don’t you want to give your new little kitty a two-parent household?”

      Eden sat back. “They always say you turn into your mother, don’t they? If I get a cat, I’m heading right down that path, being a single parent. Let’s hope I don’t go the whole hog and turn into a self-obsessed, selfish arsehole, too.”
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      “Did I tell you I’ve got someone else who wants their wedding photographed?” Heidi’s best friend Cleo threw a packet of bistro salad into Heidi’s shopping trolley to go with the ham-and-mushroom pizza with dough balls they’d just selected. Their no-carb diet could wait for another day.

      Heidi held up a hand. “I’ve told you, don’t tell me this shit in the supermarket. I won’t remember. Send me an email and I can reply. But you should know I’m pretty booked up. Plus, doing weddings with a toddler in tow is no picnic. Last year, everyone wanted to babysit Maya, because she couldn’t walk and she slept a lot. This year, my little hellion is a walking weapon of mass destruction. Aren’t you, sausage?”

      As if sensing she was the star of the conversation, Maya held up both arms and let out a high-pitched squeal, which caused a woman to Heidi’s left to crash her trolley into a display of kitchen rolls. They tumbled to the ground one by one. Heidi wheeled the trolley away sharpish. Behind her, Cleo snorted.

      “I love your daughter, have I told you that?”

      Maya applauded herself. Heidi didn’t blame her.

      “I don’t know where she gets her headstrong vibe from, do you?” Cleo gave Heidi a grin. “I’ll email you, no problem.”

      They turned into the wine aisle, with Heidi pulling up her trolley and depositing two bottles of Malbec into it.

      Maya leaned over to the shelf and tried to grab a bottle herself, but Heidi stopped her just in time. “Mummy’s breakfast!” she shouted.

      More snorts from Cleo as the woman beside Heidi turned to her, eyes wide. “She’s joking,” Heidi told her, her head filling with noise, her cheeks with blood. “I don’t drink it at breakfast. Just in the evening.” She was oversharing, wasn’t she?

      The woman edged away.

      Heidi glanced at Cleo. “Don’t say a fucking word.”

      “Fucking!” Maya repeated.

      Cleo couldn’t hold in her laughter any longer, clutching the trolley as she shook.

      Heidi brought her face level with Maya. “What have we said about chatting in public?” She could never be mad with her daughter for long, though. Plus, she shouldn’t have sworn in the first place. It had just been a very long day. She kissed Maya on the cheek.

      In response, Maya slapped her in the face.

      Heidi took a moment, then pushed the trolley down the aisle, hoping for silence till they made it out of Waitrose. “Remember when I said my child would never do this or that? I hear new parents say that now, too, and I laugh.”

      Cleo chucked some sweet popcorn into the trolley, before massaging Heidi’s shoulders. “You seem a little wound up today. What have you been up to?”

      Heidi gave Cleo a look. “One word. Aquababy.”

      “Oh no, not the dreaded Aquababy with the standoffish dads. I thought I told you to stop going?”

      Heidi shrugged as they passed the bakery. The smell of cinnamon wafted into her nostrils, and it took all her effort not to scoop the whole display into her trolley. She was trying not to eat too many carbs. “Maya loves the water. But I’m looking into other options. Tell me about your day, take my mind off it.”

      Heidi’s oldest friend had a big job that was taking her to Boston for the next six weeks, with a view to taking her there permanently in the not-too-distant future. Heidi wasn’t looking forward to that. Their bi-weekly pizza and wine evenings were her lifeline.

      “I had boring back-to-back conference calls. The corporate life isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Whereas I had an Aquababy class with a load of dads who were giving their wives a break for a couple of hours.”

      Cleo began to load their haul onto the shopping belt as Maya began to clap again. Cleo tickled Maya’s tummy as she set the wine on its side, the glass clinking together as the belt moved in jerky fashion. “Was the lesbian there again today, too?”

      “She was.” Heidi frowned as she thought about it. “But she kept her distance. Again. What does she think I’m going to do? Jump her at the first opportunity? Honestly, being the single lesbian mum is the hardest job of all.” Heidi shook her head. “The husbands think I want their sperm; the lesbians think I want them. I never realised what a hard job single mums have until I became one.”

      She put the pizza on the belt. “Plus, they’re all white, while I’m mixed race. So they see me as the black single mother, which makes me even more other.” Heidi put the words ‘black single mother’ and ‘other’ in finger quotes. “Even though my mum has lived here for over 40 years, and my dad is Robert Hughes from Surrey.” She pushed the trolley to the end of the checkout, sighing. “But I’ll survive. It’s nothing some pizza and wine won’t fix.” Her fingers hovered over the display of chocolate by the till, but she resisted picking up a KitKat Chunky. Such self-control.

      Heidi turned her smile on the cashier, a woman in her fifties with a severe fringe.

      “Didn’t you say you’d met one nice lesbian couple? They’ve been babysitting for you?”

      The cashier began to scan the groceries, twitching as she heard the word ‘lesbian’. Heidi ignored it. “Yes, Kate and Meg. They’re from the lesbian parenting Facebook group, and I’d be lost without them.”

      “Fuck the Aquababy crowd, Heids.” Cleo flashed her smile at the cashier. “Excuse my French.” She waved away Heidi’s attempt to pay, tapping her card on the paypoint. It declined.

      “You have to insert your card, madam. It’s over £30.” The cashier’s tone was firm, her look stern.

      “It’s Waitrose, babe, not Aldi,” Heidi told her, laughing. “You need me to get this?”

      “I got it.” Cleo clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, before keying in her pin.

      “I’m just going over to the pharmacy. I need some help with my period pains. They’ve gone batshit crazy since I had Maya.”

      The cashier looked up at Heidi.

      “Sorry again,” Heidi said. Then to Cleo, “See you back at the car?”

      Cleo nodded as Heidi handed over the keys. “We’re going to try not to eat all the crisps before Mummy comes back, aren’t we?” Cleo told Maya.

      Satisfied her daughter was in safe hands, Heidi strolled along the end of the line of checkouts, her stomach churning. She knew the drug she wanted that would settle her stomach.

      Heidi was level with the final checkout when a tall woman in a natty blue jacket came careering past the cashier and straight into her.

      Heidi had no time to process anything as her body took the brunt of the woman’s weight. Her shoulder crunched as she toppled left, staggering into a line of three chairs. They were meant for a breather after a marathon shopping session. They saved Heidi slamming into the shop window.

      “Fucking hell!” More swearing, this time from the mouth of the speeding woman. “Where did you come from? You materialised out of thin air!”

      Heidi took a moment before she responded, standing up straight, grabbing her shoulder which was already throbbing. She tested her elbow. It hurt to move, which wasn’t a surprise. Was this the sort of thing she could call one of those daytime accident helplines for?

      Heidi refocused on her assailant. She was still tall, and when Heidi looked closer, she saw deep blue eyes under a head of styled, streaked-blond hair. Did Heidi know her from somewhere? Her face looked familiar. She flicked through her mental notebook, but quickly gave up.

      If she did know her, it probably wasn’t because of anything good. She was probably one of those women on Tinder who said they were up for ‘fun and good times’. She looked exactly the type. She probably got her way all the time, spending her days running into people in her workplace, on the phone, via email. The woman wasn’t quite sure what to do. Her facial expression was flicking between concern and ‘I don’t have time for this.’ This chick had some fucking nerve.

      “I came out of nowhere?” Heidi put a finger to her chest, pulling herself up as tall as she could get. She was still a good few inches shorter than Mrs Sprint. “Me? Who was just walking over to the pharmacy? I wasn’t the one practising my 100m in Waitrose, was I? Were you planning to hurdle the flowers by the door? Roll across a few car bonnets outside?”

      The woman was shaking her head. “I’m sorry, it’s been a long day.” She clutched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “I’ve got a splitting headache and was on my way to get something for it.”

      Now Heidi looked closer, she could see the woman’s eyes were watery. She looked tired, too. Still, it was no excuse.

      “And I’m on my way to get something for my period pains.” Possibly oversharing again, but there was only so much brushing aside Heidi could take in one day. This woman had piqued her annoyance. “You’re not the only one having a bad day. Just look where you’re going next time.” She rubbed her arm, which was still smarting.

      “Sorry again.” The woman checked her watch. “I’ve really got to run.” She gave Heidi a pained smile, then sprinted off.

      Heidi shook her head. At least there was wine in her near-future.
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      Eden couldn’t get out of Waitrose quick enough, but she was careful to look where she was going this time. She popped two Migraleve into the palm of her hand and swilled them straight, no water required. A practised move.

      She blamed her boss, of course. If Caroline hadn’t agreed to take on this account, she wouldn’t have been under so much pressure, and therefore had to spend hours and hours in front of her screen. It was days like these she wondered why she wasn’t working for herself by now. However, she knew the answer: the job had perks, paid well, and she loved it. It was the pace and the pressure that made Eden tick. Mainly because she was good at it. Only lately, her body was saying otherwise.

      She rolled her wrist and thought about the woman she’d run into. She’d just appeared out of nowhere, but Eden had nearly pitched her through the supermarket window with the force of her blow. It would have been a terrific offensive play on an American football field, not so much in real life.

      Still, she hoped the woman was okay. She’d been raging mad at her, but Eden kinda liked that. Nobody was going to steamroller her. When the woman had pinned Eden with her maddened stare and started ranting at her to slow down — not anything she hadn’t heard before — Eden had noticed her eyes. Rich, nutty brown, the colour of the sherry her grandmother used to like on a Sunday.

      She blinked. She hadn’t met a woman who made her think about her gran before. Although ‘met’ was a strong term to use for this instance. Bumped into? Let’s go with that. However, it was undeniable this woman’s eyes had brought her gran to mind. At least she hadn’t been wearing geranium perfume, too. That would have been too strange.

      Eden took a deep breath as she glanced up at the cloudy sky, the chill of the February evening scratching her airways. The story of her bumping into this woman was something she would have told her gran when she visited her on Sundays. She used to do so most weeks when she was alive. It’d been seven years since she’d died, and it still hit Eden hard some days. Her gran would have told her it sounded like the plot of an old Hollywood movie, a great meet-cute. Her gran had loved the movies. She’d never had an issue with Eden’s sexuality, only with her lack of a partner to share her life.

      Her gran had been adamant you needed romance for a happy, fulfilled life. Whereas Eden was pretty sure she could survive without it. Romantic love meant being in a relationship you counted on, and in Eden’s world, those didn’t work. Her life was simple and straightforward, with her friends and her work. That was just the way she liked it.

      On the agenda this evening was some food and a spot more work. She had a presentation she needed to finish.

      Eden checked her phone. Another message from a friend saying they could make her birthday the following weekend, which was awesome. She might not be coupled up, but she was feeling the love. Eden liked to have her life planned out in weekends, and she was now busy for the next few. Her friend’s wedding this weekend, her 40th the following, and a Camden night out the one after that. So long as her head didn’t explode beforehand.

      She walked across the car park as lightning struck in her skull. Her phone pinged again and she looked down. It was then she heard some car wheels squeal.

      She looked up and saw a car inches from her waist. Where the hell had that come from?

      She held up her hand in apology. However, it was only when she looked through the windscreen that she saw the same deep brown eyes staring back at her, quickly followed by a brisk shake of the head.

      Shit, it was that woman again.

      The woman wound down her window. “If you’ve got a death wish, you’re going about it the right way. Next time, I’m running you over.”

      Eden’s eyes widened in surprise. This woman had verve. Her gran would have liked her. “Sorry.” Eden put her phone in her pocket as her head boomed.

      She needed to get home and have some food. Then lie in a dark room and hope this headache didn’t develop into something more.

      But she knew the whole way home, she was going to be recalling those eyes even through the pain. Eden hadn’t been stirred by eyes quite as large as those in a very long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Just go. She’s going to be fine.” Kate held Maya in her arms, but it didn’t stop her daughter’s face crumpling. “Mummy’s off to work and we’re going to play. Me, you and Finn. What do you say, Maya?” Kate was putting on her best singsong voice, but Maya was having none of it, holding out her hands.

      Heidi checked her watch. She had to go, otherwise she was going to miss the bride putting on her makeup, and that would never do. Wedding start times were getting earlier and earlier. Soon, the bride was going to want the photographer to sleep with her the night before so she wouldn’t miss a single thing.

      “Bye, sweetheart.” Heidi placed a kiss on Maya’s cheek, her nose snotty as always. “Be good for Kate! Mummy will see you later.” She squeezed Kate’s hand. “Thanks for this. I owe you.”

      “You owe me nothing,” her friend replied. “Now go shoot some gorgeous photos.”

      Heidi hadn’t thought she’d be one of those mums who went to pieces when she had to leave a crying child, but nothing pulled on the heartstrings like your own child’s tears. She got into her car and took a moment, gripping the steering wheel. She had to work, but some days were harder than others. At least today’s wedding was super-close to Kate and Meg’s flat, which meant she could pick Maya up as soon as she was done later. Without Kate and Meg, she would have been stumped today.

      Heidi started her car and braced herself for the Old Street roundabout.
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      Heidi had noticed a growing trend for London weddings lately. People had got bored with the idea of trekking to stately mansions in the home counties, wanting instead to get married in the heart of the city. Today’s ceremony was taking place in a disused church, with photos afterwards just around the corner in Soho Square.

      The wedding went off without a hitch, which pleased and disappointed Heidi in equal measure. Pleased because that meant happy, smiling faces for her photos, and happy clients who paid on time. Disappointed because, just once, she wanted to be at a wedding where someone got jilted at the altar, or where someone spoke up to declare their undying love for one of the leads. She guessed maybe that only happened in films and books, but she lived in hope. Last year she’d done 35 weddings, so the chances for her were higher than most of the population.

      The bride and groom were now leading the crowd out of the church that wasn’t a church, confetti and laughter coating the air. Heidi loved this part of weddings. The most optimistic part, where everything was still new, like virgin snow. However, one glance up at the dark clouds told Heidi they might have an issue. The wedding party had provided large umbrellas that were being carried by the groomsmen, but a torrential downpour was the mortal enemy of any wedding party. The clock was ticking, and it was time for Heidi to get shouty. They not only had to battle the impending rain, but also the fact the photos were being taken in a public park.

      “Okay, listen up, wedding party! The clouds overhead look ominous, so if we could get a wriggle on to Soho Square to get our outdoor shots done before the heavens open, that would be awesome. Remember, nobody gets a drink until we get to the venue. The quicker you walk, the quicker I can snap, the quicker you get champagne.”

      A murmur went around the crowd at that. Heidi knew how to press buttons and get people to do what she wanted.

      Luckily, Soho Square wasn’t quite as packed as Heidi had been fearing, the Tudor building in the centre drawing excited chatter from the wedding party. They selected the nearest corner of the grass-covered square and asked people already there to move. If they were annoyed, they didn’t show it. Weddings held a magic nobody wanted to pop.

      It only took five minutes to get everyone in place, and then it was time for Heidi to work her particular brand of magic. She might be only five foot six, but what she lacked in height she more than made up for with the boom of her voice.

      “Okay, well done on making it here. One step closer to
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