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Chapter 1

New Year … same old ridiculousness. Actually, no. Much worse ridiculousness. But as a renowned professional love coach, Alyssa wasn’t about to type that into Instagram.

Deep breaths. Just smile. She forced a grin, moved her phone screen to where the disco lights made her look a little less garish, and snapped a few selfies. Surely one of them would do.

It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy a New Year’s Eve party, exactly. She just wished they were a bit earlier in the day, so she wasn’t tempted to wedge her eyelids open with crispy breadsticks or try not to yawn into her sleeves. And they’d be better if everyone wasn’t dribbling drunk, yelling songs about not forgetting auld acquaintances (who were probably better off disremembered) and slurring nonsense about how much they ‘loved’ each other. (They honestly didn’t.) Oh, and she couldn’t deal with fancy dress. Though she did have a really good reason for that. Nor karaoke – which was an awkwardly touchy subject. And now she thought about it, those popper things were a tad frustrating. She pulled a clump of stringy paper from her hair.

OK, so in fairness, she probably didn’t love a New Year’s Eve party. But nobody liked a fun sponge – so she’d learned to pull up her positive pants and play her part. Her boyfriend, Arnaud, deserved that much. He’d put so much into planning the party for his family and friends, in his gorgeous Chelsea house where they both lived. He’d forked out for a grand marquee with proper heating and twinkly lights. A dance floor. A band, a stage, flowing cocktails. Objectively speaking, he was a sweet guy. She almost felt guilty that she’d politely declined to get down with the quirky creature costumes. Her pink chiffon could arguably pass as a jellyfish, if you squinted a bit and you weren’t at all familiar with marine life.

‘Ma petite puce.’ Arnaud arrived at her side and planted a kiss on her cheek, even if it was a tad drooly after his umpteenth French martini. She’d become used to being called his little flea, which was apparently a term of endearment.

Music boomed around them, the band playing something by The Killers. Guests chatted loudly, a few still bopping around, dressed as everything from bumblebees to monkeys. The air smelt of expensive perfume and the remnants of quail egg blinis.

She smiled at Arnaud, put down her drink, and rearranged the wonky ears on his giraffe outfit. He was tall, blond and good-looking, and always had a twinkle in his eye. They’d been together for nearly two years, and he was definitely a catch. Noticing the phone she was still clutching in one hand, he slipped into place beside her, ready for a joint photo. He was great like that too. He knew it looked good for her brand if she was in a stable relationship, just like it was handy for him to have a girlfriend with him for work schmoozing and those slightly dull golf dinners. As much as she cared for him, she chose her relationships for convenience, and she’d always been honest about that. It wasn’t her fault if she was a love coach who didn’t believe in love – even if she didn’t dare let that catastrophic truth out of the bag.

‘You’ve thrown a brilliant party,’ Alyssa said kindly, as she uploaded something sparkly and upbeat to social media, wishing her heaps of Instagram followers a happy new year. Was it rude to ask him if people might be leaving soon so she could peel off her scratchy false eyelashes and get to bed?

‘It’s only just beginning,’ said Arnaud, pulling her into a hug. He was particularly clingy this evening.

Alyssa felt her heart sink. It was nearly one a.m., and most of the canapés had been scoffed hours ago. Hadn’t they done their hosting duties?

‘Will you dance with me?’ His big brown eyes looked hopeful.

Oh God. He meant smoochy dancing, didn’t he? The band was moving on to the slow songs, and she hated all that stuff. He knew that about her. Though with the drinks and general revelry, perhaps he’d forgotten. He’d been busy all night, mingling, dancing, bringing people together. She’d fluctuated from being politely on his arm, overseeing logistics, to hiding in a quiet corner to check in with her social media. Some might say the latter was superficial, but it was her work. And it didn’t hurt to have a pocketful of online acquaintances for when real life wasn’t your cup of tea.

‘Need to powder my nose!’ she said quickly, even though she wasn’t actually having a T-zone crisis. She pointed towards the nearest bathroom and shrugged apologetically, trying not to feel too bad about those puppy-dog eyes.

Though when she got back from the bathroom, things had gone from inconvenient to mildly disturbing. Arnaud was up on the stage where the band had been, only now the karaoke machine was back on and he was bellowing love songs and scanning the room, presumably for her. Which was fine if you were into that sort of thing. But if drunken love songs gave you flashbacks to the worst night of your life, they could make the room spin. She made to turn away, but he spotted her.

‘Alyssa! Ma chérie. Mon coeur.’

His heart? This did not sound good.

‘Come onto the stage. Let me sing to you.’

About what? She was perfectly fine down here. And suddenly the faces in the room were looking at her expectantly. Several safari animals began cheering. Somebody kicked off one of those unhelpful rhythmic claps. What was this all about? Arnaud had paid for perfectly good entertainment. He didn’t need to start singing badly or to drag her into his merriment.

‘I’m fine. Thank you.’ She held up a hand, trying to look breezy, even if she felt more like she was being whipped by a strong wind. What had they put in her sparkling water?

‘Awww, she doesn’t like too much affection,’ Arnaud crooned to the crowd. ‘But sometimes, I cannot help it. She is my everything.’

Alyssa blinked a few times and arranged her face into a smile, though she could already sense it cracking. What was he doing? Had he lost the memo? Was his right mind on a mini break? She knew that for most people, public displays of affection – and private ones – were entirely normal, rather than moments that instigated an internal meltdown. But perhaps most people hadn’t been publicly and irrevocably stung before.

And now Arnaud was holding out a hand to her, willing her to join him, and someone dressed as a hairy black tarantula was trying to jostle her towards the stage. As a coach, she had coping mechanisms for times like this. But as a frustratingly flawed human, most of them flew out of the window when it came to herself.

Instead, it was as though her world was spiralling, sucking her back to that awful night. The night, twelve years ago, when she’d been standing on a stage in front of almost everyone from her hometown, dressed as a big sponge turtle. She clapped a hand over her mouth, as though her current actions might change history. But back then, the words had already been said. She still felt the scar of them. Because she’d declared what she’d naively thought was her true love to her childhood sweetheart, when he’d been secretly making offspring with her so-called best friend. A double kick in the soul. It was a night she never spoke of and did her best to block out.

She reached out to steady herself, her hand landing in a plate of congealed cod’s roe.

Arnaud was laughing gently into the microphone, like her sudden clumsiness was the most adorable thing. Which was what made it so much worse when he told the room he loved her, and he wanted to make her his wife.

His wife? Her stomach churned.

She’d always been clear that love and marriage were not part of her package deal. If he’d known about that fateful night when she’d made a massive fool of herself, he wouldn’t be doing this. As for marriage. From everything she’d seen, it could be as precarious as a cheap wedding cake topper with sickly icing. But now wasn’t the time to start thinking about cake.

‘I said I love you, ma chérie. Do you love me too? Will we get married?’

She’d get married when pigs grew wings.

Alyssa tried to straighten herself, assessing the situation. As proposals went, this seemed impromptu. No ring, no getting down on one knee. Arnaud would probably regret it when his hangover slid in. But she knew how rejection felt. How could she do this with minimum destruction?

‘Fish finger disaster!’ she blurted out, holding up her food-smeared hand as she backed away from the crowds, her belly still lurching. ‘Actually, I feel a bit …’ She pulled her best queasy face and darted back in the direction of the bathroom.

It didn’t take long before Arnaud was knocking on the door, asking if she was OK and how long she’d been feeling sick. She could hear him telling one of the hired waiters to start clearing the marquee and handing out coats. Well, that much was a relief.

She could have stayed hidden in the toilet, pretending she was too ill to come out. Or she could have said: ‘Yes, yes, I love you too, my feathery little duckling.’ But it wasn’t fair to lie to him. And she’d been in enough relationships of convenience to know when it was time to conveniently end it. For all of her many faults, she wasn’t cruel. So, taking a breath she opened the bathroom door.




Chapter 2

It didn’t take long for Arnaud to establish Alyssa wasn’t ill. She did a lot of pretending to the outside world, but she drew the line at stringing her boyfriends along. Fair was fair.

‘You can’t just say you love me?’ Arnaud asked, his body slumped against the bathroom tiles, his giraffe ears once again wonky.

‘No,’ she said simply, from her spot on top of the toilet seat lid. Her tone was gentle, but her words honest. She’d ended a good few relationships when they’d started to look too serious, but preparing to dump someone with a charming view of a Villeroy and Boch bidet was a new one. ‘And I’m sorry. It’s really not you.’ She winced at the cliché, but it was true.

‘Don’t you even have a heart?’

‘Of course I do.’

Nobody could live without such a vital organ, and she’d definitely felt it beating as she’d rushed from the crowds to lock herself in the loo. Though she knew what he meant. Their relationship had been heading towards the commit-or-run stage – especially with her being thirty-one, and him a decade older. And if he was suddenly becoming the commit sort, he deserved to find someone who could give him more.

‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated, standing to straighten his costume for the very last time. ‘I’ll be out of your hair in the morning.’ She knew she had to make it easy on both of them, even though she had literally no clue where she would go.

There went the end of yet another era. Exactly how many eras was one person allowed? Alyssa snapped a few last shots of herself with Arnaud’s big house in the background. Not that she lived there anymore – but people didn’t need to know all of her business. She sighed at the photos, opting for one where her choppy pink waves looked decidedly more carefree than she felt, and where enough of her gym top was showing to imply she was popping out for a bracing, New Year’s Day run. Which she absolutely wasn’t, because real exercise was hard, sweaty work.

With a few prods, Alyssa uploaded the photo to social media, typing, ‘New Year, New Me!’ with as many joyful emojis as she could muster.

Well, it wasn’t exactly a lie. Things were about to change, in a huge, nose-diving-without-a-parachute kind of way. She tried to stop her insides from plummeting. Oh, Arnaud. He’d picked his moment to start kidding himself he was falling for her. And whilst he’d half-heartedly said she could stay on for a few days in one of the spare rooms, she knew from past experience it wasn’t wise to stick around. He’d only start getting sentimental again and make it even more embarrassing for them both. It was safer to get out of there.

She blinked a few times, trying to ignore the strange stinging sensation at the backs of her eyes, which was probably just the cold weather. It was flipping freezing in London in January. She shoved her phone into her bag and wrestled herself into her pink-and-black parka, and a black beanie hat. She did not want to be recognised on this next, humiliating leg of her journey. It was a side effect of her large online following that people often spotted her – and appearances were everything. Like umbrellas on a wet day, it paid to keep them up.

Alyssa trudged along the quiet suburban streets, dragging her fake Lulu Guinness suitcase through the grey sleet. Even though the affluent area of Chelsea was postcard perfect, fluffy white festive snow was reserved for Christmas cards and those cheesy romcoms she could no longer bear to watch. Real life was never that glossy, even with an Instagram filter. She kept her gaze down, not wanting to see the glowing lights from other people’s vast and beautiful homes. At least their windows would be shut in this weather, so she didn’t have to hear jolly voices or laughter, even if most of it would surely be exaggerated. Didn’t everyone feel a bit miserable, with another long year stretching out in front of them?

She shook her head and lifted her chin, remembering what she would say if she was coaching someone. Reasons to be cheerful. She had seven whole days to get back on top of life, before she ran out of money and might have to start busking or selling her body to old men. And the place she’d managed to bag at extremely short notice hadn’t actually been listed as ‘The World’s Grottiest Flat’. There might be all sorts of reasons the rent was as cheap as itchy knock-off perfume, and the landlord had declined to share photos.

Her eyes flicked to her watch. Just a few more minutes. A few more imposing streets. Alyssa had arranged for the Uber to pick her up somewhere other than Arnaud’s house, and to drop her off a few streets from her dreaded destination. She didn’t want anyone putting two and two together and spreading unfortunate gossip online.

Was it too late to wish she was the sort of person who saved money instead of splurged it on things that temporarily cheered her up? Not that she’d earned much of it lately. As for financial planning – that was for people who thought about their future or had dependants to worry about. She had none. Which was fine. But she was innovative, wasn’t she? With her primal fear of commitment, she was always having to start afresh. Sometimes with drastically different hair and a brand-new name. Because Alyssa Heart certainly wasn’t her real one.

Spotting the Uber, she waved at the driver and when he popped the lid of the boot, she crammed her luggage in. Then she pulled her hat down as far as she could, folded herself into the back seat, and gave the man a muffled greeting.

The car reeked of stale takeaway and pine-scented Magic Tree, and it was just her luck that the driver was the sort to tape photos of his wife and kids to the dashboard, like a montage of his lovely life. She looked away.

‘Hackney, is it?’ he asked, giving her a quick glance in the mirror.

She’d already typed the exact destination into the app, hadn’t she? ‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘Bit of a comedown. From here, I mean.’ The driver chuckled.

Didn’t he know it was rude to make conversation in London? That was what she liked most about this place. Not like the nosy Cotswold town where she’d been born. She managed a polite ‘mmm hmm’.

‘Been staying with family?’

She didn’t mean to grit her teeth. ‘No.’ Perhaps if she kept her answers short, he’d get the hint, as harmless as he was.

‘Friends?’

Alyssa felt herself bristle. She had plenty of them, of course she did. It was just they were all online, and she’d never met most of them. That was perfectly normal these days. Real-life friends, like men, could trash your heart, if you let them.

‘No,’ she concluded. He didn’t need the full story.

He paused for a second, eyeing her in the mirror again. When was he going to start this forest-smelling car?

‘Do I know you?’

Used to people sort of recognising her, she was running out of patience. ‘I’m kind of late, so …’

‘Right, yes.’ He started the engine. ‘Let’s get you home.’

‘It’s not my …’ Her voice trailed off. Because it was about to become the closest thing she had.

If she didn’t know better, she might wonder if that weird, hollow feeling in her chest was because no one was expecting her. She’d made a quick bank transfer for a week’s rent, and there would be a key shoved under the doormat. No one would care what time she arrived, or even if she didn’t. But smiley taxi driver and his two-dimensional, slightly fading family didn’t have to know that.

Alyssa must have fallen asleep on the journey, which was probably just as well. She didn’t need to dwell on what she was leaving behind, nor where exactly she’d be landing. Anyway, Hackney definitely had its desirable parts, even if World’s Grottiest Flat might not be one of them. Having waved her driver off with a tip she couldn’t really afford, to account for her bad mood and exhausted snoring, she dragged her stuff up the sticky-carpeted flights of stairs and arrived at her new front door. One hundred and thirteen. It was a myth that numbers could be unlucky.

‘Right, well. Let’s crack on.’

There was only herself to hear – which was probably for the best. In fact, the whole tower block had seemed deserted, like one of those vacated places, earmarked for destruction. As long as the wrecking ball didn’t arrive too soon, what could go wrong? Like a person who’d resolved to tear off a plaster, she whipped the key from under the mat, turned it in the lock and stepped inside.

‘Urgh.’ Her hand flew to cover her nose and mouth, wishing for the simpler times when her senses were being assaulted by pine fresh. What was that stench? Was her landlord harbouring dead people?

She grabbed some spray from her bag and moved around, throwing windows open and performing a vanilla-scented fumigation. At least she didn’t have a year-start hangover, or she would have felt even more nauseous. She was now strictly a one-drink kind of girl, because too much wine time could lead to utter humiliation. Although maybe New Year’s Eve would have gone quicker with a wine glass stem to strangle. How could you be in a room packed with people and feel completely alone? She’d been doing much the same for at least a decade, albeit different partners, different parties. Though perhaps the loneliness was to be expected when she only chose men who were unlikely to get emotionally attached, and she swiftly moved on if they did. They were always decent guys, and definitely not married. She had morals. But she opted for men who were too busy focusing on other things to dote on her, like Boardroom Bradley, who’d relished a good meeting and had rarely been home before nine p.m. Or Vincenzo with the nice holiday villa, who travelled a lot to see family so didn’t get under her feet. Or were divorced and done, like laid-back Lionel, who had no desire for further romantic gestures, wedding bells or bearing crotch fruit.

She sighed. Much like the state of this flat, Arnaud had finally seen the cracks she couldn’t paper over.

Alyssa reached up and swiped a cobweb, grateful at least that it didn’t have a spider attached to it. This place wasn’t completely terrible, was it? She took a moment to look around her. OK, so the flat was a bit pongy, and the furniture had seen better days – but she was the queen of plastering on a smile and pretending everything was bloody brilliant. There was a cupboard full of cleaning stuff, and she could leg it to a launderette with the bedding. There probably wouldn’t be rats, even if she had seen some traps and a scribbled note saying: ‘Kill the vermin. They’re anyone’s for a piece of cheese’. This was just a stopgap until … well, something.

But what? It had been far too long since she’d had a paying coaching client. No income. Zero enquiries. That was a problem she’d now be forced to stop ignoring. She had a talent agent who was meant to bring her PR and media gigs to boost her visibility and income, but lately, Rufus had been worse than useless. Perhaps she hadn’t been pushing herself either. Had she got complacent, living with Arnaud and not needing to contribute much? Or, more worryingly, was she becoming jaded when it came to her unlikely, love-themed career?

Was she giving off some kind of bad-luck energy? She used to find it a breeze to help couples to stay together and put on an affectionate show, even though she’d never believed in the ‘L’ word. Her no-nonsense, dispassionate outlook had been what set her apart. But as time moved on, she was finding it hard to be bothered about other people’s relationships – or her own. Why was that? She had avoided anything ‘meaningful’ since she’d fled to London twelve years ago. It had been easier to pick someone ‘reasonable’ and play her superficial, non-heart-wrenching part.

And now it was time to play a new one. This wasn’t exactly how she would have chosen to embark on a journey of change. In fairness, nobody liked change, but when it was flung at them like a wet sponge, they had no option but to duck or fight. Which would she choose? And who did she even have to talk it through with?

She dropped onto the single bed, with its flowery sheets that looked like they belonged in the Eighties, feeling worn out again. Her hand twitched to her phone. She had at least a hundred and twenty thousand followers. She only had to post a pic of her toenail polish or an uplifting quote about something or other, and she’d have an onslaught of people to chat to, even if it was trivial natter.

As she went to click onto social media, she froze. There was something small and furry in the corner of the room – and it was staring at her. If there had been anyone around to listen, she might have screamed.




Chapter 3

‘Ask the universe for someone to talk to, and it sends you a mouse,’ said Alyssa, through nervously clenched teeth.

At that point, she would usually have leapt up onto the bed for safety or yelled for the mouse police, if they were even a thing. Though with the day she was having, being accosted by a real-life Pikachu felt like the least of her problems. So she sat perfectly still on the Eighties flowery bed, racking her brains for a plan. Before she could make a list of people she definitely wouldn’t call, the creature moved towards her, scritch-scratching across the bare floorboards with a boldness she had to admire.

She remembered the brutal-looking traps in the cupboard, and not for the first time, wondered where on earth she’d landed. She wasn’t one to get sentimental, but the tiny thing was defenceless. Did it just make a little ‘hello’ squeak?

‘Hi there,’ she heard herself saying.

Trying to make friends with a rodent. It was a rock-bottom kind of day.

The small thing sat on its furry behind, cleaning its nose with its petite pink paws. It was reddish brown, in a shade her hairdresser might have called a rosewood balayage, and it didn’t look like it was the ringleader of a small mouse army – though she didn’t know much.

‘Look, you can’t live here. It’s probably not hygienic – for you or me.’ She pointed to the bedroom door. ‘If you leave now, we’ll say no more about it. Agreed?’

But the mouse just stared at her. She sighed and reached for her bag. ‘I’m trusting you. Do not tell people I keep strawberry muffins in my second-hand Birkin. Or that I speak to mice.’

Alyssa took a deep breath and stood, careful to keep her distance from the uninvited guest. She backed towards the bedroom door, dropping a careful trail of muffin crumbs and trying not to lament her last sugary snack.

‘People think I live on tofu and quinoa. Though tofu tastes like SpongeBob’s armpits. Have you tried it?’ The mouse cocked its head. ‘Well, don’t.’

A love coach was essentially a life coach who had specialised. She’d long since decided it didn’t look inspirational or disciplined if she couldn’t even coach herself to keep her hands off the cake cupboard. The healthy-lifestyle persona was something she’d taken on when she’d reinvented herself as Alyssa Heart. It had made her and her brand popular. Liked. Everyone deserved to feel that way, didn’t they?

She continued the trail towards the flat’s entrance, and at last, the mouse followed, taking the odd nibble and filling its cheeks. Alyssa opened the front door, placed the rest of the muffin down, and pointed.

‘Yum yum. Now off you go. Have a lovely life.’

With a few sniffs of the air, the mouse took the hint and scurried into the hallway. She locked the door behind it. She’d done Pikachu a favour. Who said she didn’t have a heart?

Alyssa tried to ignore the strange worry about whether her unexpected roommate would be all right. She was not so lonesome that she needed to start befriending small creatures, like something out of a Disney movie. She was a brave, independent woman who could deal with life’s crap. So she strode back to the Eighties bedspread, sank down, and grabbed her phone.

Arnaud had called her phone usage an obsession. ‘Be present in the moment’, he’d warned, like something from her own Instagram grid. That was all very well if your present moment didn’t involve a high risk of bedbugs. She preferred to think of her social media as a comfort. A place where she could be accepted with hundreds of likes and hearts, even if the online persona she’d created wasn’t exactly her. She knew it was superficial. But strangers had embraced her when so-called loved ones hadn’t.

And if she was going to find work to scrape her way out of here, she had to get back to her social media. That was where her potential love coaching clients would be, if she could just sprinkle a few virtual muffin crumbs to encourage them.

She clicked onto her ‘New Year, New Me’ post, her insides filling with relief to see people were liking and chatting to her. Her eyes scanned the comments.


@tinatinyharris – You’re smashing it! You always do. Happy New Year, you gorgeous thing. X



There, that was nice – even if she was excelling at precisely nothing right then. People thought she was, and that was a start.


@lovedupbuttercup – Thanks to you I feel like a New Me every day! I’m so in love. Joshi and I spent New Year in Paris, overlooking La Tour Eiffel. Fireworks! You’re incredible. My heart feels ALIIIIIIVE!!!!!! Xxxxxxxxxxxx



Alyssa felt an impulse to roll her eyes. She’d coached lovedupbuttercup two years ago. She was a sweet thing, but she was convinced Alyssa had helped her to fall in love with her husband Josh all over again, after his affair with their nanny. Alyssa was pleased she’d been of use, but how could love possibly exist when your dearly beloved couldn’t keep his todger in his trousers? Alyssa had simply used self-belief and strategy to pull them back together. It wasn’t magic.

She sensed a churn in her gut, which was probably just hunger. When she’d been cheated on by what some might call her childhood sweetheart, she’d been just nineteen. It irked her that she still thought of him, with his messy deep-brown hair with flecks of auburn and eyes the colour of twilight. That had been the only time she’d dared to believe something deeper could exist – and look how dreadfully it had ended.

Still hunting for potential clients, she spotted a comment from @garypratt that made her jaw tense. Gary was the only person whose coaching contract she’d had to terminate, nearly five years ago, because he’d ‘fallen in love with her’. She made a point of not telling her clients love was a fantasy, as that was bad for business. But really.


@garypratt – Anytime you decide your ‘new me’ involves ME, I’m right here for ya. Just saying. Looking good, Alyssa. Twit twoo. ;-)



What was with the owl noises? She gave his comment a heart to be polite. He wasn’t always trollish.

After pinging out a few messages and a positive post that she hoped might lead to at least a sniff of work enquiries, she started to scroll the interesting news articles her phone’s algorithm had suggested. Sharing useful things with her followers kept her looking relevant and professional – even when she didn’t feel it.

She pulled a face at a story about a woman who’d smuggled a boa constrictor in her leggings. How did these algorithms decide what a person liked to see? She understood there was code involved, like little tech goblins spying on your online behaviour and feeding you more of what you liked, with the aim of getting you hooked. It was sort of creepy.

Then her gaze landed on the word Hartglove.

Her chest tightened. The algorithm was way off course, because she did not want to see that. It was the name of the Cotswold town where she’d been born. The place she’d escaped from as soon as she could, with what she’d stupidly thought was a broken heart, but now knew better. That stifling town that held memories of gawping locals, an embarrassing night in a turtle costume, and a pair of twilight blue eyes …

She stood quickly, hoping to break free from the spell but failing. She was still gripping her phone, and the algorithm goblins were winning. As much as she didn’t want to click onto the article, she couldn’t not look.

No Love in Hartglove was its title. ‘Well, they’ve got that right.’ Her mind brought up an image of her parents, who were still there – and apparently still together – even after the shocking revelations about their relationship that had left her sure love was a lie. A horrible memory slid into her mind, and she promptly shook it away. That ugly scene was another good reason she’d packed her bags and run.

‘The title should be: No Love Anywhere.’

Though now she’d opened the article, she may as well read it, in the interests of her occupation. It sounded like they could do with a love coach in town. She shuddered. Well, it wouldn’t be her. Not even if hell froze over and turned into a particularly lovely ice hotel. Her eyes scanned, picking out the juicy bits.

Statistics show the quaint Cotswold town has the fewest number of couples in the country …

Quaint or out of the Dark Ages?

Hartglove was presented with the Most Loveless Town of the Year award …

Had there been a ceremony? That must have been awkward.

Residents were shocked. The tongue-in-cheek award comes only a year after Hartglove was voted Least Cheerful Town Around. One occupant grumbled it was rotten for people’s spirits, not to mention tourism. Another resident vowed they’d make a comeback. There are even rumours that a surprising plan is underway. We’ll keep you posted.

‘Please don’t.’ She pressed to close the article, a strange shiver running through her. She must shut the flat’s windows.

Alyssa only half wondered if the grumbling occupant might be someone she knew, like Mrs Halfpenny from the convenience shop, who’d always had her nose in everyone’s business, between dishing out fizzy sweets and making pyramids out of toilet rolls. Or perhaps most people were long gone.

And she only vaguely let her thoughts wander to what on earth their ‘surprising plan’ could be. Because nothing that happened in Hartglove was any of her business – and she would make sure it stayed that way.




Chapter 4

All Washed Up. Well, she wasn’t going to take the name of the launderette as a sign, even if it quite literally was a sign, complete with dodgy flashing electrics and a wonky letter A.

Alyssa leaned against the industrial washing machine, letting its slow rumble calm her as the Eighties duvet cover went round and round on ‘scorch the stains’ hot. The place smelt of cheap fabric softener and the air was stifling, though at least she was the only one desperate enough to be in there boil-washing sheets on the first day of the year.

Her hand edged towards the phone in her bag. Must find clients. Must not get sucked into reading anything about hideous Hartglove. Her fingers found the familiar glow of the Instagram logo and she pressed to enter its aura. The app’s algorithm would hit her with love-related content in the same way her phone’s news section had – but here, she was @alyssaheart_thelovecoach – and ‘love’ was her business. She was expected to pass judgement on things related to her topic. It worked well that she was often on the blunt side, because controversial views grabbed attention.

‘Wow, what’s this tripe?’

She spotted a post from a new account called @appytogether. It reminded her, with a jolt, of a song she could no longer stand. ‘Happy Together’. That humiliating Hartglove night. She screwed her eyes shut to try to block out the image that was appearing, but it was going nowhere. A stage. A love song. A humiliating rejection. And those truths she’d heard shouted across the room. Sweat broke out on her top lip, and she opened her eyes quickly, swiping it away. That was years ago. The past was done. She took a few deep, fabric-softener-infused breaths. I am here. Rolling her shoulders, she got back to her phone screen.

Her common sense told her to keep scrolling, because more than enough had gone wrong for one day. But whoever was behind the account had tagged her name, which meant it would be rude not to reply. She sighed. Rude wouldn’t get her any clients.

Could she get away with dropping a couple of heart emojis and moving on? But the more she scanned the post, the more she couldn’t help getting pulled in. The concept sounded more ridiculous than the woman smuggling a boa constrictor in her leggings.

‘An app that makes people fall in love?’ Alyssa scoffed. Not even she could bring about that sort of miracle. How could anyone claim a bunch of computer code could do the trick?

When people kidded themselves they were in love, it was simply a cocktail of brain chemicals. Cortisol to make your heart race. Dopamine for euphoria. Oxytocin that made you feel attached. Just like taking a pill, all of that could – and did – wear off. It was tomfoolery of the mind, for the undisciplined. When it came to emotions, it paid to stay teetotal and avoid the ‘love’ hangover. Although she’d be ruined if she ever admitted that publicly.

She scratched her head, which was covered with a hat to hide her distinctive pink hair. How did anyone think a phone app – which was essentially a computer programme hiding behind a pretty user interface – was capable of anything even close to the brain’s own hocus-pocus?

If nothing else, she was intrigued.

So she read on.


Our brand-new app will soon be ready for its trial run! (You are going to LOVE this. Seriously.)

’Appy Together has been years in the making. And even if we say so ourselves – it’s about to whip the world up into a love-induced whirlwind.

Imagine a phone app that can take two willing participants … and make them fall in love!

The app promises that after a series of seven carefully selected ‘love tasks’ the participants (who will first pass a basic compatibility test and will be geographically close – because nobody wants to accidentally fall in love with a porcupine on another continent!) will be head over heels in love.

’Appy Together has been designed to work for people who are completely new to each other – and get this – for couples who have had a shot at love together before but have missed the target. (Just call us Cupid!)

Our app is fully in control of deciding the seven tasks, and each new task will be dependent on the couple’s individual feedback on the task that came before. Isn’t that clever? We think so too! And we’re about to prove it.

Seven bespoke tasks. One love that’s built to last.

Are you game?

Make sure you’re on our exclusive mailing list if you want to be invited. (Click on the link in our bio.) This is one hook-up you can’t afford to miss …



Alyssa gawped at her screen. Well, she wouldn’t be joining that mailing list. An app that thought it was Cupid and made you believe you were falling for whoever they matched you with – as long as they weren’t a porcupine? She’d heard it all now. Who was behind it? There weren’t any photos of people on ’Appy Together’s Instagram grid. Probably some tech geeks, with an excessively chirpy helper to write their social media posts. Alyssa pushed herself away from the rumbling washing machine, suddenly clammy. Not only were these claims ludicrous, they essentially said: ‘Hey, Love Coach, don’t bother getting out of bed tomorrow. Our app can do your job automatically.’

She exhaled sharply and began to type.


@alyssaheart_thelovecoach – Congratulations on the new app and thank you for tagging me. It all sounds fascinating. Though wouldn’t you say ‘relationships built to last’ should be based on strong foundations of trust, communication and teamwork?

‘Love’ takes the hard work and commitment of two dedicated people – and if they somehow miss the target, they can seek the services of a professional – human – Love Coach. I play ‘Cupid’ for people who are single but ready to mingle, and for struggling couples too.

Sorry to burst your bubble, but an app couldn’t possibly replicate this. Relationships can’t be measured or massaged by codes in an algorithm. Though thanks again for tagging me. Such a pretty logo. X



She smiled to herself. Bad news should always be delivered like a dog poo sandwich. Place the unpalatable part in the middle, with something more pleasant either side. She’d started with congrats and ended with a positive thought on their logo – even though the orange heart was actually kind of garish.

If she was lucky, that would be the end of it. Although something told her it wouldn’t. If they’d caught her on another day, she might have given them less of a sting – but she was tired and fed up, and she had enough on her plate, without some unidentified app nerd piling on extra peas.

Alyssa began scrolling again, though it wasn’t long before a notification popped up to say @appytogether had replied. Didn’t these people take New Year’s Day off?


@appytogether – Thank you for your feedback, Miss Heart. We really are grateful that you took time out of your busy evening to respond. It sounds like you have the same beliefs about love and relationships as us. (Though we’d sprinkle in fun, adventure and intimacy, for good measure!)

Our app has been programmed to take the things you mentioned into account – and more. If you don’t believe ’Appy Together could bring two potentially compatible people together, resulting in love and romance, you’re welcome to be one of the first to give it a whirl. We challenge you to prove us wrong! (And if you don’t believe it can work, you surely have nothing to lose.)

P.S. We love your logo too.



Had they just dog-poo-sandwiched her right back? Alyssa felt her skin prickle. As if she had nothing better to do than swan about, proving an app couldn’t be some sort of algorithm fairy godmother.


@alyssaheart_thelovecoach – I’m already in a committed relationship. Thank you though. Good luck with your endeavours.



There. They didn’t know she’d just been dumped.


@garypratt – That bloke you were with (guy with the funny name) changed his Facebook relationship status to ‘single’ earlier. Sounds like you’re free. I’ll be your ultimate match. ;-)



Trust Gary bloody Pratt to know more than she did about Arnaud’s Facebook status. Urgh. He deserved a spiky comment for that.


@alyssaheart_thelovecoach – Sure you wouldn’t be the porcupine?



Gary didn’t even warrant the dog poo sandwich.


@appytogether – She doesn’t sound keen on you, Gary. Alyssa – sorry to hear you’re newly single. Any time you’re ready for the challenge, we can hook you up. We might have just the person …



No, they did not – because such a person did not exist.

She threw her phone back into her bag. As soon as she was done in All Washed Up, she was going back to bed. The best way to get away from everything you couldn’t be bothered to deal with was to sleep. By tomorrow, this nonsense would have been buried by the next wave of social media posts and trends, and she would never have to think about it again.




Chapter 5

‘Oh, Beryl, you’re so beautiful. I just want to …’

He pulled his mouth away from hers, his voice deep and breathy. So much deeper than when they’d first become friends. She couldn’t believe they were doing this. It was a good job his parents were out all night, because that kiss was hot.

His twilight eyes settled on her, the amber glow of the lamplight almost turning them the shade of midnight. One was a touch darker than the other, which made them all the more mesmerising. Every smooth, semi-naked part of him was fascinating in this light. She lay on his bed in her white underwear, the evening sticky with heat. He was on his side next to her, leaning on one elbow, her body almost on fire in the places where their skin touched. She reached up a hand to his chest and ran her fingers down it, noticing the slight dips and knots where he’d been using the college gym. His nipples hardened. He closed his eyes and whispered her name again. It was a name she’d never liked and had always wanted to change. Until she began falling in love with the way he said it – like it was the one word that meant everything.

‘You can.’ She answered the question she thought he’d been about to ask. ‘I want it too.’

The next sound he made was more of a groan, as though words had escaped him. Her fingers continued their slow descent until they reached the bulge in his underwear. His hardness pulled the stretchy material taut and thin, so she could feel every ridge and undulation. She massaged gently, feeling him throb. She wanted more and she didn’t want to wait.

She pulled him on top of her, his weight folding as though his feelings for her made him powerless. Their warm bodies writhed as they kissed more deeply, his mouth almost becoming hers. He tasted of the rum and Coke they’d been drinking in the student bar, sweet and spicy. She fantasised about his tongue exploring her in other places, hot and firm, filling her with his longing. The thought was almost too much. She groaned her fantasy into his ear, and after one more deep kiss his mouth moved to her neck and his tongue began trailing a sensuously slow line between her breasts and down her stomach, those dark blue eyes pinning her as she nodded furiously. A giggle escaped her, and she pushed his head downwards.

Her whole body shuddered as his mouth reached the place between her legs. She pulled her underwear aside for him and his face sank into her, his mouth moving against her as though he instinctively knew her rhythm. She rocked herself against him, her groans mixing with his, the warmth of his mouth and his breathy sighs making an orchestra of pleasure that rippled upwards. His hand reached out and found a breast. She clamped her hand onto his and encouraged him to grip harder. His fingers thrummed against her nipple, and she thought she might burst with the thrill. As his mouth moved between her legs, she heard herself gasping for more. And suddenly there was a kaleidoscope of colours, exploding like fireworks as her whole body shuddered uncontrollably.

‘Devan, Devan, Devan …’ She couldn’t stop repeating his name. She’d never felt such pleasure and she didn’t want it to end.

When she finally stopped shaking, she pulled him back up to her.

‘Let’s do everything,’ she breathed. It wasn’t her first time, but it would be her first time with him. And the first time with anyone who had meant something. She loved him. She was sure of it now.

And then he was putting on protection and they were kissing again, their hands exploring, his body on top of her, his hardness inside her. She felt complete.

She murmured in pleasure as they moved together, him gasping her name as his face nestled into her. His skin smelled like amber and the aftermath of sunshine.

The moment seemed to go on, as though they were stuck in a delicious loop. Him saying her name, more gasping, more kaleidoscopes. And she was yelping something that sounded like ‘I love you’ – but she couldn’t be sure.

And there was so much dampness. Her pyjama top was soaked through. But wait. She hadn’t been wearing a pyjama top. Had she? Then there was a strange sort of buzzing, and some scratching, and …

Beryl felt herself jump, her eyes snapping open. Her hand flew to her chest, where she was wearing a pyjama top, and it was soaked through. Although she wasn’t Beryl anymore. She was Alyssa.

‘Argh!’ Alyssa sat up quickly and flicked on the bedside lamp. It made a crackling sound, and she hoped it wouldn’t electrocute her. It didn’t give out a soft amber glow and there was no sexy man in the bed next to her or on top of her. In fact, that guy had never even been inside her. ‘That stupid damned dream.’

She called it ‘the single dream’ because although she’d had it often over the years since that night – which hadn’t quite ended as intimately as her sleepy imagination would have her believe – the dream only arrived when she was single. Even her dreams had firm principles. Though that was another reason it was easier to bounce from one empty relationship to another. When she was in one, she didn’t have to endure pointless teenage fantasies. They were irksome and embarrassing, and she surely hadn’t liked him that much. His tongue might have caused her to think she’d seen weird kaleidoscopes, though they’d both been a bit drunk. And the next night it had all gone wrong.

Thank goodness she never had to go anywhere near him these days. Devan Shaw was probably still married to his real teenage sweetheart – her once best friend of a lifetime, Sylvie – likely living in a charming cottage in Hartglove like a pair of monogamous beavers. She had no idea, though presumably they’d be one of the few, if the place had love problems. And as much as it had broken her at the time to be betrayed by what felt like everyone, she’d patched herself up and had learned not to care – even if her make-believe dreams hadn’t quite got the memo. Dreams were unruly like that.

Alyssa jumped out of bed, pulling off her pyjama top and searching for another in her suitcase. She hadn’t bothered to unpack, seeing as she only had seven days before she’d be evicted. And, unless she made some money, seven days until she was homeless and begging for scraps. What a comedown from that lovely big house. If only she’d been more focused on her career and less complacent. Hindsight was a wonderfully annoying thing.

Her phone was glowing, so she guessed that’s what the buzzing had been. More social media notifications. So what was the scratching sound? Her eyes scanned the floor. On second thoughts, it was better not to know.

She pulled on a fresh top and launched herself back onto the bed, bringing her phone with her. It wasn’t great for anyone’s sanity to start scrolling social media at stupid o’clock, but she needed the distraction. 
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