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      “I’ve got two pieces of advice for you. You got a pencil handy?”

      “Sure,” Tanya lied, sitting on her sofa. Her gran sounded perky today, more like her old self.

      “First, don’t grow old gracefully, okay?” Her gran cleared her throat at the other end of the phone.

      “No problem, I’ll follow your lead,” Tanya replied. “And number two?”

      “Stop working so much, loosen up, have more sex,” her gran continued, deadpan.

      “That’s more than two pieces of advice.”

      She could almost feel her gran smiling down the phone. “Okay, have more sex.”

      “Have more sex it is,” Tanya said, her cheeks heating up as she said the word ‘sex’ down the phone. Even at 83, her gran had a habit of making her stop in her tracks.

      “I wish it were that easy,” Tanya mumbled under her breath. She didn’t want to count on her hands how many months it’d been, but she knew she’d need all her fingers and thumbs, repeat to fade.

      “It is — just go out there, find a woman you like the look of and charm her.”

      Tanya stared at the violet lounge wall of her rented flat: she hated the colour, but she wasn’t sticking around long enough to paint it. Perhaps a new address would give her more luck romantically, too? She hadn’t been inclined to charm any women of late: the thought of bringing them back here felt unrepresentative of who she really was.

      “I’ll note it down,” she said. “I just need to locate my charm and we’re good to go.”

      “You’ve got charm by the bucketload — you’re my flesh and blood!” Her gran’s voice went up at the end, as if she couldn’t believe her granddaughter’s hesitation. Tanya pictured her propped up in her hospice bed, laughing more than any of her bedfellows, just like always.

      Her gran had always taken the starring role in her life and lived it in high-definition.

      “Now I’ve given you my wisdom, next question: have you spent my money yet? I know we discussed a flat, but drugs and hookers would be okay too, if that’s what you need.” More coughing followed, and Tanya could tell her gran was getting a little over-excited.

      Still, she wasn’t going to scold her.

      Not now.

      “I haven’t spent it yet,” Tanya replied, flexing her toes. “Although I am seeing a place this weekend that looks promising, so I’ll report back. It’s by the river.” She paused. “And if it’s good, I promise I’ll blow a grand on cocaine and hot women to celebrate.” She smiled at her own joke, at the absurdity of it. She was more likely to buy a bottle of decent red, but she didn’t want to dampen her gran’s spirits.

      Her gran rasped down the phone at that, before succumbing to another coughing fit.

      Tanya waited for her to recover; she knew it would take a few moments.

      “Take photos, please,” her gran said, when she had her breath back. “Of the flat, too.”

      Now it was Tanya’s turn to laugh.

      How her gran had managed to spawn her humourless mother was a mystery.

      “But seriously, I want to know my only granddaughter has somewhere decent to live before I die.”

      Tanya shook her head: that outcome was too outrageous to consider, so she squashed it down, along with the clamour of emotion it brought with it. “You’re not going to die, Gran.”

      There was a pause before her gran replied. “We’re all going to die, sweetheart,” she said. “I’m just a little closer than most.”
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      Tanya Grant was going to be late, and she hated being late – it simply wasn’t in her DNA.

      Tanya hated being late almost as much as she hated her own mother.

      Almost.

      Somebody on her train had pulled the emergency cord, which meant she’d now been stuck in a tunnel for nearly half an hour. She checked her watch for the third time in five minutes and tapped her black Chelsea boot on the train carriage floor. She couldn’t miss this viewing — the flat had looked incredible online.

      Beside her sat a young man with beautiful, smooth skin, wearing perfectly ripped jeans. “That’s not going to help, you know,” he said, raising a styled eyebrow in her direction.

      She didn’t reply at first, wondering if she’d imagined the words; however, he was looking at her, expecting some response.

      She put her index finger to her chest. “Sorry, are you talking to me?”

      He nodded. He had a piercing in his bottom lip: Tanya had always found those so off-putting. Didn’t they get in the way when you wanted to do things like eat, drink or kiss?

      “You’re constantly checking your watch and sighing. I’m just saying, it’s not going to make the train move any faster.” He gave her a smile that disarmed her. People didn’t speak to each other on London transport, so why was he breaking the rules? “You’re going to be late, accept it. Stop fretting.”

      Tanya stared at the young man: she knew he was right. Her gran’s words on her call the other day rattled in her head: loosen up.

      “I know,” Tanya replied. “But it makes me feel like I’m doing something.”

      The young man shrugged. “Just so long as you know it’s pointless.” He gave her that smile again, glancing around the carriage before his eyelids drooped, shutting out the world completely.

      Tanya let out a long breath, just as the carriage’s lights flickered and the train began to move, the tunnel’s thick brick walls sliding by the windows.

      Apologies ladies and gentlemen, but the alarm has now been sorted and we’re on the move. We’ll be pulling into our next station, Woolwich, in a few minutes time.

      True to his word the driver did just that, and Tanya sprang from the train, zipping in between fellow passengers, whizzing past commercials for a popular bourbon brand, another for a bank and one for a book that’d been on her list to read for as long as she cared to remember. But honestly, who had time to read these days? Not a busy person like her.

      The grey concrete was hard under the soles of her black boots as she ran to the end of the platform using the full length of her long legs, veering too late from a woman ahead of her. Tanya’s shoulder slammed into her, and the woman rocked sideways, her glasses falling from her face and clattering as they hit the floor.

      “Hey!” the woman said, her eyes watery, her face a frown.

      Tanya skidded to a halt. She bent down to pick up the woman’s glasses from the cold floor and pressed them back into her warm hand. “Sorry, I’ve got to run,” she said, throwing the woman an apologetic glance. She then set off once more, passing her Oyster card over the metallic ticket barrier before sprinting towards the stairs, every step bringing her closer to the block of flats on the river that might just be her future home.

      Her plan to make a fast exit might have worked, too, had Tanya not slipped on the penultimate step of the stairs, which knocked her off balance. As her other foot missed the top step, her ankle gave way beneath her in a flash of pain, and she fell forward. Her shins hit the concrete steps with a sharp thud, followed by her knees, then her hands.

      Tanya squeezed her eyes shut as she came to a halt in a crumpled heap, sprawled face-down at the top of the stairs, pain rippling through her body. When she opened her eyes, her cheek was pressed into the station floor, with shoes walking by sideways as her vision adjusted.

      Summoning all her strength, she dragged herself up and onto the station concourse. Then she got onto her knees and gingerly pushed herself up, the heels of her palms stinging. People thronged by her, left and right, nobody stopping to see if she was okay. Would she have stopped if the shoe were on the other foot? Probably not. Outside, she could see it had started to rain, with umbrellas being shaken and unfurled all around.

      “Do you need any help?” asked a kind woman, pushing her thick black hipster glasses up her nose. She was around Tanya’s age, her short, blonde hair already tussled from the day. She wore skin-tight blue jeans, ripped at the knee, a white shirt and a green army jacket that Tanya would never have attempted, yet she pulled off with aplomb.

      Tanya squinted, still dazed, her heart thumping in her chest. With pain still stamping round her body, she couldn’t compute sentences yet. However, she couldn’t help noticing the woman’s eyes, which were simply stunning. Cornflower blue and surrounded by long dark lashes, they weren’t a colour Tanya had seen often, and she was momentarily mesmerised. Whoever this woman was, her nose delicate, her lips full, she was brightening up a shitty day. Tanya had to tear her eyes away to stop herself staring.

      “I’m fine,” she replied, far more abruptly than she’d intended, before wincing at her tone. Damn it, she hadn’t meant that the way it came out. It was her pride that was hurt more than body.

      And this woman was only trying to help.

      This incredibly hot woman.

      The incredibly hot woman gave her a confused frown, her blue eyes rippling again, making Tanya blink rapidly. Was that her natural eye colour or was she wearing contacts? Whatever, the effect was astonishing.

      “I just thought I’d ask. Only, it looked like it hurt.” She gave Tanya a once-over, along with a concerned smile. “I’ve got a tissue if you need one.”

      Tanya shook her head. “I have some,” she said. Still curt. She really needed to work on her delivery, as her friend Alice kept telling her.

      The woman, giving up, flashed her a thin-lipped smile. “Suit yourself, I was just trying to be nice,” she said, before rummaging in her bag and pulling out a packet of cigarettes, along with an umbrella. She didn’t look at Tanya again, just put a cigarette between her lips, before shaking out her umbrella and walking away.

      Tanya thought about shouting after her, telling her she was sorry for being so abrupt, thanking her for stopping. But she didn’t, and this was London — she’d never see her again.

      She shrugged, drew a line under her morning so far and regrouped.

      She assessed the damage: her jeans were still intact, as were her hands, and she wasn’t bleeding. She was a bit bruised, but other than that, fine. And she really needed to get a move on now.

      Tanya checked her watch. If she ran down the main road as best she could, she’d probably only be ten minutes late, and hopefully the estate agent would hang on for her. From what she’d told her, Tanya was the first of many viewings, so she guessed she might even be staying put all day.

      She rummaged in her bag to locate her blue umbrella and her phone, checking Google Maps to confirm directions.

      Then Tanya took a deep breath, swung her bag over her shoulder and hobbled down the road as fast as she could, wincing as she walked straight into a puddle, dirty water shooting up the inside of her freshly laundered dark blue jeans.

      So far, it wasn’t her day.
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      Wow, people could be rude.

      First, Sophie had seen the tall woman knock someone’s glasses off because she was in such a rush. But when she saw the same woman fall at the top of the stairs moments later, she’d felt sorry for her. She’d heard the crack when the woman landed and knew it must have hurt.

      But when Sophie had asked her if she needed any help, the brunette had brushed her off without so much as a thank you. Sure, she had those cheekbones people would forgive a great deal for, along with a figure to match. And yes, her angular face and rich green eyes had made Sophie look twice, but no amount of good looks made up for rudeness. Good manners cost nothing, but some Londoners didn’t seem to be aware of that. Some days, Sophie London hated sharing a name with them.

      Sophie shook her head as she turned right into the shortcut to her flat. She shouldn’t let it get to her this morning — not after the day she’d already had. It was only just gone 9am, and here she was, slinking home from her lover’s house.

      Again.

      Sophie knew it couldn’t continue — of course she did. She’d known it when it started, and she knew it even more so now. After all, she was in her third decade, and there were only so many more nights she could slink home early from a night with her lover, turfed out of the flat because her lover had “things to do”. Things to do that weren’t being intimate with Sophie. She wasn’t sure how she’d fallen into the role of being a fuck buddy to her boss, Helen, but that’s where her life was at.

      And while she continually told herself she was happy with her lot, that she liked having sex with Helen and didn’t need anything else, she knew deep down it wasn’t true. But this morning wasn’t the time to face that reality, seeing as she’d only had five hours’ sleep and had yet to even brush her hair.

      She winced as her right trainer hit a broken paving slab and an inordinate amount of black water sloshed up her inside leg, soaking her sock and her green-and-yellow trainer in the process. Sophie stopped, shook her foot then her head, before turning the corner into the concrete courtyard outside her block of flats.

      She took a final drag on her cigarette before crushing the butt underfoot, rain cascading off her umbrella and drumming on the pavement. She’d like another cigarette, but this weather wasn’t making it appealing. Instead, she pushed open the giant glass door of her building, shaking out her umbrella and smiling at Roger the concierge.

      “Morning Sophie, lovely day for it!” Roger said, a smile creasing his ruddy-cheeked face, his hand raised in a wave.

      Sophie had a lot of time for Roger: no matter what, he was always in a good mood which she appreciated.

      “Take my advice — stay inside,” she said, letting the glass door slam behind her. “How’s your morning been?” she asked, walking over to the stack of metal post boxes in the foyer to check if she had any mail. When she saw she didn’t, she relocked her post box and walked back to Roger’s desk. She could see a copy of The Sun newspaper open in front of him.

      “Quiet so far — I think everyone’s staying in because of the weather,” he replied.

      “I don’t blame them.”

      “You out all night?” Roger asked, his smile never faltering.

      Sophie nodded, replaying her night of no-strings sex in her mind, followed by Helen waking her up and ushering her out. A smile ghosted across her face, but her emotions slumped.

      “Stayed at a friend’s,” she replied, desolation washing over her. The situation was in her hands and only she could change it. She just had to prioritise her mental health over her libido. Easier said than done.

      “Anyway, I’ve got to run. Have a good day,” she said, turning towards the lift.

      “You too, Sophie!”

      She pressed the lift button and saw the down arrow light up. She tapped her foot as she waited, her soggy trainer making high-pitched squelching sounds on the polished white floor. Ten seconds later the lift arrived, the doors sliding open.

      Sophie got in and was just about to hit her floor button when she saw a tall brunette in a long, stone-coloured coat yank open the front doors of her building — if she wasn’t mistaken, it was the very same woman who’d just brushed her off at the tube station.

      Was she following her? What on earth was she doing in her building?

      Sophie squinted as the woman sprinted towards her, a mass of long lines, waving her right arm in the air and shouting: “Hold the lift!”

      Sophie did as instructed, hitting the button to keep the doors open: she wasn’t looking forward to a second more of this woman’s company, but she always held the lift when asked.

      The woman’s black boots slammed on the polished floor as she approached, before she hurled herself through the metal lift doors way too fast, her tall frame now seeming far too big for such a confined space.

      Alarm slithered through Sophie as the new arrival sailed into the lift, heading straight for her. Unable to stop in time, the woman stuck out her hands to break her momentum, but only succeeded in grabbing Sophie’s left breast and her right shoulder, slamming into her like a one-woman tornado.

      There was a thud as she came to a standstill, and then, due to inactivity, the lift doors slid slowly shut, leaving Sophie and the woman pressed together, with the rest of the world completely sealed out.

      Sophie let out an “oomph!” as her back crunched into the mirrored wall, her body pressed into the glass — and all because this woman was in a hurry. Her ribs shuddered and she gasped for breath. The brunette’s blue umbrella dripped silently down her trousers and onto her foot.

      Pain sizzled through Sophie, quickly followed by incredulity at the gall of this woman: she’d been holding the lift, there had been no need for her to run so fast. But clearly, life ran to this woman’s agenda and her agenda alone.

      And then, barrelling straight into the back of Sophie’s annoyance was a duelling emotion: lust. An attractive woman was pressed into her, one hand on her breast, and no matter what a massive idiot the woman was, Sophie still had eyes and her body still responded. And right now, a zap of desire hit the bull’s eye between Sophie’s legs, just as the woman eased herself off Sophie, untangling her hands from Sophie’s breast and shoulder, and then not quite knowing what to do with them.

      She took a step back and eventually let her gaze drift up to Sophie’s eyes, biting her lip and wincing.

      Sophie stared into her deep green eyes, marbled with blues and greys.

      And then her annoyance rose to the surface as she realised the woman was yet to apologise.

      In the same way she failed to say thank you earlier.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Sophie asked eventually, pushing herself off the wall with a giant heave, forcing the woman to take a step back as she did so. “I was holding the lift, and then you barrel in, nearly crushing me in the process.” The bit of Sophie’s brain that lodged attraction was jumping up and down and waving its arms, but she steadfastly ignored it.

      The woman, who was a touch taller than Sophie, shrugged, before seeming to realise that wasn’t an appropriate response. She followed it up quickly by raising both hands to her chest, palms facing out, and lifting her eyes to meet Sophie’s.

      “I’m so sorry, I just really wanted to get this lift. Are you okay?” she asked finally. The woman was grimacing as she spoke, and Sophie wasn’t surprised: Sophie was winded and she was sure the woman was, too.

      “Would it matter what I answered?” Sophie asked. Their faces were still inches apart and up close, the woman’s cheekbones were even more chiselled than Sophie recalled, her skin flawless, even after everything that had happened this morning.

      Which only angered Sophie that little bit more, seeing as she knew what a state she must look. “You were rude to me at the station, and then you turn up in my lift, landing on me. And why are you in my lift — you’re not following me, are you?”

      The woman brushed herself down, before rolling her shoulders, gripping one and wincing before she replied. “Of course I’m not following you, I’m just having a really bad morning and I keep running into you.”

      “You can say that again,” Sophie replied, pointing a finger to her chest. “You might want to try looking where you’re going and slowing the fuck down before injuring anyone else, particularly me.” She paused, shaking her head. “Honestly, wherever you’re going will still be there in five minutes.”

      The woman grimaced, her hand cradling the back of her neck. “Sorry, that came out wrong. A bit like when you asked if I was okay earlier at the station after I fell over.” She blew out a long breath, avoiding Sophie’s gaze.

      “Just slow down for a start,” Sophie replied, still bristling, pushing her glasses up her nose. She’d had bad mornings, too, but it didn’t mean she steamrollered everyone in her path. “And try being a little nicer when people try to help you — it goes a long way.” She paused, before leaning over and hitting floor 20. The lift began its ascent, making a whizzing noise as it did.

      The woman’s gaze drifted back up to Sophie’s, and held it for a few beats.

      Looking into her eyes, Sophie’s skin prickled and her mouth went dry. This woman’s gaze was making her feel hot and exposed, and she wasn’t sure she liked the reason why. She should be mad at her, but Sophie could already feel her annoyance fading, being replaced by curiosity about who she was and why she was in such a hurry.

      The lift glided to a halt, announcing it was at floor 20, and Sophie pried her gaze away, catching sight of her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were flaming red and her face could do with some make-up. She decided it was best to look away and ignore her appearance next to this woman: she might be rude and obnoxious, but she still looked like she’d just stepped off a shoot for designer jeans.

      Instead, Sophie pressed the door open button for the second time in as many minutes to hold it there. “Which floor do you need?” she said, indicating with her head towards the lift panel.

      The woman licked her lips, her flecked brown hair falling in front of her eyes, her face crinkling as she stepped backwards and took a deep breath. “Floor 30,” she said, stuttering slightly, before reaching out with her hand and cradling Sophie’s elbow.

      At her touch, Sophie drew a deep breath, staring at her elbow which felt like it was glowing red.

      “And I am sorry, it was totally my fault. I hope you’re not too hurt.” The woman’s face spelt apology now, and Sophie tried to regulate her breathing, shrugging it off as if she nearly got flattened in her lift every day.

      “If I need a new set of ribs, I’ll know to come to floor 30 with the bill,” Sophie said, before her curiosity got the better of her. “Are you visiting friends or have you moved in?”

      The woman shook her head, standing up straight. “Viewing a flat this morning,” she replied.

      So this could be her new neighbour? Sophie still wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Floor 30 is almost the top, great if you’ve got a river view, which we don’t,” she said.

      “It looked promising online, so I hope it lives up to the hype,” the woman replied. “And if I take it, I promise to be more careful in the lift in future, okay?”

      Sophie smiled. “Make sure you do,” she said, getting out of the lift before looking over her shoulder.

      The woman gave Sophie a shy smile, then stuffed her hands in her pockets and cast her gaze to the floor, then back up again. Hands in her pockets: Sophie’s gaydar twitched. It was just a shame the woman was such a hot mess.

      “Good luck with the viewing,” Sophie said, as the lift doors slid shut.

      “Thanks,” said the woman, giving her a pained smile.
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      Tanya didn’t recall getting ‘the feeling’ before — but that was exactly what was happening as she stood in the open-plan living room of this Woolwich flat, staring out at the River Thames below. It wasn’t what she’d anticipated after the start to her day, but perhaps the universe was throwing her a bone — and it was one she was happy to accept.

      Her bruised knees and grazed ego were forgotten as she took in the place that could soon be her home: so far, the viewing was living up to its promise. Polished parquet floors the colour of autumnal conkers; a cream kitchen that looked almost brand-new; and breakfast bar stools that gleamed despite the lack of sunshine.

      She’d only been in the door five minutes, but she could already sense her spirit rolling around on the wooden floor, claiming the space as her own. She wanted to move in on the spot, but she knew there might be some other things to consider first.

      She walked over to the floor-to-ceiling glass wall that opened out onto the balcony overlooking the river, raindrops sliding down its surfaces. She took a deep breath in: the smell of coffee was alluring, and she was grateful for the cup she was holding in her hands. It had steadied her shredded nerves, helping her focus on what was important today: this flat.

      Jenny had been very clear there were many interested parties, telling her if she wanted to move on this apartment, she’d better do it quickly. This one was pulling on her heartstrings, even though some of her exes would probably say she didn’t have a heart, let alone any strings. But Tanya knew better.

      “So, what do you think?” Jenny was sauntering across the room, her heels clicking on the parquet floor. If Tanya bought this flat, she’d be telling Jenny to take those off straight away. “Done to a high spec, isn’t it?”

      Tanya nodded. “It’s incredible — more than I was expecting.” She put her hand to her heart. “It’s made me a bit emotional. It’s even better than it looks online.”

      Jenny was nodding, a satisfied grin on her face. “Told you. You’ve got all that money burning a hole in your pocket, this could be the one to relieve you of it.” She paused, coming to a standstill beside Tanya. “But remember, I’ve got three other couples viewing it later. So if you want to move, do it sooner rather than later. And you’re in a better position than most.”

      Tanya sucked on her bottom lip. “I know.” She strolled forward to just before the balcony doors, smiling as the river breeze tickled her face. Yeah, she could see herself sitting out here of a weekend, drinking her coffee, reading her tablet, watching the world go by. Well, the birds at least, seeing as she was on the 30th floor. Or maybe she could do some naked sunbathing — it wasn’t like she was overlooked. This almost-penthouse apartment could be just what she’d been waiting for.

      “Can you see yourself here?” Jenny asked, her painted lips inches from Tanya’s as she turned to face her. Not for the first time, Tanya wondered if Jenny was on her team.

      Tanya nodded, running a hand through her shoulder-length hair. She could totally see herself there: it was her time to step into the spotlight, in a whole new area with a block of people to get to know. Including the woman from the lift earlier, although she might have some reputation restoration to do with her. Tanya wanted to know more about her, though: she’d piqued her interest, as well as being gracious after Tanya had been anything but.

      “I can, actually,” Tanya replied. But could she afford the mortgage? Did she have a big enough deposit to put down? She did the figures in her head one more time, but with her gran’s help, she had the collateral. “I think this one, finally, could be it.”

      She turned to face Jenny, scanning the lounge with its built-in shelving lining the walls, great for all her framed photos and treasured ornaments. First to go on the shelving would be the photo of her and her gran in happier, healthier times, before her gran got sick. But her gran wasn’t dead yet, and she had to concentrate on that. And what had she told her the other day? “Spend my money, make me proud.”

      And Tanya was going to follow her advice. She walked through to the master bedroom again, with its muted cream walls, its boutique en-suite, its effortless style. This was exactly what she’d been after: her search was over. She turned on her heel and walked back into the lounge, where Jenny was waiting.

      “I’d like to make an offer. Ten grand under the asking price, so long as he agrees to leave all the white goods and that dining table. Can you do the necessary?”

      Tanya’s heart was pounding, but her words were coming out just fine: loud, strong, in control, like she knew exactly what she was doing. And she was pretty sure she almost did. Tanya was buying her own piece of London real estate, in the process spending the most money she’d done in her entire life, on a purchase that she’d seen for precisely six minutes.

      She spent longer pondering a £60 pair of jeans.

      Did this feel right? Would it go through? Would she get into a bidding war and be gazumped at the last minute? She’d never know until she tried. After all, like her gran always said, you’ve got to be in it to win it.

      Seeing pound signs light up in her commission, Jenny grinned anew. “I certainly can,” she said, grabbing her phone from the kitchen counter and pressing one of the buttons before holding it to her ear. She nudged Tanya with her elbow while she waited for it to connect. “I’m so excited you’ve finally found your flat!” she said. “I’ve got a good feeling about this: it’s got your name written all over it.”
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      “And what time do you call this?” Rachel asked, walking into the living room just as Sophie added milk to her cup of tea. Rachel was dressed in blue-and-white striped pyjamas, her dark hair was sticking up at the back, showing she’d just got up. But even with that, she was still amazingly fresh-faced: it ran in her family, as she’d told Sophie numerous times. Rachel came from an Irish background, her dark hair set against milky-white skin. She also had the straightest teeth in the history of the universe.

      “I’d call it Cup of Tea O’Clock?” Sophie said. “Want one?”

      Rachel nodded, sitting down on the sofa with a groan. “Of course,” she replied.

      Like most modern London flats, their kitchen sat in one corner of their living room. They had no dining table, but Rachel had a free-standing butcher’s block, which served simultaneously as a wine rack and an island. The lack of a table had also allowed room for Rachel’s massive and soothing mustard sofa, where Sophie had conked out on numerous occasions — and it was what Rachel was sinking into now.

      “It’s also way past your curfew,” Rachel said, but Sophie could hear the smile in her tone.

      “I have a curfew?”

      Rachel nodded. “Since you can’t be trusted to do the right thing. Because getting in at this time means only one thing.”

      “That I got up really early and went for a jog along the river?” Sophie placed Rachel’s tea on the coffee table and sat down next to her.

      Rachel smirked. “In the same clothes you were wearing last night?”

      “I changed already — I’ve had a really productive morning.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “I don’t know when you became such a floozy.”

      “Am I not floozy material?” Sophie asked, her face the picture of innocence.

      “You are now, sitting here all chipper after a night of sex,” she said. “But you’re not when you’re moaning that Helen isn’t giving you what you want, that she isn’t treating you more like a girlfriend,” Rachel replied. “I’ve got nothing against casual sex — chance would be a fine thing — but it’s not casual for you, and I worry about your fragile heart.”

      Sophie smiled at her, rubbing her arm. Rachel always had her back, she knew that. “I know you’re right, it’s just that I like her,” Sophie said. “And she’s lovely in many ways.”

      “Apart from not wanting to have a relationship with you?”

      Sophie stuck her tongue out at her best friend in response.

      Rachel laughed. “Very mature,” she said. “But seriously: picture your ideal romance and I bet it doesn’t look like what you’ve got now. That’s what you should be aiming for — it’s what I do with my affirmations every day.” Rachel paused. “I will find that special woman, I am worthy of love.”

      Sophie smiled: Rachel was all about bettering yourself and self-help. “Yes, but you’re into all that hippy shit. I’m not.”

      “And who’s happier?”

      “I’m happy with Helen,” Sophie said, retreating into a ball on the sofa.

      Rachel snorted as she sipped her tea. “Sure you are.” She nudged Sophie with her elbow. “What would your perfect romance look like?”

      Sophie frowned as she tried to conjure up her ideal relationship, but nothing came. She let her mind wander over her teenage years, her ill-fated outings with boyfriends, her gradual realisation she was more into girls. And then, just as she’d joined the dots, her homelife had been turned upside down and her romantic dreams had stalled. She’d been chasing love ever since, but it had proved elusive.

      “I haven’t really given it much thought, but I suppose what everyone wants — someone who’s there for me, someone to love. Good hair, not an idiot, and hot, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” Rachel replied. “But you should know what you want — then you’ll recognise it when it arrives.”

      Sophie let Rachel’s words roll around the room. “You know, you make a surprising amount of sense at times,” she said eventually.

      “High praise from the romance dodger,” Rachel replied.

      Sophie folded her arms across her chest. “But who’s to say me and Helen aren’t destined to be together? You never know what’s around the corner — and she does have good hair.”

      “Do you really think that?”

      “That she’s got good hair?”

      Rachel gave her a look.

      Sophie smiled, before shaking her head. “Not really.”

      “Good, because you can do so much better than Helen,” Rachel replied. “She treats you like dirt and you let her. And I know that deep down you want a girlfriend: a proper, honest-to-goodness woman who might let you stay in her apartment later than 10am.” Rachel paused. “When you do meet someone who’s a game-changer, you’re going to fall so hard, you’ll spin.”

      “Sounds painful,” Sophie said, flexing her shoulder, still feeling the impact of the mysterious lift woman in her bones and in her blood. Her swirling green eyes, her penetrating stare that had reached in and grabbed Sophie’s attention. Did she kick women out at ungodly hours?

      Rachel nudged Sophie with her elbow. “It’s going to be magnificent, I have a feeling. When you do eventually fall in love for the very first time, it’s going to be mega. There will be love songs written about it. Sonnets. Poems. Flash mobs. The works.”

      Sophie laughed. “I love your faith in romance, you know that? You always believe in happy endings.”

      “That’s because happy endings never go out of fashion.”

      Sophie gave a deep sigh before the next words came out of her mouth — and as soon as she said them, she knew they were the absolute truth. “Helen isn’t my happy ending, is she?” She took off her glasses and rubbed her face with both palms, before peeking through her fingers at Rachel. “I’ve got to end it, haven’t I?” Her voice was hardly audible.

      She couldn’t see Rachel clearly, but she could see she was nodding. “You do. For your sanity, and for your health. And because the sooner you do, the sooner you can open yourself up to the possibility of a real-life relationship. You know, with responsibilities, love and commitment.”

      Sophie shuddered: while it was what she wanted, it also scared the living daylights out of her. “Why would you say those words?”

      “Because they can be great,” Rachel replied, rolling her eyes. “And because, when you get deeper into a relationship, the sex can be mind-blowing.”

      “Now you’ve got my attention,” Sophie told her, sitting up with a smile. Rachel’s words were getting through to her this morning.

      “Talking of difficult women,” Sophie added, dropping her hands and put her glasses back on.

      “Were we?”

      “We are now,” Sophie said. “We might be having a new lesbian moving into floor 30 — she’s quite hot but she’s got the social skills of a gnat. She just barrelled into a woman in the station, and then nearly crushed me in the lift — and I had to draw the apology out of her. Manners are not high up on her list of daily objectives, and you know my pet peeve with manners and Londoners.”

      “Because Helen’s got loads of manners,” Rachel replied, almost choking on the words.

      “Helen’s not that bad,” Sophie said, knowing it was a lie even before it left her lips.

      Helen was a lazy, dirty scoundrel.

      A sexy, lazy, dirty scoundrel.

      Rachel didn’t even respond, she just spluttered, but luckily her mouth was tea-free.

      “Okay, okay, maybe she’s a little bad. But this woman — she was willing to trample over anyone in her way to get to where she was going. So we have a charmer moving into the building, FYI.”

      Sophie paused, remembering the woman pressed against her, almost the whole length of their bodies touching. Her hand on Sophie’s breast, then on her elbow, grazing Sophie’s hip as she stood and regained her balance. And most of all, her heated stare, her intriguing smile. Despite everything that was coming out of her mouth, Sophie already knew she wouldn’t say no to being trapped in that lift with her again.

      “I repeat, sounds like just your type,” Rachel said. “Your choice in women has always been terrible — that’s something you need to work on.” Rachel paused, glancing at her friend. “But at least you meet women, whereas with my unsocial chef hours, I never meet anyone. I’m destined to end up alone, surrounded by cats.” Rachel gave her a perfect pout, followed by a deep sigh.

      Sophie smiled at her, rubbing her arm. “What happened to your affirmations: ‘I am the greatest lover ever, I will find a drop-dead gorgeous woman any minute now’?”

      Rachel gave a gentle laugh. “They’re not bad, maybe I should change to those.”

      “You’ll be fine — your ideal woman is just around the corner. And you’re a chef, which means you have a secret weapon. Who doesn’t like a woman who can cook? Once they taste the food at your place, you’ll be fighting them off,” Sophie replied, squeezing her friend’s leg. “Anyway, I’ve got to go and have a shower, and then I’m going to bed. I didn’t get much sleep last night, if you know what I mean.”

      Rachel screwed up her face like she’d just eaten something particularly distasteful. “Spare me the gory details,” she replied. And then she reached over and sniffed Sophie. “And correct me if I’m wrong, but I can smell cigarettes on you. I thought you agreed you’d try to give up?”

      Sophie sank back into the sofa. “I did agree, and the key word in that sentence is try. I was absolutely trying to give up, but you can’t expect me not to have a smoke when (a) my lover chucks me out at stupid o’clock, and (b) I nearly get killed by a crazy woman on the way home. Everyone has their limits.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you you’re a drama queen?”

      Sophie grinned at her. “Never,” she replied.
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