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      love interest

      noun

      

      
        	[countable, usually singular] a character in a film or story who has a romantic role, often as the main character’s partner.
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        What makes a great love interest?

      

      

      
        	Attractive but flawed

        	A fully realised character with their own agency

        	Chemistry and conflict with the protagonist

      

      I looked up from the textbook I was reading – How to Write Romantic Fiction – to check the university library was still empty. I had just opened up the doors and from the past three months working here, I’d gathered that the first hour was usually quiet as students were either rushing to an early lecture or were still in bed recovering from the night before. So, I was using this time to read some of the books as I shelved them from the returns trolley. And this one, used on the Creative Writing degree course, had caught my eye immediately.

      I had always wanted to write my own romance novel. But I was stuck with how to create a love interest for it. The leading lady I could come up with easily but the man she fell in love with – a blank.

      After I closed the romantic fiction textbook and shelved it, I walked towards the classics section, my eyes moving naturally to some of my all-time favourite love stories. What I needed was to create someone as perfect as Mr Darcy. I sighed out loud. Who wasn’t looking for their own Mr Darcy? You had to admire Jane Austen. Not only had she created a character that women were still swooning over in a completely different century to the one she had written him in, but she’d done so never having found a real-life love interest herself.

      We had that in common. Maybe that was why I was finding it hard to come up with the male lead in my story. I had no romantic hero of my own to base him on.

      I picked up a copy of Pride and Prejudice and slid it back into its rightful place. Ever since I’d read it at the age of twelve, I had devoured romantic stories. I knew what kind of man I fell in love with on the page, so why was it so hard to write one myself?

      ‘Morning, Liv!’ came a cheerful voice in a hushed whisper. I peered around the stack to see Stevie walking towards me, brandishing two takeaway coffees in her hand. I had recently joined as an assistant librarian and Stevie was my supervisor, having worked in the library for two years.

      ‘I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight,’ I said, walking over to take the cup she offered me with a grateful smile. ‘You’re a star.’

      ‘That, I know,’ she said with a grin. ‘I love your outfit today, very librarian chic,’ she added.

      ‘Well, thank you.’ I did a pretend curtsey. I always tried to dress up for every occasion. And work was no exception. Today, I wore a pencil skirt with a blouse tucked in, court shoes and black-rimmed glasses. Completing the look was a slick of bright red lipstick and gold hoop earrings visible on one side as I’d tucked my dark shoulder-length hair behind my ear. ‘And I love your headband,’ I said to her. She always wore one to push back her blonde hair and today, it was a pretty pearl one.

      ‘I just got it from Amazon,’ Stevie said as she walked over to the desk near the doors, took off her coat and hung it next to mine on the hook.

      I took a sip from the takeaway cup and let out a moan. ‘You always find the best coffee,’ I told her.

      Stevie and I had bonded immediately on my first day thanks to us both hating our real names (Stephanie and Olivia), having an addiction to coffee and being loud and proud bookworms.

      ‘A coffee place has just opened down my road and, based on this, I think I’ll be a regular. Ooh, I need to charge my Kindle,’ she said, pulling it out of her bag. ‘I always feel like I’m committing a librarian sin using it but you know what my flat is like.’

      I nodded. I’d been round there a few times and the phrase ‘no room to swing a cat’ must have been patented after seeing where she lived. It was cute and cosy though, and I knew she loved being able to live on her own. ‘It doesn’t matter what you use to read books, it’s still reading. Although it is sad you can’t even have a bookcase.’

      Stevie sat down in one of the swivel chairs behind the front desk. ‘At least I get to live out my library fantasy here.’

      ‘Ever since I saw Beauty and the Beast, I’ve dreamed of having my own library but I think this will be the closest I’ll ever get living in London.’ I looked around and smiled. This was a gorgeous library. Housed in the main building of one of London’s oldest and most prestigious universities, it was huge with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a view of the city, which other people had to pay thirty quid for at the top of The Shard.

      I’d worked here for three months and it felt like home already. I had been stuck, knowing what I wanted to do with my life yet being too scared to actually go for it, so when my brother had suggested I move in with him rent-free so I could pursue my dream, I’d bitten the bullet and moved from our hometown in Hampshire. Dan was an influencer, creating online content and earning money from working with brands on TikTok and Instagram, and was encouraging of me trying to write a book. So I could contribute some money though, I’d looked for a part-time job and I had found this assistant librarian position at the university for three days a week. I’d helped out in the library at my own university and had worked in several bookshops since leaving so it had been a great find.

      Being surrounded by books all day was quite simply my idea of heaven. Now all I needed to do was make the dream of writing my own come true.

      ‘Shall I carry on shelving?’ I asked Stevie when we’d finished our coffees.

      ‘Yes, please. I better go through the emails,’ Stevie said. ‘Which means navigating our clunky intranet and dealing with students begging to keep their overdue books even longer.’ She gave a long-suffering sigh.

      ‘Ugh, students.’ We shared an eye roll. ‘Good luck,’ I added, leaving her to it. I still found the intranet tricky to use so I didn’t envy her task.

      As I shelved books, I thought about the one I’d looked at about writing romantic fiction. What I needed to do was write a man that had readers swooning like I swooned over Mr Darcy and, let’s face it, countless men in the pages of my favourite books.

      But what kind of man made me swoon?

      ‘Definitely tall, dark and handsome…’ I whispered to myself as I put the books away.

      The sound of a conversation nearby broke through my musings. I tutted. It amazed me that, considering how long libraries had been around, people still struggled to be quiet in them.

      Holding a copy of Jane Eyre to my chest, I rounded a bookstack.

      ‘Can you please lower your voices?’ I hissed, expecting to see a pair of gossiping students. When I realised it was two grown men I had admonished in my best ‘stern librarian’ voice (yes, I had practised it at home), I stopped in surprise.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Liv,’ one of them said, still talking loudly.

      My cheeks turned a little pink when I realised I had told off the assistant to my boss – the vice chancellor at the university.

      ‘I didn’t realise it was… sorry, carry on,’ I replied hastily.

      ‘You had every right to tell me off. I have a loud voice and I forgot we’re in a library,’ Jasper said, looking at me with a warm smile. ‘I’m glad to see you are keeping everyone in order.’

      ‘Olivia is good at keeping order,’ a deep voice with an Irish accent said from beside him.

      I had been so flustered, I hadn’t paid much attention to the man with Jasper but as he spoke, I turned and looked up at him – even in my heels, he was very tall – and then, if it was possible, my blush deepened. I’d recognise that irritating smirk anywhere.

      I couldn’t believe it. Aiden bloody Rivers was standing in my library. How? Why?

      ‘Hello, Olivia,’ he said, his Irish accent more pronounced than ever as he said my name.

      ‘Oh, do you two know each other?’ Jasper asked, surprised, glancing back and forth between us.

      My eyes narrowed. Unfortunately, we did, but I forced myself to be civil in front of Jasper.

      ‘Aiden,’ I said tightly.

      ‘We’re old family friends,’ Aiden said in that easy way of his.

      ‘I had no idea you were coming in today,’ I said through gritted teeth. How dare he show up in my workplace? I hadn’t seen him since my brother’s birthday.

      ‘Well, you’ve always raved about the place so when Jasper called me, I knew I had to come and look around for myself,’ Aiden said, his smirk widening as he looked at me.

      I took in his green eyes, the way his mouth curved up at the corner, the way his almost-black hair waved slightly around his temples and ears, and the outline of his muscular arms underneath his smart jacket. I rarely saw Aiden wear anything but a T-shirt and ripped jeans and I had to admit a suit looked good on him. Very good even. It was a fault with the universe that the perpetual thorn in my side was really rather nice to look at.

      ‘And I know you love surprises,’ Aiden said with a smile that to Jasper would seem friendly but that I knew meant he was enjoying my discomfort.

      ‘Oh, do you?’ Jasper asked me. ‘I’ll have to remember that. And it’s great to hear you’ve been enjoying working here as much as we’ve loved you joining the team.’

      Was it my imagination or were Jasper’s cheeks turning as pink as my own? I smiled back at him, flattered by what he had said but annoyed with what Aiden had just told him. ‘Well…’ I started, not sure what to say without calling Aiden a liar. I hadn’t seen Aiden since May so I definitely hadn’t raved about the university. And I didn’t enjoy surprises either – they made me nervous. I couldn’t plan an outfit if I didn’t know what was happening. ‘Why did you say you were here again?’ I asked the still smirking Aiden, clutching my book even tighter to my chest in case I felt the urge to lob it at him.

      ‘I didn’t,’ he replied.

      ‘Oh, I’m just showing Professor Rivers around, aren’t I?’ Jasper said cheerfully. ‘Giving him the tour, introducing him to key staff members…’ He trailed off and looked like he wanted to say more but couldn’t. ‘Well, I suppose we’d better carry on,’ he said, turning to Aiden.

      I frowned, confused why Aiden would even want a tour here, but it was too awkward to demand an explanation in front of Jasper, which I felt sure Aiden knew by the smug look on his face.

      ‘Lead the way,’ Aiden agreed.

      Jasper glanced back at me. ‘I’m sorry again for disturbing the peace, Liv. Maybe I’ll see you in the staff lounge later?’ he asked, running a hand through his shaggy fair hair.

      ‘Oh, yes, maybe,’ I said, making myself turn from Aiden to look at Jasper, whose eyes lit up. He gave me a goofy wave and set off for the double doors.

      Aiden paused and stared into my eyes for a moment. I returned his stare defiantly, even as I could feel my pulse quickening. I wondered what he was thinking. Then he raised an eyebrow. ‘I know those glasses are fake,’ he said.

      ‘What’s going on? What are you up to?’ I hissed, my efforts to keep calm disintegrating now Jasper had left us alone.

      Aiden was a professor in Film Studies at Bath University and was usually miles away from me. It was disconcerting to have him here on my turf.

      ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out. See you later, Olivia,’ he said, dropping me a wink before sauntering away after Jasper.

      ‘It’s Liv,’ I hissed, although I knew it was pointless. He delighted in calling me by my full name. I mimed throwing the book at his retreating head then stalked back to the front desk, my blood heated as it always was after an encounter with Aiden.

      ‘Okay,’ Stevie said, her blue eyes twinkling as she stared at me across the desk. ‘Who was that?’
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      Sinking into the office chair next to Stevie behind the front desk, I reached for my coffee and took a sip.

      ‘Oh, I finished it,’ I said, staring at it accusingly.

      ‘I have a bit left; you look like you need it more than me,’ Stevie said, swapping my takeaway cup for hers. ‘Drink, then tell me who that fittie was with Mr Elbow Patches.’

      ‘He wore elbow patches one time…’ I trailed off and drained the rest of her coffee. Poor Jasper. I had to agree with Stevie though, he did dress more like he was fifty than thirty. I took a breath. ‘That was Aiden Rivers. Mr brother’s best friend,’ I explained, still unable to believe he’d just been in my library.

      ‘Really? Where have you been hiding him?’ She looked at me keenly. ‘Are you okay? You look shell-shocked.’

      ‘I didn’t even know he knew what a library was,’ I said. ‘He should be in Bath at his university, not here in mine.’

      ‘I mean, there are quite a few people here, I wouldn’t say it’s your university…’ She trailed off at my withering look. ‘You’re right. He should have asked permission.’

      I nodded even though I knew she was being sarcastic. ‘Except he never asks permission, not when his mission in life is to wind me up. It’s been the same since we were teenagers.’ Ten years of knowing Aiden and he still got under my skin. I pulled out my phone. ‘I wonder if Dan knows Aiden is in London. I usually only see him at Christmas and on Dan’s birthdays. I try to avoid him as much as I possibly can.’

      ‘Why? He looked like someone right out of a romance novel to me. Tall, dark, handsome…’

      My fingers froze on my phone screen. Aiden? A romantic novel hero? I loved Stevie but she really had no idea. Shaking my head, I messaged my brother.

      
        
        Aiden just suddenly showed up in my library! WTH?!

      

      

      I looked back at Stevie. ‘Trust me, he’s no romantic hero, even if in some lights he looks a bit like Mr Darcy. And has a sexy accent.’

      Stevie stilled from her typing and gaped at me. ‘What kind of sexy accent?’

      ‘He’s Irish.’

      She groaned. ‘And next you’ll tell me he has a gorgeous girlfriend.’

      ‘Actually, he’s recently single.’ Dan had told me that Aiden and his girlfriend, Zara, broke up over the summer but I had no idea what had happened between them. They had been together for two years, which she deserved a medal for.

      ‘Well, that’s good news,’ she said brightly then paused as she saw my face. ‘Nope, definitely not good news. Um… what’s wrong with him? Why don’t you like him if he looks like Mr Darcy and has a sexy accent?’

      ‘God, don’t ever tell him that, he has a big enough ego as it is. No, Aiden may have the looks but not the personality. He’s…’ I tried to find the right word. ‘Irritating. He loves to push my buttons. I almost threw my book at him just then.’

      Stevie laughed. ‘Well, I’m glad you didn’t ruin a copy of Jane Eyre on his behalf. What a shame he’s annoying when he looks like that. Not that he’s my type.’ She emphasised the word and I knew she was trying to say she thought he was my type.

      ‘Why can’t Mr Darcy be real?’ I asked for what felt like the millionth time. Stevie was as single as I was so I knew she got it.

      She snorted. ‘Men like that don’t exist in real life.’

      ‘I want someone romantic. Maybe if I could find one, I could write my novel.’

      ‘I keep telling you, all you need is a fantasy man. Just write the man of your dreams. Someone who would never disappoint you.’

      ‘I think you’re right. I just need to write about the kind of man I would want to sweep me off my feet.’

      ‘Yes, because it’ll never happen in real life. You’ll never find a real-life male muse, trust me.’

      I tried not to let it, but my mind wandered to Aiden again. I was so confused as to why he was touring the university with Jasper. And suspicious too. Because when it came to Aiden, it was always best to be on my guard. If he had a chance to annoy me, he always took it.

      The last time I saw him, on Dan’s birthday, he announced he was buying everyone a shot of tequila except ‘Olivia because she can’t handle her drink. Remember your twenty-first, Dan, when I had to carry her home? Or that Christmas when she was singing carols so loudly, and badly, someone opened their window to tell us they had called the police?’

      Then, when Aiden overheard me telling Dan I thought a guy in the bar was fit, he told me he was ‘clearly out of my league’. And to cap off the night, he watched as another man asked for my number and after I recited it, merrily informed him that ‘I’d given him a fake one but not to worry as he had dodged a bullet.’

      Dan had taken my glass of wine out of my hands to stop me from pouring it all over Aiden.

      I huffed. ‘You’re right, men in real life are like Aiden, not Mr Darcy.’

      ‘So, why was Aiden here anyway?’ Stevie asked.

      ‘I have no idea. Jasper said he was showing him around. Aiden claimed I’d raved about the university to him, which is a lie. I haven’t seen him since before I moved here. He’s a professor at Bath so maybe he wanted to see how things are done here?’

      My phone buzzed and I checked my brother’s reply.

      
        
        That’s weird. I’ll message him. I’m making your favourite for dinner so don’t be late! Xx

      

      

      I smiled. That had cheered me up. I needed to stop thinking about Aiden and why he had suddenly appeared like that in my library. I blamed it on the surprise element. I usually made sure I was prepared to see him when I knew our paths would cross, so that was why I was so flustered. I tried not to think about what new ways he might be coming up with to torture me.

      ‘I better finish that trolley,’ I said, standing up reluctantly.

      ‘Okay, I’ll finish replying to these emails and then we can sort through the new books we got in. Don’t forget to catch up on the book we’re reading – I’m two chapters ahead and we need to finish and discuss on Friday.’

      ‘I will.’
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        * * *

      

      The day passed quickly once the library got busy and I barely had time to chat any more with Stevie as we both were helping students and professors and keeping everything as tidy as we could. As it became time to start asking students to leave for the day, I went back to the shelves I had restocked earlier. I decided I would check out the How to Write Romantic Fiction textbook and make some notes from it.

      I was supposed to be here in London to finally start writing my novel but I had struggled since I’d arrived. I needed to just start it, and Stevie was right: I’d never find the right man to base my male character on. I needed to imagine my dream man and use him instead. I could see what he looked like. Tall, dark and handsome – ‘my type’ as Stevie had said – dressed in a suit with a voice that could make a woman melt. And I wanted him to be muscly, the kind of man who took care of himself. Personality-wise, I wanted intelligent, funny, kind, loyal – someone you could count on. And he definitely needed to be romantic.

      ‘I think you could write a really great love story,’ Stevie said as I stowed the textbook in my bag and she pulled her coat on.

      ‘I hope so; it’s something I’ve always wanted to do. What are your plans tonight?’

      We walked over to the doors together. ‘I’m going to finish that series I’ve been watching, eat a big bowl of pasta then have a long soak in the bath. How about you?’

      ‘Dan is making risotto then I’m going to make notes on this book. I feel inspired today,’ I said, stepping to the side of the doors as Stevie locked up the library for the night.

      ‘I’m glad you took the job here, Liv. It’s so much more fun now.’

      ‘Me too.’ I felt like I’d made a friend for life. We walked out of the university building and down the stone steps. ‘I’ll see you Friday for my next shift?’

      Stevie gave me a quick hug. ‘Keep me posted on the book!’

      She waved and set off in the direction of her flat, whereas I turned towards the park which I needed to walk through to get to my brother’s flat in Islington.

      It was a warm evening for September so I stowed my cardigan in my bag and walked just in my blouse and pencil skirt, wishing I hadn’t worn quite such high heels. But I needed all the extra height I could get. I loved seeing all the trees just starting to turn while the late sunshine beat down on them. I was enjoying living in London – there was so much to see and do, and it was fun living with my brother for the first time since we both had left home for university. I breathed in the air that promised autumn was on the way and felt good about making a start on my own romance novel.

      I passed Angel Tube station, turned into our road and walked up to Dan’s flat. It was on the first floor of a converted Victorian townhouse and I could hear voices inside as I let myself in. I guessed Dan’s boyfriend Theo was over for dinner.

      Opening up the door, I called out, ‘Honey, I’m home,’ – our usual greeting now I’d moved in.

      ‘Honey, we’re in here,’ a voice called back, which stopped me in my tracks.

      There was no mistaking that Irish accent.
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      Aiden was here? I was seeing him twice in one day? What had I done to deserve this?

      I wondered if I could turn around and make a run for it.

      ‘Hurry up, Liv, it’s almost ready!’ Dan called.

      It hit me then. The delicious smell of my favourite dinner. My stomach rumbled on cue. I’d have to put up with Aiden for this meal.

      With a heavy sigh, I paused by the large mirror in the small hallway and checked that my red lipstick wasn’t smeared all over my face and my hair wasn’t looking too crazy after my long walk home. After I hung up my bag on the hooks in the hall, I took out the How to Write Romantic Fiction textbook and carried it with me, taking a deep breath as I walked in.

      I loved this flat. The tall ceilings, the light that streamed inside in the mornings, the Scandi vibe décor my brother had cultivated, and the fact that his job as a social media influencer meant it was always full of freebies I could try.

      ‘How was work today?’ Daniel was cooking in the kitchen. He gave me a warm smile. Dan was a couple of inches taller than me with the same dark hair, although his was cut to frame his face and large hazel-coloured eyes.

      ‘It was fine,’ I replied, my eyes darting towards Aiden sat on one of the bar stools behind the kitchen counter involuntarily.

      ‘Olivia told the assistant to her boss to be quiet today when he was showing me round. It was hilarious,’ he said with a grin.

      I rolled my eyes. ‘I didn’t see it was him; students are so noisy sometimes. Anyway, Jasper was lovely about it.’

      ‘He didn’t stop talking about you after that,’ Aiden said, looking aggrieved. ‘It was boring.’

      ‘What did he say?’ I asked, before I remembered who I was dealing with.

      Aiden smirked. ‘I couldn’t possibly betray any confidences.’ He patted the bar stool beside him. ‘Come and sit down, Olivia. Dan is cooking some hideous vegetarian dish for us.’

      ‘Oh no, that means you’ll have to actually eat a vegetable,’ I said, pretending to look horrified. ‘Will you be okay or do you need to Deliveroo a burger?’

      ‘Don’t put that idea in his head,’ Daniel warned me then turned to Aiden. ‘And you won’t even know this is vegetarian, it’s that good.’

      Daniel and Aiden were two years older than me and had been best friends since they’d met working part-time at a cinema. They’d bonded over their mutual love of films and been close ever since. I knew Aiden was fiercely loyal to Dan and was a good friend to him. But to me, he’d been nothing but irritating for the ten years we’d known him. I made sure to give back as much as I could. The result was an ongoing battle that neither of us was willing to accept defeat in. To Dan’s constant exasperation.

      I climbed up on the stool, putting the textbook on the counter in front of me. I wondered what Jasper had said about me, but there was no way I was going to beg for Aiden to tell me. He would enjoy it far too much. I tried to push him out of my head. ‘It smells great,’ I said to Dan. ‘No Theo tonight?’

      ‘He’s taking a class,’ Dan explained. His boyfriend was a talented artist and taught night classes at a local college. ‘When you said Aiden was in London, I invited him for dinner. You know I always make too much.’

      Now I regretted telling Dan I’d seen Aiden today. I resisted the urge to give my brother a dirty look.

      ‘So, what did you think of the university?’ Dan asked Aiden, oblivious to my annoyance.

      Aiden swivelled on the stool, moving his legs out so one brushed against mine.

      ‘Can you stop man-spreading please?’ I complained, crossing my legs the other way.

      ‘I can’t help it if I need the extra space.’ He waggled his eyebrows at me.

      ‘You wish,’ I snorted, making sure I didn’t drop my gaze downwards at all.

      Dan cleared his throat, drawing our attention back to him. ‘The university?’ he repeated.

      ‘The film department facilities are so great. They have this new camera that…’

      I tuned out Aiden’s enthusiastic speech about cameras and other high-tech equipment the university had and opened up my textbook.

      ‘It sounds great,’ Dan said after Aiden had droned on for God only knew how long about the film equipment. ‘When will you know if they’ll make a formal offer?’

      ‘Friday, Jasper said.’ Aiden leaned over towards me then. ‘What are you reading, Olivia? Is it smut?’

      ‘None of your business,’ I retorted, trying to shield the cover, but Aiden read the title out loud. I sighed. ‘I’m just doing research for my book.’

      ‘That’s great,’ Dan said enthusiastically. ‘I keep telling you those short stories you write are amazing – you will be brilliant at writing a novel. You just need to start.’

      While I studied English Lit at university, I had written during any spare minute I had from my course and entered a couple of my short stories into competitions. I had even won first place in one and had another published in a women’s magazine. But I really wanted to write a novel. ‘I’m trying to think about what makes a good love interest in a book so I can come up with one. Why do we all love Mr Darcy so much, for example?’ I said, letting out the same dreamy sigh I always did when thinking about the man.

      ‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about – he barely speaks,’ Aiden commented.

      ‘Some women find that preferable to men who talk too much,’ I replied, giving him a pointed look. ‘And anyway, how would you know? You’ve never read Pride and Prejudice.’

      ‘Actually, I read it a couple of years ago. After you got drunk at Dan’s birthday party and talked for an hour about what a great book it is.’

      ‘Firstly, I did not talk about it for an hour⁠—’

      ‘You did, I timed you. It’s a shame you don’t drink that much now, you always did embarrassing things after you’d had a few too many.’

      Which was exactly why I had stopped drinking too much in Aiden’s presence – he never let me forget anything embarrassing I had ever done. Case in point right now. ‘Secondly,’ I continued, ‘it is a great book and just because you can’t appreciate it⁠—’

      ‘It was okay,’ he interrupted. ‘But the film is better.’

      ‘You would say that,’ I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. ‘Usually, the film is never better but the nineties BBC series is pretty perfect, I have to admit.’

      ‘God, one glimpse of a wet white shirt and you’re salivating,’ Aiden said, looking at me aghast.

      ‘I’m not!’ I protested.

      ‘That scene is a classic though,’ Dan remarked.

      ‘Exactly,’ I said, beaming at him. ‘Anyway, let me read this chapter. Annoy Dan instead, please.’

      ‘But it’s much more fun to annoy you,’ Aiden said, leaning over and trying to turn the pages of the book. ‘So, does this deal with steamy scenes?’

      I moved the textbook out of reach. ‘I don’t know. But I’m writing a love story. If there is any sex, it will be there to further the story, not for…’ I trailed off, feeling like I’d just walked right into a trap.

      Aiden’s smirk was more pronounced than ever. ‘Titillation?’

      ‘God, gross.’ I grabbed the book back from him and turned to my brother. ‘This is why I don’t tell men I’m writing romance.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Straight men,’ I corrected. ‘They just don’t get it.’

      ‘I get it,’ Aiden insisted. ‘I love a good romcom, I teach a whole class on them. But I also know they are all fantasy, just like your romance books. Men and women like that don’t exist. And if you get too obsessed with them, you’ll never find anyone in real life. You’ll always be looking for perfection. And then it’s too hard for anyone to ever please you.’

      ‘Reading romance doesn’t make you hard to please. It gives you standards. Why shouldn’t we wait for someone special and not settle down with just anyone? Why shouldn’t we want someone to treat us well and be romantic?’ I said, my voice rising with indignation.

      ‘The problem is your standards mean you end up reading a book alone in your room every night.’

      ‘How do you know I’m doing it alone?’ I fired back.

      ‘Am I wrong?’ Aiden’s lips curved into a grin. ‘You’re always telling me you prefer men in books.’

      ‘Oh definitely, when men in real life are like you.’

      ‘You couldn’t handle a real man,’ he said gruffly.

      ‘Show me a real man first,’ I retorted.

      ‘On that note,’ Dan said loudly, ‘dinner is served.’

      He gave me a look. I knew it well. It was his ‘stop arguing with Aiden please’ look. I gave him one back to convey that Aiden had started it. Dan rolled his eyes and resumed his task, dishing up the mushroom risotto onto three plates. Then he whipped out his phone and took both a photo and video of the finished result.

      ‘Does a tree fall in the forest if no one takes a picture of it?’ Aiden quipped as he tucked into the food.

      ‘Got to keep my followers happy,’ Dan replied, not rising to the bait. It didn’t matter to him if people didn’t take his job seriously; he loved it and he made good money at it too.

      ‘Let me get one of you with it,’ I said, holding my hand out.

      He gave me the phone and I took some shots of him in the kitchen. Dan was used to people thinking what he did wasn’t really a job but since moving in, I’d come to realise how creative he was.

      ‘Actually, this is pretty good,’ Aiden said, gesturing to the risotto.

      ‘Maybe you’ll give up meat then,’ Dan suggested as he came around the kitchen counter and sat on the third bar stool.

      ‘Let’s not get crazy,’ Aiden replied.

      I took a bite. ‘Ooh, so good,’ I moaned.

      ‘Get a room, Olivia,’ Aiden commented.

      I waved my fork in the air. ‘I happily would with this risotto.’

      ‘Reason 150 why you’re single.’

      ‘Takes one to know one,’ I said cheerfully back. He glared at me but had no comeback.

      Finally, Aiden was single too so he couldn’t use my lack of a boyfriend as fodder for teasing me any more. I was dying to know what had happened between him and Zara, his girlfriend of two years, but didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of asking. Also, Dan would want to know why I wanted to know, so I couldn’t ask him either.

      ‘Hang on,’ I said, frowning and thinking back to their earlier conversation that I’d only been half listening to thanks to Aiden’s very boring talk of film cameras and equipment. But suddenly, one part of their chat came back to me. ‘What were you both talking about before? Something about a formal offer on Friday?’

      Aiden looked across at me with a smug look on his face. ‘That’s why I was being shown around today. The university are considering me for the Head of Film Studies position.’

      Struggling to swallow my last mouthful, I grabbed a glass of water and took a long gulp, feeling both Aiden’s and Daniel’s eyes on me. I coughed dramatically.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Aiden reached out to thump me on the back twice. Hard.

      ‘Ow!’ I waved him off. ‘It was a job interview?’

      ‘Yes, you have heard of those, right? And the job is a step up, a promotion, more money, freedom to set the course, and it’s a prestigious university. It would be a good move for me.’

      ‘I really hope you get it, mate,’ Daniel said, oblivious to the horror that was washing over me.

      ‘I’m hopeful, as they approached me,’ Aiden replied. ‘Olivia, close your mouth, you look like a fish.’

      I clamped my mouth shut, all appetite fading away despite the deliciousness of Dan’s meal. Aiden might be moving to London? And working at the same university as me? The man who drove me crazy. Who I usually only had to see twice a year. Now I might have to see him every day!

      It would be okay, I told myself. It was a huge city after all, with so many people, so many places to hide. Surely I would be able to avoid him easily.

      Right?
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      After dinner, as I washed up dishes in the kitchen, Dan suggested we all watch a romcom that had just been released on Netflix, but Aiden shook his head.

      ‘I’d better get the last train back,’ he said.

      ‘Stay here and get the first one in the morning,’ Dan countered as he opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of beer, waving it in Aiden’s direction.

      I kept my back to them, hoping Aiden would say no.

      ‘Oh, go on then, how I can refuse beer and a romcom?’

      ‘And popcorn,’ Dan added, going to the cupboard to pull it out. He looked at me. ‘You’ll watch it with us, right?’

      ‘I probably should make some more notes on this textbook. I can’t keep it for very long.’ I hesitated. I really wanted to see the movie but Aiden had annoyed me enough for one day.

      ‘You can do some work afterwards, it’s not a long film. And it’ll be research for your book too, won’t it? I’ll make the popcorn sweet and salty…’ Dan gave me a pleading look.

      I could never refuse my brother.

      ‘Okay, but I get the armchair,’ I said, walking into the lounge area.

      As Dan made the popcorn, I curled up in the armchair and Aiden sat on the sofa, grabbing the remote to turn on the TV. It was dark outside now so I switched on the fairy lights strung over the fake olive tree behind me in the corner and when Dan came in, he lit one of his fancy scented candles. I tried not to think about how this could have been a romantic night in if there were different people here.

      ‘Here we are.’ Dan handed me a bowl of popcorn and took another bowl to the sofa for him and Aiden. ‘We haven’t watched a film together since Christmas.’

      ‘I’ve only seen Olivia once since then,’ Aiden said, glancing over at me.

      ‘Some people are best seen in small doses,’ I replied.

      ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ Aiden said, smirking. ‘Ready to start then?’

      Before I could respond, he started the movie. I folded my arms across my chest and tried to tune him out as I got into the story about two friends who realised they were actually in love with one another.

      ‘That was cute,’ I said when the credits rolled against a romantic song I needed to add immediately to my Spotify Current Faves playlist.

      ‘I wish they’d make it less obvious how it’s all going to end though,’ Aiden said. ‘Also, I don’t buy that you can be friends for that long without realising you fancy each other.’

      ‘Relationships can develop though. First impressions aren’t always right,’ I argued, thinking back to my first impression of Aiden when we’d met as teenagers. It was very different to how I thought about him now.

      ‘There has to be a spark if you are going to become a couple though,’ Aiden said, looking over at me. ‘Even the hate-to-love stories you like so much have a spark right from the start.’

      I had no idea how he knew I loved an enemy-to-lovers story. But then again, I did tend to wax lyrical about books, given even the slightest ammunition.

      ‘Well, yes, even if they are arguing from the start, you know they find each other attractive,’ I mused.

      ‘Another unrealistic part of these movies,’ Dan joined in. ‘They are both always fanciable – that doesn’t happen much in real life.’

      ‘Says the man who’s met the love of his life,’ I replied. I knew Dan was smitten with Theo. I tried not to feel jealous.

      ‘Relationships are much harder work than Hollywood ever shows,’ Dan said, getting up and heading into the kitchen with our empty popcorn bowls.

      I took a sip of my Coke and wondered what he meant by that. Theo hadn’t been over in a couple of days but they always seemed solid to me.

      ‘Tell me about it,’ Aiden agreed then yawned. ‘I’m shattered. I think I need to head to bed if I’m ever going to get the early train back to Bath.’

      ‘I’ll help you with the sofa bed in my office,’ Dan said.

      ‘I really think you should give your male character an accent,’ Aiden said to me as he stood up. ‘The ladies love my voice. They think it’s sexy.’

      I tried not to remember what Stevie had said about his accent.

      ‘First impressions might make them think that yours is sexy, I grant you,’ I said, ‘but once they start talking to you, they’ll realise the voice doesn’t fit the man.’

      ‘I think the lady does protest too much,’ he said with a grin. ‘Sweet dreams, Olivia.’

      I gave him the finger behind his retreating back.

      I was grabbing a glass of water in the kitchen a few minutes later when Dan returned.

      ‘Are you seeing Theo this weekend?’ I asked as casually as I could.

      Dan drained the rest of his beer. ‘Yeah, we thought we’d go to that new exhibition at the Tate. Do you want to come?’

      ‘Maybe you should go without me. I don’t want to be a third wheel for a date.’

      ‘As if either of us ever thinks of you as that,’ he replied. ‘And they have that great bookshop next door, and don’t forget the cupcakes in the café,’ he said, waggling his eyebrows.

      I laughed. ‘Okay, you know my weaknesses. As long as you guys don’t mind.’ I watched him drop his beer bottle into the bin. ‘Everything is okay with you two, right?’

      Dan hesitated for a moment. ‘Sure. Of course.’ He shrugged. ‘Right, I’ll see you in the morning.’

      ‘Goodnight,’ I said, wondering if he was being completely honest with me. I went to my room, pausing just before I entered to glance at the closed door of Dan’s office/spare bedroom. Aiden’s mention of first impressions replayed in my brain. We’d met at a party and I had thought he was the most gorgeous man I’d ever met and although I disputed it now, I had thought his accent was sexy that night.

      Shaking my head, I hurried into my bedroom and closed the door. I blamed that on the fact that teenage me had had very little experience with men.

      Ten years later, I knew much better.
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      I dreamt that I stood by a lake half-blinded by the sun, watching as a man climbed slowly out of the water, his hair dark and tousled. He was wearing a white shirt and it was soaking wet, rendered almost completely see-through.

      ‘Mr Darcy,’ I mumbled, looking at the defined muscles on his chest under the clinging cotton. I walked towards him as if I was floating. I reached out and touched his chest, looking up at his handsome face. His lips curved into a smirk and his eyes were a sparkling green.

      ‘Olivia,’ he said in a gruff voice as his arms came around my waist. My hands moved up his chest to his solid shoulders and then into his hair. ‘You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met,’ he said before pulling me close and pressing his mouth against mine.

      A moan escaped me as our lips met. He tasted like coffee and he smelt like a musky aftershave I faintly recognised. When his tongue explored mine, I pressed in closer to him and he held me tightly. I could feel the muscles in his chest against me. His shirt was making me wet but I didn’t care. I broke the kiss to lift my arms up and he eagerly pulled off the pretty floral sundress I was wearing. I watched as it floated to the ground and he pulled us down onto the grass so we were kneeling face to face.

      ‘Do you know how much I want you?’ he half-growled as his mouth moved to kiss my lacy bra. He reached for one of the straps and pulled it down from my shoulder slowly before kissing me across my collarbone and then lower until his mouth found my exposed nipple.

      ‘Mr Darcy,’ I breathed, my hands finding that delicious chest of his again. ‘We really shouldn’t be doing this out here.’ I tilted my neck to the side as his tongue played with my nipple.

      He stilled. I opened my eyes to find him looking at me.

      ‘Don’t stop,’ I said, disregarding my previous statement. My body craved his. I leaned towards him again, willing him to carry on. But he remained still.

      ‘I’m not Mr Darcy,’ he said breathlessly.

      I shook my head. ‘Of course you are, you came out of the lake in the white shirt. I…’ My words died on my lips as the sun slipped behind a cloud and I was no longer dazzled by it. Then I could see that I was looking into a very familiar face.

      ‘Olivia,’ he said, his Irish accent purring my name.

      ‘Aiden,’ I said, reaching up to touch his lips.

      ‘Are you disappointed?’

      Hesitating, I brushed my finger across his smirk.

      ‘No. Don’t stop,’ I pleaded desperately. Our lips met frantically and I pulled him down on top of me. ‘Don’t stop.’

      He undid my bra and tossed it onto the grass. His mouth found me again and then his hand slid down my chest and my stomach, making me arch my back in pleasure.

      Aiden leaned over me, putting his mouth close to my ear. ‘I won’t stop until you’re screaming my name,’ he whispered.

      I woke up with a start.

      I opened my eyes, confused, blinking as sun pooled on my face. I groaned and rolled over to look at the clock. It was early, the sun rising out of my bedroom window, streaming in through a gap in my curtains. I dug my face into my pillow as my dream came back to me. God. That had been hot. I squeezed my thighs together as frustration rolled over me. It had felt so real and intense and… I bolted upright.

      It had been about Aiden.

      My cheeks flushed as I remembered pleading with him not to stop. Surely it had been an innocent mistake of my subconscious? I had watched the Pride and Prejudice lake scene before bed as research for my book. And clearly, I’d mixed up Mr Darcy with the man who had invaded my workplace and flat yesterday. My mind had just got jumbled up. It didn’t mean anything, I told myself firmly.

      But I touched my lips. The feeling of Aiden’s mouth against mine wouldn’t go away.

      I needed a distraction, and fast. I jumped out of my bed. My restlessness needed to be channelled into something productive.

      I decided to do some morning yoga. My mum had had us doing it since we were kids, along with meditation and any wellness practice she could think of. But yoga had stayed with me. It really did refresh my mind and body, and honestly, I needed that this morning. Anything to shake off the weird feeling I had – like an itch deep inside that I couldn’t quite scratch.

      Pulling off my nightdress and trying desperately not to remember Aiden taking off my dress in my dream, I quickly exchanged it for my yoga leggings and crop top. I teased my hair into a bun on top of my head and placed my yoga mat under the window so I could enjoy the morning light. Then I grabbed my laptop and found one of my favourite yoga routines on YouTube.

      I took a long inhale and exhale before I pressed play. The stretches would be perfect to help clear my mind of everything and everyone else, and just focus on my breath.

      And it worked.

      Until…

      My eyes flashed open as I moved into a headstand. I could hear Harry Styles blasting through my peaceful moment. For a second, I was confused. I mean, Dan loved Harry (didn’t we all?) but he, like me, preferred a quiet morning.

      Then I remembered it wasn’t just us in the flat.

      I descended from my headstand and stopped the video with a sigh. I couldn’t focus on my breathing when all I could hear was music. Any lingering thoughts of my sexy dream about Aiden were rapidly replaced by irritation that he’d ruined my calming morning.

      This was a feeling towards Aiden I was used to. And this was definitely more preferable than what I’d felt when I woke up. I clung eagerly to my anger.

      ‘So bloody thoughtless,’ I grumbled as I slid my feet into my slippers and stalked out of my bedroom.

      ‘Okay, so I know you have no care for other people but even you must realise that 7 a.m. is not the time to play music at that volume?’ I shouted as I stepped into the kitchen.

      But when I got to the doorway, I stopped in my tracks and took in the scene. Aiden was making coffee, bopping along to the music. And, Jesus Christ, he was shirtless.

      I couldn’t help it. I stared.

      Aiden was a gym fiend. I knew he went pretty much every day, and his body was evidence of that. I took in his defined muscles. His chest was lean and still slightly tanned from the summer and as my eyes drifted up, I saw his dark hair was wet and tousled from the shower. I bit my lip. Inadvertently, Aiden was reminding me of my wet shirt dream.

      I won’t stop until you’re screaming my name.

      Oh God. I fought hard to keep hold of my irritation with him because I was in danger of slipping back into a very different kind of frustration. And that was frankly mortifying to admit, even to myself.

      Aiden saw me then and turned around.

      ‘What?’ he called over the music.

      I shook my head to clear it of any thoughts of wet shirts and lakes and how good Aiden looked right now and reminded myself that he’d ruined my yoga routine and was a chronic pain in my bum. I opened my mouth to tell him just that but then I saw him take in my yoga outfit, which didn’t leave a lot to the imagination, I supposed. It felt like his eyes were grazing over my head to my feet in a way that seemed very unlike how he usually looked at me. It rendered me unsure what to say. But then it felt like I must have imagined it because he abruptly went back to pouring out his coffee.

      I reached over and turned the speaker down to a soft background level.

      ‘That’s better,’ I said with relief. ‘I know you wish you were Harry Styles but that volume is not acceptable at this time in the morning. I was trying to do a relaxing yoga routine,’ I complained.

      ‘I think my abs are better than Harry’s,’ Aiden remarked, flexing an arm before settling on a bar stool with his coffee.

      ‘I don’t want to look at your abs, thank you very much. Can’t you cover up? You’re like a peacock showing off!’

      Aiden looked across at me, that irritating smirk of his back. ‘Ah, so you think I have good abs, Olivia?’

      Exasperated, I made myself look firmly away from his bare chest. I would not give him the satisfaction of looking at it again.

      ‘I’m worried I’ll be put off my breakfast actually,’ I huffed and then, to move the conversation away from his bare chest, which he was making no effort to cover up, I added, ‘And can you try to actually call me by my name for once?’

      He grinned. ‘Woke up on the wrong side of bed this morning, did you?’

      ‘I was fine until I saw you,’ I replied, my cheeks flushing despite my best efforts as I remembered how I’d woken up. ‘Is there enough coffee for me?’

      He shrugged. ‘Sorry. You’ll have to make your own.’

      ‘For goodness’ sake,’ I snapped, feeling rather hot and bothered, and I wasn’t sure it was all in a bad way.

      ‘Maybe you need a “no talking before coffee” rule in the mornings?’ Aiden suggested.

      ‘I wasn’t at all grumpy until you blasted Harry Styles and probably woke up the whole building.’

      Dan shuffled in then in his silk pyjamas. ‘He is preferable to an alarm clock though,’ he said.

      Aiden grinned and I flashed him a glare.

      Seeing my face, Dan said, ‘Sit down, Liv, I’ll get us both a cup of coffee. And how about a bagel? I bought some yesterday from the bakery you like.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said, slightly mollified, and I crawled up onto a stool, making sure to keep one in between me and Aiden as a buffer.

      ‘I love that new workout set,’ Dan said as he made coffee and toasted a bagel for us.
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