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      The fact is I’m kind of a shit bartender in a not-so-shit London bar. A popular bar full of discerning hipsters with deep pockets and others who want to be seen. It’s my first Saturday night working here at my new job. Which is exactly what I need to be doing to bring in some cash and not spend money I can’t afford on supplies from the local art shop around the corner in Soho.

      Forget that my new boss has all the makings of a tyrannical dictator—one who already has me nestled comfortably in his crosshairs. It’s not all smooth sailing despite the luxurious queer glamour of Ivan’s. Dramatic high-coffered ceilings soar overhead with gleaming chandeliers, and chic paintings from highly successful contemporary artists hang on dark walls. The last part’s like artisanal sea salt in a career-shaped wound.

      I have no idea why they hired me. Aside from me technically being qualified for the job. And also technically having the right references.

      I mean, they obviously needed another bartender after one of their old ones left. Which is a reasonable thing for a bar to want to keep running smoothly and keep their customers in suggestively named cocktails, like Get Your Freak On or Banger Baby or classics like Sex on the Beach. But just because I gave them my resumé doesn’t automatically mean I’m the best man for the job.

      Never mind. I’m here now, and I need to get on with it. The paycheck will make up for my current suffering and, at best, low-key competence.

      Around me, the upscale bar glows with burnished wood counters, gleaming glassware, and a stylishly imposing pink neon display (saying you have arrived, and it reminds me a little of Tracey Emin’s works in neon), accompanied by a thousand bottles of premium, backlit spirits on the brick wall behind me that the finest of London’s equally premium queers will enjoy. Backlighting optional.

      Clenching my jaw, I wring the bar cloth into the sink, rinse it, and give the counter in front of me a quick wipe, because I inadvertently slopped some ale when I should have slid the glass over with a certain panache expected of a bartender in a place like this. With every last drop of said ale staying within the confines of its glassware.

      Except I panicked, because nerves.

      Because Saturday night. Because there are hot men everywhere, where the hotness per capita rating is off the charts—to the point there should be a public health warning and an exclusion zone for the susceptible to distraction, like me. It’s definitely the sort of hotspot in London where people go when they want to be noticed. The occasional celeb makes their way through here too, tipping off the paparazzi who wait outside. There’re regularly high numbers of influencers in Ivan’s, all vying for social media clout.

      Meanwhile, the remaining froth I missed looks obscene on the walnut bar. I wring out the cloth one more time for luck.

      People in the queue for drinks are thankfully looking at the mess and not at me. In my crisp white shirt and black waistcoat and pressed trousers, I at least look the part like the rest of the waitstaff, if not the clientele. In fairness to me, I do tidy up quite nicely when I try. Except I’ve got no chill, especially not tonight.

      Frantically, I wipe before the wood is ruined.

      To be honest, aside from being a shit bartender tonight, there are several important facts as motivation that got me here. Fact #1: I’m a morning person turned night owl for my night job, which I need if there’s any hope of me making rent or repaying my student loans. Fact #2: I’ve been at this job for only two weeks, which is a far cry from the sleepy village pub my parents own, my comfort zone, where we’d have about a dozen tables at lunch. Fact #3: Ben Campbell used to work here until recently, which is probably about the time they needed a bartender, and they hired me out of desperation because I look good on paper.

      I’m not Ben Campbell, who’s now an indie rocker on top of the UK charts. Or any kind of celebrity.

      I’ll admit I have a flair for mixed drinks. When I’m not overwhelmed. Both in consumption and production, and ideally not at the same time. Technically, I’m an experienced bartender. And not just at my parents’ pub.

      It’s the overwhelmed part that makes me a shit bartender. Because I’ve more than got the theory down. I know what I’m meant to do, at least, and I have plenty of experience, but the nerves get me every time. Especially when I’m doing something new, somewhere new. Now I live in London, and uni’s behind me, and so is village life. I’ve flown all of the comfortable, familiar nests.

      “Matty! For the love of God, pull the pints already,” snaps my thoroughly pierced and impeccably dressed boss, the dictator known as Alexander. He scowls a warning over his bow tie, a localized, upscale tempest known to frequent London bars and wreak havoc like any self-respecting natural disaster.

      “Right. Pints coming right up.”

      I can do pints.

      I toss aside the cloth with a wet slap on the lower countertop, earning another scowl from Alexander, while I spring into action like some spritely deer dashing across a meadow away from a hungry apex predator. “I’ve totally got this. Don’t worry.”

      Except this particular bar has me all tangled up, permanently distracted by said nerves. Because Ivan’s has to be one of the poshest queer London bars I’ve ever seen. And the men who frequent it are highly distracting. Hence said slopping problem. Spilling is the least of my worries.

      “I’ll have just one pint, if you don’t mind.” A man exchanges looks with his equally fit boyfriend.

      I mean, really, I ought to be able to do this in my sleep, given I grew up in my parents’ pub. And I’ve worked in several others since then and a couple of bars back when I was in uni. I didn’t think I’d make my career bar work. Maybe it’s in the blood. Or maybe it’s inevitable.

      “What’ll it be, then?” I ask gamely through the heat on my face.

      “The Spitfire,” chirps the first man, all muscle and coif.

      I nod, reaching automatically for a pint glass and going to pull the first drink, praying the keg doesn’t run empty, because that’s the last thing I need right now.

      His equally attractive and self-aware boyfriend smirks and drawls theatrically, “I’m afraid it has to be the Pornstar Martini for me.”

      With a splutter, my draw on the ale falters for a moment. “Of course.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Hottie #2 peers at me, looking stern, but his boyfriend’s shoulders shake with suppressed laughter.

      Excellent. I’m already being trolled by the customers, then.

      “I mean, nothing. Just… coming up.” My voice falters. Did I actually just say coming up? I shake my head at myself. Then I realize they probably think I’m shaking my head at them. “Your drink, that is. Nothing else coming up. At all.”

      Shit. I definitely shouldn’t have said anything about coming up, because they both lose their composure there and then, laughing with squeals of delight. Hottie #1 tosses fifty quid onto the bar like it’s nothing. “Get one for yourself too.”

      “Um, cheers?” I blink, automatically taking the bills. I glance from them back to the pint before setting the glass on the counter and getting to work with some vodka and passion fruit puree and liqueur to start the cocktail. Despite the offer, I definitely don’t need a drink. Especially not a cocktail. Even cocktail is an unfortunate word. The more I think about it, the worse it gets. Neither cock nor tail helps me in the least. Why must all of these words around drinks be so sexual?

      Not that I have a problem with sex.

      I mean, I like sex. Sex is great. Maybe the problem’s I don’t get enough of it. Maybe it’s been so long since I’ve had a boyfriend that I’ve forgotten what that’s like. Drunken hookups once in a while at the uni bar were more my speed. Except uni’s over.

      And London, let’s face it, is intimidating. Especially since I’m not from here, and I swear everyone can tell I don’t belong. That’s my real problem. Plus, I’m too broke for big nights out or even moderate nights going out, because that doesn’t go well with trying to pay my bills. Also, I can’t pull where I work.

      Mercifully, I serve both drinks without further incident.

      But I can’t even take a sigh of relief through the thudding music when Alexander gestures me over. As ever, he’s no-nonsense as he directs me curtly. “Take these drinks to Table 23.”

      That’s one of the tables with premium table service. Which is definitely not my area of expertise. Not here. Not now.

      “Right.” Judging from the look in Alexander’s eye confirming that I’m on thin ice, or quite possibly already fallen through, it’s not the time to ask him for a reminder of where exactly Table 23 might be or if he really thinks I’m the best choice to go out there. I’ll figure it out.

      With care, I lift the tray holding several glasses with practiced ease. At least that’s a familiar enough act, something almost comforting about the weight and balance of the drinks on the tray, weird as that may sound. It’s something grounding. Kind of like a weighted blanket, except cocktails.

      Don’t start thinking about cocktails again.

      Or cocks again. Or tails either. Or⁠—

      Stop it.

      Sidestepping around Alexander, I go off in the general direction of the right table —confident in that much at least—through the boisterous Saturday crowd, adeptly weaving my way through people due to some latent experience kicking in. Table 19 is the one in the corner, and around the corner into the adjacent room are Tables 30 and up. It’s indecent that there are so many tables, and there isn’t exactly a map of them for me to look at. Or signs on the tables.

      I count my way in through to what has to be the right table. Or is it the next table? Both tables seat six. It has to be one of these two. Process of elimination.

      For a moment, I hesitate, glancing at the drinks on my tray, then toward the seated customers. Which lot of six looks like the cocktail crowd of Table 23? Hanging back, I’m not sure, torn between the table of the bespoke young businessmen in their suits and shirts or the sporty-looking crowd with their flipped-up collars at the next table over. Everyone’s having a great time at both tables, all laughs and selfies.

      Just pick one. Don’t overthink it, Matty. Be breezy. That’s what people want in a server. Key word: service.

      Which also sounds terribly suggestive.

      The businessmen are closer, so I approach them to ask if they ordered cocktails. My gut tells me the sports boys want lager. Dodging the knot of people standing nearby with their drinks, I head toward what has to be the right table when someone crashes into me from behind.

      I stumble hard.

      In a horrible slow-motion moment, each of the artful drinks slides right off the tray, one right after another. They careen through the air. And then they all crash spectacularly more or less directly onto the table—and onto the lap of the closest business suit.

      Glasses shatter in an explosion of safety glass—on the table. On the floor. With a series of bangs, as a crash of ice cubes hit the hard floor. They careen every which way.

      Even through the din, the man’s shout rings out along with the cries of surprise from his mates as they noisily shove back their chairs from the table to escape the liquid cascading over the tabletop along with the bits of glass and ice which somehow missed hitting the guy closest to me.

      “What the actual fuck?” yells the suit.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry—” I stammer, wide-eyed, clutching the very wet, very empty tray against my chest. Reflex. Or possibly as an instinctive shield. “Are you alright? Don’t move⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me what to do!” he thunders with a roar to envy Alexander’s, whirling to meet my gaze.

      The suit is, well, gorgeous. Dark hair, vivid eyes, pale skin.

      Gorgeous to paint.

      And he’s really, really angry.

      He’s soaked, flushed red with fury. And, unfortunately, covered in crumbs of glass.

      I’m so getting fired. It’s probably the best outcome for the bargoers.

      But right now, I don’t care about getting sacked. Instead, I stare into the eyes of the furious man, unable to look away. They’re a magnificent green, even in this light.

      I’m beyond mortified.

      “The glass—” I gesture lamely at the table and then at him, because even though the safety glass shattered on impact, it’s absolutely everywhere.

      Cocktails mixed with glass drip off the table onto the floor in a rapidly expanding puddle. Or a sea. Other nearby customers gawp and look at me, including the next table of sporty people.

      If I’m not murdered in the next three seconds, I must get a mop and a broom and a stack of bar cloths to clean this up.

      And it no longer matters which table is Table 23—because I now have wetter, sharper problems.
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      Despite the thudding of the bass, equaled by the thudding of my heart in my chest from sheer adrenaline, I swear I can hear each drop of murdered cocktail fall from the table and hit the floor.

      Frozen in place, clutching at the round serving tray against my chest, I stare at the suit. Well, the man. The gorgeous, angry man, surrounded by the backlit silhouettes of his friends at his table.

      I stare, frozen.

      “Florian, it was an accident.”

      The built man with a trim beard closest to the suit puts a calming hand on his arm. The man—Florian—I swear is frothing at the mouth like a frustrated Thoroughbred horse. Or a rabid dog. Whatever.

      Danger still lingers in the man’s eyes.

      Are people really called Florian? It sounds like something right out of Wuthering Heights, which is up my mate Aubrey’s alley and not mine. Maybe I’ll ask him sometime over drinks. Not right now. Right now, I⁠—

      “I’m fucking soaked, Billy.” Florian, of the smoldering looks and unquiet, broody rage, stares me down. Big Heathcliff energy.

      I shrink even further behind the tray.

      Billy just laughs, looking none the worse for wear as he considers his friend. “Looks good on you. Like an advert for swimwear.”

      “Fuck off.” Florian’s unimpressed while his mates laugh. They set to work tilting chairs forward to lean against the table, letting the liquid run off them.

      Why hadn’t the target of my spill been Billy? He seems good-natured about it all. He practically glows.

      “Ohmygod.” Kat rushes over, the usual server in this section. She must have been on break. Which technically means I’m next on break, but forget that right now. “What happened? Never mind what happened—let’s get this mess cleaned up right away.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I blurt to Florian, the crowd, and Kat too. “I don’t actually know what happened. It happened so fast.”

      Billy nods in my general direction. “Some tosser bumped you. I saw it. Shit happens.”

      “Shit… happens?” Florian’s dark brows press together. Pained, he rubs his forehead. “It’s his job to be certain shit doesn’t happen.”

      “Just be careful,” I say urgently to Florian in a rush as Kat hurries off. “Because of the broken glass.”

      In return, his scowl deepens. Glancing away, I flutter somewhat uselessly around the table as we all stand in a large cocktail puddle. I fight the urge to pick glass fragments from Florian’s clothes, who carelessly brushes himself off in an effort to rid himself of the tiny pieces, but the shattered glass sticks to his wet suit. I grip the tray more tightly in case my hands start to wander independently to pick glass from him.

      “I’ll get you another table.” I’m full of assurances now that I’m moving on from the gawping phase. “And you won’t need to pay for your bill, we’ll cover that. And—I’m so sorry. Did I say watch out for the glass—I mean, it’s not going to cut you. It shouldn’t. It’s safety glass. Shit. Did it cut you?” I stare at Florian.

      He ignores my last comments.

      “That’s all very well and good, except my new suit’s ruined, and my night’s only beginning.” His voice is cold, like the ice cubes and Bellini slush at our feet. His stormy gaze withers me to my core.

      This is definitely the biggest serving disaster I’ve accomplished to date.

      “I’m sorry. Really, really mortifyingly embarrassed sort of sorry.” I set the tray down on the table because it’s certainly not any use now.

      Florian’s jaw clenches. Forcing myself to look away, I scan the room and look at the standing group around what may or may not have been Table 23. “I’ll take you to Table 27.”

      God knows if it’s actually Table 27, but close enough, and Kat’s seen the disaster over here.

      “Sounds great,” Billy agrees cheerfully, while his friends nod.

      Except Florian. “Where’s the WC? I need to wring my suit out before I go home.”

      “Oh no, let me help. I’m sure wringing out a suit can’t be good for it. Not that I’m an expert on suit upkeep. I mean—I mean, let me get you some bar cloths to help dry off. Or… something. What do you need?” I scan his face.

      “To leave.”

      “No, no, I don’t want to ruin your night⁠—”

      “It’s too late for that,” Florian snaps.

      Billy rolls his eyes, linking arms with Florian, who practically pouts. Then Billy turns to me with a flourish. “Would you please show us to the new table? Excuse Florian, he’s dreadful. Truly the worst.”

      Florian shoots him a warning look, but at last relaxes enough to let Billy take his arm properly. Billy must be his boyfriend, judging by the ease of their body language together. Who knew that a grump like Florian could find love in this huge city, but not me?

      Banishing that thought as I turn on my heel, I lead the way to the elevated VIP mezzanine that slightly overlooks the bar with the best seats in the house. I take them to the empty table. They all settle in.

      Except Florian, of course.

      To be fair, he does look rather soggy and miserable. His wet suit clings to him.

      “Look, I do have towels,” I tell him urgently.

      “My problem is bigger than a towel.” Florian shakes his head, frowning as he looks down at himself. “What I need is a new suit.”

      “I—” My face heats up as I think about what he might keep hidden behind a towel. Of course I went there. Please let him think I’m just plain useless and now not thinking inappropriate thoughts about him. Or his body. Oh God. Way to make a bad situation worse, Matty. “Wait. I have an idea. Or a suit.”

      “You have a suit?” Florian asks skeptically.

      “Well, actually… yes. Hear me out.” I eye him, giving him the once-over. We’re about the same height, and if anything, he’s slimmer than me, but a slightly too-big suit might be a better option than a glass-covered and spirits-soaked suit. And, most importantly, it’s dry. “My flat’s just around the corner. I have a suit there that you can use. I mean, I’m not wearing it tonight, am I?” I gesture at myself, slightly damp, but no comparison to Florian. “It’s the least I could do.”

      Billy looks thoughtful. “That’s a generous offer. Beats going all the way back to South Kensington. Why not try it?” he suggests to Florian. “You’ve done wilder things back in uni.”

      Florian looks scandalized. “I would never borrow a strange man’s suit.”

      “Live dangerously. It’s either that or not get into the club,” Billy points out to him with a shrug. “They have a no glass dress code.”

      “It’s not even five minutes away, my flat,” I offer. “Well, my mate’s flat. I’m flat-sitting, though I’m sure you don’t care about that. It’s my break now, and you could come with me, change, and I’ll arrange to have your suit dry-cleaned, and you can pick it up here from the bar in a couple of days’ time.” Feeling breathless, I stop and give Florian a chance to digest my rush of words, just as I see Kat arrive at the scene of the crime with a mop and towels. “I’ll give you a minute to think on that. I’ll be right back.”

      I hurry over to Kat. “Please, let me do that. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s alright. Things happen, and it’s time for your break.” Kat lets me take the bar cloths from her to mop up the table and gather the glass into a dustpan. “I told Alexander I had an accident.”

      I gawp at her. “You didn’t!”

      Kat gives me a conspiratorial grin. “If you don’t tell him, I won’t. Unless you want his wrath. And the hunt for a new gig.”

      “I really need this job.” I’m beyond grateful. “I can’t believe you covered for me. Thanks so much. I’ll have to do something to thank you.”

      “You can repay the favor another time,” she assures me, laughing. “We’ve all been new somewhere before. I think you could use the fresh air. It’s okay, these things have happened to all of us. Now, go.”

      “Right. Cheers. Going.” I hurry off with a couple of clean bar rags in my hand, greatly relieved, and backtrack to Table 27. There, everyone’s cozily settled in. They’re laughing and having a good time again. What a relief.

      Except for Florian, who still stands, awkwardly talking to his friends. Even waterlogged, he’s an appealing, trim figure in that suit. The suit must be expensive. I mean, he looks expensive. They all do, as do most of the clientele here.

      With a deep breath, I approach Florian. I offer the bar cloths. “I brought these to help. And… what do you think of my offer? My suit at home isn’t doing anyone any good hanging in the closet.”

      The truth is, it’s a new suit I bought last week for a friend’s wedding next weekend, but that’s days off, a problem for future me to sort out. Current me is desperately trying not to get sacked, even with Kat’s cover. It’s not just kindness that’s motivating my suit loan offer.

      Florian gives me side-eye, then an appraising once-over. I do my best to stand tall, not slouch, and meet his gaze. Which is unwavering. He ignores the offered cloths. I put down my outstretched arm with the cloths and chew my lip instead.

      “Fine,” he concedes at last, after Billy nudges him. “Thank you.”

      It’s hard to say who’s more surprised, him or me.

      “Right, this way. We’ll be back very soon,” I tell the table.

      Billy laughs and waves us away. Michael’s already appeared with their replacement drink orders, and the rest of them carry on with their night out as though nothing happened.

      Quickly, I lead the way through the bar on my way out, careful to avoid Alexander’s eye. I can only have so many angry people at me at once. Otherwise, I might implode.

      As soon as I get outside, the cool evening air is an immediate salve to the rough night. My shoulders relax, and I glance over my shoulder at Florian. He’s quiet, his jaw set, phone in hand as he swipes through messages. I’m not sure what I expected, but if he’s not yelling at me, that’s an improvement I’ll take.

      “My flat’s just around the corner,” I tell him as we reach the end of the street, cross over through a break in the traffic, and enter the historic building. It has a plaque, Grade II listed heritage status. It’s admittedly beautiful, with a marble entry and a grand staircase. We go past the staircase toward the antique lift at the back of the ground floor.

      “Let’s take the lift,” I offer. “My flat’s on the fifth floor, and it’s faster than the stairs.”

      Florian gives a curt nod. “Fine.”

      I open the ornately carved wooden door into the small lift with its green and white tiled mosaic floor. It’s just big enough for two people, or more comfortably one person with a bit of shopping, from another time. A time back when people must have been smaller.

      Carefully, I shut the oak door, pull over the equally intricate metal accordion door, and press the button for my floor. The light dims as we travel up. The lift clangs.

      Then, there’s an abrupt lurch to a stop, somewhere between floors two and three. My stomach’s left back on the first floor.

      And we’re not moving anymore.

      I stare at the panel and uselessly press my floor number again.

      Still nothing.

      Then the solitary light goes out, leaving us in complete darkness. A bad situation has now officially gone from terrible to… even worse.
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      The long, low creak in the otherwise dead silence of the lift is far from reassuring. We stand in total darkness.

      I hold my breath for a moment. It’s the first thing I’m aware of. The second thing is Florian’s expensive cologne, something with sandalwood because there’s always sandalwood in fancy scents. The third thing is the musty smell of wet wool and pints, which reminds me of how we ended up here like this.

      Staycalmstaycalmstaycalm….

      I force in a breath. Back home, I knew what to do when things broke at the pub or around the house, who to call or get my dad to intervene, but here? Apparently, I’m responsible. It’s okay, I assure myself. You’ve got this. After all, I’ve been working on my anxiety. Or at least, I had been, with a uni therapist and my doctor and some meds. Pre-London. And my anxiety luckily has less to do with confined spaces and more to do with life⁠—

      Creak.

      Beside me, Florian’s sharp intake of breath gives away his anxiety too.

      It’s not a good time to think about those thriller films where people plummet to their deaths down elevator shafts or even in amusement park rides that go off the rails. Never mind confined spaces.

      And then it occurs to me that I’m stuck in a lift with a man who doesn’t know—or possibly care to know—who I am. If we’re going to fall to our deaths like in some Hollywood blockbuster, which might be a little bit overdramatic, I’d like to not do that anonymously like hapless Bystander #1 in a screenplay.

      “You don’t even know my name,” I blurt into the darkness. Which is probably a weird thing in hindsight to say in the seconds—has it only been seconds?—that the lift stopped working.

      Another sharp breath.

      “Is that relevant right now?” Florian asks tersely. Then, there’s a soft glow from the screen of his phone, his handsome profile lit. And admittedly, he looks anxious.

      Fair.

      “It’s relevant to me,” I dare.

      “Fucking hell.”

      “That’s a bit harsh,” I say, hurt. Trying to shake that off, I draw a steadying breath. “I mean⁠—”

      “There’s no fucking signal.” He throws up a hand in despair and knocks it into the side of the cramped lift, rewarded with a hollow thump for his efforts.

      “There’re some dead spots in this building.” I concede the point, taking out my phone. “I mean for phone signal. Not like… murder spots. Thick historical walls,” I add hurriedly.

      Dark, Matty. Dark.

      Though who knows, his phone could be waterlogged. Or cocktail logged, but better not bring up that idea right now. It won’t help make things better. Clearly, this is a man who wants things to be better. I’m a man who’s resigned that this night is a string of errors that my mates will get a laugh out of while I’ll work hard to forget. What a shame I have to go back to work tonight, though I do want to help Kat out and repay her generous favor in covering for me.

      “Who’s your phone provider?” I ask gamely. “Maybe a different carrier has a different signal.”

      “Vodafone.”

      “I’m with T-Mobile.” I pull my phone out of my pocket. “And… no signal either.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Fuck,” I agree.

      Florian turns the light on his phone and sets it down on the floor of the lift, faintly uplighting the lift. Well, as best as a phone can do in a lift where two men stand shoulder-to-shoulder, or rather, face-to-face because there’s slightly more room like that.

      The phone offers a thin, broken beam of light in the dark. It’s eerie.

      “Your name, then.” It’s not a question, more like a command. There’s no hint of curiosity in his voice. No softness of any kind. And then it dawns on me that he’s more nervous than I am, trapped in this lift together. Somehow, that makes me feel calm all of a sudden. Apparently, I’m the voice of reason in this situation.

      Good luck to us both.

      I draw in a breath.

      “My name’s Matty. Matty Gowen-Smith.” Hesitating, I try to make a joke to lighten the mood. “I’d shake your hand, but I don’t think there’s even room for that in here.”

      Nothing. Not even a hint of a smile.

      “That’s your real name?” he asks finally into the silence, punctuated by another ominous creak.

      “It’s my real name,” I confirm. “Well, Mathias John Gowen-Smith, if you want to be truly formal. But everyone calls me Matty. And you can call me Matty too… Florian. That’s your name, right?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      Probably not the time to tell him I’ve never met a Florian before. It’s an unusual name, but I like it.

      His jaw’s set like it was back in the bar, and even in the low light, I can see the storm clouds in his eyes, as well as a rising panic. And also the palest of freckles across the bridge of his nose.

      Florian sucks back an unsteady breath, shuffles around, and presses his hands against the walls as the lift groans another complaint. “What was that?”

      “It’s an old building. It makes random sounds,” I say in the most reassuring way I can, but I can tell he’s on the verge of losing it.

      “Should we shout for help?” Florian asks desperately, looking up, down, and every which way for an escape.

      “I mean, we could, but I don’t think that’s going to work because the walls are so thick⁠—”

      “Help! Help!” roars Florian in true desperation, as though this is the very last place on Earth he’d want to be, least of all with me.

      “Help!” I shout a couple of times to make a good go of it, not that I’m holding out much hope.

      Nobody shouts back.

      “Isn’t there a goddamned emergency button to push?” Florian scrambles awkwardly for his phone from the floor, bumping his elbow into my stomach.

      “Oof.”

      “Sorry.” He doesn’t exactly sound apologetic as he swings the light onto the lift panel, but it’s all antique lettering and only the five buttons. No emergency call button or service or anything like that. He runs his fingers over the plate, then punches his fist into the oak side panel.

      Creak.

      “No, that’s probably not going to help.” I use my most soothing voice, the one I use on my little sisters when they act out.

      Scowling, he rubs his knuckles. The side panel, at least, is no worse for wear.

      “What’s going to help, then?” Florian snaps, turning sharply on me.

      “Staying calm.” My tone’s remarkably even. I meet his gaze, holding what little ground I have in this lift. “Of that much I’m certain.”

      He snorts, folds his arms tightly across his chest, and leans miserably against the side of the lift. It’s chilly in here, despite it technically being spring. It’s cold, because England. And this old building doesn’t exactly have central heat. I can’t imagine it feels great wearing a soaked suit when it’s crisp. Florian squeezes his eyes shut.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I assure him.

      “How do you know that? This is a very not-okay situation, if you haven’t noticed.” Finally, he opens his eyes again.

      “Well, someone’s going to notice eventually. That we didn’t come back, for sure. Or more likely, someone’s going to notice the lift’s gone out and call for service.”

      “When’s that happening? I don’t have all evening to waste. I have places to be. I’m a busy man.”

      I shrug. “I suppose when someone needs to take the lift. Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Isn’t there a concierge?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so.”

      “You live here, and you don’t know if there’s a concierge?” he asks in disbelief. His stare’s piercing.

      “Well, I mean… like I said, I don’t really live here. And I haven’t been here that long, but long enough to say I’m eighty percent sure there’s not a concierge.”

      “Isn’t there a custodian? A doorman? Someone?”

      “I don’t know.”

      We stand in awkward silence for a few minutes. His cologne smells of luxury.

      “My friends will think you’ve murdered me,” he snaps. “They’ll call the police.”

      Bewildered, I give Florian a sharp glance. The corners of my mouth can’t help themselves and twist into a smile. He sounds as ridiculous as I feel. “Do I strike you as a murderer? I’d be the worst. I mean, I couldn’t even serve you drinks properly. I don’t even know if that was the right table, if I’m honest. I’m fairly sure I’m not qualified to do a murder. For starters, I don’t have the certification.”

      He snorts.

      “Are you the murdery sort?” I ask lightly.

      “No.” Florian gives me a withering look in the near darkness. “But if I were…”

      Holding up my hands, I nod. “I know, I know. I’d be dead half an hour ago. So far, then, we’ve established that neither one of us is a murderer, we’re stuck in a lift together, and that you knew my phone provider before you knew my name.”

      “It seems more relevant,” Florian says defensively. “It’s an emergency, for crying out loud.”

      “A slow-moving emergency. I think… I think we might be here a while, and we should try to make the best of it.”

      “The best of it?” Florian stares at me like I’ve just suggested a quick romp to Mars and back for the weekend. “Of being trapped?”

      I flush, in case he thinks I’m getting inappropriate thoughts along the lines of sexually harassing him in a confined space, which definitely isn’t my scene. Whether or not Mars is involved. “Just… by talking to each other? It’ll pass the time.”

      Florian groans and rubs his forehead.

      “I get the sense you’re not much for conversation.”

      “I haven’t time⁠—”

      “—for conversation. I know, you’re a busy man, you’ve said. You have to talk to people eventually. I’m sure of it. It’s not all business, right? I mean, I bet for business, you’ve got to talk to people. Or do you have an app for that?”

      His glare is absolutely cutting. “You said it, not me. Look, I don’t know what you want from me. I’m not your friend. I’m supposed to be your customer in the bar, and stupidly, I agreed to let a strange man—my waiter, for the love of God—give me a suit after being doused in spilled drinks. I really ought to speak to your manager and have you⁠—”

      “Oh no, no, please don’t do that,” I say in a desperate rush. “I’m begging you. I get this is all a terrible problem for you, and I’m sorry, but I really, really need this job. I’ve got a load of bills, and I’m not exactly made of money. And hell, my break was only meant to be half an hour, and now I’m late, and I’m totally, totally getting sacked.” I don’t quite wail, but the anxiety’s in my voice now too.

      He flicks an eyebrow up. “I would have wagered that you were sacked already.”

      “Now, now. It’s not my best night, I’ll give you that.” I sigh, resigned. Sacked or not, there’s not much I can do about it at the minute. I lean into the wall. “Well, someone’s going to notice that we didn’t come back. Someone’ll investigate, probably. If we’re lucky. Eventually. Or they’ll notice the circling birds after a few days.”

      He presses the heels of his hands against his eyes.

      “I mean, like I said, I don’t know if there’s a custodian that lives here or anything like that. But obviously, someone does the caretaking around here, and I bet they’ll be around during the week⁠—”

      “How long do you think we’ll be trapped in here?” Florian’s voice rises in alarm, his hands dropping. He stares at me in horror. “It’s Saturday night!”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. If we’re lucky, someone notices tonight. If we’re unlucky… it could be a couple of days.”

      “A couple of days?” Aghast, Florian falls silent. He looks ill.

      “Well, I mean, I hope not—maybe your friends will call a search party before then, if they’re good friends⁠—”

      “I have places to be⁠—”

      “Yeah, we covered that.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Fuck.” I sigh.

      We can agree on that much at least: we’re fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After more awkward standing around, trying not to touch each other in the cramped lift, I decide to stop fighting gravity and sit. I slide down and lean bonelessly against the oak wall, sitting with my knees up against my chest and my arms wrapped tight around them.

      It takes Florian a good ten minutes of uncomfortably shifting around in place to see the benefit of my ways. A small rattling sound happens occasionally—not the ominous lift creaks, but the sound of what have to be tiny pieces of safety glass crush falling off Florian’s suit and skittering across the tile floor as he moves about. At last, he sits beside me with a sigh, mirroring my pose with his phone casting light between us.

      Florian’s calmer now, his profile pensive. At least he’s no longer shouting.

      The wet sheep and spilled drinks combo soaked into his suit is pungent. Wisely, I keep my mouth shut on that topic so as not to disturb the peace.

      For a moment, a fleeting thought crosses my mind, which is if I had to be stuck with someone from Table 23 in a lift (and I’m still not sure if that’s the right table), why couldn’t it be Billy? Because at least he seems up for a laugh.

      But it’s Florian who’s here beside me.

      I will say Florian’s attractive. And right now, quiet and not making noise, he seems surprisingly young, his expression softer. Like, he can’t be that much older than me, even with all of his posh looks. He seems vulnerable, fidgeting and occasionally looking down at his phone, where the lack of signal stubbornly persists.

      Tentatively, I try a peace offering. “It won’t be a couple of days. Before someone comes looking for us, I mean.”

      His head snaps up, and he glances over at me, brow furrowed. Florian opens his mouth.

      Before he starts up again, I launch in quickly. “It won’t be a couple of days because your boyfriend will notice, and he’ll come looking for you well before then. Tonight, even.”

      The sad flip side of this is probably nobody would come looking for me, because I don’t know a lot of people in London, at least not at that level where they’d come looking. Work would just think I’d flaked off. My best mates are back in Brighton, and they knew I was working this weekend.

      Florian’s eyes widen slightly as he gives me another look. “What boyfriend?” he asks suspiciously.

      “I swear to God, this isn’t a trap. You know, your boyfriend? The guy back at Ivan’s? The nice one? You, for the record, are the sour one.”

      He grunts an unhappy sort of grunt, but apparently, he follows my line of thinking. “You mean Billy.”

      “Yes. I mean Billy. Obviously, he cares about you.”

      “He’s certainly not my boyfriend.”

      I blink in surprise. It’s my turn to give him a quick look over, trying to appraise his expression. Frustratingly blank. If anything, it’s his default annoyed look. “Are you sure about that? He seems into you.”

      Florian scoffs, brushing that off with a hand. “Ex-boyfriend. He’s simply being polite, trying to counteract my usual boorish behavior.”

      “Ex-boyfriend?”

      God, so many questions, so little time. So many ways to get him going again in a confined space. Yet I’m really curious, though it’s very much not any of my business. And it’s not like we’re going anywhere or have anything to talk about so far.

      “Yes.” The familiar irritation creeps back into his voice. “Firmly ex-boyfriend. He’s just a friend.”

      I hold up my hands in surrender. “Okay, Billy-your-just-friend will come looking for you, along with the rest of your friends at that table, because they seem to like you for some reason which I can’t explain, and they’ll notice that you didn’t come back. I’ve got to take it you’ve got some good qualities—because otherwise, you’ve been a complete arsehole, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

      Florian opens his mouth and snaps it shut again. Weary, he rubs his face with his hands again.

      “Like, I get I’m just a bartender and not so hot at my job, and a nobody to you. But I really didn’t mean anything by it, the spilled drinks. I didn’t spill them on purpose. It was an accident.”

      Deflated, his shoulders slump. “I realize. I’m… I’m sorry. I’ve behaved poorly.”

      Even to my ear, it sounded awkward. Like sorry is a word he isn’t used to saying, foreign and salty on his tongue. But it did sound genuine, at least, so I’ll take it as some kind of truce.

      Satisfied, I smile. “’Kay. Thanks for that.”

      He gives me a sharp look. “I’m not used to apologizing.”

      “That’s painfully obvious. Probably I’m guessing that’s why Billy’s your ex-boyfriend?”

      He glares and looks ready to erupt. “You don’t know the first thing⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. That was rude of me. It just slipped out. Not an excuse, but… shit, you’re not an easy person, are you? You must really be used to getting your own way for some reason.”

      Such as, is he a spoiled only child? Royalty? A top ten billionaire? Except billionaires don’t go to Ivan’s, that I’m aware of.

      He chews on his lower lip. “You could say that.” But he doesn’t offer anything up, whether he’s in the billionaires club or confirmation it’s just my imagination. Florian glances at his phone again, restless. He drums his fingers on his leg. “I should have rang my assistant to bring me a suit. That would have been an intelligent course of action.”

      I blink, trying to digest this latest round of information. “What, you mean like a personal assistant? What exactly do you do? I mean, you know what I do. Sort of. Partly, at least.”

      “I’m a business investor and developer.”

      “Right, okay. An investor,” I echo, letting the idea settle. Explains the assistant, maybe. Or maybe his assistant is like a zookeeper, keeping Florian’s feral antics contained. For the public good.

      Truth be told, I know fuck all about investors, other than I’ve heard about investment bankers and hedge funds, and that London’s rife with them. All of that make think they’re all connected by piles of money from a world very much unlike mine. Like, the opposite. I bet he doesn’t have holes in his socks that he’s mended.

      “What do you invest in, exactly?”

      He shrugs. “Businesses and property. I buy them and sell them at a profit. Sometimes I fund startups. And I’m terribly busy doing this, which is why I have an assistant keep my schedule. Tonight was meant to be a rare night out with friends. Because, in fact, it’s Billy’s birthday. I promised I’d be there tonight.”

      My eyes widen. “Shit. That’s even more awkward, then. Ditching him on his birthday.”

      Florian gives a fierce scowl, made even more dramatic by the glow of his phone when he checks again for signal.

      It occurs to me that maybe they’re technically broken up now, but what if one or the other wants to get back together? Big events like birthdays bring up all sorts of feelings, don’t they? Who broke up with whom? And who’s the lead on wanting to get back together? I hope Billy dumped his arse.

      Another glance over confirms Florian’s not looking happy. Probably not a good breakup, then. As if there’s such a thing as a good breakup. But some are definitely worse breakups than others.

      “I flew back into London early from my business trip so as not to miss it. Even though he has his new boyfriend with him and doesn’t need me there, of all people.”

      There’s the unspoken: and now I’m missing it.

      “He’s your friend, isn’t he, at least? Of course he’d want you there.” My voice is gentle. I get the distinct feeling that even though this man might be a success at business, he’s messy in his personal life. And all that snarl’s got to be covering something.
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      Florian doesn’t say anything about Billy. There’s a brief struggle across his face. “Tell me. You said I only knew partly about what you do. And you said you’re a bartender, though you were serving tables. I take it this isn’t your usual scene because you’re terrible at your job.”

      “Thanks,” I say breezily, “I know.” I give him a smile. “And it’s been a particularly rough night. First Saturday night working at Ivan’s. But anyway, you’re not asking about Ivan’s, are you?”

      “You alluded to some other life, and I wouldn’t bother asking, but since we’re stuck here and I may as well ask: how else do you spend your time? Aside from kidnapping investors and ruining their suits?”

      I can’t help it: I laugh. He’s so unashamedly rude. “You’re something else. Wow. Well, since you asked so nicely, let me tell you about myself⁠—”

      “That’s what I was afraid of⁠—”

      “Stop.” But I’m smiling despite it all, and I’m not sure what’s come over me. “Honestly, get over yourself. I don’t care who you are or how important you might be. At the end of the day, we’re two lads stuck in a lift, going nowhere to pass the time. And some conversation would be a decent way to spend our captivity, don’t you think?”

      “If you talk about yourself, then you’ll expect me to talk about myself—and I hate that. I’m terribly dull. You already know what you need to about me. But fine. Let’s do this your way. You still haven’t explained what else you do.”

      It really does make me wonder how he got together with Billy. Or Billy with him, because his charm is about negative ten thousand.

      “‘Kay. Well, now it’s gonna sound stupid, but never mind. I like art. I mean, I’m an artist. It’s what I have my degree in, anyway.”

      Florian looks startled, as if I’d told him I was a unicorn or raised pedigree rats in a utopian society somewhere on the outer fringes of Milton Keynes. And then he responds in a way like I’d just told him I had landed from another planet. “An artist?”

      “Well, it’s what I’m meant to be, you see. Right now, I’m a bartender. It pays the bills. If I’m not sacked.”

      “So you’re a failed artist.”

      “Ouch.” I can’t help the wince, like he’s just sucker punched me. Which he has, in a way. “You really show no mercy, do you? Like you really don’t care about other people’s feelings.”

      “Feelings are inefficient.”

      “Fuck me, man.” Then my brain catches up with my mouth, and what the hell did I just say to him? I can’t wait to get out of this lift and never see Florian again. I’m sure he can’t wait either. “I didn’t mean it like that. Like, you know.”

      He ignores my spiraling. “Feelings don’t help in business. You need a plan. Research. Consider costs and benefits. And risk. There’s a delicate combination, a beauty in the balance.” Florian studies his fingertips.

      Does he actually see beauty? Even in business? If so, I might like him a little more. Still, he’s a piece of work.

      “This sounds kind of mercenary.”

      “Yes. Business is. And art is a business too. You’re probably too busy with feelings and not spending enough time being pragmatic and researching what sells.”

      “Double ouch. You’re making a lot of assumptions.” To be fair, he’s not entirely wrong, but I don’t want to concede the point. Not a chance. “And that’s a harsh way to see the world, by the way.”

      Florian doesn’t look fussed. His face is blank as he continues to inspect his fingernails as if they are the most fascinating thing in the world, continuing to avoid looking at me. “Maybe it is, but it suits me.”

      “Speaking of, you must be freezing in that wet suit,” I tell him. He’s shrunken into himself, and he’s shivering a little.

      “I’m fine. Just tired. It’s been a long day. Especially with the travel. Now. What kind of art do you do? Or don’t do?”

      I laugh. “My art—I’m a painter. Well, I’m meant to be a painter. And for the record, that’s a fine-art painter and not a house painter.”

      “You keep saying ‘meant’ as if you’ve failed. Why aren’t you doing it if that’s what you want? It is what you want, isn’t it? Otherwise, I can see the benefit of not bothering.”

      “Florian, you truly have a gift with words.” I can’t stop smiling. “It’s because I can’t afford to be an artist. At least not right now. You probably don’t get it, ’cause you’re obviously posh and a successful businessman, but I have loads of bills coming out of uni, and it takes a while to build up an artistic practice out of uni, metaphorically and, yes, practically speaking too. As well as a cohesive body of work.”

      “So you know about art.”

      “I know some about painting,” I allow. “There’s so much I don’t know about art⁠—”

      “Well. You do know more than me. And there’s one thing you can do to help make amends for the spilled drinks and kidnapping situation.”

      My eyes widen. He’s not going to ask for sexual favors, is he? Even if he did, what’s my current stance on that? Part of me is insulted, while the other part of me acknowledges he’s hot, at least. It would pass the time. Someone intense like that must be terrific in bed.

      “What’s that?” I ask, trying to shush the downward spiral of my inner thoughts. “For the record, I didn’t kidnap you.”

      He ignores my quip. “You could accompany me to an art event I need to attend. You could explain the art to me.”

      A ludicrous giggle escapes me. “Are you actually asking me out on a date?”

      “Certainly not.” Florian looks totally horrified, and it’s hilarious. “This is purely for business. And for amends.”

      “I see. What’s the benefit to me?”

      “Not getting arrested for the kidnapping.”

      “Very funny.” I smile despite my misgivings.

      “The art, actually. You might appreciate the art. It’s lost on me. And besides, even if it is an accident, you did ruin a perfectly good suit with your antics at the bar.”

      “Antics. Right. I see. You’re becoming an optimist despite all odds, Florian. I take it to think you’re listening to me and thinking we’ll get out of here sooner rather than later.”

      “Yes. And also, I suspect you have friends who would notice your absence and file a missing person’s report. Plus, I believe your employer would notice that you failed to return from break.”

      That sobers me up, reminding me of my tenuous friend situation in London and that I’m on life support from Kat at my job. I’m only another spilled drink away from being out of my much-needed job. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      Even Florian has a pack of friends in London. Grumpy, miserable Florian.

      “I
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