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Chapter 1

I never imagined I’d really do this. I never dared to consider leaving my mum behind in our small village of Helston, but after years of battling guilt and grief, I’ve finally made it here, to London, where I’ve always wanted to be. Maybe a few years too late and definitely under shitty circumstances, but I’ve made it. 

Mum will be fine. It’s what I’ve told myself repeatedly since I boarded the train. Her bright smile felt forced, her wave seemed hesitant, and her voice was shaking with emotion when she held me tightly and told me to show London what I’m made of. But I’m not sure what I’m made of. I’m yet to find out. 

Mum will be fine. Mum will be fine. Mum will be fine.

I’d probably be more certain if Dad was there with her. 

My father was a very traditional man. He owned a small antiques store, most of the stock worth peanuts. He used to say that the monetary value was of little importance – that more opulent art and antiques were more trouble than they were worth. I didn’t agree with him, though I learned over the years not to get into a debate over that. Many called my father eccentric. They were right. He was a character for sure, spent all his time lost in the mountains of junk he called his treasure, his spectacles resting on the end of his nose as he inspected, polished, or restored whatever piece he’d recently acquired. Mum used to call his shop Steptoe’s Yard. I used to call it the office. 

I certainly inherited my father’s fascination of all things old, although I have always been drawn to the richer and more historical end of the art and antiquing spectrum. The more rarefied and desirable pieces. The real treasures of this world, not the dilapidated junk my father seemed to find. I’d aced my A levels, was sailing through a history degree at university, and was all set to chase my dream . . . and then Dad passed away. A brain tumour was diagnosed one week, the next he was gone. There was nothing to be done. There was also no time to come to terms with it before he was confined to his bed where he rapidly deteriorated to nothing. He was skin and bones. Half the man we knew. Mum was devastated. I was in shock. Dad was gone. 

And so it was. My future was sealed. I sacrificed my dreams of venturing off into the big, wide world to keep Dad’s memory alive and his precious store open. The natural progression, I guess you could call it. It didn’t feel very natural to me. While Dad’s treasure held a certain fondness in my heart, it wasn’t the level of history I dreamed of exploring. But Mum needed me.

Now he’s been gone five years. I’ve spent the best part of my twenties immersed in dust and struggling to keep my father’s business afloat, dreaming of history beyond my family legacy. Like Sotheby’s and fine antiques. Like auction houses and historical masters of art. Like the tons of books on treasure I’ve immersed myself in. It was all suddenly out of reach. Guilt, grief, and a heavy sense of responsibility kept me in Helston. I felt suffocated. Unfulfilled. Dad’s business struggled more each day, and my sense of purpose was crumbling with it. And then there was a breaking point. The point when I realised I was worth more than I was settling for – both professionally and personally. It was the moment when I walked in on my boyfriend and my best friend tearing each other’s clothes off. 

I didn’t scream. I didn’t collapse to my knees in despair. My heart simply didn’t have the energy to beat faster. I turned and walked away, my mind focused on my next move, as David chased after me and Amy sloped off quietly. My next move didn’t involve either of them. In that moment, I realised that I owed it to myself to chase my dreams, and with Mum’s blessing and encouragement, I was ready to do exactly that. 

So here I am in London, the busiest and most grand city within my reach. I can’t afford to go back to university to finish my degree, but I’m prepared to start at the bottom and work my way up. I need to get some money behind me and pick up where I left off all those years ago. 

I can do this. I’m where I am supposed to be. 

I look at the photograph in my hand, the one I always carry on me. It’s of me and Dad. His arm is draped loosely around my shoulders, my long, red hair tangled in his fingers, and my face is screwed up on a laugh from his fierce grip. He never liked letting go of me. ‘I’m in big, scary London, Dad,’ I say to the picture. ‘Wish me luck.’ I tuck it away in my purse and take a deep breath.

The sun is warm on my face, and I’m smiling as I scurry along with my fellow Londoners down Regent Street. I’m in the smartest clothes I could find in my wardrobe – a black skirt that I fear is on the short side for an interview, but it will have to do, a white blouse with a cute black and white polka-dot scarf, and a black mac. My toes are pinching in my high-heeled shoes, but I don’t care. I’m jobless, friendless, and I have a limited amount of cash. Surprisingly, none of these things are making me stressed, but it does mean nailing my interview today is essential. The job market is sparse. There are never many openings in the art and antiques world at the best of times, but the market is particularly dry at the moment. My only other option isn’t even an option yet – not until the agency confirms the rumours are true. There are whispers of a very appealing position coming to the market, but until those whispers are confirmed, the agency can’t tell me anything more. So I really do need to nail today’s interview. I can’t depend on an option that might not even be an option. I’ll only survive another month before the rent is due on my flat in south London. Flat? I smile to myself. Two rooms hardly qualify as a flat. Everything – the bedroom, the kitchen, the lounge, the dining area – is in one room. The other room is a poky bathroom. But it’s mine. It’s a start.

I reach the end of the street and stand by the side of the road, glancing around before looking down at my watch. I have fifteen minutes to find my way to the address I have noted down, and I’ve no clue which direction I should be heading in. I retrieve the directions I was sent, but they don’t make any sense, so I grab my phone and bring up Google Maps. Except I don’t have an internet connection, and it’s all I can do not to throw the damn thing at a wall when I realise why. I have no data allowance left. 

‘Shit,’ I curse to myself, diving in front of a businessman. ‘Excuse me, could you tell me where Bond—’ I’m barged aside on a frustrated scowl without a word of apology as he steams past me. ‘Nice,’ I mutter, straightening myself. ‘Oh, could you help me, please?’ I intercept a smartly dressed lady, but she just waves a mobile phone in my face before taking it back to her ear and hurrying away. ‘Great.’ I assess the many people dodging my immobile state as I stand in the middle of the pavement like a clown. ‘Welcome to London,’ I sigh, my shoulders dropping. 

I cross the road and cheer when I see a map on the corner. It takes me a few seconds to figure out where I am, another few to find my destination, and only a nanosecond to realise it’s going to take me more than fifteen minutes to walk it. Or hobble. My feet are throbbing. Today’s interview is for an amazing position – personal assistant to a curator at an auction house. It’s perfect. I can’t be late. 

I dive into the road and wave my arm in the air like a madwoman, searching for an available cab amid the sea of black cars. The indicator of one starts blinking, and it cuts across the traffic, pulling up to the kerb beside me. 

Stepping off the pavement, I reach for the door handle, but that’s as far as I get. ‘Oh,’ I cry, as something crashes into my side, knocking me off balance. I stagger, losing my footing on the edge of the kerb, the damn heels that have crippled me all morning dictating my fate. The ground comes towards my face too fast for my brain to catch up and feed any instructions to my hands, which are refusing to come up and save me. Goddamn it.

Accepting the inevitable, I clench my eyes shut and wait for the paving slab to meet my face.

But it doesn’t.

There’s no thud, no pain, no yelp.

Warmth engulfs me, gathering me into a safe bundle and hauling me gently up, saving me from my imminent fall. There is a thud, there’s impact, but my landing is soft, and I’m still vertical. My arms are gathered in front of me, trapped between my chest and something firm. And the smell. Oh, Jesus, the smell.  An inherently masculine smell, leather and spice and something lemony. It saturates my nose, makes my head spin. 

‘Careful,’ a man whispers, gently setting me down. 

My eyes remain locked on his throat – a throat that’s dusted with even, dark stubble. I should be thanking him. I should be straightening myself out. I should be getting in that cab before I’m late for my interview. But no matter how much I yell at myself on the inside to snap out of it, nothing on the outside is functioning. The roar of London around me is nothing but a muffled white noise. 

I clutch my bag to my chest like a protective shield as I peek up. His hair is mousy brown, cut neatly and close to his head at the sides, but longer on top, set with what I know would have been a rough muss of wax-coated fingers. Hazel eyes with flecks of green are shining at me from behind thick-rimmed glasses that rest perfectly on his perfect nose. His eyes, framed with long lashes, are heavy and angelic, almost feminine, and look at me with a lazy, almost amused stare. Jesus, it’s all I can do not to step closer and study them. He looks familiar, and I cock my head, wondering where I could have seen him before. I’m being silly. I’ve been cooped up in Helston for most of my life. I couldn’t possibly know him. 

My eyes drop like stones when I realise I’m staring, landing on some smart grey trousers. His stance widens, like he’s aware of the observation he’s under and has decided to showcase it in its best light. The material is pulling on his thighs a little from his hands filling his pockets. He has sturdy thighs. Strong thighs. Rugby-player thighs.

I cough my throat clear. ‘Excuse me,’ I say, taking hold of the cab’s door handle. But he moves fast, sweeping past me and jumping into the cab. My cab. ‘Hey,’ I say indignantly, my arm jarring as I lose my grip of the handle when he pulls the door shut behind him. I step back in shock. He doesn’t even look at me, doesn’t even acknowledge that he’s left me stranded on the kerbside. What I do see, though, is a broad back beneath a grey blazer and a navy scarf wrapped loosely around his neck. And then, when he settles in the seat, I catch sight of his profile. I’m rendered pathetic again for a second. He has the most perfect profile of any man I’ve ever seen. 

I shake myself from my inappropriate observations. This wanker just stole my cab – an arsehole move that wipes out the fact that he saved me from my fall in the first place. Or that he’s a gorgeous son of a bitch. I will him to look at me so I can toss him an evil look, but the bastard evades my eyes and the cab pulls away before I can yank the door open and hurl a load of abuse at him. 

Stunned and irritated, I stand on the kerb with my mouth open, staring at the rear of the cab driving away. He slowly turns his head and looks out of the back window. The cab might already be fifty-odd feet away, but I definitely see the slow formation of a smug smile.

‘You arsehole,’ I breathe, and stare for far too long until the cab gets lost among the other traffic. ‘Shit.’ I pull myself together. 

My eyes shoot across the road, my arm flying into the air once more, but I don’t get lucky again. Every cab sails right past.

Taking a deep breath, I shake my head as I reach down and remove my heels. I don’t have the time or freedom to be bothered by what I’m about to do. ‘Excuse me,’ I sing as I rush down the street in my bare feet, weaving and dodging everyone in my path. My legs work fast, and despite drawing a few frowns from the pedestrians jumping from my path, I focus on making it to my interview on time. 

But I’m not on time. 

I land outside the grand building at quarter past ten after taking too many wrong turns. My face is damp, my long, red hair is in my eyes, and my cheeks are probably pinker than usual. I must look a mess. 

Holding the side of the wall, I slip on my shoes then take a risky peek at my reflection in the window. ‘Bollocks.’ My fears are confirmed. I look like I’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards. My brown eyes are watery, my mascara running. Hardly fitting for an elite auction house. 

I spend the next five minutes straightening myself out, which now makes me a full twenty minutes late. If I wasn’t so desperate for the job, I wouldn’t be so cheeky as to present myself at reception and reel off my excuses. But I am desperate. I really need this job. And I really, really want it. This particular London auction house – Parsonson’s – is renowned for dealing in only the most famous and collectible pieces. It’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of. 

Okay, Eleanor. You can turn this around. Smile. Stand tall. Let’s do this. 

My phone starts ringing, and I growl my frustration as I dive into my bag. My ex-boyfriend’s name on the screen adds to my already frazzled nerves. ‘Go away, David,’ I mutter, rejecting the call before turning off my phone. I said everything I had to say while he chased after me yanking his boxers on. Which was a basic fuck off. Hasn’t he got the message yet? 

Throwing David out of my mind, I focus on the task at hand: getting myself a job. Removing my mac and straightening my shoulders, I push my way through the glass revolving door into the reception area. I immediately feel out of place. It’s clinical, with only a curved white desk that blends into the white floor and walls, and four white leather couches are positioned to form a square. It’s also silent, but my tentative footsteps, clicking loudly on the marble floor, soon break the quiet, drawing the attention of a pristine woman behind the desk. 

She looks over her glasses at me and smiles, warming the chilly atmosphere. ‘Good morning,’ she greets, standing from her chair.

‘Hi.’ I surreptitiously pull my blouse into place, conscious that my attire is too drab, and this place is anything but. ‘I have an interview. I was told to ask for Shelley Peters.’

‘Ah, Mr Timms’s secretary. You are?’

‘Eleanor Cole.’

‘Yes, I have you on our system.’ She reaches for a clipboard and passes it over the high desk, and I relax a little, relieved that she hasn’t mentioned my lateness. ‘Sign in here, please.’

I take the pen and scribble down my name before pushing it back across the desk. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. Take the lift to the seventh floor.’

Smiling my thanks, I make my way over to the lifts, press the call button, and take the time while I’m waiting to restore my equilibrium. When the doors open, I step inside, and I’m whisked up to the seventh floor where I discover that the minimal theme is uniform throughout the building. With the exception of a few plants, this space is just as sparse and cold. ‘Hello,’ I say as I reach the receptionist’s desk.

A lady looks up, not a hint of friendliness on her pointed features. ‘I assume you are Eleanor Cole,’ she snaps, tossing a file to the side of her desk.

I tense under her disdainful look and straighten my cheerful face. ‘Yes.’ I have a feeling that even if I told this woman I’d been run over and had dragged myself out of hospital to get here, it would be of no concern to her, never mind some rude arsehole stealing my cab. ‘I’m sorry for—’ 

‘Let’s not waste any more of each other’s time. Mr Timms is a very punctual man. You’re over twenty minutes late.’

‘It’s just—’ 

‘The dog was run over? Your train derailed?’

‘No, it’s—’

‘Mr Timms has moved on to the next candidate, who, by the way, has qualifications.’

‘But I believe I have working, practical knowledge to rival any other candidate,’ I argue. My CV was something to be proud of when I’d finished it, even if it was missing some important things . . . like qualifications. With a lack of those, I had to be creative. I wrote pages and pages of words, touching on everything I know. Which is a lot. It must have caught my potential employer’s attention, since I got this interview. Or did have it.

‘It’s irrelevant now,’ she mutters. ‘Thank you for your time. Goodbye.’ A well-manicured hand picks up the phone. ‘Good morning, Parsonson’s.’

I step away from the desk, well aware I’ll get nowhere challenging her. And, actually, I’m certain I wouldn’t want to work here even if I was destitute. 

As I slowly walk to the lift, I ignore the cold hard fact that I am pretty much destitute, and this job could be the difference between keeping my new home and pursuing my dream, or returning to Helston a failure. My reality is suddenly all too real as I enter the lift and fall back down to earth with it. The cab-thieving bastard. 

After offering the nicer receptionist a tight smile as I slip past her desk, I enter the revolving door and use my waning strength to push it around. I’m feeling a little lost and defeated, walking with no sense of where I’m heading.

What will I do now? I guess it’s back to square— the door jars and I crash straight into it, ricocheting off the glass with an almighty bang and dropping my bag. ‘Goddamn it.’ I blink my vision clear, taking my hand to my knee and rubbing away the stab of pain before I crouch and start gathering up the contents of my bag. Could this day get any worse?

I’m still crouching when I take a peek to the left, then the right, seeing I’m imprisoned on both sides by glass. It’s only when I stand and brush my red mane from my face that I notice him. 

A man.

A man wearing a grey blazer, trapped on the other side of the revolving door. My eyes flip up to see an insanely handsome face as he reaches to his neck and pulls at something.

A scarf.

A navy scarf.

Realisation sucker-punches me in the face. 

His grey blazer, the scarf, his ridiculously good looks, and those shining hazel eyes.

Where are the thick-rimmed glasses? As if he’s read my mind, they appear, lifting slowly to his face, but he doesn’t put them on. He puts one arm of his glasses to his mouth and slips it between his teeth, and my eyes follow it the whole way.

Cab thief. 

And now job thief too.

My gasp of breath steams the glass in front of me, my eyes shooting to his. His mouth stretches into a grin, his lazy eyes sparkling. He remembers me. I want to give him a piece of my mind, but I find myself clamming up instead. He’s the reason I’m wandering out of here feeling dejected. Or was feeling dejected. Now I don’t know what I’m feeling. Awe? Attraction? He must be a wizard, or something equally magical, because I feel like I’m under a spell. My mind is reeling off plenty of instructions, but they’re fading to nothing before I can act on them. ‘You.’ My pathetic accusation tumbles from my lips on a mere whisper.

‘Me,’ he confirms, as he cocks his head, looking me up and down as he slips on his thick-rimmed Ray-Bans. ‘Okay there?’ 

‘Yes.’ My reply comes out on a breeze of air, and when I should probably be pushing my way out of the revolving door, I find my eyes feasting on his striking face instead. 

‘You going to stay there all day?’ he asks, a hint of humour in his tone. He puts his hands in his pockets and gets comfortable in his standing position. He’s flawless, even if he’s a rude arsehole. ‘Well?’ he asks as I nibble on my bottom lip, my hand tentatively lifting to the glass of the door as I rummage through my mind for words. 

And suddenly I have one.

‘Twat,’ I mumble, feeling my awe leave me and irritation find me. ‘Thanks to you, I missed—’ Something collides with my back, and I’m suddenly moving forwards. ‘Hey.’ I dig my heels in, leaning back, trying to stop him from turning the door. I’m no match for him. I narrow my eyes on him as he continues pushing. ‘Having fun?’ I ask.

He gives me a small but wolfish smirk. ‘The greatest.’

I’m spat out of the revolving door, but not on to the street. I’m back in the reception of the auction house again. Frowning, I pivot to look beyond the glass on to the street. He’s standing there, his smirk gone, his eyes low and dark. For the love of all things gorgeous, he belongs in an art gallery. 

His hand comes up, reaching towards me, and my eyes finally give up their focus on his stunning face. He pulls at something that’s trapped in the door. 

Something black with white polka dots.

I gasp and reach up to my neck to feel for my scarf. It’s not there. My eyes snap to his again, finding more sparkles of mischief as he slowly winds the material of my polka-dot scarf around his fist. Oh good God, he has something of mine, which means I need to talk my legs into moving so I can get it from him. 

Shit, this is ridiculous. 

I barely lift a foot off the floor before my intention to claim back my scarf is halted. He lifts it to his nose and watches me as he inhales deeply. The muscles between my thighs go into spasm. I burn up. I can’t move. But I can talk. Just. ‘My scarf, please.’

He starts taking slow steps backwards, keeping my scarf where it is for a few moments before he slowly lowers it, revealing a smile that could floor every woman in a ten-mile radius. ‘Payment for saving you.’ 

What? Saving me? I’m jobless because of him. The man is delusional. And too fucking hot for his own good. I swallow and close my eyes, trying to gather my patience. It takes far longer than I’d like, and when I finally open them, ready to take on this annoying idiot, he’s gone. 

Air hits my lungs and burns them, and my hand goes to my chest when the rate of my heartbeat suddenly registers. It’s frantic, wild, fighting within the constraints of my chest. 

What on earth?

I push my way round the door and land on the street. He’s nowhere to be seen. My hand goes to my neck again, just to check my scarf isn’t there, just to check I didn’t imagine what just happened. My neck is bare. If my pulse wasn’t thudding in my veins, I would think I’d dreamed that. 

Payment for saving you. 

I laugh under my breath and start taking slow, tentative steps towards the main road.

No, arsehole, you didn’t save me. You ruined my fucking day. 





Chapter 2

I let myself into the communal door of my building, just as I hang up to my mum. She seemed well – positive, actually. It was lovely to hear but difficult to match. I fed her a load of rubbish, told her my first interview went great and I expect to hear from them. I couldn’t tell her the truth. 

I take the stairs to my first-floor flat slowly, feeling a little weary, but liking the sense of belonging that grows as I come closer to my front door, despite the limited furniture and personal effects. I’ve slowly formed a home that’s something close to cosy – and it really is cosy – but I’m bordering on skint as a result. 

Slipping my key into the lock, I push the door open and drop my bags before kicking off my heels on a sigh. The part of me that knows my dad wasn’t all too fond of me venturing into the daunting world of the antiquity business wonders, stupidly, whether he’s influencing all this bad luck. Trying to get me back to Helston to run his junk shop. I wince. ‘I didn’t mean that, Dad.’ 

My mobile rings, and I retrieve it from my bag, groaning when I see the number of the estate agent I’ve hired to sell my dad’s shop. ‘Hello.’ I drop down on to my couch.

‘Miss Cole, Edwin Smith here from Smith and Partners.’

‘Hi, Edwin. Any news for me?’

‘Well, you see, we’ve had plenty of people through the door, but, frankly, Miss Cole, potential buyers are struggling to see past the junk that’s piled ceiling high.’

My blood heats, his statement cutting deep. ‘Junk?’ I ask, not bothering to tame the insult in my tone, and ignoring the fact that I constantly refer to my father’s treasure as junk.

There’s a slight pause before he speaks again. ‘The stock,’ he says diplomatically. ‘I think it would benefit everyone if it was cleared from the shop. Buyers will see the amazing potential without . . . the stock cluttering the generous space. And you’ll get your sale far quicker. I’m working in your best interest, Miss Cole,’ Edwin adds. ‘It’s been on the market for over a month with no bites. Alternatively, we could revise the asking price.’

‘Not an option,’ I reply without hesitation. What we’ll get for Dad’s store will barely cover the mortgage on the place. Mum needs relieving of the financial strain. 

I sigh. ‘I’ll make arrangements to have the shop cleared,’ I assure him, knowing deep down he’s right. The shop looks like a scrapyard at best, but the thought of brutally sifting through the many eclectic things my father hoarded over the years fills me with dread. My guilt for abandoning his business to chase my dreams still lingers. It’s a daily battle to stop it from overwhelming my efforts to move on. Going back to Helston to face his shop again will only make that battle harder. I let out a little laugh. Yes, because everything is going so well here in London. 

‘Thank you, Miss Cole.’ Edwin hangs up, and I put my head in my hands for a few despondent moments before a light rap on the door pulls my attention back up. I’m frowning as I wander to the door and pull it open.

‘Hi.’ A voice hits me before I can see who’s standing in the corridor. A woman. She’s smiling brightly, her blond bob styled perfectly.

‘Hello.’ I cock my head questioningly.

‘I heard you come in. Thought I’d introduce myself. I’m Lucy.’ Her hand comes towards me. ‘Lucy Bason. I moved in the week before you. I live across the hall.’

I take her hand. ‘I’m Eleanor.’

My new neighbour’s bubbly presence is hard not to smile at. ‘Are you from around here?’ she asks.

‘No.’ I shake my head, thinking I feel like a fish out of water, and I probably look like one, too. ‘I come from the West Country.’

‘Oh,’ she sings, delighted. ‘I’m new in town, too.’

‘How are you finding it?’ 

She rolls her eyes. It’s a small gesture, but her tired expression makes me feel better. She looks like she’s struggling as well. 

‘Tough,’ she admits, enhancing my relief. At least I’m not the only one. ‘But I got a job today at an accounting firm, so I guess it isn’t all bad.’

My relief is shot down in flames. She has a job. That’s more than I have. ‘Congratulations.’ 

‘Thanks.’ She smiles, but it quickly falls into a frown. ‘You okay?’

I sigh, giving up on the chirpy act. Today has been a challenge. ‘I had an interview. It was a total fail.’ I avoid why, unable to muster the strength to go into details. 

‘Oh.’ Lucy deflates with me. ‘That’s too bad.’

‘It’s fine.’ I wave a hand dismissively. ‘The job wasn’t really for me.’ A lie. It was right up my street, and I’m feeling a little bitter about it. ‘There’s potentially another position coming up very soon. Fingers crossed.’

‘What’s meant for you won’t go by you.’

I smile as I step back and open the door wider. ‘I’m sorry, would you like to come in?’

‘Sure.’ She smiles brightly, drawing one from me too, and bursts into my flat. 

‘Can I get you a drink?’ I ask. ‘I have wine.’

‘Oooh, I’d love a glass.’ She bounces across the room and drops her skinny arse on to the small couch. She’s so slim. I take a peek over my shoulder to my curvy arse and frown. No amount of exercise can reduce it. 

I pour two glasses and hand one to Lucy as I take a seat next to her. ‘Nice to meet you.’ I toast the air, and Lucy laughs, following suit before we both swig and let out collective sighs, laughing and falling back on to the couch. ‘Why does it seem like you’ve had a day like I have?’ I ask. She got a job. Surely she’s delighted. 

Lucy snorts. ‘My morning was amazing. I got a job and went shopping to celebrate. My afternoon, not so much.’

‘Why?’ 

‘Both my parents showed up.’

‘Is that a bad thing?’ I’d love for both of my parents to just show up. Sadness washes over me, and I spend a few too many moments accepting that that will never happen. Dad, of course, is no longer with us and I’d be surprised if I could ever get my mum to leave the stifling confines of Helston to come and visit me.

Lucy drops her head to the side and looks at me tiredly. ‘It is when they’re trying to drag me back to the sticks.’

‘The sticks?’

‘The back of beyond. The deepest depths of the English countryside, where my only friends were pigs and fucking cows.’

I laugh. ‘Why do they want to drag you home?’

‘The natural progression.’ She sighs, taking another sip of her wine. ‘I’m destined to take over the family business, but I’d rather shove nails in my eyes.’

‘I get it,’ I reply quietly, sipping thoughtfully. She feels trapped, and I can totally relate to that. 

‘There’s a big scary world out there,’ she continues, ‘and I want in.’

I smile, thinking Lucy and I could be great friends. Her circumstances might be different, but we’re so similar in our situation. 

‘How about you? What brings you to London?’

‘An ex-boyfriend who I never want to see again.’ I smile tightly when she cringes, probably reading between the lines and reaching the right conclusion. ‘But above everything, like you, I want in to that big scary world, full of possibilities.’

‘Good for you.’ She clinks my glass. ‘How did your parents react to you flying the nest?’

‘My father passed away.’ Lucy’s face drops, but I smile, trying to ease her obvious discomfort. ‘The natural progression thing, I get that. I ran his business after he died. A little antique store. I use the word “antique” loosely.’ I laugh, seeing his face in my mind, concentrating as he talked me through what he was doing to an old clock when I was a little girl. Back then, I had no desire to venture far from my parents or the tiny antique store that seemed huge when I was a child. It was only when I started studying history, got lost in the hundreds of books at my library and gained a broader knowledge of the words ‘antique’ and ‘art’ that I saw beyond Dad’s idea of history. Now the hours, days, months, and years of reading, studying, and dreaming, seem like a stupid waste of my time. ‘I love history,’ I say quietly. ‘Just stuff with a bit more history than Dad managed to find.’

Lucy smiles sadly. ‘How did he die?’

‘Brain tumour. By the time they diagnosed it, it was too late.’ 

‘Oh, Eleanor, that’s terrible.’

I nod in silent agreement. I’ve drowned in the sympathy my father’s sudden death brought. Not a day went past without someone in my small village passing on their condolences, until I was certain there wasn’t anyone left to feel sorry for us. I was wrong. The looks, the whispers, the awkward silence that descended whenever I walked into a shop and people clocked me. It all became too much. It made the urge to flee Helston stronger, but the guilt was equally as strong. I couldn’t leave Mum. I couldn’t leave the shop. I couldn’t leave my boyfriend. 

‘And the boyfriend?’ Lucy asks tentatively. 

I jump up off the couch, keen to put this conversation to rest. ‘He drifted away from me and drifted closer to my best friend,’ I say bluntly, showing no emotion at all as I head into the kitchen. Grief makes you blind. And somehow, even though Amy ‘meant nothing’, she and David are still in orbit together. I know because my mother has mentioned seeing them together around town. So why the fuck is the bastard still calling me? 

Snatching up the wine, I top up my glass. ‘More?’ I ask.

Downing the rest of her glass, Lucy holds it up to me. ‘Pour on,’ she orders, making me grin.

Perfect. I tip the remaining contents of the bottle into her glass.

A few hours later, we’re staring at three empty bottles. Having demolished the first bottle of wine within minutes, Lucy hotfooted it across the hall to her flat and grabbed anything alcoholic – which happened to be a bottle of red and some cheap sparkling stuff. We’ve really mixed it up, and our drunkenness is evidence. I haven’t eaten or showered, and my red hair is bunched messily in a huge knot on my head. 

We’ve talked for England. We’ve covered every topic imaginable, put the world to rights, and laughed our way through it all. Lucy and I are now firm friends. We’re also prancing around my apartment to Whitney Houston’s ‘I’m Every Woman’ like a pair of overexcited, slightly sad, single nutjobs. 

‘We should go out this weekend,’ Lucy sings. ‘Oh my God, we should totally paint the town red.’ She falls on to the couch and attempts to sit up while holding up her half-full glass so not to spill it. And fails. ‘Oopsie.’ She laughs, deciding to neck it before rolling off the couch on to the floor. ‘I think I’m a bit pissed.’ She hiccups and scrambles to her feet, swaying on the spot. ‘You, Eleanor Cole’ – she points her glass at me, hiccupping again – ‘are a bad influence.’ Hiccup. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and spends a while trying to focus on me. ‘I feel a bit sick.’ She starts circling her tummy with her palm, her face going a little green.

‘Oh no, you’re not going to throw up, are you?’ I sober up in a second, the thought of my new rug being decorated with Lucy’s vomit helping me along. I take her elbow and guide her to the bathroom. ‘Put your head over the loo.’

She collapses in front of the toilet, her head dangling lifelessly as she groans. ‘Ohhhh Godddd, I’m gonna . . .’ She jerks and throws up, grabbing the seat of the toilet while I try to hold back her hair. My face wrinkles in distaste as the smell wafts up and pollutes the air. 

‘All right?’ I ask, transferring her blond hair into one hand so I can pinch my nose with the other. ‘Water?’

‘Shit, I haven’t spewed on alcohol since university,’ she mumbles, her arse plonking to the floor clumsily. She rubs her palms on her cheeks. ‘Yes, please, water.’

‘I’ll get some,’ I tell her, rushing to the kitchen. I’m back a few seconds later, smiling as she glugs the lot back, gasping before collapsing to her back, dropping the glass to the floor.

‘Come on. Up you get.’

‘Just leave me,’ she slurs. ‘I’ll be fine here.’

‘You can get in my bed.’ I use all of my might to heave her up, looking out the bathroom door to assess exactly how far I need to drag her. I calculate roughly eight metres. Doable. ‘Just don’t vomit in my bed,’ I beg, cringing at the potent stink of Lucy’s sick creeping out of the bathroom behind me. 

I practically carry her across my apartment and let her collapse on my bed like a sack of spuds. I don’t need to worry about tucking her in. She grabs my quilt and rolls over, taking it with her. 

‘Perfect,’ I sigh, standing back and glancing around my new home, wondering where the hell I’m going to sleep. ‘It’s you and me,’ I say to the couch, taking the fake-fur throw from the base of my bed. 

After flushing the loo, squirting nearly an entire bottle of bleach down it, and emptying a can of air freshener, I flop on the sofa and snuggle down. And when I hear a cute murmur and a few snorts, I can’t help but smile at the ceiling. I might be jobless, but it seems I’m not friendless any more. 

Welcome to London indeed.





Chapter 3

One of the things I love most about London is the readily available coffee. Back home, there were no bustling coffee houses. But here, every corner I turn presents the opportunity to have one, and I’m going to indulge in it.

As I push my way through the door of a coffee house the next day, I find it buzzing with activity, and I inhale the rich smell of coffee beans, letting the air stream out with my order. ‘Medium flat white, please.’ 

‘Drink in?’

‘Takeout.’ I juggle my phone and my purse to retrieve a fiver, sliding it across the counter as I check my emails after getting more data this morning, hoping the job agency has sent through some potential positions. It’s all I can do not to screech my delight when I see an email for a rare and exciting opportunity. The whispers were true. ‘Oh my God,’ I breathe, frantically reading through the information. They’re offering me an interview at three o’clock today. That’s only an hour away. ‘There’s nothing like a bit of notice.’ But then I’m frowning at my screen. They’re not in a position to disclose the company name at this present time? ‘What?’ I question my phone. Why? So I have no idea who I’m dealing with? I read on, being advised to look for a sign that says ‘The Haven’ once I arrive at the address given, before it gives me a rundown of the position, at the same time telling me that the firm is established and renowned in art and antiques. ‘Then tell me the damn name of the company,’ I mutter, as I tap out a reply, accepting the interview anyway. It’s not like I have the luxury of options. There aren’t companies throwing job offers at my feet. 

I dial my mum, needing to hear her voice, not that I can tell her how miserably everything is going. 

‘Eleanor,’ she says, so happy to take my call. My despondency fades a little, and, grabbing my coffee, I spin around, set to walk and talk, but as I turn I’m met with something I became all too familiar with yesterday.

Something navy wrapped loosely around a stubbled throat.

What the hell?

My coffee cup starts to shake, like the slight flutter of my heart has travelled down my arm to my hand, making it vibrate, and my phone sits limply at my ear as my mother repeats her hello a few times.

Him. 

Cab thief. 

Scarf thief. 

Job thief.

The gorgeous, angel-eyed specimen.

‘I’ll call you back, Mum,’ I squeak, letting my phone slide down my cheek. I faintly hear her ‘okay’ before I end the call and slip my phone into my mac pocket. And that’s all I can achieve in the movement stakes right now. What is it with this guy? Three encounters in two days? London is huge. My gaze lifts, being pulled up without instruction, until my eyes find and root themselves on his lovely hazel orbs.

His handsome face breaks into a grin. ‘You shouldn’t have cut your call short on my account.’

‘I didn’t,’ I mumble, taking my eyes from his before they haul me under his spell. 

‘We should stop meeting like this.’ He reaches over my shoulder to hand the barista a note. His voice. Good God, his voice. It’s stupid, but the only way I seem to be able to semi-function in the presence of this man is by keeping my eyes off him. 

So I do just that, glancing around the coffee house. ‘Are you following me?’ I ask, switching my coffee into my other hand in the hope that movement might lessen my quivers.

‘Don’t flatter yourself, princess. I’m simply getting a coffee.’ 

Princess? ‘I am not a princess. And where’s my scarf?’ 

‘What scarf?’

His question flattens my sass, and I suck in a shot of air, my eyes flying to his. I’m not sure if it’s because of shock, or that they’re simply greedy for more of him. He’s smirking. ‘The one you stole from me,’ I remind him, my head tilting, trying to read him. He’s smug.

On a shake of his head and a feigned confused look, he glances up to the sky. ‘I don’t recall.’

I laugh sarcastically. I’m in no mood for his games. Not today. He ruined my day yesterday, wrecked my chances of getting my dream job, and I’m not letting events repeat themselves today. ‘Have a nice day,’ I say tightly, turning and walking away.

‘What are you reading?’ he asks, pulling me to a stop. I look down at my bag, seeing the book I’m currently lost in poking out. ‘Miller’s Antiques Encyclopedia.’

He nods, approvingly. ‘The bible of the antiques world?’

‘Yes.’ I frown, studying him, thinking how familiar he is again. ‘Do I know you?’

‘You wish.’ 

Oh, the cocky bastard. I’m about to put him straight, but he steps towards to me, stamping out my intention with his closeness. My body locks up, I lose all sensible thought, and my words abandon me. He takes his coffee and walks closer to me. I’d move, but I’m too busy trying to keep my composure. He drops his mouth to my ear, and my eyes clench shut, my lungs going heavy, challenging my breathing. ‘I would ask you to dinner,’ he whispers provocatively, clearly aiming to sound sexy as fucking hell. It works. Despite my irritation at this man, I’m trembling in my heels, pulsing down below, and I’m really quite annoyed about it. ‘But I’m inclined to avoid women with stalking tendencies.’ He breaks away, turns, and saunters out, leaving me with my mouth hanging open. 

‘I am not—’ My mind empties, distracted by his award-worthy arse as he strides away. 

I exhale on a gush of air as I relieve my burning lungs. And before I know it, I’m going after him, not prepared to be left in a flummoxed state once again. Oh no. He’s done it twice to me already. Not this time. And besides, who said I’d accept his invitation, anyway? 

‘Hey,’ I yell, rushing across the coffee house, nearly taking out a pensioner on my way. ‘Sorry,’ I say, breaking out into the fresh air. I see his back in the distance and march after him. ‘Let’s get one thing straight.’ I’m walking on his heels, my legs working fast to keep up with his long strides. ‘I am not stalking you. I’d say it’s more you stalking me.’ 

‘If it makes you feel better, princess.’ He tosses the words over his shoulder in the most annoyingly cool fashion.

Who the hell does he think he is? 

‘And for the record, I wouldn’t have dinner with you.’

‘Okay, then.’ He strides away, but I keep on his tail, an irritated frown on my face.

‘You’re not my type,’ I say, and he laughs, though he doesn’t stop or look back. 

‘I’m every woman’s type.’

My face twists. I can’t argue with that. Even now, as I pathetically chase him down the street to argue my immunity to him, there are women at every turn staring at him. ‘Not mine,’ I say, if only to win back some dignity.

‘Okay. Not yours.’ He takes a sip of his coffee, smiling around the cup.

Oh my God, he’s infuriating. ‘Don’t walk away from me.’ I grab his arm, pulling him to a halt. The feel of him renders me stupid for a moment, and I’m catapulted back to yesterday when he saved me from my fall and caged me in his arms. 

I release my hold of him like he’s caught fire, an electric shock piercing my heart. Oh my God. He turns slowly, revealing a face framed with high, surprised eyebrows. Did he feel that? He looks down at his arm, studying the spot I just touched, before looking back at me. I drop my stare to the ground, like I can hide from him or something. I can’t hold our eye contact any more. I feel like he’s reading my mind. The aftermath of our contact is still burning me. I realise these are inappropriate thoughts, given the man is a perfect stranger, but it’s impossible to think clearly when he’s so close. Lord, I bet he’s an animal in bed. Everything tells me so. The powerful legs, strong arms, tall physique. He works out, and I bet he gives many women a good workout from time to time, too. And he’s confident. Definitely too confident. The fact that I’m thinking all of this – and not the mystery of him appearing out of nowhere on three occasions – should be worrying. I may have been kept captive in my hometown by guilt for my adult life, but I know a bad boy when I see one. This man has womaniser written all over his gorgeous face. In thick, black marker. 

My gaze is rooted to his thighs, my teeth nibbling on the inside of my mouth as I let my mind wander to dangerous places. And then I’m frowning when I consider that I assume them to be dangerous places. Why not wild and exciting? I laugh on the inside, damning my suppressed life. I definitely do not need dangerous. But maybe I do need fun. 

My eyes find his again. He’s watching me closely. Very closely. And his cheeky smile is nowhere to be seen. It gives me a few moments to consider my previous thought. 

Dangerous. 

‘What are you staring at?’ I ask, shifting under his heavy stare.

‘I’m thinking I might change my habits and take a stalker out for dinner after all.’

I laugh again, and this time it’s genuine. ‘You are the cockiest man I’ve ever met.’

‘And you have the most beautiful red hair I’ve ever seen.’ He reaches for my hair and plays with a lock while I remain still, my breathing going to shit. His eyes flick to mine. ‘We’re obviously a match made in heaven.’

‘Behave.’ I flick his hand away, feeling my cheeks heat and my mind go off on a tangent, wondering about his bedroom skills once again. Shit, I’m deprived. ‘I need to go.’ I smile sweetly. ‘I’d say it was a pleasure, but—’ 

‘You wouldn’t know.’ He winks. ‘But if you ever want to find out . . .’

‘I really don’t.’ It’s the biggest lie I’ve ever told. ‘Goodbye.’

‘Shouldn’t we shake hands?’ He tosses his coffee cup in a nearby bin and extends his arm, and I eye it with caution, trying to brace myself to make contact. It takes way more mental preparation than it should. 

I place my hand in his and immediately feel fire blazing through my veins. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Wasn’t it just,’ he says, his face straight. 

I snatch my hand back and scoot past him, my movement rushed and clumsy, causing me to knock his arm. 

More fire. Fuck, welcome to London indeed. I breathe in deeply, fighting to compose myself. 

I’m not sure what happens next. 

I’m moving too fast to comprehend it. ‘Oh.’ I blink repeatedly as my back is pushed into something rough. 

A brick wall. 

And something hard pressed against my front. 

A body.

His body.

My breathing has accelerated to breathy gasps. His face is close to mine. Nose to nose. I’m tense, rigid, nailed to the wall behind me, his palms flat against it on either side of my head. His eyes are roaming my entire face, and I push myself back against the bricks in a vain attempt to escape the heat of his body. 

But he moves in closer, not holding me against my will, but making it pretty impossible for me to escape. My heart is thundering so hard, he must feel it. But it’s not fright that’s the cause of my immobility or heaving chest. It’s something else – something I’m not particularly comfortable with. ‘What are you doing?’ I whisper. I’ve never felt lust so strong or bold, and it’s knocking all sense from me. 

He frowns a little, moving back. ‘I believe this might be foreplay.’

Fucking hell. 

My lips part to allow some air into my burning lungs. What the hell do I say to that? ‘Or it could be considered assault,’ I counter, tossing my own cup in the bin, too. ‘Depends on how you look at it.’ Assault? What a laugh. I’m aching everywhere, but I’m not about to admit it to this cocky arsehole. I bet women fall at his feet daily. I’m not going to be one of them. 

I pad my feet into the concrete, just to check I’m still standing, as he holds my eyes, his forehead a map of lines. He slowly inches nearer again, his mouth coming closer to mine, his breath tickling my skin. I can feel myself falling under his spell, but before I give in to the pull of the lips he’s brandishing, I come to my senses and slam my hands into his chest, pushing him away. ‘Excuse me, but I have no time for holier-than-thou twats,’ I retort indignantly. 

‘Ouch.’ He laughs a little, pulling the lapels of his jacket in, but that frown is still there. ‘Then how about you stop following me?’

‘I’m not bloody following you,’ I breathe, exasperated.

‘Sure you’re not.’ He turns on his expensive brogues and walks off. ‘See you around, princess.’

‘I hope not,’ I yell to his back. That arse. It brings tears to my eyes. Bastard.

I feel bemused, hot, lustful, embarrassed, mystified . . . annoyed. ‘Such a twat,’ I say to myself, quickly checking the time. ‘Shit.’ 

My thoughts realign in a heartbeat. If he’s made me late for this interview, too, I will most definitely be stalking him . . . so I can wring his fucking neck. 

I dash off in the opposite direction, waving my arm frantically for a cab. At least I know Mr I believe this might be foreplay won’t be taking this cab. 

I’ve never met such a conceited wanker.





Chapter 4

First impressions. They really do count, and what I’m staring at right now doesn’t bode well for my interview. An alleyway. There’s an iron door guarding the entrance with an old metal sign with ‘The Haven’ above it. 

The Haven? ‘Hardly,’ I say quietly. But beggars can’t be choosers. 

I ring the buzzer on the keypad next to the door and wait. 

And wait.

And wait.

I ring it again, this time holding it down for a few seconds so the irritating shrill stretches out, making me wince. There are a few crackles then a huff of displeasure. ‘Patience is a virtue,’ a woman’s voice snaps, making me step back. ‘How can I help?’ 

I inch forwards, putting my mouth closer to the intercom. ‘Hi, I’m looking for The Haven.’ 

‘You’ve found it.’ 

‘I have an interview today. Arranged through the agency.’ 

‘Your name?’

‘Eleanor Cole.’

‘Push the door.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The door, dear. Push it.’ 

I stare at the intercom. Never have I heard the word dear said with such snark. I can almost hear her eyes rolling. A shift of metal snaps my attention from the intercom to the door, and I gingerly reach out and give it a little push. It opens, revealing an alleyway that doesn’t seem to have an end. Or a light. Despite being slightly wary, I cross the threshold, trying to adjust to the dark. There’s a smell of damp brick walls, making my nose wrinkle in distaste. It reminds me of my father’s workshop – old and neglected. The familiar smell dashes my enthusiasm further as I slowly edge forwards. I don’t know where I’m heading or what I’ll find once I make it there. If I make it there. I’ve moved five paces and still can’t see any signs of life at the end. It’s eerily silent.

Bang! 

‘Shit.’ I fly around, startled, my heart rate rocketing, the sound of the door crashing closed echoing around me, trapping me within the confines of the brick tunnel. My hands start grappling at the wall, feeling their way across the bricks in an attempt to get me back to the door. The ground beneath my heels is rocky, my shoes not coping with the uneven surface, making me trip and stumble. 

It’s a few frantic moments, but I finally make it back to the door, and it takes just two solid tugs on the handle for me to conclude I’m going nowhere except further into the black hole. ‘Fabulous.’ I have two options. I can stand here in the dark and rot, because it doesn’t seem like anyone is rushing to greet me. Or I can risk breaking an ankle while attempting to make it to the end of this black hole to nowhere, because it seems the only way I’m getting out of here is by finding someone who can let me out. 

I feel my way down the alleyway again, tentatively putting down each foot before settling my whole weight on it. This is ridiculous. Has every interview candidate endured these conditions? ‘Some light would be handy,’ I grumble, hearing a repeat of my words when the echo travels into the black distance ahead of me. ‘Phone!’ I blurt out, blindly feeling in my bag for it. Why didn’t I think of that sooner? 

But the second I lay my hand on my mobile, light floods the pit of darkness. My hands instinctively come up to shield my eyes from the sudden glare. 

‘There you are, dear.’ It’s that voice again, except this time there’s no trace of irritation, only warmth. 

I blink repeatedly, trying to find my focus, and when the black blobs finally dissolve from my vision, I see a face that matches the voice perfectly. The voice belongs to a small and round woman, aged at least seventy, and the short curls sprayed into position on her head are violet. Once I can bring myself to rip my eyes away from her wild-coloured hair, I let my gaze drop to find her dressed just how I would have guessed. A mid-length skirt, a two-piece matching blouse and cardigan, and to round the look off perfectly, a string of pearls draped around her neck. 

‘Hello,’ I say cautiously. She defies the unnerving circumstances and environment that I’ve found myself in. She’s all cute and cuddly. This place is anything but.

‘You made it halfway, dear,’ she tells me. ‘I’ll escort you the remaining distance.’ She gives me a little jiggle of her head, an indication for me to follow, before she turns and leads the way. I rush to catch up with her, watching my feet on the uneven cobbles as I go. ‘The name’s Mrs Potts, dear.’ She marches on, and I smile to myself at the fitting name. ‘We’ll have a chat over a cuppa.’

‘A chat?’

‘Oh.’ She laughs, waving a hand indifferently. ‘I’m sorry. We’re supposed to call it an interview, aren’t we? A bit formal for my liking.’

‘Formal?’

‘Yes.’

‘How long have you worked here?’

‘Forty-three years, dear.’

My eyes widen and my heart plummets. Everything so far suggests I’m walking into an interview for a job that’ll be no more beneficial to my dream career than running my dead father’s dead business. I wince at my stray thoughts. ‘That’s some service,’ I murmur.

‘I’m part of the furniture, me.’ She takes a sharp right, and I follow, glancing around, regardless of there still being nothing but brick walls closing me in. ‘He’ll need a wrench to turf me out.’

‘He?’ I ask.

‘Yes, dear. The boss.’

My eyebrows rise, my face contorting into something I can only imagine looks like bewilderment. If she’s seventy-odd and has worked here for forty-three years, how old is the boss? ‘What’s the name of the company, if you don’t mind me asking?’

She halts abruptly and swings around, regarding me with interest. It makes me back up slightly. Her head tilts to the side. It makes me nervous for reasons I can’t fathom. She’s an old lady. She seems perfectly harmless. ‘That will be disclosed to the winning candidate.’

My lips press together as I frantically search my brain for an appropriate response. I can’t find one. ‘Oh.’ What is this, the magic circle? Every second longer I spend in this cold, damp alley with this unexpected old lady is increasing my anxiety, and, I’ve got to admit, my curiosity too. 

She turns and trots off, and I glance over my shoulder, wondering whether I should leave. ‘Do you have a nervous disposition, dear?’

I turn back to find she’s stopped again and is watching me closely. ‘Why?’ 

‘You look ready to bolt.’

‘Not at all,’ I lie through my teeth.

‘That’s good.’ Off she goes again, and I follow. ‘Because, you see, the boss, he’s a little . . .’ She pauses. I can’t see her face, but I can tell by the slight cock of her head that she’s thinking how best to word it. ‘Difficult,’ she finishes, leaving me even more worried. Difficult? ‘Here we are.’ She swipes a card through a metal keypad on the wall. Security? Okay, so that’s a step up from my father’s store. Putting some weight behind her, she pushes the door open.

And I nearly fall over. ‘Bloody hell,’ I splutter, looking around me in shock.

‘Now then, dear.’ She looks at me disapprovingly. ‘Is there really any need for such language?’ 

‘I’m sorry. Just a bit of a surprise, that’s all.’ I’ve stepped into another dimension. Left behind me are the damp brick walls and stale smell. Now, I could be standing in the Garden of Eden. We’re in a cobbled courtyard, with a horseshoe-shaped brick building surrounding us and a stone fountain positioned centrally, trickling a peaceful sound of water over the edges. Iron railings form balconies on the first level of each of the three walls, and luscious greenery climbs the brickwork. It’s beautiful and so very unexpected. It doesn’t look like any type of business is run from here. I want to live here. I want to swing open those balcony doors in the morning and drink in the fresh air, let the voile curtains billow around me while I stretch and let the sun warm my vitamin D-deprived face. You would never know that the madness of London existed beyond the walls of this idyllic place.

‘Welcome to The Haven, dear. This way.’ Mrs Potts seems oblivious to my awe. ‘We’ll chat—’ Her lips purse as she pushes her way through one side of a giant wooden double door. ‘We’ll conduct the interview in here.’

I enter the huge room, trying to hold on to my surprise once more. I fail. ‘Wow.’ I walk aimlessly into the centre of the area, gazing at the ceiling that stretches up at least two floors. Tapestries cascade down the bare brick walls, and the most beautiful pieces of furniture grace the colossal space. Sideboards, desks, chairs, tables, cabinets . . .

It’s all haphazard. There’s no uniformity or organisation to the room. Cabinets displaying vases, lamps, and ornamental pieces are scattered across the floor space, and paintings are propped up in every available space, covered in protective sheeting. It’s organised chaos. It’s a treasure chest: Aladdin’s cave. Pandora’s Box . . .

Nothing like my father’s store.

‘Oh my God,’ I tear my awestruck eyes from the endless beautiful pieces and allow them to rest on Mrs Potts.

She smiles at my wonder and heads towards a door, leaving me slowly turning and drinking in the space again. ‘I’ll pop the kettle on. Won’t be a moment.’ 

I begin to wander, weaving through the pathways between the endless items of furniture, soaking up the sheer beauty of it all. My fingertips lightly glide over various surfaces as I pass them. I’m smiling, too. The history in this room is almost alive. It’s strange to admit it, but it’s like I can almost hear the antiques. It’s as if they’re all talking to me, keen for me to centre my attention on each and every one of them and let them blow my mind with their stories. Problem is, I wouldn’t know where to start. There are things I recognise, things I’ve studied. Famous pieces. I stop in the middle of the room and breathe in deeply, letting the air in my lungs leave on a happy exhale. This is more like it. This is what I imagined when I watched my dad pour his energy into restoring worthless pieces of junk, when I’ve lost myself in books. I shake my head in wonder. ‘But where am I?’ I ask quietly as my eyes take another greedy circuit of the room, lifting slightly once I’ve pivoted a full three-sixty degrees. 

What I see when I look up has me stepping forwards, trying to focus. Towards the back of the giant space it breaks into two levels, a glass wall dropping from the vaulted ceiling to meet a mezzanine floor. It’s like a giant glass box keeping watch over the grand room. 

My eyes travel the width of glass, fascinated by the clean lines in such an old, worldly, sumptuous room. But the flow of my drifting gaze falters when something catches my eye, and I squint, trying to zero into the blackness beyond the glass. 

A chill spikes my skin. There’s someone watching me, I can clearly see an outline of a body. I step forwards, drawn in closer by the shadow, but then the silhouette slowly fades to nothing, dissipating like a puff of steam, like it was never there. Frowning to myself, I cock my head thoughtfully, staring into the blackness. 

‘Tea,’ Mrs Potts says from behind, startling me. I swing around, finding her ambling towards me with a tray in her hand loaded with a teapot and some china cups decorated in a floral pattern. 

She indicates a couple of large leather captain-style chairs, sets the tray down on a side table, and sits down, the chair creaking under the strain of her round frame. ‘It won’t give,’ she says, a light flash of a smile on her face. ‘They don’t make furniture like this these days.’ She pats the matching chair next to hers. ‘Take a seat.’

I gingerly lower myself to the chair, brushing down my skirt. I feel dowdy and out of place among such valuable treasures. 

Mrs Potts hums happily as she serves the tea, giving me a traditional teacup and saucer. I accept and smile my thanks. ‘Drink up, dear.’

So I do, feeling awkward under her watchful eyes travelling back and forth with the cup as it journeys to and from my mouth. I awkwardly make my way through half my tea before softly placing the china cup on the matching saucer. 

‘Wonderful.’ She looks truly delighted as she takes the fine china from my grasp and sets it aside. ‘Show me your hands.’ 

I hesitate, frowning, but she smiles warmly to encourage me, and I slowly extend my arms, watching while she runs observant eyes over my hands. ‘Very steady,’ she muses, taking a gentle hold. ‘No shaking.’

I smile nervously. Is she going to read my palm or something? Or produce tarot cards? ‘Why would I shake?’ I ask.

‘Nerves,’ she confirms. ‘We can’t have butterfingers around all these fine pieces.’

‘I can imagine.’ 

‘We only deal in the finest, dear.’ 

‘You have many beautiful things.’ It’s a million miles away from what I’m used to, and I’m alive with the potential of working with these wonderful antiques. I want to work here. If I saw the cab thief now, I might kiss him instead of slapping him. I can see myself lost among these treasured artefacts of history. I’m suddenly buzzing, full of enthusiasm. I have to nail this.

Mrs Potts releases my hands and casts a proud eye around the room. ‘That we do. Now, how are your archiving skills?’

‘You mean filing?’

‘Chronologically, yes.’

‘Very good,’ I confirm, because they are. I expect there will be a few more files here than my father had, but I’m ready for the challenge. ‘My father’s records go back decades. They were a shambles before I rebuilt his filing system.’ 

She smiles. ‘Your telephone manners?’

‘I’m very diplomatic.’

‘That’s good. We deal with the top auction houses – Sotheby’s, Bonhams, not to mention our clients who are mostly English aristocracy. We need to be polite.’ 
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