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One

When Alex Walker was knee-high to a Jack Russell, she decided that when she grew
up, she would be successful and fancy. Broke kids often do. But Alex actually
managed it. It didn’t quite happen the way she planned, but if Alex was good at one
thing, it was apivot.

The road to Alex’s future career started with a bake sale when she was twelve. She
and eight other kids selling their wares for cancer research. Now, Alex couldn’t bake
for shit, but she was determined to sell the most cakes. Competition ran through her
very blood. But how the hell was she gonna beat the other kids with no skill?

The answer came when she was drifting around the supermarket, trailing after her
mother. She saw an icing pen, and a brainwave hit her. She asked her mother for five
quid (it took alittle haggling as her mother wasn't flush at the time, but Alex swore to
her she’'d see a return) and purchased three dozen basic supermarket cupcakes, along
with theicing pen.

She took them to the bake sale the next day and laid them out with a sign.
‘Personalized cupcakes.” All she did was write peopl€e’s initials on the cakes for one-
fifty a pop. Nothing more. But she sold out in less than an hour, while kids who'd
baked their little hearts out went home with a surplus. Alex gave her mother double
her investment and gave the rest to the charity.

The next day, Alex got a special mention in assembly and a lot of glares from the
other bakers. Only the first thing mattered to her.



The experience taught her something essential that she took into adulthood. The thing
itself is not the thing. The only thing that mattered was how you sold it. Branding was
all.

When Alex was older, she decided to get a marketing degree, with a plan to snag a
brand manager job for a global product after she graduated. She didn’t care what the
product was. High-end couture, biscuits, cars, it didn’t matter. Selling was selling,
and she knew in her heart she could work her way up to the top of any chain.

But things turned out to be a bit harder than she'd thought. Two years after
graduation, she was dtill stuck in an entry-level marketing job, Tweeting,

Facebooking, and Instagramming for a company that made novelty socks.

She posted ads for the company along with captions like, * Sock it to me, Baby!” and,
‘Beasock star!’ It was a heavily pun-based position.

Alex was stalled and frustrated. Until the day she was texting with an old friend from
uni, Ben. He happened to mention that his sister was in abad way.

Oh dear, Alex commiserated.

It's rough because of the whole reality TV aspect,he texted her.

Just like the icing pen, Alex smelled opportunity. She called him.

“Youcaledme? Ben said, confused.

“Y our text vibe was sad. | thought you might like acall. Reality TV? Alex prompted.

“Y eah, you know about my sister, don’'t you? Ben said.



‘No.’

‘Oh, could have sworn I’d mentioned it. Anyway—’

Alex googled ‘Winter’ and ‘redlity tv' before he could hang up. ‘You're not Holly
Winter’ s brother, are you?

He didn’t hang up. ‘Y ou’ ve seenL ove Prison?

‘Sure,” Alex lied. * So, what’ s up with your sister?

“You know how she started in all that, don't you? he asked conversationaly. ‘ She
used to be overweight.’

Alex didn't know where the hell this was going but took the detour. The sock puns
were not exactly pressing. ‘Oh?

‘Not like there was just a little more to love. More like her heart was in trouble. She
couldn’t seem to sort it by herself. We were al worried she'd die young. So she went
on that show,Drop It

‘I don’'t know it.’

He sighed. ‘ Anyway, she did. Drop it, that is. Got down past her goal weight. It was
one of the show’s big success stories. And if it had ended there, it would have been
great. But after that, she was offered a makeover show,Plain Jane to Insane.’

‘l don’t know it.’

‘It smassive.’



‘| usually only watch shows about bidding on storage containers,” Alex admitted.
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Ben sighed. ‘So, anyway, she’'d been on two shows, and she was thin and TV
guaffed. She started getting endorsements, modelling stuff, and then more shows...
Y ou know how it goes. Anyway, then thel ove Prisonthing happened.’

Alex searched her memory banks for what he might be talking about. Nothing.

Jake' s voice dropped. ‘ The Chunk Junk incident.’

It hit her then. Her housemates laughing their arses off about someone onLove
Prisongetting very drunk and getting intimate. But before it could progress to its
logical conclusion, the woman had gotten sick all over the man’s still-clothed crotch.
And he'd stood and yelled, ‘You blew chunks on my junk!” It had trended under
#ChunkJunk.

‘Ah,” Alex said.

‘Y eah. People love a catchy rhyme. So, anyway, that made her very, very famous.
Took her into the stratosphere.’

‘| see’
‘Yeah. Booking after booking. It seemed like she was set up. But then she got
married two years ago to this tanned tosser she met on the set of Celebrity Serial

Daters. Sam Manning.’

Alex took a swing. ‘ Does he have blinding teeth and orange skin?



“You're describing half the pillocks on that show, but yes. He was obviously bad
news, but Holly’s self-esteem never really caught up from her big days. Men were
horrible to her then. It messed up her man-picker. He definitely married her for her
money.’

Alex could fill in the gaps from there. ‘ So, now they’ re getting divorced?

‘Y es. He spent al her cash, the tangerine twat, and now he’s decided he “Needs some
time to think about his own needs.”

‘What adick,” Alex said sincerely.

‘She knows she's been used. She's paranoid. She's worried about what people will
think. If people blameherfor this divorce and public opinion turns against her, she
could lose a lot of money in endorsements. She'd be back to square one. And we've
had all these sharks begging for her business, publicists, and all that. But she doesn’t

trust anyone.’

‘Publicists? Alex looked around her at the crap hole she currently worked in and
made a decision. ‘Did you know!l’min PR now? she asked Ben.

Ben was stunned. ‘ Are you?

Alex was, but only as of five seconds ago. ‘Yes, and | happen to have a friend rate,
which isfree.’

Ben was surprised, but he took the hint. * Oh, well, maybeyoucould...’

‘...Meet with Holly? Absolutely.’

That very afternoon, Alex got some cards printed withAlex Waker - PR



Consultanton them and went to see Holly, who did not look like she did
iInHeatmagazine. She was in stained sweats, her hair unwashed, roots grown out, nails
chipped to shit. She explained how Sam had walked out the minute her bank balance
was at zero and left an ST as a parting gift.

Alex thought the answer was simple. He just needed to be exposed as the shitbag he
was. People could only sympathise with Holly when they knew conclusively that
she'd married arat.

“Y ou don'’t think people would think | was an idiot? Holly asked anxiously.

‘He stheidiot. And everyone' s gonna know it when I’'m done,” Alex assured her.

Holly gave Alex Sam’'s new address, and Alex called in sick to work so she could
stake the place out. It took three days of living in her car, but Alex was right there to
see not one buttwogirls leaving his place for a walk of shame one morning. Sam
kissed both of them on the doorstep. Holly captured the beautiful moment and sent
the shots to the tabloids. People left, right, and centre called Sam a scumbag and
Holly asaint for putting up with him. It was a nice cherry on the cake that it was true.

Holly was thrilled with Alex’s work. She offered payment, but Alex asked only one
thing.

‘If any of your friends need PR help, could you direct them to me?

Holly did better. She sold her story toHeatmagazine and talked about Alex and how
shewas a‘Feminist hero.’

That's when it started. Calls from moderately famous women in the middle of
damaging relationship drama. It started with a couple of C-list actors, as well as an
influencer, all trying to get out of bad relationships without losing face.



Alex ran with it. She didn’t want to marketstuffanymore. She was pivoting to market
people, with a specialism in ‘crisis communication.” What that roughly translated to
was that C-listers knew who Alex Walker was and that she would do anything it took
to wipe the shit off their name.

She quit the day job, got a business loan, rented a nice office in a well-situated
building, and got herself a fancy and effortlessly cool, twenty-two-year-old
receptionist/social media manager/whatever called Baker. Baker was a sour guy, but
he was good at his job and his fashion-forward approach to business casual brought a
certain something to the vibe of the office.
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Alex looked at what she'd achieved by thirty, and she was kind of amazed. She had a
growing business, she had a little money, and people knew who she was. She was
winning. So what if she never got any sleep, and constantly worried about the
business? So what if she was always at work?

One day, she’d slow down and find the time to do something other than work. Maybe
after she’'d gotten a few more clients and felt a bit more established. But more clients
was more work, wasn't it?

She supposed she could do what bosses did and hire more people, work less, and
delegate more. But she didn’t want to do that. She didn’t trust other people as much
as she trusted herself. She’d made this place, and it needed all she had to give it. So
many new PR firms went into administration in the past few years. Walker PR

strategies could not be one of them.

And then, one sunny day, Baker poked his head around Alex’s office door and said,
“Y ou’re not going to believe who just called.’

‘Probably not,” she agreed.

‘Steven Edmonton.’

‘If I may be so bold, who the hell isthat? Alex asked him.

‘He' sthe PA to... Areyou serious? Y ou don’t know who that is?

‘| don’'t know people's PA’s, Baker. There's a limit to the information my brain can



hold.’

‘He's basically famous in his own right at this point. I'm kind of shocked,” Baker
sneered.

Alex quickly googled the name on her laptop. The results threw her. ‘He's Isabelle
Kane's PA?’

‘Googling is cheating.’

‘I'm OK with that.’

Baker seemed disappointed he couldn’t spin out his news a bit longer. ‘Well, she's
getting divorced.’

‘The PA used that wording? Alex asked, excited.

|sabelle Kane was an actual movie star and had been for quite some time. But that
wasn't the only thing that made this case a big deal. The person she was divorcing
wasal soa famous actress, Erin Porter. A very high-profile married couple. It would be
a serious coup for the business.

‘He didn’t say she was thinking about it or reviewing her options? she checked.
‘Getting divorced, those were his words.’

‘Set up ameeting immediately,” she said, aware she sounded a touch desperate.

‘OK, boss,” Baker grinned.

Alex was buzzing at the thought of the step-up her business was about to take. She



was completely unaware that she was taking the first step toward throwing her life
into total and utter chaos.

Two
Leigh Caloway was at work on the phone with her boss, Jack Allen. But they
weren’'t chatting. She was listening to him have what she was pretty sure was a heart

attack.

‘JACK!" she screamed. The reply was a groan. She was wasting time and needed to
call an ambulance to his house. But she couldn’t hang up on him—just in case.

She ran into the first office she saw; she barely knew the guy sitting in there, but she
yelled, ‘ Call emergency services and get an ambulance to Jack’ s house.’

The guy (Will? Bill? Phil?) looked up and said, ‘ What—'

‘7, Caster Street. NOW!’

He picked up his phone without further delay.

Leigh put her phone back to her ear. * Jack, can you hear me?

The groaning was quieter now, but it was still there.
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‘“What’ s wrong with him? Will/Bill/Phil asked. ‘ They need to know.’

‘He called me about work, and while we were talking, he said something about his
chest, and now he can’t talk. He' sjust groaning and gasping.’

Will/Bill/Phill relayed the info. Leigh ran out to the multi-storey car park and jumped
into her car, heading straight over to Jack’s house. She was somewhat reassured to
see him being wheeled into the back of an ambulance as she pulled up. The door of
his house was hanging off its hinges. They’d gone in hard, thank god. Jack lived
alone and hadn’t been in any position to let anyone in.

‘Jack!” sheyelled, jJumping out of the car. ‘You're alive!’
He gave her aweak wave as he breathed through an oxygen mask.

‘We're taking him to St Paul’s,” the paramedic told her, sliding Jack into the back of
the ambulance.

Leigh nodded and got back in her car, heading straight to the hospital. She sat in the
waiting room all day until she was allowed to see him.

He looked exhausted and ashen, but just watching him drinking a cup of tea was a
relief. She wasn't personally close with Jack; he wasn’t the kind of guy to get
chummy at work. But listening to that terrible strangulated sound coming down the
phone, Leigh had been terrified for him.

Jack put his cup down and made a disgusted face. ‘Weak as piss.’



‘I could go to the Costa downstairs? Leigh offered.

He smiled. ‘Y ou’ ve done enough today.’

‘Oh, well...” Leigh began awkwardly.

‘This has been a wake-up call,” Jack said suddenly. ‘I work too much, and | don’t
take care of myself.” He took a small, solemn pause and added, ‘And there was no
one at home to make sure | did. I’m quitting before | drop dead at my desk.’

L eigh was taken aback. ‘But you' re on the verge of partner. Isn’'t that the finish line?
‘Itisif you're here. Can’'t enjoy it if you're dead.’

Leigh’s eyes bulged. ‘But you rep Erin Porter. Y ou're just gonna drop her?

He sighed through hisnose. ‘I’ m passing her to you.’

‘“What? Leigh amost yelled.

‘I know what you're gonna say. But | wouldn’t do this if | didn’t think you were
capable. You're long overdue for the move up to senior associate, anyway. I’ve
probably been holding you back, if anything.’

Leigh didn’'t agree. ‘Jack, |’ ve been under you for five years, and nobody in the firm
ever made that move in less than six, bare minimum. You've just had a heart attack.

Wait, OK? Don’'t do anything hasty.’

He shook his head. ‘This isn’'t hasty. This has been coming for a long time. Y our
promotionandmy heart attack. |’ ve been ignoring warnings for awhile, Leigh.’



“You have?

‘My doctor told me to slow down, that the stress and workload were dangerous, and |
didn’t heed her. So now, herel am. I’'m lucky thiswasn’t it. I'm only fifty yearsold. |
could live into my eighties if | take care of myself, or | can work myself to death in
the next year.” He took another sip of bad tea. ‘I’'m choosing life, Leigh. And | want
to know you're set up. | want you to take my place.’

Leigh was stunned. Jack never talked like this. It was compelling, but she was not
ready for the promotion.

But the way Jack was asking? How the hell did you say no to someone who'd slipped
death’s net only hours before? Because if she said no, it might stress him out. Stress
(alongside butter fat) had put him in this position.

She had to agree for the time being. Thiswouldn’t happen, anyway. It couldn’t.

‘It's up to her, then,” Leigh conceded.

‘So, you'll do it? Jack asked, eyes shining.

‘I'll do it if Erin agrees, but | don’'t think she will. I mean, who am 1? Just someone
sitting next to you in meetings. Y ou' re the one that built trust with her.’

‘I'll explain the situation to her,” Jack said. ‘If she doesn't go for it, she doesn't. It
won’'t matter to me either way because I’'m moving to CostaRica.’
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‘Costa Rica?

‘Y es. Beautiful place.’

‘“When did you decide that?

‘It'saways been adream,’ hetold her, atranquil smile on hislips.

Leigh was glad he was happy, but she was shitting a brick. There had to be more
obstacles to her career progression than one fucked ventricle. ‘You know what?

We're jumping the gun, anyway. My promotion would have to go past the senior
partners,” she noted.

“With my recommendation, which will be glowing, | don’t think that’s going to be an
issue,” Jack assured her dismissively.

‘This is happening too fast, Leigh said, her heart banging loudly in her chest.
Wasshegoing to have a heart attack now? *You nearly died a few hours ago. You're

just panicking.’

‘No,you’ repanicking,” Jack smiled. ‘I'm feeling good. | mean, | feel likeshit. But this
feelsright. Giveit aminuteto sink in. You’'ll be glad this happened.’

‘I would never be glad you nearly died, Jack. | can promise you that.’

‘Well, maybe you should,” he mused. ‘You're talented, smart, hardworking, and
you'll go the extra mile for any client. But for yourself? You can’'t seem to do it. You



sall yourself short. It's your only flaw, but it's abig one in this business. Y ou need to
be cockier. Be bold.’

Leigh was a bit shocked that Jack knew this about her. But she couldn’t argue. She
didn’t like to ask for more than she felt due. She saw people outpace her al the time
asaresult.

She liked to think she ran her own race. But now? The race felt like it was running
her.

Three

Isabelle Kane was on a massage table in the centre of her enormous, lavishly
furnished living room.

‘I’'m sorry to do it like this, but the stress of this situation... I'm positively brittle
from it. If someone knocked into me, I’d shatter into a million pieces,’ Isabelle
murmured through the gap in the table while her shoulders were aggressively
kneaded by a silent, muscly woman.

Alex nodded. ‘Sure’ When you dealt with the wealthy, you had to adjust your

expectations of how things would go. And how they would go was however the hell
the rich person wanted them to. * So, let’s start at the beginning.’

Isabelle moaned, long and deep, enjoying a particularly deep tissue rub. ‘It's
confidential, yes? she managed to utter.

‘Between you and me? Yes.” Alex threw a glance at the masseuse, who raised an
eyebrow.

‘No need to worry about Greta. She's like asister to me,” 1sabelle moaned.



A sister you pay,Alex thought. But it was | sabelle’s call.

Gretaremoved her hands from Isabelle. * Actually, we're about done.’

|sabelle sat up, and Alex had to swivel her head quickly not to get an eyeful. Isabelle
was basically naked. Then she came over and sat on a chair, and Alex was relieved to
see shewasin arobe. Greta had slipped out.

It was Alex’s first time getting a good look at the actress up close. She was in her
early fifties, but some very good surgical work had her more in the early forties
range.

Her hair was a brilliant white blonde, shoulder length and dlightly wavy. She was a
fox, it had to be said. Not that Alex cared too much. She met beautiful people
regularly and had developed a good immunity to gorgeous women.

‘Right, well, I’'m not sure what you already know...” I1sabelle began.

‘Even though you’ re obviously famous and your relationship had been very reported
on, | find it best that clients assume | know nothing,” Alex told her, a practised line of
hers.

‘That’ s probably best. The media makesit al up anyway,’ Isabelle said tiredly.

‘I'm sure,” Alex smiled. ‘So, start where you think is pertinent, and I’ll ask questions
if needed.’

‘I’m about to go through a divorce, and | would rather like it if my reputation didn’t
suffer as a result. And I've got a feeling it will. So I’'m getting ahead of that now.
That's where you come in.’



‘I’m sorry to hear that.’
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| sabelle looked into the distance and said nothing.
‘“When did you meet your wife? Alex prompted.

‘Well, we met along time ago, maybe twenty years. We were on the same TV show.
| was established by that point, and she was... less so. She was practically an extra.’

Someone entered the room with a tea set and placed it on the table, pouring a cup for
| sabelle and asking with a discreet ook if Alex would like one, too.

She nodded, ‘Please.’

|sabelle took a fortifying sip of her drink and went on. ‘ She was younger than me,
and | was married at the time to another actor, Michael. So nothing happened then. It
was about three years later, after | divorced Michael, that we were cast together

again. And well, you know...” She left the implication in the air.

‘S0, she was less established than you at the beginning of your relationship? Alex
asked.

‘“Very much so.’
‘And presumably less financially stable.’
‘Undoubtedly.’

‘“When did you get married?



‘Fifteen years ago. And | don’t need to tell you that it was risky for me to marry a
woman at that point,” Isabelle said.

‘Of course. And there was a prenup? Alex asked.

|sabelle nodded. ‘ Of course. | wasin love, but | wasn't out of my mind.’

‘I’'m glad you're protected.’

‘Only financially. But in here...” She clutched her chest dramatically. ‘I thought |
knew her. | never thought she’d..." Isabelle began to cry.

Alex pushed a tissue box on the table a little closer to her. Isabelle took one and
mopped up her tears.

After an appropriate amount of time had passed for Isabelle to gather herself, Alex
asked gently, ‘If you're OK to continue, can we talk more about the reason the
marriage broke down?

|sabell€’ s tone hardened. ‘ Yes. | found out she was cheating.’

‘| see. Talk me through how you discovered that.’

‘A friend warned me.’

‘What friend?

‘I"d rather not say,” Isabelle said quickly. ‘She’'s a known person, that’s all | can tell
you. But she doesn’t want to get dragged into thismess. | can’t blame her.’

‘Alright, what did your friend say?



‘That she’d been in a private club in Soho and spotted Erin..." It was the first time
|sabelle had said her name out loud, and it caused her to pause as though something
was caught in her throat. ‘Erinwas there with some young woman, and apparently,
they were beingtouchy. She was supposed to be meeting her agent.’

‘And then what happened?

‘Well, | checked her phone.’

‘Did you find anything incriminating? Alex asked.

‘She’ s not so stupid asto leave atrail .’

‘“What did you do then?
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‘I confronted her. She didn’t admit it, but she was clearly lying. | told her to go. That
was six months ago. She's begged me to reconsider, but if she can’'t even admit what
she did, how can we have trust now? So I'm filing for divorce this week. That’s why
| asked for you. Things are about to get sticky.’

Alex mulled. ‘Yes, sticky. You want people to know this wasn’t your fault, though,
right?

‘Right. I’'m the victim.’

‘But if this gets out, people on social media would probably say it’s a bit strange that
someone as famous as her would cheat in apublic place,” she said carefully.

|sabelle smiled. ‘Y ou're thinking my friend lied or got it wrong? She took a phone
from a side table and tapped it open, handing it over. There was Erin, sittingveryclose
to a pretty young woman whose face was mostly obscured by her long blonde hair.
‘My friend managed to get asnap,’ I1sabelle told her.

Alex was pleased to see the concrete evidence. As the internet liked to say, if there
was apic, it happened.

‘Did you show this picture to Erin? Alex asked, handing the phone back.
‘Y es. She said she was a friend of a friend who she barely knew, who stopped to say

hello while her agent was in the toilet. But look at this picture.” She held it up again.
‘Y ou canseeit, right?



‘It'siffy,” Alex admitted. ‘But it's good it exists. It's proof that we can use!’

‘I can’t reved it.’

‘“What?

‘My friend asked me not to involve her. She asked me never to show the picture to
anyone. | promised her.’

‘OK, then,” Alex said evenly like that wasn't very fucking annoying. ‘ So, aside from
what you've told me about Erin, what areyourconcerns going forward? What
doyouneed protection from?

‘| don’t know exactly, but | don’t want to get caught by surprise. Not a second time. |
thought | knew her, and now | don’t. She could make up anything,’ Isabelle said
worriedly.

‘But you don’t know, in particular, what she might say? Alex asked carefully.

‘I mean, no one’s perfect.’

Alex nodded. ‘ Of course.’

‘Can you handle surprises if they come? |sabelle asked.

‘I’ve dealt with ssimilar cases, and the client was satisfied with the outcome,’” she said.
‘| can’t name names, of course.’

‘Of course.” Isabelle smiled. ‘Let’ s sign, then.’

Alex was dlightly taken aback. ‘ Oh, you're ready now?



‘I’ve talked to people you've represented. They said you're good with crisis stuff.
This was a formality. A vibe check, as the kids say. | want to get the ball rolling
quickly.’

Alex smiled. ‘OK, well, if you're certain.’ She pulled out the sheet, and Isabelle
signed. Alex watched, smiling evenly like it was just another day and just another
client. But truthfully, she was thinking, ‘ Shit! I’'m about to represent the client of my
career!’

Four

It was official. Leigh had been promoted that morning. And she was now on her way
to see Erin Porter to sell her on staying on under a less experienced publicist. Her
new PA had called ahead to set up the meeting.

Though Leigh’s doubts had not passed, she had to do this. Because Jack was right.
How could she ask anyone to put themselves in her hands if she couldn't even
promote herself?

She knocked on the door of a small, ground-floor flat. A woman in her forties
answered, looking drab and tired. Not the glamorous creature seen on the screen at
al. Her long, dark hair hung lank, her green eyes were ringed, and her forehead was
lined with worry. Leigh felt for her the moment she saw her.

‘Hi, I'm Leigh Calloway...” she began.

“So, you're handling thisnow? Erin cut in.

‘Oh, wait, you know?
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‘I just got off a Zoom with Jack. Live from his hospital bed.” She sighed. ‘Come in.

I’ll put the kettle on.’

They walked down a tight hall to a living room with a kitchenette. Erin went and
filled the kettle while Leigh perched her bum on a shabby sofa. She looked around
her, alittle shocked. Thiswas a known actress, and she was living worse than Leigh.

Erin brought over two cups of tea and put them on a worn coffee table. ‘1 know what
you' re thinking. How have | ended up in this shit hole?

‘| wasn't thinking that,” Leigh lied.
‘My money is... Our accounts were joint, which was never an issue until a few
months ago. Isabelle got her shitbag lawyer to freeze me out. | didn’t even know she

could do that. Now she pays me anallowance. And as you can see, it's a pittance.’

Leigh was horrified. ‘ Jesus. She sounds...” Leigh stopped, realising she was about to
crossaline.

‘Please say what you were about to say,” Erin pled.
‘Like an arsehole,’ Leigh said hesitantly.
Erin smiled. ‘ Thank you. No one else will say it. | reckon they’ re worried I’'m gonna

get back together with her and report back what they say.” She paused. ‘Does that
sound a bit paranoid?



‘Not really,” Leigh replied honestly. ‘I guess people are kind of scared of her?

‘| always thought it was just professional intimidation. Now, | wonder.’

Leigh nodded. ‘I find you really get to know someone in a breakup.’

Erin nodded. ‘You said it.” She seemed sad for a moment but shook it off. * Right, so.
What' s the deal here?

Leigh thought of everything she' d rehearsed in the car, how to sell herself, and a list
of her accomplishments. But the thought of giving some speech about how great she
was felt absurd. She threw the plan out the window.

‘WEell, I’ ve been Jack’ s assistant for five years, and I’ ve just been promoted. But only
because Jack’s heart gave out. So that’s the deal. I'm here, I'll do my best, I'll work
hard. But it’s your call.’

‘What | need around me right now are people | can trust,” Erin said. ‘People have
been disappearing as of late. And | recently lost ajob that had been booked for along
time. | feel... Nervous. | haven't felt nervous like this in years. | thought I'd gotten
far enough that it couldn’t just all go away. And now, | don’t know.’

‘“What job did you lose?

‘A period drama, | was third billed. | was excited to do it. It was such agreat role.’

“Y ou think she had something to do with it? Leigh asked.

‘Maybe? | don’'t know. But the timing isjust a bit suspicious.’

‘But no one knows yet. About the split.’



‘Friends do. People who work for us... Forher. They know. And peopletalk, so... It's
probably an open secret at this point.’

“S0, you think the job fell through because people know...’

‘That I’m about to have areputational disaster,” Erin finished.

‘But it’sjust adivorce. | mean, notjust—'

‘Shethinks | cheated,” Erin said flatly.

‘But you didn’t? Leigh asked carefully.

‘No,” Erin said, alittle anger slipping into her tone. She took a moment to calm down
and continued. ‘But she wouldn’t listen to me. A friend told her some bullshit, and
that was all it took. She took a picture of me having a perfectly innocent conversation
with someone, and that was it. Fifteen years down the drain.’

‘A picture? Do you have it? Leigh asked.

‘No.’
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‘Can you tell mewhowasin it?

‘Also, no. She's an innocent party. She doesn’t need to get dragged into this.’

‘| can assure you, | won't drag anyone,” Leigh said.

‘| won't say her name, Leigh,” Erin replied bullishly.

Leigh nodded. *OK, | understand.’

Erin wasrelieved. ‘ Thank you.’

‘So that’ s what we need to get ahead of. The affair rumour. Y ou need people to know
your character, that you wouldn’t do this.” Leigh thought it over. ‘Actually, what you

want people to know isthat Isabelle is Goliath and you’ re David.’

Erin clicked her fingers. ‘Exactly.” She paused. ‘But, well, the thing is, | don’'t have
any money for your services anymore.’

‘But you paid your fee for the month?

‘“Yeah, | guess Isabelle didn’t get to the card in time. But she will. | wouldn’t assume
that bill will be paid next month, though.’

‘Then we better make the time we have count,” Leigh said with a smile. She wasn't
trying to sell. A lot could be achieved in this short time.



Erin was relief itself. *You' ve made me feel alot better,” she said. ‘I talk to Jack all
the time, but | never reallytalkto him, if you know what | mean. | like him, but he's a
bit slick.’

Leigh laughed. ‘Y ou won't have that issue with me.” She paused. ‘Does that mean
you' re good with me handling your PR?

‘Intruth, | don’'t have achoice.” Erin shrugged. ‘But | would have been, anyway.’

Leigh smiled. ‘I appreciate your honesty.” She stood. ‘OK, I’'m going back to the
office to put together a strategy. Then we'll talk about it.’

‘OK." Erin walked Leigh to the door and let her out.

Out in the car, Leigh wasn’t jubilant as such. It was clear that Erin’s choices were not
exactly vast. But it didn’t matter because she needed help, and Leigh wanted to do
everything she could for her.

Five

Alex was on the phone to a journalist she knew, Ivy Coulter. Alex knew a lot of

journos, but lvy was particularly keen on celebrity breakups. ‘Ivy, do | have
something for you!’ she began. ‘Let’s take along boozy lunch, and I’'ll lay it out for

youl.

‘| can't today. Too much on,” Ivy replied. ‘And if it's another reality divorce, there's
been adrop off in interest.’

‘Hasthere? Alex replied, filing the info away.

‘| think people are starting to think these marriages are not entirely on the up and up.’



‘Ivy, | want you to assure me that you haven't stopped believing in divorce,’ Alex
joked.

‘God no. | just need some longevity, that's al. The kind of marriage that makes a
nice big mess when it ends.’

‘“Then you're gonna love this’ She paused for buildup. ‘It's a couple that were
together for fifteen years, and both of them are big act—

‘Isit Erin Porter and Isabelle Kane? vy brokein.

Alex’s stride was thoroughly broken. ‘How did you know that? Did someone file for
divorce? she asked. She thought she had afew days before that happened.

‘Areyou working for Isabelle? vy asked, ignoring the question.

‘Yes,” Alex admitted.

‘Other camp beat you toit.’
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Alex had checked around and knew who did Erin Porter’s PR. Some old school type
who did deals on the golf course or over brandy at the club. ‘Jack Allen, is that the

guy?

‘Oh, no. Not him. He took early retirement. Erin’s got fresh blood now.’
‘“Who?

‘Uhhh, Leigh Calloway? | spoke to her about an hour ago.’

Alex’s body stiffened. Her vision went weird. ‘Did you say Leigh Calloway?
“Y eah. You know her?

Memories hit Alex. A dull thud of bass, the stench of old beer, a sticky rock club
floor. The shape of agirl in the distance.

‘No,” Alex said.

‘Really? Because you said her name like you did,” vy noted.

Alex cleared her throat. ‘ Excuse me a second.’

She put the phone on hold and set the receiver down. She gripped the edge of her
glossy oak desk and bent her head for a second. This wasn't that big of a deal. She

just needed a second to absorb it, and then she'd be fine. She took three deep breaths,
collected herself, repressed her feelings like a motherfucker, and took Ivy off hold.



‘Ivy, look, | don’t know what your slant on the story is, but I'm willing to bet Leigh
didn’t mention infidelity.’

‘Shedid, actualy,” vy said.

‘Erin admitted it?

‘The way Leigh put it, Isabelle was looking for an out, so she made up this infidelity
thing, which she has no proof of at all.’

Alex snorted, impressed. If she'd been spinning this in Erin’s favour, she might have
said the same thing. ‘ What about the picture?

‘This photo? Do you haveit? Ivy asked immediately.

‘They, err,Leighmentioned the photo? Alex said, pushing the name out despite her
mouth’ s resistance.

‘Yeah, she said it’s a pretty pathetic piece of proof,” Ivy said. ‘She'sjust sitting in a
restaurant with a woman. If that was proof of infidelity, you can tell my boyfriend
I’ve had a lot of lesbian affairs. | think he'll be quite shocked. | can’'t even look at
myownvagina.’

Alex laughed. ‘lvy, you know as well as | do that Erin Porter wouldn’t have been
stupid enough to get caught in public doing anything more than gazing into this
woman’'s eyes with alook of utter lust, which iswhat the pic shows.’

‘“What woman? Do we have aname? |vy asked.

Alex was still working on that. * She’ s not in the biz, just acivilian.’



“Y ou don’t know.’

‘Not yet,” Alex confessed.

‘But you have the picture.’

‘Yes,’ Alex lied.

‘And were you planning on sharing? vy asked.

‘Not yet. Isabelle has not given permission to reved it, that's all. But we will if
needed.’ Alex felt it was nearly certain that pic would come out, whether Isabelle
wanted it to or not. ‘Look, what's your angle? she asked, trying to move away from

the picture stuff.

“Y ou want to know whose side I'm taking? Well, the thing is, Isabelle Kane' s the big
name, isn't she? And Erin’s not quite up there.’

‘Right...”
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‘I’m just saying, professional jealousy exists within marriages.’

‘Oh, now it's jealousy? Are you kidding? Isabelle’s got Oscar buzz this year,” Alex
improvised. ‘Her performance as Amelia Earhart got a standing O at Caan.’

‘“Hmm, not quite what | heard.’

‘What did you hear?

‘That people were leaving early.’

‘That comes from Leigh, doesit? Alex asked.
‘It comes from Erin. Who was actuallythere.’
‘Check the pressrelease,” Alex said.

‘The one written by the producers? Oh yeah, I’m sure that’s a great source of facts,’
lvy said with a small snigger.

Alex did not like the way this conversation was progressing. She was on the back
foot. This was the trouble with being beaten to the punch. Ivy had already heard an
angle, and the first thing people hear tends to stick as the truth. Not that Ivy had ever
cared all that much about the truth. She only ever wanted the most salacious angle
that wouldn't get her sued.

‘Look, it seems there' s two spins on this,” Alex said. ‘So if you want to write a story



about a nice actress who married a monster who lied to leave her marriage without
fault, that could be click-worthy, sure. But | have to tell you, vy, I'm not sure if
people would enjoy that as much as a story about a gold-digging cheat.’

lvy barked alaugh. ‘Wow. Bit early to comein all guns blazing, isn’'t it?

‘I’'m just telling you how it is. Y ou do what you’ re gonna do.’

‘I will. But | think you should keep me on speed dia because this is going to get
ugly.’

‘| don’t do ugly. Isabelle just wants people to know the truth,” Alex said, and she kind

of meant it. Erin Porter had been a naughty girl, and even people like Isabelle, who
had everything, deserved to be respected in their marriages.

‘Thanksfor calling,” Ivy said. ‘I'll bein touch for fact-checking.’

‘Please do.” They hung up.

Alex turned straight to her laptop and googled Leigh Calloway. She was newly
promoted to senior associate at Carter and Simon. She'd been there for five years,

according to the site. So that’s what she’ d been up to.

Alex hadn't googled her before, intentionaly. She didn't want to know what had
happened to Leigh. She' d worked very hard not to think of her.

That was no longer a possibility. They were each other’s direct opposites and in each
other’s orbits. Meeting was inevitable.

Alex cursed the universe. She didn’t need this complication. She was on the rise, and
she could ride Isabelle’s divorce to the top. It would be like Holly Winter times a



million. She couldn’t do that if she was thinking about beating Leigh, of all people.

Alex decided it was fine. Alex was doing well, and she had nothing to be ashamed of.
When she came face-to-face with Leigh, it didn't have to be a big deal. This didn’'t
matter. It was Alex’s moment to shine. She couldn't afford to be distracted by
bullshit.

The spin war had begun, and Alex was ready to fight for her client, no matter who
stood on the other side.

Six

Leigh sat in her new office, Jack’s old one. She'd been shown in by a senior partner
this morning after he'd gathered the staff of Carter and Simon and officialy
announced her promotion and Jack’s retirement. Everyone already knew about the
heart attack, so no one was very surprised. People had been coming in al morning to
wish her hearty congratulations. Some of them might have even meant it.

Outside sat a PA, Henry. Henry was young and eager, and Leigh liked him. The only
problem with Henry was that he was shockingly clumsy. He'd already spilled tea on
himself and exploded a pen in his pocket, and it wasn't even lunchtime. But Leigh
found his ineptness quite comforting because she was suffering from serious imposter
syndrome.

Here she was, in her own office, taking the next step in her career, but she couldn’t
shake the feeling it wasn't fully earned. It had been an accident. Whatever Jack said,
a part of her was waiting for him to come back and tell her he’d changed his mind,
and would she get the hell out of his seat?

But she was here, and he wasn't. So, there was only one thing she could do: operate
on apolicy of WWJD—what would Jack do?



Well, first of all, she needed to seed the narrative. Get ahead. To start, Jack would
call some journalists (loosely defined) who sold celeb gossip to the bigger
publications. Jack had a Rolodex, areal paper one, and it had alist he’d continued to
update.

When there was time, Leigh needed to transfer the information to digital. Wait, she
wouldn’t do that for herself, would she? It would fall to Henry. Not today, though.
The way it was going, he’' d probably end up flushing the Rolodex down the lav.
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Her first call was Ivy Coulter, introducing herself as Jack’s replacement, and giving
her the scoop at the same time. Ivy, of course, was thrilled that the marriage of
| sabelle Kane and Erin Porter had gone to hell. She didn’t even try to hide it.

Leigh explained it as she knew it had happened, all the while googling Isabelle and
Erin frantically. The internet didn’t know shit, so she was breaking the news, which
was a good start at least. vy thanked her and hung up.

But not an hour later, Ivy called her back. ‘Hi, Leigh. Vis-a-vis our earlier call, would
you like to go to lunch?

Leigh had a few more calls to make, actually. Ivy wasn't the only trashy journalist in
the world. But this was the job. Schmooze or be schmoozed. If Ivy wanted to do the
schmoozing, it might be a good sign.

‘Absolutely. But I'm paying,” Leigh said.

A company credit card had been given to her this morning, and she was happy to
break the seal on that puppy—within limits.

‘As afreelancer with no company account, | accept,” Ivy replied, delighted.

***

In the light, airy, high-ceiling restaurant, Leigh was picking at a pomegranate salad.
She didn’t know if she liked it because she couldn’t seem to pick up a proper forkful.
But in a business lunch, Jack always told her to order something that couldn’t cause



an issue. Nothing oily, crumbly, greasy, dippery. You couldn’t look professional
wrestling with spaghetti. And it had to be easily swallowable in case you had to say
something important. So Leigh was chasing pomegranate seeds around the plate with
little success.

‘So, you're in Jack’s office now? Ivy said. She was a little younger than Leigh's
twenty-eight and coifed. No millimetre of her had been left to chance.

Leigh felt alittle underdressed by comparison. But Leigh would never be that person,
and she knew it. It exhausted her just to think of the effort that went into fake
eyelashes, never mind the rest of it.

She did simple, presentable. Still, when she was around people like Ivy, it was a bit
intimidating. Sometimes, it felt like everyone was getting dressed up for the last days
of Rome just to go to the shops.

‘Y es, Jack’ s office. My office now, | guess,” Leigh answered.

‘And you were his PA? |vy asked, forking salad into her mouth.

‘| washisjunior,” Leigh clarified.

vy chewed and swallowed. ‘ So he' strained you up in his ways?

‘He certainly has!’

‘Iswhat people are saying true? That he had a heart attack? vy asked.

Leigh felt stuck. He might not like his health problems getting around. ‘It wasn't... |
don’t... Err...



vy smiled and ate more lettuce. ‘Don’t worry about it.” She smiled. ‘Y ou need to get
better at lying.’

‘Oh?

‘It'sin the job description, right? vy smirked.

Leigh decided right then that she really didn’t like this woman. ‘ That’s not how | see
it,” Leightold her.

“How do you see your client? lvy pressed.

Leigh paused, flummoxed. They’d already talked about that this morning.

‘Look, let me ask a different way,” Ivy tried. ‘ Have youseenthe infamous photo?

‘No, why?

‘Because | hear it’'s quite damning.’

‘That comes from Isabelle’ steam? Leigh checked.

‘Y ep, spoke to her PR person right after you. She's using words like “Gold digger.”
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Leigh sighed. ‘It s a shame they’ ve chosen to take the low road.’

‘The low road is fine if you can prove it,” Ivy mused. ‘The low road is what people
want. It sells.’

‘That’ s not what we care about.’
‘“What dowecare about? Ivy asked snarkily.

‘Erin simply wants to maintain her deserved reputation as a skilled and hardworking
actress and a person of integrity,” Leigh responded, trying to stay even.

*So why does she need a PR person to spin things?

‘Every famous person has PR if they can afford it. It's a full-time job managing
someone’ s profile, asI’m sure you know,” Leigh frowned.

That was aweird question. What was this?
‘So, can | speak to Erin herself?

‘Not right now.’

“Why not?

‘She’'s going through a divorce. She doesn’'t want to deal with this. That’s what she
pays me for.’



‘Look, we all know that photo’ s coming out, sooner or later, so my question is, if she
wants to get ahead of it, will she name the mystery woman?

‘She’ s not any kind of mystery. She's a casual mutual acquaintance. Which is exactly
why Erin won’'t name her,” Leigh explained, trying to keep her tone neutral.

‘But she will be named. The second that snap goes viral, which itwill, someone's
going to know her. She can’t avoid this. Better she comes forward now.’

‘That’ s not how we want to handle this.’

“You want her to be blindsided? Ivy asked like it was a casual question rather than
clear bait.

‘It's not in my power to release the photo. I'm not the one that would be blindsiding

her.

‘Have you been in touch with her to let her know? Warn her of the impending,
potentialy life-ruining thing that’s about to happen? | mean, if Isabelle’s truth is the
prevailing one, and this woman is the reason for the celebrity split of the decade...’

‘Erin doesn’t know her well, as| said.’

‘Erin could get to her, though, right? Through these mutual friends they have.
Assuming someone has her number.’ vy raised an eyebrow. ‘| mean, you've had this
conversation with Erin?

Not really. Erin had been quick to shut it down, and Leigh hadn’t wanted to piss her
off. But Ivy did have a point. Eventually, the woman in the snap needed to be tracked
down. Whether it was before or after she became famous was the only question.



‘What isit you're asking for? Leigh questioned, tired of this dance.

‘I’'m just asking to be the one to interview this woman when it comes out. | could
help her,” vy said.

Bullshit, Leigh thought. ‘I’ll be sure to let you know if that’s something we decide to
do,” shesaid.

‘Oh, OK," lvy said. ‘Because | do want to help Erin, as | said. Isabelle’s alotless
sympathetic than her.’

That was interesting. ‘Oh?

‘Of course. Erin has more of an underdog thing in this. But then again, if it turns out
Erin married Isabelle for the considerable bump in profile, that’s going to lessen how
sympathetic people will find her.’

Leigh had at last managed to follow Ivy’s shit-crumb trail. She put her fork down. ‘Is
this your way of saying that if | don’t share the name of this woman, you’re going to

write unfavourably about Erin?

Ivy burst out laughing. *Oh my. Wow, wow, wow. Y ou have got alot to learn.’
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Leigh realised she had said what was supposed to go unsaid. If Jack could have seen
how this was going, he'd probably start googling ‘Black market pig heart
replacement.’” Leigh wondered how big that mistake was and what its cost would be.

‘Look, I'm sorry. | retract that. ... It'smy first day.’

vy raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, it ain't Alex Walker’s first day, so you better get...’
The sound trailed out there.

Leigh didn’'t hear anything else she said for the next few minutes. Once she heard the
name of Isabelle’ s PR person, everything shut down.

Alex Waker. Alex. Waker. ALEX WALKER!
No. Please,no.
Seven

Alex was ditting in her office with her phone in her hand, trying to decide if she
should make a call. Correction, shewasgoing to make it. Any second now. Or was
she? No, she was. Shortly.

The phone rang in her hand, startling her. It was Isabelle. ‘I just saw it. It's out. It's

out.

Alex refreshed her laptop to see that, yeah, there it was. The impending divorce was
reported. It had gone live about six minutes ago, from the look of it.



‘It"snot good, Alex. I'm not happy,’ Isabelle said.

Shit. Alex had only been dormant for six minutes, and she was already playing
catchup. Not great. She scanned the article. It was neutral, from what she could see.

‘What isit you don't like?

‘It s supposed to report that she's acheat. It doesn’t say that,” 1sabelle growled.

‘It doesn’t say a lot of anything from what | can tell. Which isn’'t surprising. She
didn’t need to say much initialy. Just the fact you're splitting up is clicky enough for

now.
“Clicky? Erin was supposed to be exposed!’

‘I'm just telling you what Ivy’s probably doing. My guess is she's building some
suspense. But she's not the only one who got the press release today. Other
newspapers and sites—'

‘But you told me that she' s the one that matters,” Isabelle burst in.

‘Oneof the ones that matter iswhat | said. And she's probably writing a second article
aswe speak.’

‘My agent just called me. Already, she's telling me she got a call to say that they're
thinking of going with someone else for Marie Curie!’

‘It only came out a few minutes ago. | would imagine that was a coincidence,” Alex
said camly.

‘Oh, youwould, would you!" Isabelle roared, going up a decibel or six.



She was a bit terrifying when she was angry, it had to be said. But Alex did her best
not to be cowed. ‘ Give me time to do what | do. We haven't even started.’

‘If my reputation is damaged, Alex...” Isabelle broke off, and Alex wondered if she'd
slung the phone at the wall or maybe lobbed it at a staff member, Naomi Campbell
style. But then she heard sputtering and sobs. | sabelle was crying.

‘I’'m sorry,” Isabelle managed to choke out. ‘ This was too much.’

Alex wasn't shocked at the change. She dealt with people in crisis al the time. She
accepted this part of it. Yelling and crying, it was all par for the course.

One time, a member of a girl band that had been big about fifteen years ago had
gotten amajor stress nosebleed in Alex’s office after her husband published a tell-all.
Which wouldn’t have been an issue if she hadn’t violently sneezed all over Alex.
Alex had been wearing a pure white Chanel suit at the time, so she looked like she’'d
been in atussle with a Bengal tiger. The girl-band member was so embarrassed that
she had bought Alex a brand-new suit and then sent a food hamper to Alex’s office
that was large enough to block out the sun.

‘|sabelle, do you want to talk in person? | can visit you right now,” she said.

‘Yes, maybe. No, | can't, actualy. | have to be on set in an hour.’

‘Where?
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‘It s outside London.’
‘Send me an address and tell security I’ m coming.’

***

An hour and a half later, Alex was watching Isabelle perform in a scene from an
upcoming whistleblower thriller. It was quite a privilege to see her go. When the
director called cut and told everyone to go to lunch, Isabelle immediately took her to
atrailer and locked the door.

‘Thanks for coming.’

“Y ou were great in that scene.’

‘| don’t think thisis going to be any good, but | appreciateit.’

“You don't?

‘I’'m in the wrong role, for a start. | should have been the lead.” She paused. ‘1 know
that sounds...’

‘No, no, I'm sureyou'reright,” Alex said.

‘It's... I'm ageing out of certain kinds of lead roles, you see. This is what worries

me.



“How the hell are you ageing out of anything? Y ou look the same as you did ten years
ago.’

|sabelle sat down in achair and rubbed her temples. ‘ Thank you. It'swater and rest.’

Sure, Alex thought. But she wouldn’'t have dreamt of calling her out. She knew the
pressures on actresses were preposterous.

‘But it doesn’t matter how | look. Peopleknowmy age,’ Isabelle said. ‘There's
nothing | can do about that. That's what worries me about all this. A divorce?Now?
My career aready feels like it's winding down.” She sighed. ‘Look, | know what
you' re thinking. She' srich, what does it matter?

‘Iwasn’ tthinking that, but go on,” Alex said.

‘| lovewhat | do. | need to keep doing it.’

‘And you will. It'sjust adivorce, Isabelle. It happensto alot of people.’

‘But it wasn't supposed to happen to me.’

Alex ran into this alot. Success was a strange thing. It didn’t just apply to careers. It
was everything. Marriage, kids, the lot. Everything had to lookright. Alex was glad at
times like this that she didn’t have any of that to lose. She didn’t have relationships,
not proper ones, anyway. She was strictly in the casual section of dating apps. It was

what worked for her.

Still, she empathised with Isabelle’s plight. She was getting divorced in front of the
whole world. It had to suck.

‘Look, | know you don’t want people to see this and think you failed at something,’



Alex said carefully. ‘Which iswhy the next stage is to get you seen, out and about.’

| sabelle looked very unsure. ‘How will that help me?

‘Because if you're seen having fun, it will look like Erin’s been holding you back,’
Alex told her.

‘Where, exactly? |sabelle asked warily.

‘Movie premiers, parties, the stuff you haven't gone to in a long time’ Alex
explained.

|sabelle’ sfacefell. ‘I hate that shit.’

‘I’'m sorry about that,” Alex said apologetically. ‘But | promise you, it’ll help. We put
you next to some other famous faces, looking like you're having a whale of a time,
and you know what people will say?“She’ s living her best life.”

|sabelle raised an eyebrow. ‘ They will?

“They will.
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‘I like the sound of that,” I1sabelle admitted.
‘Of course you do. Y ou' d bewinningthe split. And that’ s what we want to do, right?

Isabelle cracked a smile. ‘I'll tell my manager to start saying yes to that stuff, |
guess.’

‘That would be great. Tell her to liaise with my office about your schedule,” Alex
said, wondering in the back of her mind what Leigh was doing right now. She till
needed to make that ‘No hard feelings, see you on the battlefield’ phone call to Leigh.
Maybe tomorrow.

Eight

Leigh was back in Erin’ stinpot flat, sitting on her dumpy sofa.

‘Gold digger,” Erin was saying. ‘ Gold digger?’

‘No one said that word in the press.’

‘They didn’'t have to. You hit the hashtag with my name, and it's what people are
using.’

‘It'sjust afew tweets,” Leigh assured her.

This was Ivy’s fault. She'd published a follow-up article with quotes from some



mysterious source that Leigh thought didn't exist, talking about ‘The disparity in
incomes and how Erin had benefited from the press attention, bumping up her career
considerably. It also heavily implied infidelity, though it didn’t say who. It wouldn’t
take a genius to connect the dots.

Leigh was livid. She had spoken to alot of journalists, and many of them had printed
articles that were far more neutral. But Ivy’s article had hurt Erin, it had to be said.
She couldn’t afford a further blow, so it was time to tackle ‘That Which They Did
Not Speak Of.’

‘Look, | know you don’'t want to talk about this,” Leigh said. ‘But | want to get ahead
of the next thing.’

Erin was confused. ‘What’ s the next thing?
‘The photo. First off, | need to seeit.’

Erin sighed irritably. ‘1 told you, | don’'t have it.’
‘But can you get it? Leigh asked gently.
‘Probably not.’

‘Probably?

‘Look, | know who took it, alright? Erin admitted. ‘But there’s no way she'd share it
with me.’

‘Just give me the name. | can deal with that,” Leigh told her.

“You think so? Erin asked, deeply uncertain.



‘Who isit? Leigh pressed.

Erin took a deep breath. ‘It's Helen Archer.’

Leigh's jaw dropped. ‘What? Really? Helen Archer was an actress from a different
era, huge in the seventies and eighties. Now, she was an eighty-year-old recluse, fully
retired and as rarely seen as a snow leopard. * Shetook the picture?

‘Y ep. Good luck prising it out of her.’

‘“What was she even doing at the club?

‘It's a media hang-out type of place. She was probably getting her arse kissed by
someone who wanted to lure her out of retirement. Which they won't do. But Helen

still likes an ego boost.’

“Of all the people...” Leigh muttered. ‘ So, they’re friends, her and | sabelle?
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‘Shewas lzzy’s... Isabelle’ s mentor, back in the day,” Erin explained.
“Y ou got an address for her? Leigh asked.
“‘She has a security guy. Youwon't get in,” Erin told her.

‘I’ve got to try. | need that photo.’

* k%

Leigh was so focused on the drive out to Helen Archer’s place that when her phone
rang on the motorway, she didn’'t even check who it was before she answered. She
just hit answer on the car’ s Bluetooth and said, ‘Leigh Calloway.’

There was a pause before anyone said anything, during which Leigh’s stomach had
enough time to develop a small ache. Her brain didn’t know why yet, but apparently,
her body had been waiting for this and was way ahead.

Eventually, the caller spoke. ‘Hi, Leigh. It's Alex Walker. Not sure if you remember
me, but we met awhile back. At uni.’

‘I remember you,” Leigh said, wishing to god she wasn't driving. She felt like she
might crash the car. She needed to pull over. She saw motorways services coming up

and began to turnin. ‘Give me a sec. I’'m on the road.’

‘Sure,’ Alex sad.



It was so ordinary that it made Leigh feel crazy. Alex Walker was a creature of myth.
Leigh had half convinced herself she’d made Alex up. But here she was, calling and
saying normal shit like, ‘ Sure.’

Leigh found a space in the car park and filled it badly. She unclipped her belt and
turned to the phone. She needed to be calm and casual right now.

‘So. Been awhile. How’ stricks?

‘Good, thank you,” Alex said jauntily. ‘I thought | should give you a call. Now that
we' re opposites on this Isabelle Kane thing.’

‘Right, of course,’ Leigh said.

After that, no one said anything for several terrible seconds.

Alex was thefirst to get her groove back. ‘ So, you just got promoted, | saw.’

‘Y eah. My boss's heart exploded, and it made some space for a step up,” Leigh said
glibly.

Alex laughed, delighted, but Leigh didn’'t give herself the chance to enjoy it.
‘Butyoudidn’t wait for permission. Started your own place, right?

‘Yes, that’ s right. Been going about six years now.’

‘Seems like you' re doing well.’

‘l do OK," Alex said.

‘Better than OK. Didn’t Holly Winter call you afeminist icon?



‘That was awhile ago. Y ou’ ve been doing your research,” Alex observed.

Damn. Now Alex knew Leigh had been cyberstalking her off and on for the last few
years. ‘| asked my PA for press clippings. | needed to know who | was dealing with,’
shelied.

‘Ah, yes.’

‘Though, obviously, | had someidea,’” Leigh said, the sentiment |oaded.

‘Well. Quite.

Another one of those heavy pauses befell the conversation. Leigh told herself she
would not rush to fill it. But her mouth made a different decision.

‘Of course, no persona stuff in the clippings. So, how’s that area? You married
now? God, no, why had she asked that?! It sounded like she was interested. And by
god, she was not.
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‘No,” Alex said and did not expand. ‘Y ou?
‘No,” Leigh said. ‘I was in something for a few years, but it didn’t work out.” That

was a bit too much detail. Leigh supposed she had wanted Alex to know she’ d moved
on from their little moment.

‘Sorry to hear that,” Alex said, her tone hard to read.

‘It happens. Aswell you know,” Leigh said.

What she meant by that was that Alex would know because she worked a lot with
celebrities embroiled in difficult breakups. But the second Leigh said it, she knew
how itcouldsound. Like Leigh was bitter about what had happened, permanently
marked by it.

That wasn’'t how Leigh wanted to be. Even if that was true. Especially if it wastrue.
‘Right, yeah,” Alex said, breezing right past the awkwardness. ‘Well, just wanted to
say hi since we might be bumping into each other soon, and | wanted it to be...

cordial.’

‘Cordial? Leigh heard herself repeat. She didn’t mean to. But it was such a strange
word. ‘Whywouldn'tit be cordial?

‘Because... You know what? I'm being silly. Ofcourseit would be fine, Alex said
quickly.



‘If you're worried about the past, we were kids. I’d forgotten it.” My god, if ever
Leigh had told a bald-faced lie, that wasit.

‘Great,” Alex said, pleased.

Leigh felt suddenly angry. Really fucking enraged, as a matter of fact. Alex thought
she was off the hook. Mainly because Leigh had been the one to let her off it. But
still, it pissed her off righteously. HowdareAlex sound so relieved? She should have
been whipping herself much more in this conversation.

Leigh needed to switch the topic back to work. She could direct her anger into that
just fine. *Oh, while I’ ve got you, can | check that you’ re the one that’s been feeding
vy Coulter all this gold digger rubbish?

Alex gave asmall, shocked laugh. ‘ Rubbish? That’s what you think?

‘I mean, obvioudly.’

“Y ou think she just happened to marry someone with more money and fame than her?
And then cheat with someone significantly younger than her wife? It’s straight out of

the gold digger playbook,” Alex said easily.

‘She didn’'tcheat. Your woman just wanted out of the marriage and found a
convenient scapegoat that would leave her the blamelessvictim init al.’

“Y ou doknowthere’ s a picture of the infidelity? Alex said.

‘“Which I’ve heard is pretty weak,” Leigh retorted.

“You haven't seenit? Alex asked smugly.



‘No. I will soon, though,” Leigh said.
‘Only Isabelle has it. And the person who took the picture. And you' d have to prize it
out of Isabelle’'s cold dead manicure, so that must mean you have the name of the

photographer,” Alex observed.

Leigh paused. Should she admit it simply for the high ground? That might be a
mistake. It woulddefinitelybe a mistake.

Fuck it.

“Yes. I’m going to see her right now.’

‘Oh, well. Give her my regards.’

Something about Alex’ stoneintrigued Leigh. ‘Who? she asked.

“Y ouknowwho,” Alex replied quickly.

A smile crept onto Leigh’sface. ‘| do. But I’ m starting to wonder ifyoudo.’

There was a pause that was so satisfying that Leigh wanted to take a bath in it.

‘Maybe Isabelle doesn’t trust you enough to tell you? Oh well. I'm sure you'll get
there with her,” Leigh said cheerfully.
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‘She' s protecting that person’s anonymity,” Alex said, her tone rather tight.

‘From her own PR person? Why would she do that? She trusts your ability to keep a
secret, doesn’t she? Leigh asked.

‘| don’t need to know, so | won't press,” Alex said haughtily.

Leigh chuckled. ‘I see. Well, it's been great catching up, but | must go. I've got
someone to see.’ Leigh hung up. She had to. She wasn’t going to get a better one-up
than that.

She pulled back onto the road and headed onwards, a smile in her heart. Now all she
had to do was squeeze a photo out of an octogenarian movie star, and she was set.

Nine

Alex was steaming with rage. Leigh had just one-upped her and hung up the phone.
What the hell?

The call was not supposed to go like that. It was supposed to go more like, ‘Hello,
we're both in this, so let’s acknowledge that, and while we're at it, no hard feelings
about the past.” That was the general script Alex had been reading from. But Leigh
wouldn’t go along with it, and now Alex felt completely foxed.

Y ears and relationships and career stuff had passed under the bridge since their little
moment together. But the second Leigh started talking, it was like being pulled
through time, reset to an earlier version of herself. Alex 1.0.



Ten Years Ago

Alex was standing in a rock club. She was not dancing. The closest she came was
shuffling her feet occasionally to unstick them from the disgusting floor. Her friend
Orlawas a few feet away, snogging arando. That would have been fine, except Alex
had to wait until they finished so they could walk back to their shared house together.
Or until she was officially released to go home solo.

It amazed Alex just how easily Orla would find someone to suck face with. She'd
once seen her start kissing some bloke on the dance floor without ever exchanging a
word.

Not that Alex was avirgin. She’d had her fun. But she never let it be more than that.
She kept it brief, ssimple, and brutally truthful. Wham, bam, thank you, Miss—not
like Orla.

Orla was smart in many departments, but not this one. She would spend the next
month believing she was in love with this guy until he did something that turned her
off, and then she’ d hide every time she saw him on campus. It was ajoke.

Weéll, Alex wasn't laughing. She wasn't afool. She didn’t believein love. It wasalie
told to sell shit. Desire was only a biological drive. Alex was grateful she'd learned
that early. It would save a lot of time and energy.

Alex wondered if she could maybe give Orla alittle kick. Just alight tap, a hint to get
on with things, one way or the other. She wanted to go to bed. She'd had a long day,
and this music sucked.

Alex was mulling that when she saw her.

On the edge of the dance floor, caught occasionaly in the strobe, a girl. She was



beautiful, with eyes the size of saucers, shapely as all get out. But that wasn’'t exactly
what caught Alex’s attention. It was... What was it?

Vulnerability. That was it. Everyone else that Alex met put on a show of confidence,
of belonging. Alex included herself in that. But not this girl. She looked sad, apart,
and indifferent to the party atmosphere everyone else was soaking in. She didn’t
appear to care if anyone knew it, either.

Alex couldn’'t say what about her that was drawing her in. But she suddenly forgot
about Orla or about getting home to bed. She felt her feet moving, swerving around
dancers, dodging fallen plastic pint glasses, fixed on this girl.

She stepped in front of her. The girl didn’'t notice. She was in her own world. Up
close, Alex saw she wasn't just beautiful, she was striking. Her face was framed by
red waves of lustrous hair, her large dark eyes were surrounded by the most
unbelievably long lashes, her nose was just crooked enough to be interesting, and her
mouth screamed sex.

‘Hi,” Alex said.

The girl noticed her at last. ‘Hello? she said warily, as though she thought Alex was
about to pants her and run off.

‘Can | buy you a drink? Alex asked. She wasn’t usually quite this direct, and she
wasn't sure what was happening exactly.

‘What? the girl asked.

Alex redlised it was too loud, and she was gonna have to repeat herself. ‘1 want to
buy you adrink.’



The girl frowned. ‘Why?

Oh no. She was straight. Why hadn’t this occurred to Alex on her trip across the
dancefloor? Why had she done this at all?

WEell, she was here. She had to say something. ‘You look sad. | wanted to cheer you
up,” shesaid.

The girl looked at her in astonishment. ‘Y ou can see that?
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‘“You can't missit,” Alex said, leaning into say it directly into her ear.

She didn’t want to have to keep repeating shit. It was horribly unconfident, and Alex
wanted to project confidence at al costs.

But then something happened that made her feel like a scared little child. The girl
looked at her, and her mouth transformed into a smile that took Alex’s breath away.
And Alex knew, right then, that something terrible was happening. She was about to
become like every other idiot here. She was going to fall in love with this sad
stranger.

‘I'm Leigh,” she said.

‘Alex. Let’ s get that drink.’

Now

Modern day Alex was climbing into her car and calling Isabelle at the same time. She
was going to need to apply some pressure on Isabelle for the name of the
photographer. When (and if) she got the name, she would be ready to gun the engine.
But Isabelle didn’t answer. It was her PA, Steven.

‘I need Isabelle,” Alex told him.

‘She’ s on set right now. Is there something | can help you with? he asked.



‘Possibly. Do you have the name of the person who took that snap? Alex asked
briskly. There was no time to fuck around.

‘“What snap? Steven said, sounding nervous.

‘I think you know what snap.’

Steven’ stone grew weary. ‘Oh. That.’

‘So, you' ve got aname? Alex pushed.

‘If Isabelledidn’t tell you, | obviously can’t.’

‘OK, but the thing is, Erin’s campdoeshave the name, and they’ re headed to see that
person to procure the picture. Once that happens, we lose control of the narrative.
They can release it with their own story.’

Steven didn’t say anything.

‘Time sensitive, Steven,” Alex pressed. ‘ She' s headed there now.’

‘Who? Erin?

‘Nope. Her PR person. Leigh Calloway. If she getsto her before | do, she'll talk your
mystery photographer into giving it to her.’

Steven was sceptical. ‘1 doubt it. She won't even get past the front gate.’

“You don’'t know Leigh,” Alex said.

She knew she was kind of implying that Leigh was some kind of master salesperson,



and that wasn't the way it was. If she were to get in, it would be by doing her whole
thing. That thing was drawing you in by being straight up, kind, all that stuff that
Alex didn’'t do. Sometimes, people responded to that—the chumps.

‘Steven, | need the name now. |sabelle will thank you; | can promise that.’

“You’'re putting me in adifficult position, you realise that? he said anxiously.

Alex said nothing. She knew better than to talk past a yes. Which she was about to
get.

‘Fine. It'sHelen Archer,” Steven said.

Alex laughed out loud. ‘ Seriously?

‘“Yes. You want her address?
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‘Text it to me,” she said. ‘Oh, and call Helen to let her know I’m coming.’
‘I’'m notyourPA," Steven said irritably.
‘Steven,” Alex laughed. ‘I'm sorry. | swear, I'm usually less brusk than this. But it’s
honestly a PR emergency. I’ m putting out afire before Isabelle even knows there was
smoke.’
Steven sighed. ‘Fine. I'll call her now. Can’'t swear she'll let either of you in, though.’
‘WE'll see,” Alex smiled to herself as she started the car.
Ten
Leigh had been sat in her car outside the gates of Helen Archer’s palatial country
estate for about twenty minutes. A grey-bearded man sat in a little security booth at
the estate' s edge. He was glaring at her whilst he went back and forth with someone

on hiswalkie.

Eventually, he came out of the booth and took aleisurely stroll over to her car. Leigh
wound the window down.

‘Sorry, Madam. It’s appointment only,” he smiled.
‘That’ s what you said twenty minutes ago.’

‘Yes, that’sright.’



‘But you said you were going to talk to someone?

‘Y eah, that took about ten seconds. It was ano.’

‘Y ou werein there talking for alot longer than that,” Leigh pointed out.

‘Well, then the cook wanted to take my lunch order, and he was having alook round
the kitchen to see what he had in,’ he smirked. ‘He found some nice ham, so I'm
having a sandwich.’

OK, so the situation was that this guy had a little bit of power, and he would stretch it
asfar asit would go. And he didn’t give a shit who Leigh said she worked for either.
How the hell was she going to get past this guy? She couldn’t give up. She just
needed five minutes with Helen Archer, and if it was a no, it was ano. But thisguy’s
no was not going to cut it.

‘Look...” she began, starting to get annoyed. That was when she saw the other car
driving up behind her on the private road. It was a nice car, asilver BMW, and before
Leigh saw the driver, she knew who it would be.

The car pulled up alongside her, and Alex Walker was looking right at her.

‘Hi, Leigh!” she called, with a cheeky finger waggle wave. ‘ Great to see you.’

Leigh found herself frozen for a moment, trying to figure out how to respond to
Alex’s physical presence. Especially when she had the temerity to lookincredible.
Coiffed to the nines, her glossy dark hair was cut in a sharp bob, her makeup almost
professionally perfect. Any puppy fat from her twenties was gone, and her
cheekbones were now of the cut-glass variety. And the eyes, oh those eyes. Grey,
intense, deep-set, and as hypnotic as ever.



Y ep, the years had been just a little too kind to Alex. Leigh was as furious about that
as much as anything else.

Eventually, she found herself able to respond to Alex’s brazen greeting. ‘Alex,” she
nodded, trying to sound cool.

Alex continued to smile at her wordlessly for a moment before turning to see the
security guy. She got out of her car. She was wearing a black lambswool maxicoat
that looked like it cost more than Leigh’s whole wardrobe.

‘Brett, isit? Alex said.

An hour ago, Alex hadn’t even known who the photographer was. And in that time,
somehow, she’'d not only found out but turned up only twenty minutes after Leigh
did, with the security guy’s name. Fucking unbelievable.

But this was Alex, wasn't it? This was how the whole thing had started in the first
place. That famous sales ability had worked its magic then and now.

Ten YearsAgo

Leigh stared in horror at the state of her bathroom. She'd cleaned it twelve hours ago,
and now it was a mess again. Wet towels on the floor, toothpaste spit all over the
sink, clumps of hair that Leigh could only hope came from people’ s heads were, well,
everywhere. Worse, someone had dyed their hair purple over the bath, so the tub
looked like someone had murdered a Smurf in it.

She was sick of this. Her housemates were disgusting children. People had warned
her not to move into an al-mae household. But she had been desperate and
convinced herself that living with males couldn’t be that bad. But every last one of
them seemed to be under the impression that when she moved in, she would be



assuming the role of mother, there to take care of them and clean up after them. And
they were pigs, toa man.

Leigh didn’t need this. She was having a hard enough time as it was. She was in her
first year of business and marketing, and she didn’t know if it was really for her.
Everyone around her seemed so confident and driven, and she didn’t feel that way at
al. She didn't feel close to anyone in her class, and of course, she had no friends in
her house share. She was lonely and |ost.
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Leigh left the bathroom and went downstairs to see if anyone was about. She had to
talk to them. She was scared, but she needed to put her foot down. In the grubby
kitchen, all three guys were in various stages of toast production, banging on about
some night out.

‘Joe was on a winner with that one with the blonde hair,” said Jamie, popping bread
down in the toaster.

‘No, that wasmyone,” frowned Jacob, pushing back his newly purple shoulder-length
hair and buttering his round.

‘She wantedme, mate,” Joe told Jacob smugly, eating a jam-loaded dlice. ‘I thought
the brunette was yours.’

‘| don’t even remember a brunette,” Jacob complained.
Leigh cleared her throat, and everyone turned to her.
‘Leigh! You missed ablinder last night,” Joe said. ‘| wasthis close to pulling.’

Leigh smiled, knocked immediately off track. This was the trouble. The boys were
quite nice to her. It made it hard to talk to them about their thoughtlessness.

Y eah, man. Y ou should come out tonight. | could do with afemale wingman,” Jacob
added.

Jamie nodded enthusiastically. ‘Right! Y ou could be chick bait!’



‘I don’t think | want to do that,” Leigh said.

‘Why not?

Jamie tutted. ‘We'll pay it back. Get you some man meat. And if we don't, I’'m sure
one of us could...’

She couldn’t let this sentence get any further. ‘Umm, | don’t like man meat.’

Jamie, Jacob, and Joe all swapped looks. ‘Oh,” Jacob said. ‘You like girls? Like we
do?

L eigh nodded nervoudly.

Joe jumped up. ‘Guy’s! She likes the boobies! Awesome! Let’s go out tonight and get
boobs!’

Leigh, as a boob-haver, wasn't keen on hearing it put like that. But she appreciated
the support. ‘ Yeah, OK.’

‘Y eah! Boobs al round!” Jacob yelled.
‘BOOBS! BOOBS! BOOBS!" the boys chanted.
Leigh realised she’'d gotten completely sidetracked from the talk about cleanliness.

But maybe it wasn't the time. Maybe things had turned around now? Maybe they’'d
start seeing her as a person like them. Treat her with some respect.

* k%

Leigh was at some filthy rock club. The boys were nowhere to be found. They'd all



found girlsto talk to and left Leigh to it. She’d never felt so alone.

She kept thinking, ‘Just go home.” But somehow, she felt that would be even worse,
alone in the silence of that house. So she watched everyone dance and snog and
drink. She wasn't sure how much time went by. She had to go soon. She didn’t
belong here. Not at the university, not with these people, not at this club, not in her
own home.

Feet had been going in and out of her vision for a while, but she suddenly realised
that a pair had stopped in front of her. She looked up at their owner.

It was girl about her age, with long raven hair. She was cute, but she had a lot more
going for her than that. If she had to say what it was, it was in her eyes. She had the
kind of eyes that could make you join a cult. But cute girls with hypnotic eyes didn’t
approach Leigh, and she was suspicious right away.

‘Hi,” the girl said.

‘Hello? Leigh replied anxioudly.

‘Can | buy you adrink? the girl asked.

Now Leigh was sure this was a prank of some sort. Maybe the boys had sent her over
to make her look silly? ‘Why?
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‘Y ou look sad. | wanted to cheer you up,’ she said.
“Y ou noticed that?

The girl leant into her ear and spoke quietly but intensely. ‘You can't miss it.” Her
breath in Leigh’s ear caused her to feel an electric charge run up the entirety of her

spine.

‘I’'m Leigh,” she said, pulled in despite her apprehension.
‘Alex. Let’s get that drink. But not here. It'sway too loud.’
Leigh let herself be led out.

They headed to a bar down the street that offered cheap student deals. Alex did the
ordering, Leigh watching in slight amazement. She still didn’t quite understand what
was happening. Was this girl just trying to make friends? Leigh wasn’t convinced of
that. She wouldn’t have needed to. Her confidence and magnetism were off the
charts.

Which left the other option. Leigh was getting pulled. A hot, confident girl had found
her alone and miserable and decided to try and sleep with her. Leigh could only pray
she was about to get sexually used. The possibility of more didn’t exist to her.

Alex handed her adrink. ‘Y ou look kind of familiar. Y ou at Medford?

“Y eah, business and marketing.’



Alex looked surprised. ‘What year?

‘First.’

‘I’m on that course, too. Third year.’

Leigh was shocked. ‘We must have seen each other around.’

Alex shrugged. ‘I don’t know. | don’t always notice what’ s going on around me.’

‘You noticed me tonight, though,” Leigh said. The second it came out, she
thought,Oh no, you cocky idiot.

But Alex smiled at her. ‘1 did.’

Leigh felt hopeful and then dlightly panicked. ‘Whatisthis? she found herself asking.

‘| don’'t know, exactly,” Alex said.

‘| guess | want to know if you're trying to...” Leigh felt too nervous to finish the
sentence.

‘Yes, I'm trying to chat you up,” Alex replied easily. ‘But you knew that. So what are
you really asking?

Leigh was taken aback. It was true. Shehadknown. It was just insecurity standing in
the way. Of course, that was what this was. ‘1 guess | just want to know what you
want. Likeexactly.’

Alex nodded and smiled. ‘That’s a fair question. Am | trying to get you into bed and
then sneak out tomorrow morning? Or am | gonnawalk out of here in twenty minutes



because | was offered a safer bet? Maybe I’m just looking to get my ego stroked by
pulling the best-looking person in that club. Maybe | won’t even want anything to
happen if | know I’ ve hooked you,” she half-smiled. ‘Am | looking to use you? Or do
| want to connect? That’s what you' re asking, right?

‘| wasn't the best-looking person in the club,” Leigh said with alaugh.

‘WEell, if someone had you beat, | never saw her,” Alex said.

Leigh moved around that, still not buying it. ‘Look, I’'m not... Yeah, | guess I'm
trying to...” Leigh finally stumbled into what she wanted to say. ‘| don’t do one-night
stands,” she declared.

That was true, but only on a technicality. The chance hadn’t come up yet. She'd had
one sexual partner, a proper girlfriend, Mara. It had ended when they’d left school,
and Leigh had been a bit relieved. Mara was sweet but not exactly the love of her life.
Even so, Leigh hadn’t felt ready for anything since. Well, until tonight.

Alex nodded. ‘Look, | saw you and...” She stopped and pondered it, in no particular
hurry, it seemed. Then she looked Leigh in the eye very directly. ‘I just saw you, and
something happened to me. | was pulled to you. It was like you were a north magnet,
and | was a south magnet.” Alex grinned. ‘Y ou need to know; | don’'t normally talk
like this.’

Leigh still felt very unsure. But Alex’s words and her way of expressing them were
compelling. And it had to be said, Leigh had felt something happen the moment she
looked up to find Alex in front of her. Was she right? Was this how it happened?
Could this be how love at first sight felt? Were they magnets?

It was a lovely idea. That Leigh would have had this terrible, shitty year and find
herself at her lowest, and then someone would say, ‘Hey, it's me. I'm finally here.



Y ou're not alone anymore.’” Leigh wanted to believe,
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‘What do we do with that, then? The magnets? Leigh asked.

‘| don’'t know. But what | do know isthat | want to know you,” Alex said.
‘How long do you have?

‘All night,” Alex smiled. ‘| wanteverything.’

Leigh didn’t know if she truly meant it. But Alex was an irresistible force. So Leigh
talked.

She explained how her housemates made her feel crazy. They all seemed so happy in
the chaos. But chaos unnerved Leigh. She couldn’t deal with it. And not because she
wasn't used to it, but because she was.

Her parents were, in her grandmother’s words, ‘A volatile combination.” Leigh's
definition ran more along the lines of, ‘Immature nutjobs with no sense of
boundaries.’

What that meant was screaming matches, doors slammed, crockery broken, peace
shattered. Her parents had broken up and gotten back together beyond the count.
Leigh woke up never knowing if both parents would be there or if she’'d find one or
the other bemoaning the latest row to her, explaining their unimpeachable innocence
in the whole thing. Leigh just wanted someone to hand her a bowl of cereal before
she went off to school. She did not have the time or the inclination to let adults cry on
her shoulder.



She'd left hoping to find something better. Somehow, now? She was even more
adrift.

Shetold al thisto Alex that night. With every word coming out of her mouth, she felt
like she was showing Alex that she was a loser. She felt sure that Alex was going to
understand that she’d made a mistake attaching herself to this sad sack.

But Alex’s bright, sharp eyes were fixed on her, searching, intrigued, interested. She
listened that night. Leigh didn’t think anyone had done that in along time. She wasn’t
sure anyone hadeverdone it, actually.

‘God, sorry. | didn’t mean to go on,” Leigh said, breathless, embarrassed.

Alex smiled. ‘No, no. It's OK. It's good. | liked it. | mean, | don’t like hearing how
bad it's been for you. But | like...” She stopped and reassembled herself. ‘It’s cool
that you'retelling me thisiswhat I’ m trying to say.’

Leigh blushed, stunned. ‘Oh, well... You! Let’'stalk about you.’

Alex flashed aquick grin. ‘ There’s not much to tell.’

Leigh couldn’t have that. She needed to hear Alex’s emotional wounds, too. ‘Come
on, | know you're complicated. | can tell.” Leigh practically demanded, surprised at

her own confidence. Perhaps it was infectious.

Alex looked surprised and then pleased. Leigh couldn’t wait to hear exactly who this
charming stranger was.

Now

Ten years later, Leigh was watching Alex work her magic on Helen Archer’ s security



guard. She could see that it was working because Mr Stick-up-his-arse was smiling.
Charmed. But ofcoursehe was. This was Alex’s great talent. And now she was going
to win.

Fuck.

Eleven

When Alex pulled up alongside Leigh’'s car in Helen Archer’s driveway, she was
ready to be smug. Leigh had not penetrated Helen's sanctum, which meant she
probably never would. Alex was ready to revel in her delicious victory.

Until she saw Leigh, and her breath caught in her throat.

She' d been a beautiful girl back in the day, but with womanhood on her, it was alittle
ridiculous. Her red wavy hair was a little shorter now, but it framed her face better.
Her large dark eyes had lost none of that irresistible vulnerability. Her mouth had
retained its sexy, natural pout. And her crooked nose, her one flaw, still charmed the
bejesus out of Alex. All in al, the extra decade on Leigh Calloway suited her very
nicely.

Alex felt like her thoughts were going to show all over her face if she wasn't careful.
And she wasn’'t giving Leigh that. So, she put on her usual mask: Alex Walker,
confident, successful, cool as acucumber dipped in liquid nitrogen.

She gave Leigh a little wave to sell her indifference. Like, ‘Oh, it's you again, how
annoying to see you.” And itwasannoying that Leigh was at Helen Archer’s place,

ready to compete for the prize of photographed infidelity.

But it also kind of wasn't.



‘Hi, Leigh!” Alex said as breezily as her voice would allow. ‘ Great to see you.’

Leigh didn’t say anything back. Just nodded. Alex was furious to find she felt small
in the light of that nod.

Alex turned away and got out of the car, heading for the old guy standing in front of
the big, ornate gate. Steven had texted her his name, but that’s all the prep he could
do. Helen wasn't taking calls right now. But that was fine. For now, Alex only had to
block Leigh. Anything else was a bonus.
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‘Hi, Alex Walker. I’'m here because | work for Isabelle Kane,” she said to the old guy.

‘Yes, of course. Miss Kane,” he said, dipping his words in self-satisfied familiarity
with the famous woman.

‘She mentioned you'd met,” Alex lied. ‘She said there’'s a lot of trust between you
and Mrs Archer.’

Brett was brimming with pride. ‘ Twelve years I’ ve sat on this gate. No one gets past
without my say-so. Mrs Archer knows | wouldn’t et her down.’

‘Well, I'm afraid Mrs Archer is possibly about to get caught in a bit of a sticky
situation,” Alex explained.

Brett’ s bushy eyebrows flew up in aarm. ‘Oh?
‘Yes, well, I’'m sure you're aware of |1sabelle’simpending divorce...’
From the look of it, he was not. * Of course,” he said quickly.

‘WEell, Mrs Archer had a photograph in her possession, and it’s... I’'m not gonnalie to
you, Brett. It' sthe crux of the whole thing.’

He nodded fervently, and Alex could tell that he was pleased to be taken into her
confidence, just as she'd intended. This man’s Achilles heel was his ego. Alex could
exploit that.



‘| see,’ he said, stroking his beard.

‘“Yes. And that lady over there...” Alex turned and pointed at Leigh, still sitting in her
car, watching. Alex wanted her to see the gesture. ‘ She works for Erin Porter.’

‘She mentioned that, yes.’

Alex smiled. ‘Right. She wants that photo. And | know | don’'t need to tell you this,
but we must make sure she never even gets the chance to ask Mrs Archer for it.’

‘Of course,” Brett nodded. ‘That's exactly what | said. She's not getting in while I'm
breathing.’

‘I knew | could rely on you.” Alex felt confident he was set up. Now came the punch.
‘And obviously,l’lIneed to see Mrs Archer to get a copy.’

‘Oh. Oh, | see. Have you caled her?

That would have been atrick because Alex didn’t have the number. *Yeah. Can't get
through. |s something wrong with the landline?

‘Landline? Mrs Archer doesn’t use the landline. She uses her mobile. Her staff should
pick it up, though.’

Alex had made a mistake there. She'd thought that an eighty-year-old woman would
be old school. Wrong.

“Y ou know what? Why don’t | just pop in and see her? Alex said smoothly.

Brett’s arse kissing stopped short. * Oh no, Miss. Appointment only. No exceptions.’



‘But...’

Alex heard a car door slam. She turned to see Leigh standing next to her Ford Focus,
looking admittedly very cute in her little black suit. What was she still doing here?
She'd gotten the knock back. She should have been driving off with her tail between
her legs, defeated. Not walking over to see Alex about to be told to fuck off, too.

‘Y es? Brett asked coldly.

Leigh flashed a smile. ‘Hi, sorry. | just wanted to check. Could you call the house
again?

Brett looked at her and laughed. ‘I just did. And like | wasjust telling thislady...’

Brett, don’t fuck me here.

“...It' sappointment only. Y ou both need to leave.’

Leigh looked at Alex. ‘Oh?Youcouldn’t penetrate the gates? I’'m shocked. You're
such a great salesperson.’
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Alex gave a light, tinkling laugh. ‘That remains to be seen. And I'm not selling
anything.’

‘The way | remember it, you realwaysselling something,” Leigh said with a raised
eyebrow.

Alex was momentarily lost for words. She wasn't used to that.
‘Look,no one’ sgoing in, alright? Brett said.

Leigh gave Brett a formal smile. ‘Look, | was just on the phone to a friend who got
through to Mrs Archer. She should be receptive to me now,’ she said.

Alex’s head whipped to Leigh. ‘What?

‘“Yeah. | guess it pays to be a cog in the machine sometimes. It means you have
access to other cogs who know Helen Archer,” Leigh explained smugly.

Alex was pissed. Though she was a hell of a saleswoman, Leigh had a point. Every
connection Alex had, she'd personally forged. But Leigh? She knew people who
knew people. You couldn’t beat that.

Brett looked cynical but went into his booth and made a call. He poked his head back
out. ‘Miss Calloway? If you want to drive through, I’ [l open the gates.’

Leigh gave Alex a victorious smile and headed to her car. Alex had no choice but to
do the same, walking back to her BMW. The heavy gates parted slowly, and Leigh



trundled in.

Alex got her car started, intending to turn the beast around and bugger off from
whence she came. She could regroup, strategise, come back stronger.

But as she watched L eigh pushing up the driveway and noted those slow, heavy gates
grinding back to position at a snail’s pace, Alex lost her marbles. She put her foot
down and shot through the gap after Leigh.

Even as it was happening, Alex knew it was stupid. She could only blame her awful
competitive streak for the madness. Whichalsocaused her to zip right around a
shocked Leigh. Alex found herself laughing as she did it.

She arrived at the big house a few seconds later and climbed out. ‘What the hell am |
doing? she muttered to herself.

Twelve

Leigh was stunned. What in the hell was Alex doing? She was serioudly just gonna
break and enter? But also, she was winning the race? Leigh wasn’t doing this. She
was only putting her foot down a bit because she was in third gear anyway.

She pulled up at the manor house and was unshocked to see its hugeness. Helen
Archer had been big in the eighties, the posh leading woman of choice. She'd been
rescued from disaster by just about every male action star of the time. She'd begged
Clint Eastwood, Sylvester Stallone,andJack Nicholson to find her daughter. She'd
also done alot of Merchant Ivory films, stuffed into a bonnet on many an occasion,
so she had the cachet of a proper actor. But this place looked like it was built on the
back of the bang-bang kiss-kiss movie money.

Alex’'s BMW was parked up on the gravel, and she was already out of the car. The



doors of the house were opening, and she was dashing to meet the person behind
them. Even though Leigh had an appointment that she’'d had to call her old boss to
get, she still felt like she was behind. She found herself running to chase Alex. She
felt fucking ridiculous as she did it, but she couldn’t stop.

The door opened, and a young guy in a suit, sporting a very groomed moustache,
answered just as Leigh and Alex reached the door together. He looked back and forth
between them, dlightly thrown. ‘Leigh Calloway?

‘That’sme,’ Leigh said, throwing Alex an irritated |ook.

Mr Moustache looked to Alex. ‘And thisis...’

Alex threw a confident smile on her face. ‘I’m here to see Mrs Archer, too. I’ ve been
sent by Isabelle Kane!’

‘But she doesn’t have an appointment,” Leigh was quick to point out.

Alex’ssmilewidened. ‘I think if | could just get a second with her...’

“Y ou don’'t have an appointment? the young man sniffed.

‘Hugo, what on earth is all this noise? someone said and then she was standing next
to the young guy—Helen Archer.

Leigh was briefly taken aback at seeing the woman that her grandad had once called,
‘High-class arse.” For some reason, Leigh had expected her to have turned into your
average little old woman, but not a bit of it. She was as sharp and imposing as ever,
almost six feet of no-nonsense beauty.

Once she' d regained herself, she managed to say, ‘Hi, I'm Leigh. | think you spoke to



Jack Allen about me just now.’

‘OK, and who are you? she said, turning to Alex.

‘I'm Alex Walker. | work for Isabelle’
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‘Kane?
‘Y es. She sent meto talk to you.’
‘Did she send you to storm my gates? Because | just got a call from my security man
who told me some maniac drove through at a hundred miles per hour while he was
letting in Miss Calloway.’
Alex was immediately repentant. ‘1I’'m sorry about that. He was being a bit obtuse,
and | didn’'t have your private number, and | couldn’'t get ahold of your staff. | did
something a bit crazy; | know that. But | needed to speak to you. | know how much
you care about Isabelle. Things are getting quite heated, and she needs your help.’

‘| see; Helen said, somewhat appeased.

Leigh knew that was it, Alex was in. Having a real appointment didn’t count for shit
now. It was a straight contest, and they were neck and neck—at best.

Helen looked back and forth between them and raised an eyebrow. ‘ So you work for
Erin, and you work for Isabelle. This puts mein adifficult position.’

“Y ou understand what we' re both doing here,” Alex said, but it wasn’'t a question. She
was trying to flatter Helen. But Helen was not Brett.

‘Yes. And | don’'t likeit. | asked Isabelle to keep me out of this,” Helene barked.

Alex smiled. ‘ Ifwecould maybe just chat in private...’



‘I’m not standing on the doorstep all day.Bothof you comein.” Helen looked over her
shoulder at Hugo. ‘Tea.” She vanished from the doorway.

Leigh couldn’t help but look at Alex, who looked back at her in bemusement. ‘| guess
we' re gonna pitch together.’

Hugo stepped back and gestured for them to come in. They stepped into the large

reception hall. Hugo pointed to a room with an ornate oak door. ‘She'll see you in
there.” He walked off.

For a small moment, Leigh and Alex were left aone, and they looked at each other in
the dim light of the reception hall. ‘Well, let’s do this, shall we? Alex said with a
half-smile that made Leigh just about want to strangle her.

Alex strode into the room, Leigh hot on her heels. She found herself in an Art Deco
living room. Geometric wallpaper, velvet sofas, and Tiffany wall lights everywhere.
Leigh didn’t think she’d ever stood in so much money in her life.

‘Lovely room,” Leigh breathed.

Helen sat in an emerald tub chair and looked around her as though she'd forgotten
what it looked like. ‘I don’t come in here much, actually.’

‘No?

‘No, a TV breaks the period fed. And | like to watchDeath in Paradisein the
afternoons.’

Leigh smiled. * Of course. Well—’

“Y ou know why we're here,” Alex interrupted, sitting quickly on a cream-and-wal nut



sofa

‘That is an origina Jacques Ruhlmann if you could sit a bit more gently. It cost an
arm and aleg to get it restored,” Helen said unpleasantly.

Alex’s confident smile was briefly wiped from her face.

Leigh tried not to grin as she sat down next to her, lowering herself with care. * So,
I’m here because you took a photo of Erin.’

‘I did. And I’m not going to apologise,’” the woman said.

Leigh shook her head. ‘No, of course not. | wouldn’t ask you to. We just want the
opportunity to be able to explain it when it comes out. Which means we need to see
it

‘Erin hasn’t seen it?

‘“Well, yes, she has,” Leigh admitted.

‘So what you mean is thatyouhaven't seen it. And as her PR person, you want it in
your grubby little paws so you can start spinning it before anyone can make up their

mind.’

Leigh’s stride was thoroughly broken. ‘Umm...’
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‘That’s exactly what she wants, Mrs Archer,” Alex jumped in, capitalising on the
moment. ‘Because it’s very obvious what the photo means.’

‘Y ouhave it, do you? Helen asked her.
‘No, but I've seenit. It’s pretty clear what’s going on.’

‘But Isabelle didn’t let you have it. So, I’'m wondering what you're doing here rather
than simply going to her for it.’

Alex nodded. ‘ Yes, well, if | could explain, | only just found out that Leigh, here, was
on her way to ask for it and—'

“You didn’t want her to win.” Helen looked at both of them and sighed with disdain.
Leigh felt like she was in front of the headmistress for tardiness. ‘Good god.
Y oupeople. | haven't had to deal with your sort for a long time, and that’s been a

blessing, | can tell you.’

Leigh was a little bit winded by the comment, but not so Alex. She smiled like she
agreed. ‘Yeah, | get it. But you know the game. Y ou know it better than anyone.’

“You'd better believeit,” Helen said.

Hugo swept in with a tea tray and placed it down. He started to pick up ateapot and
Helen shot him a sharp look. ‘Hugo, what have | told you aboutsteeping?

Hugo went a bit red-faced. * Sorry, Gran.’



Leigh looked at the boy anew.

Helen threw a look at Leigh. ‘Yes, he's my grandson. Useless in the extreme, so |
have him around to do things he can’t fuck up. Which does not include a decent cup

of tea, apparently.’

Hugo was blushing to his very roots. Leigh was sympathetic to him, the poor soul.
Access to wealthy surroundings probably didn’t mean much when you were regularly
getting cut off at the knees. Leigh decided then that she didn’t like Helen Archer. It
was fine to rake her and Alex over the coals, but embarrassing family in front of a
stranger was bully business.

‘Anyway, | don't know what either of you expects from me. I’'m staying out of it;’
she declared.

“Y oudidn’t, though, did you? Leigh said.

‘| beg your pardon? Helen asked sharply.

‘Y ou started the whole thing,” Leigh continued, feeling ever more steamed. ‘Y ou saw
something, and without really knowing what it was, you took a photo of it and sent it
to afriend, with your opinion attached, and it wrecked trust in a marriage and caused
adivorce. So I'd say you'revery muchinit.’

Helen was shocked. ‘How dare you!”

Y ou’ reoffendedby that? Y ou sabotaged my client’s life in quite a deep way. I'd say
you were due a bit of atalking-to about it.’

Alex turned, genuinely horrified. ‘Leigh!” she cried. ‘Don’t talk to Mrs Archer like
that.’



Helen waved a dismissive hand at her. ‘I don't need defending. | can speak for
myself.” She looked at Leigh. ‘| saw what | saw. | know what it was. | couldn’t
ignoreit.’

‘WEell, the way Erin tellsit, it wasnothing. It was someone she didn’t even know.’
“How could it be nothing if it caused | sabelle to divorce her? Helen demanded.
‘Because you told her it wassomething,” Leigh retorted. * And she trusted you.’

‘Leigh,stop,” Alex said. ‘ Thisis not why we're here.’

‘I don't know whyyou'rehere,” she told Alex before rounding on Helen. ‘But I've
decided I’'m here to say that whatyoudid was destructive.’

Helen was enraged. ‘ That'sit.” She turned to Hugo. ‘ Show her the photo, now.’

Hugo shrugged and went to a Rosewood bureau. He pulled a phone out of it and
tapped it. Two beeps sounded, one from Leigh’s pocket, the other from Alex’s.

Leigh pulled out her phone to find an Airdrop notification, which she accepted. And
there was the photo. Leigh didn’'t quite know how she'd done this, but the high was
astonishing. She'd beat Helen. And Alex. But only kind of because she was checking
her phone and had the photo, too.

‘Why are they looking at their phones? Helen asked Hugo, alarmed.
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‘Because | sent it to them,” Hugo said.

Helen was horrified. ‘Y ou did what?! | meant for you to hold it up on my phone so
they can see!l” She turned to Leigh and Alex. ‘ Delete thatimmediately.’

Leigh smiled. *Sure.” She stood. ‘WEell, thanks for the tea. | need to go now.’

Alex stood aswell. ‘Y eah, me too. Places to be!’

“You're not going to delete it, are you? Helen asked, livid.

‘Kind of surprised you care,’” Leigh said. ‘Not your problem, isit? She was shocked
at herself. She was being so bloody bolshie with Helen Archer. It was utterly unlike
her. She was usually passive in the presence of the rich and famous.

But something was changing in her.

Leigh headed for the door, Alex behind her, Hugo at the rear of the party. ‘I'll see
you out,” he said.

They walked back through the airy reception. Hugo opened the main door to release
them.

‘Thanks for the photo. I’'m sorry if you're in trouble,” Alex said, back outside with
Leigh.

‘Like she said, I'm incompetent,” Hugo said with a sly smile. ‘What did she expect?



He shut the door.

Alex looked at Leigh. ‘Well, | guess we can call thisone adraw.’

Leigh looked back at Alex. ‘Today,” she said. ‘But only today.” And she went and got
into her car, realising what the difference in her was.

It was Alex.

Thirteen

Alex drove home utterly befuddled. FuckingLeigh, man. Alex had imagined that she
was going to walk right over her at the Helen Archer meeting. But that was not what
had happened by any stretch of the imagination. Leigh was different now. Bolder.
And if she'd meant to trick Helen Archer into showing the photo, then she was
sharper, too. She'd played that woman like afiddle. Leigh had been playing 3D chess
while Alex was playing snap.

Alex couldn't remember she'd been so surprised by a person. Not since... Alex
thought about it and concluded the last time that had happened, it had been Leigh
herself, back in the day.

Ten YearsAgo

The bar was closing. Alex didn’'t know how she was still here. She’d been intending
to go to bed severa hours ago. Now, she was sitting here with this beautiful, sensitive
creature, and they were really talking.

Alex didn’'t understand it, and she didn’t trust it, either. It couldn’t be as easy as this,
could it? You couldn’t just see someone and know them, could you? Because it kind
of felt like that was exactly what had happened to her.



Alex had looked at Leigh and known something about her. And everything that had
happened since had proven that initial gut feeling to be correct. Leigh was good
andright.

Still, thiswasn't life, was it? Not Alex’s life, anyway—which Leigh wanted to know
all about. Anyone else, Alex could have fobbed off. It was easy to play smple,
charming, and shallow. Most people accepted that persona.

Only Leigh wasn’t giving up so easily. ‘Come on, | know you’re complicated. | can
tell.

‘How? Alex asked.

‘Because your eyes have that “1’ ve seen some shit” look.’

Alex laughed. ‘Wow. That’s my look?

Leigh sat back, regarding Alex carefully. ‘Y ou're edgy, al right.’

‘Edgy?

‘Y eah, but what’s interesting is that it sort of contradicts the way you talk. You talk
like everything’'s easy,’ Leigh said.

Alex was floored. Leigh had her pegged, aright. She took a sip of her drink,
wondering where to start.
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‘When | was akid, you know who my hero was? Alex asked.
Leigh smiled. ‘“Who?
‘Dolly Parton.’
Leigh laughed. ‘ Seriously? Y ou a big country music fan?
‘| can’t stand country music,” Alex told her. ‘But the thing about Dolly Parton is that
she grew up dirt poor. Literaly. She lived in a shack with no running water or
electricity. You can’t get much poorer than that. And she sang her way into millions
and millions of dollars. It soundsimpossible. But she did it.’
* Andyouwant to do that? Can you sing? Leigh asked.
‘I’'m tone deaf,” Alex told her. ‘But that’s not the point. When | was a kid, | heard
about her, and | thought, | want to do that. | want to spin gold out of straw. Take
nothing and turn it into something.’

‘Nothing?

‘I mean, yeah, kind of. We had taps with running water in them. But not much more
than that. My dad... Well, Mum made money, and Dad spent it,” Alex said.

‘Onwhat? Leigh asked.

‘Horses, mainly. Greyhounds sometimes. He even went through a stage of betting on



camel races.’

Leighs frowned. ‘ That sounds stressful.’

‘My mum’s blood pressure was through the bloody roof. She should have just left

him.
‘Do you know why she didn’t?

‘I don't know. | kind of always felt like she didn't want to break up the
family.Herparents got a divorce that was quite rough. So, instead of leaving him, she
would hide money and pretend it was all gonna be fine. But he always found it. She
was kind of agambler, too, | guess. She bet on him and lost big.’

Leigh let out along sigh. ‘ They still together?

‘Nope. They split about three months after | left home. She really was just seeing it
through,” Alex said. It was crazy. She never talked about this. But Leigh made it easy
somehow. ‘| wish she would have just kicked him out and been less unhappy. | think

that probably would have been better.’

‘Y eah, probably. Same in my house. They should have just called it quits. Would
have saved everyone alot of trouble.’

‘Why didn’t they? Alex asked.

‘Addicted to the drama? | don’t know,” Leigh shrugged.

‘They split?

‘Last | checked, it was still going. They moved to a new house for afresh start. Asif



abuilding could make them both grow up. It’s still them living in the bloody thing.’

Alex smiled. ‘We didn’'t have good models for adulthood, did we?

‘No. Think we're screwed? Leigh asked.

Alex didn’t know if she was kidding or not but decided a glib answer was best.
‘Yeah, totally.’

“Y ou don’'t think we can learn from them? As cautionary tales, | mean? Leigh asked.

Looking at Leigh in the cheap, loud bar, Alex wondered. This was supposed to be
settled for her. She was supposed to be cynical and dead inside. She didn’t want love.
It was alie, atrade-off people made because they were frightened to go it alone.

But Leigh’s smile, her eyes, the way she talked, open and honest... Alex could feel
herself getting stupid for her. It scared the hell out of her. But she couldn’'t have
backed away from it if shetried.

Now
Alex’strip down memory lane was interrupted by her phone ringing through the car’s

Bluetooth. It was Isabelle. Alex knew what the subject of the call was going to be, but
she reluctantly accepted it.
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‘|sabelle, hi—

‘“What the hell did you do!? Isabelle demanded.

‘I know what you’ re about to say.’

“What am | about to say? |sabelle replied sharply.

“You're about to fire me,” Alex said. *Which, of course, you have the right to do.’
‘Well done,” Isabelle said. * Y ou finally got something right.’

‘Look, you didn’t want to tell me who took the picture, and you didn’t want to share
the photo. Y ou wanted to keep Helen out of it because that’s what she asked you to
do, and you agreed.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Well, here's the good news,’ Alex told her. ‘You did that. But your arsehole
publicist went rogue and got the photo anyway. | can put it out right now. Y ou're free
of moral quandariesandyou get what you want.’

There was apause. ‘Helen’slivid.’

Y eah, because Erin’s publicist read her for filth. | just happened to be there.’

‘Erin’s publicist?



‘Y eah. She'sabit of a bleeding-heart type, so | guess she bought Erin’s slant.’

Isabelle gave a haughty laugh before switching back to her origina topic. ‘How
didyoueven know it was Helen, anyway?

‘Can’'t say,” Alex said ssimply.

|sabelle was freshly incensed. ‘ Someone close to me talked? Do | need to fire staff
today?

‘Aside from me? No. | got the information elsewhere,” Alex lied.

There was no sense throwing Steven under the bus. He'd done her a solid, and
anyway, she might need him later.

‘I"'m not firing you," Isabelle said regretfully. ‘Because you're right. | was stuck, and
you're not. And now | can call you al the names under the sun to Helen if you're
good with that.’

‘Totally good. So, time to release the pic, yes? It's time-sengitive. If the other side
decides to put it out now with their angle....’

‘Pull the trigger.’ Isabelle hung up.

Alex pulled over to the side of the road and checked around the usual places to see if
the pic was up. Nothing. She rang Baker while she looked at the picture. He picked
up quickly. ‘I’m about to send you something, and | want you to release it ASAFP;

shetold him.

‘What isit?



‘It sthatpicture.’

‘Isit good? Baker asked, interested.

Alex wasn't sure, but looking closely, she would say it was reasonable to see
someone behaving flirtatiously and very possibly about to get nasty.

‘It' s debatable. | want to shut that debate down before it even starts. Send it from one
of the Instagram accounts. The most credible one.’

Baker ran a few sock puppet accounts for just such a moment as now, when a bit of
distance might be required from some gossip. Not strictly ethical, but Baker never
seemed to mind, bless his dubious heart. One of them was a woman claiming to be a
lowly extra who loved to spread gossip about whatever set she was on. She had about
thirty thousand followers, which was plenty to get started.

‘I’m gonnafeed you a quote, OK?

‘Sure.’
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‘Here it is, word for word. “I can’'t believe | saw Erin Porter going to town on a
random girl.” Hashtags at your discretion.’

‘Send the snap. It’ll go out in the next two minutes.’

Alex sent it and opened Instagram to wait and refresh. The post came out exactly as
she' d asked a couple of moments later. The sharing started quickly, mounting speed
by the minute. It wasn’'t half an hour later that several news sources started to report
it.

Alex laughed to herself. For the blinder Leigh had played, she hadn’t been able to
capitalise on a scoop. Alex had won.

Fourteen

When Leigh saw the photo, she knew it wasn't going to be enough to just get it out
with her own spin. It would be torn to bits. Because Erin wasn’'t making any physical
contact with this mystery girl, but it didn’t matter. The body language was damning.
Erin was leaning into her and smiling with alook in her eyesthat said, ‘1’'m gonnarip
your clothes off the first chance | get.’

It wasn't concrete proof, but it didn’t need to be. If you wanted to look at it and see
two people who were either sleeping together or about to be, you could seeit.

Leigh called Erin from the road. ‘We need to talk.’

‘Yes?



‘It’ sthe photo. It’s going to get released any minute.’

‘Oh. OK. | thought | had abit more time.” She paused. ‘ Have you seen it?

‘Yes.’ Leigh took a breath. ‘The other person in the photo will probably be found
soon. | need to know... What would they say?

‘Can wetalk about thisin person? Erin asked.

***

Leigh was back in Erin’s flat. Erin was crying. ‘I’'m sorry | lied!” she was wailing.
Erin was not feeling quite as sympathetic as before, so she was simply watching the
tears and waiting for them to be over. ‘But you must understand, |1 couldn’t leave
Isabelle. | haven't loved her in along time. But she made it clear she'd ruin me. Like
she’ s doing right now.’

‘So, youdidcheat. Because she’'s emotionally abusive.” Leigh rubbed her temples. She
had a headache coming on. ‘If you'd told me this at the start, it would have made my
life easier. We could have told your side right away. You might have come out of it

al well. But now... We're playing defence.’

Erin nodded snottily. ‘Yeah, | know. But it was hard, you know? Do you know how
embarrassing it isto feel like you’ ve been fooled?

Leigh sat back in her chair, irritated. ‘Yes. Which is why I'm pissed off that |
defended you today.’

‘What? To who?

‘Helen Archer. | called her out for getting involved in something she didn’t



understand, and it turned out she was right. I’m expecting Jack to call me any minute
now to read me theriot act. He exploited a relationship to help me, and I’ ve probably
burned it.’

“Y our bossisretired. What the hell does he care? Erin said dismissively.

‘| don’t think that’s the point,” Leigh said impatiently.

She was seeing a new side to Erin, a not-very-honest side, a self-serving side. Leigh
was trying to adjust.Actors, she thought.Should have known.

But Leigh would have been lying to say she didn’t understand her. She knew what it
was to get the wool well and truly pulled over your eyes.

Ten YearsAgo

Leigh put the key in the door and jiggled it. Nothing happened. ‘ Oh no. The deadlock
ison.’

‘Who did that? Alex asked.

‘The three idiots | live with. | hope they’re still up.” Leigh knocked on the door
nervoudly.

She was bringing Alex back to hers, at her own terrified suggestion, and she hoped
that meant they could keep this night going, maybe take it to the next level. And now
the three stooges were going to have to be dealt with.

The door swung open, and there was Jamie. His mouth fell open at the sight of Alex.
‘Dude! You pulled!”
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Leigh wanted to die. ‘ Jamie...’

Jamie ran from the door. ‘ Guys! Leigh bagged one!’ she heard him say. A cheer went
up.

Leigh turned to Alex. ‘I’m so sorry.’
But Alex only smiled that cheeky smile of hers. ‘What? He' sright.’
Leigh laughed and looked away shyly. ‘Come on.’

They entered the shabby house. ‘If we rush up the stairs, we might not have to
interact with them,” Leigh said.

Alex nodded. They headed down the hall, but the living room door was wide open.
Jamie, Joe, Jacob, and three girls Leigh had never seen before were al lounging on
the sofas, soft rock on in the background, beer cans in hand, waving her in.
Apparently, everyone had been successful tonight. But Leigh’s night would be
cocked up if she entered that room. She just knew it.

‘Guys, we'rejust gonna...’
‘Hey, come and meet the girls,” Jacob said.
L eigh wanted to say no. She wanted to say, ‘Hell no,” actually. But she struggled with

rudeness. Even though these bastards had ditched her tonight, she still didn't quite
have the will to give them exactly what they deserved.



She turned to Alex. ‘Quick drink?

Alex smiled like she didn’t care either way. ‘Cool.’

In they went. Jamie tossed Leigh a lukewarm beer, which she duly opened. She took
asip. It tasted like cat piss.

‘Mmmm,” Alex said, sipping hers. ‘How the hell do they get the cat to aim into the
can?

Leigh let out a delighted snort.

‘Hey, man. It'sfree,” Jamie complained.

“Y ou gonnaintroduce us? one of the girls said.

Jamie smiled. ‘Sure. Thisis Sarah.’

‘Sara,’ she corrected.

He pointed at a dark-haired girl. ‘ Joan.’

‘Jade,” she said.

Jamie looked at the third girl. ‘Umm...’

‘It'sAmy.

‘Sorry, but that’ s tough to remember,” Jamie apologised.

Jacob laughed. ‘Dude, that’s half your name.’



Leigh needed to get out now. These dummies were gonna take her down with them if
she wasn't careful. And she wanted to be alone with Alex. It felt like amiracle they’d
found each other. And miracles were fragile things.

While the boys swapped names with Alex, Leigh scrabbled for a reason to get her out
of the room. She had nothing.

‘Right, drinking game,” Jamie declared, clearly trying to shift the narrative from his
idiocy. ‘ Truth or drink?

‘“Yes!” Jacob said. He ran off into the kitchen and came back with a half-empty litre
of whisky and as many mismatched shot glasses as he could carry.

‘Redlly? Leigh said unsurely.
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*Ooh, someone’ s got some juicy shit to hide!” Jamie declared.
‘No, it'sjust...’

‘Y eah, let’s get the goods on Leigh,” Joe said.

‘I just don't like drinking games,” Leigh said uncomfortably.

She was aware of how this might sound to Alex. Like she was a buzzkill. But she just
didn’t see the point of this.

‘Let’sjust play for five minutes,” Jacob said. He looked around. ‘Y eah?

Everyone nodded, including Alex. Leigh was stuck. ‘Fine. Five minutes” How much
could go wrong in five minutes?

Now

‘OK, so let’s move on,” Leigh said to Erin. She was still angry, but she' d have to get
over it. PR people got lied to alot by their clients. She should probably get used to it.
‘We need a strategy.’

‘Yes? Erin snivelled hopefully.

‘I mean, first off, you can’t hide during thistime,” Leigh told her.

‘| can’t?



‘No. Are you working right now?

‘I’ ve got something booked in afew weeks.’

“We need to have you out way before that. If you hide, you're guilty.’

‘But lamguilty,” Erin sniffed.

‘Yes, | know. But there' s a difference between guilt and shame,” Leigh told her.

That seemed to blow Erin’s mind. ‘Wow. Right. Totally.’

‘So let’ s get you out, living your life. Shame-free. OK?

Erin blew out abreath. ‘I can try.’

Fifteen

Alex was standing at the edge of a party at a fancy hotel. It was a party to release...
Actually, Alex didn’'t care. Some movie or a TV show. Hell, it could be to promote
Pampers for all the difference it made to Alex. The point was the famous people
milling about, as well as the photographers. Isabelle was to see and be seen at this
shindig. If she ever turned up, that was. She was an hour late. Alex was pissed about
it

Not that she wasn't making use of the invite she’'d snagged. She'd been making
herself known to every remotely wealthy or famous woman in this room, pressing her

card into their hands and saying, ‘Alex Walker, Crisis PR. Feel free to google me.’

A few people wanted to know more. Purely for edification, of course. Alex expected
callsin the next few days from at least two people at this soiree.



A papable rise in the excitement of the room occurred, and Alex knew before she
turned that Isabelle was here, Steven trailing behind her. Even amongst this crowd,
shewas abig deal.

The crowd parted enough for Alex to confirm Isabelle' s presence. Alex had to admit,
she looked elegant as shit. Her style team had been hard at work. That was good.
|sabelle could not afford to look even a little bit tired. Her job tonight was to be a
social butterfly, free at last from the suffocating cocoon of her marriage. Because if
she seemed happy now, people would think that she wasn’t before. It wasn't rocket
science.

| sabelle moved through the room, smiling and saying hi before landing at Alex.
‘You'relate,” Alex told her.

‘| was making an entrance.’

‘Thisthing endsin an hour. Y ou missed fashionably late by quite away.’
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‘I"'m here, aren’'t |7 Isabelle said through a strained smile.
‘Y es. Now mingle and smile and hug people in photos, OK?

‘Everyone in this room knows my marriage has combusted. | don’t know how you
think 1I’m going to be ableto keep it light.’

Alex raised an eyebrow at her, and she sighed. ‘ Fine. Do things however you want.’

|sabelle moved off, silent Steven hovering at her back. Alex exchanged a brief nod
with him.

‘Go on, little butterfly,” Alex muttered to herself. She was starting to realise that the
more you tried to tell I1sabelle what to do, the more she would fight you. People had
been saying yes to her for too long. But if you stepped back and didn’'t engage, she'd
stop battling you. This was why she was being a good girl now and whirling around
the room, glad-handing strangers who were pretending not to know too much about
her personal life, just as Alex wanted.

Alex bided her time, looking for the right partygoer for a photo op. And there she
was. Rose Anderson. She and Isabelle had starred in severa things together and were
known old friends. Wait, Isabelle had just moved around her. Had she seen her? Hard
to say. But Alex was going to have to be more proactive if she wanted this particular
Kodak moment.

She went up to Rose. ‘Hi!’ she said. ‘How’s it going?



Rose turned, surprised. She was quick to slap a polite smile on her face. *Oh, hello.’

‘I’'m sorry to interrupt you. I’'m here with Isabelle, and she's desperately trying to get
to you, but everyone wants to talk to her tonight.’

Rose’ s smile vanished. ‘| doubt that.’

Uh oh.

“You two aren’t friendly right now? Alex asked.

Rose sighed. ‘No. I’'m afraid not.’

‘Can | ask why?

‘Askher,” Rose said and walked off.

Alex wasn't doing that. Easier to find someone else instead. And there was Simon
Belford, afamous director. Based on the research, he' d also worked with | sabelle.

‘Simon! Hi. Alex Walker. I'm Isabelle’s PR’

He instantly pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘1 thought she stopped coming to these
things.” He looked around like Isabelle might swoop on him any second. She
happened to be afew feet away. ‘Right, that’s me done.” He nearly ran out.

Jesus Christ, how had Isabelle pissed off this many people at one party?

Alex decided it was not going to work if she kept warning people. She was going to

have to take a more direct intervention here. She approached Isabelle, who was
talking to Steven. ‘Isabelle? Can | have aword? Alex interjected.



|sabelle turned to Steven. ‘See if they have anything remotely drinkable,’ she said,
and he left swiftly.

‘“What have | done now? |sabelle asked Alex wryly. ‘Should | have brought adry ice
machine to make my entrance suitably dramatic?

Alex ignored her barb. ‘I’ m trying to find someone to pair with you in a photo, an old
friend, and, well...” Alex paused, trying to find a nice way to put it. She couldn’t
think of one. *No one wantsto talk to you.’

|sabelle was unconcerned. ‘That's the way it goes. You win, other people feel like
they lost.’

Alex sighed. ‘Isabelle, Jesus. Y ou know what tonight is, don’t you? It's your re-entry
into the world. That’s not going to work if everyone you know is avoiding you like a

fart.

‘Then I'll make a new friend. There's a lot of people here | don’t know. How about
that?

‘Great, good.” Alex glanced around the room, her eyes looking for treasure. She
found it quickly. ‘How about Li Zhang? Huge in China. Just got cast in a big
European co-production, probably about to break the other markets. It would be great
to be pictured with her. The newbie getting advice from an established star?

| sabelle baulked. ‘Oh. No. She'stoo...’

‘“What?
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‘| don’t want to be pictured next to anyone tooyoung,’ she spat.
Alex nodded. ‘Of course.” She looked around again. A playwright named Lena Jones
was sniffing a canape suspicioudly. ‘ There, perfect. Your age, totally a member of the

lesbian theatre mafia. That would work, right?

‘| took a risk marrying a woman. | can't be seen with people like her. It reduces my
accessibility. Theatre people? Leshians? It won't play in Peoria, asthe Yanks say.’

Alex couldn’'t help but laugh. ‘Isabelle—and | mean this as a compliment—you’ve
never beenremotelyaccessible. And that’s exactly what people like about you.’

| sabelle smiled despite herself. ‘| take your point.’
‘So...’
‘Still ano. Try again.’

‘The party is gonna wind down in a minute, and people are gonna start leaving,” Alex
warned her.

|sabelle rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. Whoever you mention next, I'll take, OK?

Alex scanned the room, looking through the non-famous faces for just the right
person. ‘Hmm, well, how about... Erin!’

|sabelle looked at her in horror. *Have you lost your mind?



‘No, sorry. | didn't mean... She's here!’

|sabelle turned in wild panic to see what Alex had just spotted. Erin Porter swanning
inwith Leigh.

And here Alex had thought the evening was winding down.

Sixteen

It had taken forever to drag Erin to the party from the dive bar around the corner. It
had also taken a lot of booze. Leigh practically had to smack drinks from her hand
toward the end to keep her from getting completely smashed.

But they were here now at this shindig for... What was it again? Leigh couldn’t quite
remember, but it didn’t matter. The place was stocked with media types, actors, and a

photographer. It fitted their needs.

‘Just mingle,” Leigh told Erin. ‘Don’t worry about anything more. We're just letting
people know you’ ve got nothing to be ashamed of .’

Erin nodded. ‘Where' s the champagne?

‘Maybe stick to OJ?

‘Fine.’

Erin walked off, and Leigh nervously watched her go. Had she forced her out too
early? The picture had only come out two days ago. Leigh had been fending off the

press ever since. She was rejecting all of them until the firestorm had died down a hit.
Cool heads were needed now. Leigh was determined to keep hers fridge cold.



Leigh was mulling her next move when someone tapped her on the shoulder. She
turned to see Alex. It was quite the jump scare. ‘Jesus!’ she exclaimed too loudly.
Several people looked around.

‘Lovely to seeyou, too,” Alex said, power suited to the nines.

It made Leigh wonder if she was overdressed in her black gown. The trouble was,
Alex never looked out of place anywhere. It was a confidence thing, not a sartorial
thing. You couldn’t buy that off the rack, that was for sure.

Leigh realised something. ‘Oh my god, ifyou’ rehere...’

‘That’s right. Isabelle’s right over there. And | don’'t think either one of us wants
them to have any interaction whatsoever tonight.’

‘God,no,” Leigh agreed.

They looked at each other expectantly. Leigh realised what Alex was waiting for.
‘Oh, you think Erin’sleaving?

‘Of course.’



Page 37

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:06 pm

‘But she just walked in.’
‘Exactly. So now she can scarper before anyone even registers that she was here’’

Leigh snorted. ‘Y eah, right. Erin might not get the paydays that your woman gets, but
no one is going to miss her presence. | can assure you of that.’

Alex rolled her eyes. ‘“Well, | can’'t ask Isabelle to skulk out just because her soon-to-
be ex is here.’

Leigh crossed her arms and regarded her nemesis. ‘Then we're in a quandary.
Because neither one of us wants to get them photographed being weird with each
other. It's not good for either of us.’

Alex opened her mouth as though to agree but then closed it again. A slow smile
spread across her face. ‘Y ou know what? Don’t worry about it. Stay. Enjoy.’

Alex waked away. Leigh watched her go, partly because she was hypnotised by
Alex’s swagger but also because she was trying to figure out what the bloody hell
Alex was up to. If she was good with them staying, she had some scheme in mind.

Leigh quickly changed her mind. She needed to get Erin and get the fuck out of here,
stat. No good could come from them being here now.

Leigh looked around, but she couldn’t see Erin. Shit. She was here, she was tipsy, and
she was about to fall into a spiderweb.



She moved around the room, trying to look casual while she frantically looked for
Erin. It took several minutes before she found her, chatting to a woman she didn’t
know. She kind of looked like Erin.

‘Hi,” Leigh said. ‘Erin, can we—'

‘Oh, great, you need to meet Jenny,” Erin said, barely dlurring. ‘I can't believe it. |
just found her. Amazing.’

Jenny waved. ‘Hi.’

‘ She was my stunt double inTomorrow and Tomorrow,” Erin explained.

Leigh gave her a polite smile. ‘Cool.” She turned to Erin. ‘Erin, can | grab you for a
sec?

Erin’s mood dropped. ‘What? No. Why?

Leigh gave her astained smile. ‘1 just need aquick chat.’

Erin raised an eyebrow. ‘Anything you want to say to me, you can say in front of
Jenny. She'safriend.’

Jenny looked at Erin. ‘1 haven’'t seen you in four years.’
Erin shrugged and smiled, and Leigh could see she’d managed to sneak in a couple
more drinks since they’d come in. She'd been at about a six on the drunk idiot scale

before. Now it was about an eight.

Y eah, but you were basicallymefor six months. That doesn’t end,” Erin said, her eyes
struggling to keep focus.



Jenny, who was a rather straightforward type, replied evenly, ‘It does. When | get a
new job.’

Erin was shocked. ‘Jenny! You almost broke yourbackfor me. Are you telling me
you'’ d do that for anyone!’

‘Yes. That’s my job. Though not forthatdirector again. That shoot was dodgy. That’s
thelast time | take ajob in Vladivostok.’

‘But the movie was good, though, right? Erin said.

‘| wouldn't trade it for my spine,” Jenny said philosophically.

“Spines come and go, Jen,” Erin said. ‘ Good cinema lasts forever.’

‘“The movie has forty-three percent on rotten tomatoes,” Jenny informed her.

Erin clutched her chest. ‘It does?! But | spent six months perfecting my accent. Do
you haveanyidea how hard it isto learn a Louisiana Creole accent?

Jenny’ s eyes widened. ‘ That’ swhat that was? | thought you were German.’
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Erin was agape with horror. ‘Sweet Jesus,” she said. ‘I’'m going to find that voice
coach and kill her.’

Leigh couldn’t take anymore. ‘ Erin, you' re drunk. We need to get you home.’

Erin groaned. ‘But you just spent two hours trying to get mein here.’

‘That was before | knew |sabelle was here.’

Erin sobered up quickly. ‘What?

‘Y es. With her goddamn shark of a PR woman, Alex Walker. And Alex is planning
something. We need to get the fuck out. Now.” She turned to the stuntwoman. ‘I’'m
sorry about this.’

Jenny shrugged. ‘1 jJump off buildings for aliving. This doesn’'t faze me.’

‘Let’sgo,” Erin said. ‘Jenny, till the next time | drive a motorbike off a plane.’

‘Sure’

Leigh took Erin by the hand and led her through the room, keeping an eye out as she
went. She couldn’t see Isabelle or Alex. The exit came into view. They were mere

feet away.

‘Hey, Erinl” someone called. Erin stopped and turned to the sound of her name.



‘No, Erin. Bad girl. Come. Come now!" Leigh called to her, no idea why she was
talking to her like a dog.

She didn't seem to hear. Leigh went back into the fray just in time to see a waiter
handing a glass of champagne to a dlightly confused Erin. Leigh rushed towards her,
sensing disaster. She heard the waiter say, ‘Sorry,” but he didn’t do the thing he was
apologising for untilafterhe’ d apol ogised.

He took a step closer, ‘fell’ and pushed into Erin. Erin dropped her drink, champagne
spilling down her beautiful dress.

A cameraflashed.

Leigh knew it was too late. Alex had orchestrated her little dance. But she was getting
Erin out, nonetheless.

‘ERIN,’” she said loudly. Erinturned. ‘Let’s GO, Leigh ordered.

Erin listened this time and ran—soaked with booze—back to Leigh, who took her
hand and pulled her out of the venue. Outside, Leigh flagged down a cab and put Erin
in the back, climbing in behind her.

‘I'mamess,” Erin said.

Truer words were never spoken. But Leigh wasn't about to pile on. Erin was too
drunk, and it was too late to fix anything now. What would be, would be.

Seventeen

Alex was talking to the clumsy waiter in the kitchen. ‘Fifty, as promised.’



The kid took the cash and left. Alex went out to find Isabelle leaving. She followed
her out, high from her success.

‘That went great,” shetold Isabelle.

“You think? Isabelle asked. ‘I tried to do what you asked...’

‘Wait and see,” Alex promised.

***

The next morning, it was all over the most basic gossipy websites, as well as a couple
of print publications. A photo of Erin looking drunk, spilling all over herself. But that
was only half of what Alex had wanted to get in the picture. It had been tricky to
ensure it, and Alex also had to grease the event photographer to make sure he framed
it exactly right. But in the top left of the photo, Isabelle was in the background,
talking to some rando, but most importantly, looking beautiful and elegant
andlaughing, looking like she was having the bloody time of her life, just as Alex had
asked her to. It was an important juxtaposition.

People were loving it on social media. The phrase Alex had been looking to provoke
was all over the posts.

‘|sabelle looking gorgeous and living her best life while her ex looks like the trash
that took itself out,’ one Instagram post said.
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Alex screenshotted that one and sent it to Isabelle. And then, as an afterthought, she
found Leigh’s Linkedln account and DM’ d it to her.

It didn’t take long to get aresponse.Well, aren’t we clever?

Your moveAlex responded.And she meant it. She wanted Leigh to fight her, push
back.

That was when Alex realised something. She was having fun. She couldn’t remember
the last time she' d felt that way. Work had been by the numbers for quite some time.

But Leigh made it interesting again. Weird.

|sabelle called, and Alex picked up on thefirst ring.

‘Amazing!’ she greeted Alex. ‘You did it. Exactly what you promised.’

‘Yes, I'm good like that,” Alex said breezily.

‘So, what’ s next?

Alex had expected that question and had a pretty good answer. ‘Next? We get you
every magor award in the UK. Once that’s done, you'll get that Oscar you should

have had years ago.’

| sabelle laughed. * Not this year, not a chance.’



‘No?

‘A nom isn't out of the question, but Rachel Adebayo had a hell of arole this year. |
can't beat a homeless drug addict with sepsis.’

‘1 didn’t seethat.’

‘It ticked the boxes,’ |sabelle said bitterly.

Alex didn't like that comment but decided to move around it. ‘Y ou played Amelia
Earheart. Awardslove abiopic.’

‘My other PR people seemed to think it wasn’'t going to happen. Y ou think you can
do better? |sabelle asked.

‘| don’t make promises| can’t keep,” Alex said.

‘That much is clear. OK, well, | would certainly not be averse to an award sweep if
you think you cando it.’

‘It'sgoing to cost you,” Alex warned.

‘If you're confident, | can shoulder it.’

‘OK, afew questions. Did the movie struggle to get made?

‘It was in development hell for about seven years, | believe!’

‘Perfect. And why did you choose it?

‘Because |'d never died on screen before,” |sabelle answered.



‘Let me rephrase that. How did you personally connect to the role? Alex asked.

‘Ah, | see. Hmm...’

Alex realised she was going to have to do the heavy lifting here. * She was born into
quite a wealthy family, right? Though there's a lot of privilege, there's also a lot of
expectations. Women like her were not supposed to be adventurers. That click for
you?

|sabelle laughed. ‘It doesn’t seem like you need me for this.’

“You can leaveit in my hands,” Alex assured her. They hung up.
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Alex called Baker in. ‘I need afull address list for every voter for the National Guild
of Actors Award, the Lawrence Griffin Award, and the MOKDA'’S!’

Y ou campaigning for Isabelle? Should | get DVDs made? he asked.

‘Get them made, but don’'t send them anywhere. People will get them in gift bags,
along with the story of the little movie that could.’

Audrey raised an eyebrow. ‘ Gift bags?
‘Yes. I’'m going to throw a disgustingly lavish screening party.’

Baker laughed. ‘Do we do that here? | thought that was a Hollywood thing. And also,
can | go?

‘Itis, yes. And no, you can’t.’
Baker tutted. ‘But isn’'t it abit brazen?

‘Yeah, it's gross. And itworks.” She thought it over. ‘And find out who's doing the
high-end gift bags. A budget of five grand abag.’

‘Jesus. Y ou could put an iPhone in them at that price.’
‘If that’ s what a bribe costs,” Alex shrugged.

‘“Wow, Baker said in sheer amazement at Alex’s gall.



‘No one just wins a best actress award,” Alex told him. ‘There’'sa system. I’'m simply
planning to be a bit gauche about it. But watch if it doesn’t work.’

“You're so corrupt,” Baker said. ‘I loveit.’

‘I try. Oh, and by the way, make sure to put Leigh Calloway on the invite list,” she
said.

Baker looked at Alex like she’'d gone mad. ‘ Erin Porter’s PR person? Why?

‘I just thought she'd like to come and see what she's really up against,” Alex said.
“Hopefully, it will intimidate her and shatter her confidence,” she added quickly.

Did Alex believe that? Almost. Because she was pretty good at denial. But the truth
couldn’t be held at bay forever. And the truth was that Alex wanted to impress Leigh.
Same as before.

Ten YearsAgo

Alex didn’'t know how she’'d ended up sitting with this trio of idiots who were never
gonna get any of these girls into bed. She should have been upstairs, alone with
Leigh. She didn’t even care whether they slept together tonight. She just wanted to
kiss her. Or touch her hair. Inhale her. Anything, really.

The whole thing made Alex fedl just a little crazy. She felt like she was walking
willingly into her own madness. She'd never understood anyone else’s need to make
someone else the answer to life until right now. Because there was simply something
about Leigh that seemed like an answer to a question Alex hadn’t known how to ask.

‘Right, Leigh, you're up first, said one of the guys, the purple-haired one. Alex
couldn’t be bothered to memorise his name. ‘Tell me about the first time you had



sex,” he said, looking pleased with himself, like there was any originality to his
guestion.

‘Oh, Jesus, really? Leigh said, looking adorably embarrassed.

“You can take adrink if you don’t want to...’

L eigh necked a shot before anyone could say further. ‘ That's me done. Next.’

‘Alex, same question.’

Alex necked a shot. She then watched as everyone did the same thing except for one
girl who seemed pretty keen to describe a tryst when she was seventeen.

‘I lost it on holiday, with my family,” the girl said.

“Youwhat? the purple-haired guy asked worriedly.

The girl realised what she'd said. ‘No, | mean, | was on holiday with my family when
it happened. | shagged a barman at the onsite pub. | mean,obviously, you creep!”’
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Several sighs of relief were heard.
‘Right, next question. What' s the worst thing you’ ve ever done?

The question went around the room, and now that people were starting to drink, they
were loosening up, ready to get into it.

Purple-hair boy confessed that he had strung two girls aong at the same time, though
the way hetold it, you could tell it was more of a confession than a brag.

Then, one of the girls said she'd cheated on an exam. Everyone was a bit more
impressed by that one.

Another girl confessed to stealing money from her parents to buy a super soaker
when she was eleven. Everyone laughed at that and called her achoir girl.

When it got to Alex, she thought it over and remembered something she supposed she
could share. ‘| accidentally murdered the school hamster when | was eleven.’

‘What? Purple-Hair asked.
‘It was my turn to have him for the weekend, and | left his cage open while | went to
the bathroom. Well, he crawled onto the windowsill and fell out. My mum discovered

him outside. He was a pancake.” Alex sighed. ‘Poor Romeo. He never stood a
chance.’

Leigh put a gentle, soft hand on Alex’s shoulder. ‘You couldn’t have known that



would happen.’

‘I guess, but I've always felt bad anyway,” Alex admitted. Though she was allittle sad
about Romeo, Leigh’stouch drove her dlightly wild.

‘Maybe it was suicide. Did he seem despondent before it happened? one of the girls
asked.

Alex looked at the girl in wordless amazement.

One of the other boys—Alex thought his name was Jacob—cleared his throat. ‘Well,
tough to top. Leigh, what you got?

‘Pour me ashot,” Leigh said instantly.

Alex looked over at her with interest. What had she been up to?

‘“Whoa! The good girl’ s been naughty,” Jacob said.

Leigh still didn’t speak.

‘What was it? Alex heard herself say.

‘Thisistruth or drink. And I’'m gonna drink,” Leigh said quickly.

‘Was it that bad? Alex said.

She didn’'t know why she suddenly felt stuck on this. She'd been no angel in her life.

But if Leigh didn’t tell the room what she' d done, then there was darkness waiting to
jump out and surprise Alex. That scared her. She wanted Leigh to be better than her.



Leigh looked at her freshly poured shot. But she didn’t pick it up. ‘OK, then,” she
sighed. ‘I'll tell you what | did.’

Eighteen

Leigh looked at the fancy invitation she’d found in the pile of post on her desk this
morning in astonishment. ‘ She's got to be kidding me!” she exclaimed.

Her assistant, Henry, walked in. * Sorry?

‘Sorry, | was just talking to myself. But since you're here, look at this!” She held up
theinvite. * She’ staking the piss!’

‘“Who? What piss?
‘Alex Walker. She's doing an award campaign party at some swank hotel. | mean,
she's calling it ascreeningof that Amelia Earhart thing Isabelle did. But it’s obvious

what itreallyis. It's got to be against the rules.’

He shrugged. ‘| can make some calls and find out?
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Leigh nodded. ‘Y es, do that. She can’t get away with this.’
‘What if she does? Y ou gonna go? Henry asked, slightly titillated.

‘Not a chance,’ Leigh exclaimed. ‘ She thinks she can rub it in my face, and I'll just
take it. She can think again.’” She took a break from her rant, realising something.
‘Wait, did you come in to tell me something?

Henry nodded. ‘1 was coming in to tell you that journo you hate, Ivy Coulter, just
called. She wants to get an interview with Erin.’

Leigh shook her head quickly. ‘No chance. I’ve got arealjournalist lined up for Erin,
SelmaHaynes!’

It had been a serious get to procure a slot on Haynes show. She did in-depth
interviews that could get pretty uncomfortable for the interviewee. But Selma's
interviews came with a shine of respectability. She was trusted. That was what they
needed right now. A credible journo who would go into the shades of grey in Erin’s
affair.

It had taken real work to get her in with Selma. Leigh had many,manyconversations
with her producer to convince her it wasn't just celeb gossip that Erin could provide
but a meaty exposé of a high-profile marriage gone wrong. But she'd gotten there,
and she could only hope now that Erin would use the interview wisely.

‘“You can tell Ivy she can have a press release and be happy,” Leigh told Henry,
pleased to bein aposition to tell that viper where to go.



Henry grimaced. ‘lvy said that she thought you might say that, and she wants you to
know she found the girl in the photo.’

Leigh’s eyes nearly flew out of her head. ‘ She said what? She paused. ‘Did she give
you a name?

‘She did, actually. She said to say that if you need proof, the girl’s name is Amanda
Bradley. Some old friend recognised her, even from that bad angle, and responded to
atweet of Ivy’sasking for info. Sold her the name.’

Leigh smiled. Ivy thought she knew the name. Well, now she did.

‘Set up ameeting,’” Leigh said.

Henry went away to make the call and came back a few minutes later. ‘ She won't
meet you. She says that time has passed. She wants Erin. Today. Or she’s writing up
what Amanda Bradley said. But she says if Erin gives her an honest interview, she'll
print that instead.’

This was bad. Part of the Selma Haynes deal was exclusivity. But if this Amanda
Bradley person had talked, she could have said anything. And they would be none the
wiser until it went viral.

Leigh didn't know what to do. And she didn't like that she didn’t know what to do.
Jack would have known what to do. He would have been three moves ahead of Ivy at
any given time.

Leigh decided to do the only thing she could. She caled him. ‘Hey, Jack! How’s
CostaRica?

‘Noidea. I'm still in England,” he said glumly.



‘Oh.’

‘“Yep. | can’t sell up right now because the market’ s down. I’ll probably go in ayear,’
Jack explained.

‘Ahwell. Umm, thething is...” Leigh began.

‘I’ve been meaning to call you. What the hell happened with Helen Archer? She
called me and told me you were the rudest person she’'d met in her entire life. Which
IS probably an exaggeration, but still.’

Leigh was distraught. * She did? Jack, I’m so sorry.’

‘No, Leigh. Don’'t apologise. You gave it to one of the biggest arseholes in the
business. | wouldn’'t necessarily recommend it as a strategy going forward, but you
spoke up for yourself. | like hearing that.’

“Y ou’ re not mad?

‘I told you, be cocky, make bold moves.” He laughed. ‘ And that was bold.’

“You don’'t know what arelief it isto hear you say that. | feel like I’m failing. | could
do with your advice,’” Leigh told him.

‘I’ ve been keeping tabs on the situation. Y ou’re on the back foot, no doubt,” he said
without judgment in his tone.

‘I had managed to get Selma Haynes an exclusive interview with Erin to talk about
the affair and what led to it.’

‘Very good,” Jack said.
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‘| thought so, too. But then Ivy Coulter—
‘Oh, Christ. Nother. She' s an absolute scumbag.’

‘Yes,her. She got the girl from the picture, and she wants Erin to give her an
exclusive or whatever that girl says goes out with no counterpoint whatsoever.’

‘But you don’t know what this girlsaid? Jack checked.
‘Nope,’” Leigh admitted.

‘So she offered a trade? The mistress for Erin? Jack sighed thoughtfully. ‘Then you
have to follow her lead.’

‘How?

‘Trade Erin for something else. Give her something better than Erin and the girl.
Juicier.’

‘That’s a good idea, Jack. But | don't have anything...” Leigh trailed off. She did
have one thought. ‘What about Isabelle trying to buy awards with a lavish screening

party?

‘It's not bad,” Jack mused. ‘But | don’t think it's quite gonna get you there’ He
paused. ‘How do you fedl about fishing?

Leigh was confused. ‘What? Like, trout?



Jack tutted. ‘No, | mean... Do you remember that thing | used to do? Take out the
opposition, wine them, dine them, get them good and loose and then fish for
ammunition?

‘Oh,that? | don’'t know. That’s kind of... | mean, | don’t know if I'm uptoit,’ Leigh
told him honestly.

“Y ou never know until you try.’

Leigh sighed. ‘Well, | don’t have anything better. | suppose it’s worth a shot.’

‘Keep me updated.’

She got off the phone and rang Alex, taking deep breaths as the phone rang. She
needed to feel ready and confident. But the second Alex picked up, Leigh felt nothing
but fear. She did her best to bury it in a cheery tone.

“Hi, Alex. Just wanted to thank you for the invite to your bribe party.’

If Alex was surprised by such a bold accusation, she didn’'t reveal it. Her tone was
one of pure delight. *Of course. Can | count you as attending? Or are you busy that

night watching Erin cry about losing her golden goose?

Leigh smiled and pulled the trigger. ‘Let’s talk about that over lunch, shall we? One
thirty at Bouchard' s work for you?

Alex paused. ‘I’m kind of busy.’
Leigh felt panic. She couldn’t accept the rejection; she needed this chance. She had

nothing else. “*You don't have an hour to talk about our clients? | promise it’'ll be
worth your while,” she lied.



Alex chuckled. Y ou sound desperate, Calloway.’

‘Desperate isn't the word 1I'd use,” Leigh lied. She was getting nowhere. She was
gonna have to take quite a big swing. ‘But look, if you can’t do it, | guess I'll just let
you hear what | was going to tell you the old-fashioned way. In the news, when it's
too late to do anything about it.’

There was a silence, during which Leigh was sure she’'d utterly fucked this. But then
Alex said, ‘1 guess| haveto eat. Might as well get free entertainment while I’'m at it.’

Leigh laughed despite herself. ‘Yeah, we'll see’ She cancelled the call there and
then.

Was it a bit much to hang up like that? No, it was in line with the vibe. They were
enemies who were not afraid to say it. Rudeness was encouraged. And sort of fun.

‘“Henry, can you please book Bouchard' s at one thirty? she called through.
“You got it, boss!’ he called back.
Bouchard’'s was insanely expensive, but Leigh didn’t want to come off as the poor

relation in this. She was going to abuse her company credit card hard today. She
wanted to make Alex feel intimidated if such athing were possible.
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Nineteen

Alex wasn't excited to see Leigh; she was simply jazzed to dip into a stimulating
professional rivalry. She was letting Leigh amuse her, and nothing more, she assured
herself.

She managed to believe that right until Leigh walked in that tight grey pencil skirt
and turned to the host, giving Alex a side view of her perfect rear. Alex practically
had to rip her eyeballs away fromit.

Get ahold of yourself, Alex told her libido sternly as Leigh wiggled over to the table.

‘You beat me,’ Leigh said, diding into a seat opposite Alex in the hoity-toity
restaurant.

‘Thirty quid for asalad? Alex greeted her. Alex wouldn’t blink at that for a business
lunch, but she wanted to put Leigh on the back foot.

‘“Well, it’s on the company credit card,” Leigh said quickly.
“Y ou’re out to impress today, then? Alex said with a cheeky smile.

Leigh tried not to smile back, but she wasn't fully successful. ‘It's just protocol. |
asked to meet. | pay.’

‘Yes, you do,” Alex agreed. ‘And I’m going to exploit it. Most expensive main, bottle
of wine, dessert. | will feast like a sultan.’



Leigh was still trying not to smile. ‘I’ d expect nothing less.’

The waitress appeared, and Alex ordered a steak, along with an eighty-quid bottle of
red. She didn't fancy wine right now, but she was making a point. But then Leigh
ordered lobster, and Alex felt rather one-upped.

Sheshould have done that, seafood allergy be damned. Though it might have undercut
her power position to be taken out of the restaurant by an ambulance crew, her head

the size of a pumpkin.

The wine came quickly, and Alex poured a glass for each of them. She held up her
glass. ‘To Isabelle simpending awards,” she toasted.

‘“Why not? Leigh said with an eyeroll, clinking her glass against Alex’s.

Alex took a sip and remembered the last time she’d drunk with Leigh, ten years ago.
A less refined drink, to be sure. Alex felt rather maudlin all of a sudden. Christ, the
wine couldn’t be taking effectthatquickly, could it?

‘S0, let’s hear it. What’ s thisbig news? Alex asked, pushing away the blues.

Leigh sipped her wine unhurriedly. ‘Bit hungry. Think I’ll wait till my food comes.
I’ spill the beans later.’

Alex shook her head at Leigh. ‘Oh, thisis how we're gonna play, isit? You' re gonna
make me wait for... well, it's gonna be nothing, isn’t it? Let’s be honest.’

‘If you thought it was nothing, you wouldn’'t have come,” Leigh said haughtily.

‘Maybe | just wanted the pleasure of your company, Alex said, letting a drop of
lasciviousness slip into her words.



Leigh took another sip of her wine, glancing around the restaurant as though Alex
hadn't spoken. Alex was taken aback. Whatever game Leigh was playing, Alex
wished she'd get on with it. She was starting to feel... unsettled? Scared, even? No,
not that. Alex wasn't afraid of anyone. She wasn’'t gonna start with Leigh.

‘Well, let’swarm up, shall we? Alex said. ‘| mean, lobster takes a minute. Gotta pass
the time somehow if you're playing your cards close to your chest.’

‘Sure. Let’s get warm. Why don’t you tell me what you’ ve been up to for the last ten
years?

‘“Well, making a boatload of money for a start,” Alex said casually.

That was technically true, even if most of it went straight back into the business.

‘Good for you. | remember that was abig deal for you, being solvent,” Leigh said.

Alex couldn’t read the comment. Was it a dig? Surely, it had to be. Because this
wasn't afriendly conversation. ‘Y ou remember that?

‘Sure,” Leigh said. ‘Your parents were... No, your dad? He had a problem, right?
Addiction issues?

Thiswasn’'t snarky, Alex decided. Leigh was really asking.
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‘That’s correct,” Alex told her. ‘Gambled the housekeeping away regularly like the
bloody cliché he was.’

‘How’s he doing now? Leigh asked earnestly.

‘He'sin GA, so... We'll see’

‘That’ s positive. And your mum? Leigh asked.

‘Remarried,” Alex said briefly.

‘Great,” Leigh smiled.

Alex didn't want to keep talking about her parents. ‘ How about yours?
Leigh let out alittle sigh. ‘ They got divorced afew years ago.’

‘Ah, OK.’

‘I was thrilled.’

Alex nodded. ‘Yes, | canimagine.’

‘Y eah. But then they told me they’ re getting remarried this June,” Leigh went on.

Alex was shocked. ‘ They are?



‘Ain't love grand? Leigh said sourly.

Alex felt aflash of sympathy. ‘ Shit. No chance that’s gonna work out, | assume?
‘Deeply unlikely.’

‘So they’re getting remarried because...’

‘At a guess, they miss the drama. | literally can’t imagine any other reason at this
point. By the time they got divorced, my dad was casually calling my mum Fuckface

on adaily basis. Her pet name for him was Micro-dick.’

‘How do you come back fromthat? Alex exclaimed, more drawn in than she meant
to be.

‘I’'m not qualified to explain that. But | don’t have to. Not my problem anymore.’
Alex nodded. ‘I get that.’

Leigh frowned and took a larger sip of wine than usual. When she'd put the glass
down, it seemed like her entire mood was different. Peppy. ‘ Speaking of acrimonious

divorces, how’ s Isabelle doing?

Alex was jarred by the mood shift but tried to roll with it. *Oh, she’s great. Freedom
looks good on her.’

‘She dating yet? Leigh asked like it was off the top of her head.

But Alex knew better. She laughed. ‘When her divorce isn’t finalised? That would be
abit silly, wouldn't it?



‘People have needs,” Leigh countered. ‘ Especially after abad breakup.’

‘Isabelleis not a cat in heat. She has control of herself.’

Leigh snorted. ‘ That much we know.’

Alex decided to let that one go.

The food arrived. It looked good. Alex realised she was pretty hungry. She began to

dissect her food into small bites, the better to be prepared for curveballs. She
wouldn’t be caught chewing like agoat if Leigh tried to trick her again.
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But a minute passed in silence while both of them tucked into the food. Alex made a
firm decision not to break the silence. Leigh could take it from here, and eventualy,
shedid.

‘S0, yeah, let’s talk about what happens next.’

Alex finished chewing her bite, swallowed, and smiled. ‘What happens next is that
Isabelle leaves your girl exactly where she found her—which is to say in the

doldrums of mediocrity—and goes on to have the career she should.’

‘That’ sthe narrative, isit? That Erin was some sad little waif who wouldn't have had
any success whatsoever without being rescued by Isabelle? Leigh asked snarkily.

‘Pretty much,” Alex shrugged.

“Y ou think that’ s the right way to go? Leigh asked her.

Alex was amused. ‘Y ou don’t?

‘Not my place to question it.’

‘Yet you just did. So, come on, then. Let’s hear it. School me.’

Leigh shrugged. ‘It’sjust, well, | guess | might think that it leaves you open to doubts
about questionable power dynamics within the relationship, wouldn’t you say?

Alex didn’t respond immediately. Because—and Alex would rather have pulled out



one of her own teeth with the lobster crackers than admit this—but Leigh might have
had a small point. Not that Alex couldn’t spin it.

‘Hmm,” Alex said. ‘That’s certainly interesting. And if Erin had been twenty when
they met, I'd agree. But she was nearly thirty.’

‘Twenty-eight.’

‘That’s old enough to know better.’

‘But young enough to be impressed by an established actress trying to get into your
knickers, that’ sfor sure,” Leigh countered.

“Y ouknowit wasn't like that,” Alex said irritably.

‘“You know what Iknow? Leigh said, getting quite pissy. ‘It's that Isabelle has
control of the money, and she’s left Erin without a pot to piss in, even though Erin’s
been earning real money for a decade. But Isabelle took Erin's money just because
shecould. Sounds like a power imbalance to me.’

‘Isabelle hasn't taken anything,” Alex said, waving a dismissive hand. ‘Erin spent
every penny she earned while letting her sugar momma take care of the day-to-day
expenses.’

‘Shespentall her fees? On what?!’ Leigh asked, exasperated.

Alex didn’'t know, so she opted for a snarky reply. ‘ That will be detailed in the court
transcripts, I'd imagine.’

‘“You'reridiculous!’” Leigh said atouch angrily.



Alex knew she was under Leigh’s skin. She didn’t mind that. That flush in Leigh’'s
face, her dark eyes wide with anger, it was a good look on her. It wasn't a far cry
from how she might have looked if... Well. Anyway.

Get your mind out of the gutter, Alex warned herself.Y ou can’'t win against her like
this.

Twenty

Leigh took a moment to gather herself from her ill-advised outburst. ‘Y ou know,
Alex, you redly are avery skilled wind-up merchant. If nothing else.’

Alex laughed. ‘If nothing else? That’s all | can do, isit? She ate abit of steak.

‘I's al you've done to me,’ Leigh told her. She immediately regretted it. Alex
couldn’t know she was getting to her.

But Alex was looking rather pleased with herself, so that ship had sailed. * Can we cut
to the chase? Alex asked.

‘What chaseisthat? Leigh asked, playing for time.

‘What isit you've got for me? Alex asked plainly.
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Leigh tried to summon some bullshit, but it simply wouldn’t come. She slumped in
her chair. Thiswas stupid. She couldn’t do this. Alex wasn't an idiot. She could smell
every attempt to trick her into revealing juicy morsels of information coming a mile

away.

Leigh knew now this was not going to be the way she did things. It smply wasn’t
her. She wasn't sly. Even so, she couldn’t quite bring herself to admit she had no real
reason to drag Alex to lunch.

Leigh looked down at her lobster. ‘You know what? | regret ordering this,’ she
explained honestly. ‘The amount of work you have to do for what you get? | just

don’t think it' sworth it.’

Alex accepted the subject change with surprising amiableness. ‘1’ d swap, but it might
kill me.’

Leigh was horrified. ‘You've got a seafood allergy? Why didn’t you say anything?
Y ou shouldn’t even be at the same table as this thing!”’

Alex shrugged. ‘No, it's OK. It’s not an airborne thing for me. | can be near it.’

Leigh was relieved. But she needed to get the thing dealt with, just on the off chance.
She set to work, snapping, breaking, sucking, getting the thing eaten in haste.

After several minutes of going hard at the lobster, she happened to glance up. Alex
was wide-eyed. Leigh realised how disgusting she was being.



‘I just wanted to get it gone,” she explained. ‘It's a health and safety issue.’

Alex burst out laughing. ‘ That was magnificent. It was like something from a nature
programme.’

Leigh couldn’t help but laugh with her.

Alex looked down at her steak. ‘If we're going feral, this steak may be a bit much,
too. My belt isstraining. You mind if | undo?

Leigh smiled, pleased. ‘Go for it.’

Alex reached down and released herself with anoisy sound of relief. ‘ ThankChrist.’

Leigh noticed an elderly couple shooting them looks. She couldn’t blame them. She
and Alex looked like a couple of utter degenerates. It took Leigh to that night ten
years ago. When everyone was a mess, and not very good at hiding it, either.

Ten Years Ago

Leigh didn't want to tell this story. But she knew it might be worse if she drank
instead of talking, particularly when no one else was being tight-lipped about their
transgressions. They could imagineanythingif she didn't speak. Like she’d murder
some neighbourhood pets or something.

She took a deep breath and let out her most private shame. ‘OK, hereit is, then. Two
years ago, | tried to make my mum think my dad was having an affair.’

The room went silent for a moment. Leigh could feel the sheer disgust. It was fair
enough. It was disgusting.



‘How did you do it? Alex eventually asked, breaking the weighty silence.

‘I bought athong and put it in the glove compartment of their car,” Leigh explained.

‘“What happened? Alex asked.

‘Time went by, and nobody found it. So when it was just me and my mum, |
pretended to find it myself, and | showed it to her.’

‘How did shereact? one of the girls asked, darkly fascinated.

Leigh paused. This was the worst part of the story. ‘ She saw them, and she pretended
they were hers.’

‘Maybe she really thought theywere? Alex suggested.
‘My mother made it very clear on several occasions that she hated thongs. “One-way
ticket to a yeast infection,” she calls them. That’s the reason | chose it in the first

place’

‘So she thought you'd found evidence of infidelity, and then she tried to
protectyoufrom it? Alex said, more of a statement than a question.

Leigh looked at her and opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

‘Jesus, Leigh. That's dark, dude,’ Jacob said quietly. No one else was saying
anything.
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‘Then what happened? agirl asked.
‘Nothing. No one ever said anything about it.’
‘“Wow, man. Just wow,” Jamie said.
Leigh sighed. ‘It was aterrible thing. | know that.’
Jacob turned. * Sorry, Alex, but that pisses all over your hamster.’
Alex nodded. ‘ Totally. We have awinner.’
Leigh was aghast. She shouldneverhave told this story. But it had been her instinct to
be truthful. She was now realising how stupid that was. Why couldn’t she have just
made something up?
The trouble was that the story needed context, and the time to provide it had passed.
Given more time, Leigh would have liked to explain that her father had most likely
been having affairs anyway and that she had found a pair of sunglassesin the car only
weeks earlier while her dad was driving her to school. They were gauche knock-off
Guccis that were not remotely in her mother’s style, and clearly weren't her dad's
either.

‘“Whose are these? she' d asked him. She hadn’t been suspicious, just wondering.

But her dad had snatched them quickly. ‘No on€’'s,” he said and stuffed them into his
pocket.



Leigh knew a guilty reaction when she saw one, and she knew what it meant. She was
angry for her mother. Her mum was no angel, but this wasn’t right. Leigh wanted to
warn her, but she didn’t know how to say it. So she'd recreated the moment, albeit
with aless subtle clue as to what her dad had been up to.

But the moment her mum saw that thong, Leigh saw something in her eyes. A total
lack of surprise. She knew. So all Leigh had succeeded in doing was embarrassing
her, putting a secret out there that her mother had already decided to live with. It was
the first and last time that Leigh had ever tried to pull anything like that.

And now everyone at the party was looking at her like she was a psychopath.

‘I think we'll leave the game there,” Jamie said.

‘Sounds good,” Alex said. ‘I’ m getting too drunk anyway.’

Leigh was sure that the next thing Alex was going to say was that it was time to get
going, that she had an early morning. But instead, she said to her, ‘I'm kind of tired.
Shall we head up to your room?

L eigh was stunned but managed to nod. And up they went.

Now

Leigh was ready to end this lunch and leave with her tail between her legs. With any
luck, she could escape without having to admit this whole thing was afailed ruse. But
she knew in her heart that was a vain hope. Because if Leigh knew anything about

Alex, it was that she could pull the unpleasant truth out of Leigh like arotten tooth.

And here it came. Alex was fixing her with those deep-set grey eyes, leaning across
the table. ‘Look, Leigh... Can we be real? What is this? What are we doing here?



What is it you actuallywantfrom me?

L eigh knew she was gonna have to get honest with Alex. Again.

Twenty-One

Alex hadn’t thought the lunch would end up with Leigh going absolutely bonkers on
the lobster or Alex exploding from her clothes with the sheer force of meat. But it
changed things. The whole energy of the lunch felt altered. You couldn’t see each

other in that kind of state and keep any semblance of formality.

‘Can we be real? What is this? What are we doing here? What is it you actually want
from me? Alex had to ask.

Leigh, wiping her hands on a cloth napkin, struggled to look Alex in the eye. ‘I can’t
tell you. Not in detail .’

‘Why not?

‘Becauseyou'd useiit.’

Alex felt affronted, but only briefly. *You know what, you're probably right,’” she
admitted. ‘1’ m pretty cutthroat.’

Leigh sighed. ‘No. You're just good at what you do.’

Alex was stunned. ‘Was that a compliment?
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‘Yes. Enjoy it.’
‘| am, believe me,” Alex told her happily.

Leigh frowned. ‘Look, you dragged yourself out here, so | guess | owe you
something. But I'll keep itvague, OK?

‘Cool,” Alex said.

‘I brought you here today because | was sort of hoping you'd let something juicy dlip
that | could trade to someoneel seto keep quiet about something | would rather not get
out because thatotherperson is a total dirtbag with no concerns about sticking to the
facts whatsoever.” Leigh finished her run-on sentence and sat back in her chair
breathlessly, worn from exertion.

Alex did the calculations. ‘OK, so, it's got to be about the affair, right? And who'd
trade one juicy tidbit for another? A journalist? She watched Leigh's face carefully
for confirmation. She got it. *And the person hammering me most for interviews has
been vy Coulter, whoisa dirtbag, god love her. So at a guess...” Alex searched, and
the answer came quickly. ‘Wait, did she find the mistress?

Leigh’s mouth dropped open. ‘ For fuck’ ssake. | was so vague!”’
Alex felt excitement bubble up. This was indeed useful info. She should run out right

now and call Ivy to seeif she could exploit this to her advantage. She had a couple of
thoughts on how it could be used already.



But she didn’t move.

It was only then that she understood something she hadn’t before. Leigh’s opinion of
Alex had weight. And the weight of it came from the fact that Alex respected her.
Watching Leigh try to lie and trick Alex and doing such a dreadful job of it spoke to a
strange integrity. Alex couldn’t help but admireit.

It sucked to realise that. Because they were enemies and couldn’t be anything else,
ever. Too much water had passed underneath the bridge to swim back from.

Leigh seemed to be waiting for something. ‘Well? she eventually asked.
‘Well,what? Alex said, topping off her wineglass.

She pointed the bottle at Leigh. Leigh held out the glass while Alex filled her up.
Alex put the bottle down and took a sip. This wine wasn’'t worth eighty quid, but it
was getting nicer by the sip.

Leigh didn’t drink. ‘I’'m waiting.’

‘For what?

“Y our next move,’ Leigh said.

‘My next move is to drink my wine and look at the dessert menu. I’'m already feeling
less bloated. | think | could probably squeeze in a scoop of ice cream—

‘Stopit,” Leigh said, suddenly angry.

Alex raised an eyebrow. ‘What’'s up?



‘I’m not fooled. Y ou’ re gonna do something. What isit?

Alex didn’'t know how to answer her, so she just sat there, slightly dumbfounded.

‘Can you just treat me with some respect? Leigh demanded.

“What makes you think I’m not?

‘Experience,’ Leigh said.

Alex was surprised at how much that hurt. ‘ Jesus, Leigh.’

“Y ouknowwhat I’'m talking about,” Leigh said, her tone darkening.

‘Are we talking aboutthat, then? Alex asked, dlightly frightened. She was changing
her mind about that ice cream. Now, it could only taste bitter.

‘I mean, why not? Leigh said.

Alex had areally good reason why not. But she wouldn’t admit that. Not ever.
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Ten Years Ago

Alex followed Leigh up the stairs and into her bedroom. It was tiny, beige,
unornamented.

‘How long have you been here? Alex asked, thinking maybe she'd just moved in.
‘Since the start of term.’

‘Oh,” Alex exclaimed, sounding more surprised than she meant to.

L eigh caught the tone and looked around her. ‘| guessit’s alittle bare.’

‘Where' syour stuff?

‘In a couple of boxes in the closet.” Leigh touched the back of her neck self-
conscioudly. ‘I wasn't sureif | was going to stay.’

“You're gonnadrop out? Alex asked, shocked.
‘I don’t know. | don’t know,” Leigh said. She seemed quite forlorn.
‘Areyou OK? Alex asked.

Leigh went and sat down on the edge of her bed and turned away from Alex. ‘It's
OK. You can go now.’



‘What? Alex asked, thinking she’ d misheard.

“You think I’'m gross because of that thing with the thong, and | don’t blame you.
Don't feel like you have to pretend.’

Alex had to admit it was not a great story. But it didn’t change anything. ‘Look, you
told me they were toxic. And Iknowhow it feels to be stuck in a situation where you
don’t know where the next shitstorm is coming from. | get wanting it to end.’

Leigh turned to look at her, those dark eyes growing large with amazement. ‘Do
you?

Alex shrugged. ‘ Sure.’

‘But what | did was awful. | want you to know that | know that. I'm not like that,
serioudly. | don't know what the hell | wasthinking,” Leigh said, her eyes glistening.

Alex couldn’t help but go to her, sitting down next to her on the bed and taking her
hand. Leigh let her take it, and they sat there in the quiet for a while. Alex didn’t
know what to do next. It felt [ike amoment that could go in any number of directions.

The only thing she knew was that she didn’t want to be anywhere else. She wasn’t
sure if she'd ever felt that before. There was always something niggling at her—push,
push, pushing, aways. ‘Do more, be more, get more.” But she couldn’t push this
moment. It could break if she did. She was powerless, confused, hopeful, and scared.

So Alex did the only thing that made any sense to her. ‘Can | kiss you? she asked
quietly.

Leigh’s breath caught in her throat. ‘Yes!’



Alex leaned in quickly before she could talk herself out of it. But things slowed right
down the second her lips met Leigh’s. That luscious mouth brought an unknown
peace to Alex, caming everything in her that was scrabbling for control. Kissing
Leigh felt like pure relief.

Alex felt Leigh dlip her arms around her, and she leaned into the hold, wanting to be
in Leigh’s hands utterly. She had never felt so OK with being exactly where she was.

Alex was shocked to understand what she was feeling. Happiness. In this person’s
presence, everything was good. As simple as that. Had she really never been happy
before? She' d felt pleased with herself, she'd felt the high of achievement, she’'d felt
the intense relief of a near miss, but this was different. Alex hadn’'t had language for
it until now.

Soon enough, they fell back on the bed and began pulling each other’s clothes off
urgently. Leigh moved down Alex’s naked body, applying her magical lips to every
inch of her, and Alex sunk ever deeper into the pure sensation of her and into the
unexpected tranquillity of needing nothing except all of Leigh.

She moaned as Leigh pushed down further, to her most sensitive spot, and then it was
happening, the rush of electricity up her thighs, up her body, culminating in a moan
of pure pleasure erupting out of her mouth.

‘Come here,” she said to Leigh, pulling her up to ook into her eyes.
Leigh looked so vulnerable, defenceless. Alex suddenly understood why anyone
called itmaking love. That's what this was. They weren't just rubbing body parts.

They were making afeeling together.

And then Alex said it to her. Something she’d never dreamt she would ever say to
anyone, ever. ‘Can | fal in love with you?
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Leigh smiled wide. ‘Yes, please.’

Alex sighed with relief. All this time, she’'d been waiting for just this and had never
known it.

* k%

Sometime later, Alex awoke.

It took her a moment to realise where she was, but when she saw Leigh’'s slegping
face, it all came back to her. They’d slept together, and now everything felt different.

She watched Leigh sleep as the sun rose, entranced, wondering what came next.
Would Alex change? Become gentler, more open, a gooey, love-up softy? Alex was
amazed to find that the thought wasn't terrible.

Her phone beeped. It was her mother.

Call me.

Alex was immediately pissed off. Reality couldn’t give her aday off, could it?

She crept carefully out of the bed, grabbing a throw blanket off a chair and wrapping
herself to cover her butt-nakedness. She took her phone out of the room, down the

hall, and into an open bathroom. The bathroom was gross, but it wasn't hard to figure
out why—»boys.



Alex rang her mum. ‘ Everything OK?

‘I’'m so, so sorry for texting this early,” her mother said immediately. Her mother was
always apologising and rarely had anything to apologise for.

‘It' sfine. What' s up? Alex asked.

‘I's, umm...” She lowered her voice. ‘I need to borrow some money. Just until
payday.’

Alex tensed. ‘What' s going on?

‘Umm, | lost some money,” her mother almost whispered.

Alex wasinstantly furious. ‘How?

‘It just went missing.’

‘Where?

‘In the house,” her mother said vaguely.

Alex pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘ That fucking bastard.’

‘Alex, come on. It wasn’ tnecessarily—

‘Didn’t you change the locks after he moved out? Alex interrupted.

Her mother sounded embarrassed. ‘Waell, no. It seemed excessive.’

‘No, Mum. It’s never excessive. Not with Dad.’



‘But | don’t think we canassumeit was your dad, Alex,” her mother said weakly.

“You do know it was him, don’t you? Alex asked, frustrated. ‘You're just saying it
might not be him for my benefit, right? Tell me you know it was him.’

‘No, Alex,” her mother said, matching Alex’s anger. ‘He promised me when he left.
He said he was sorry for it al and he’'d leave me in peace. He meant it.’

‘Y es, of course he meant it. Healwaysmeansit. And then he getsitchy.’

‘It'sadisease,’” her mother cried.
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Alex gritted her teeth. ‘1 know.’
‘Like cancer.’

‘Not like cancer. Y ou get cancer, you get treatment. He hasn’t. So it’s not the same, is
it?" Alex realised she was yelling, and she was yelling at the wrong person. And that
person was quietly sobbing. Alex felt fucking awful. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, no, it's OK. I’'m sure you'reright, and I’m being stupid. | guessit’s aways been
hard for me to accept who he is. Even now.” She sniffled. ‘He wasn’t like this when
we met. | guess | can’'t let go of that man. Who he was at his best. | know that he's
still there, underneath it all.’

Alex wanted to scream at her mother. She wanted to call her a naive idiot. But what
was the point? Her mother was born without the ability to see who people were. She
preferred the fantasy. Alex loved her mother but hated that part of her. Because she
would get screwed over again and again. She was her own worst enemy, convinced
she could save everyone. And she couldn’t even save herself.

Somehow, she was getting worse. Her mother had had no choice but to make her
husband leave the house before he made her homeless with his addiction, and
shestillcouldn’t accept he was beyond hope. Alex suspected that her mother secretly
dreamed he' d change and come back, and it would be lovely again. She' d probably
wait forever, and all because he' d pulled the wool over her eyes for ten minutes when
they’d first met afew decades ago. Alex was sickened by the whole thing.

‘How much? Alex asked.



‘Four hundred,” her mother said quietly.

‘I’ll transfer it later today.’

Her mother immediately started backtracking. ‘Actualy, | shouldn’t have asked you;
forget it—'

‘It'sfine, Mum,” Alex said. But it wasn't.

‘Thank you, Alex. | knew | could rely on you. You're agood girl.’

‘Not redly,” Alex said.

“What do you mean? her mother asked, shocked.

‘Nothing. Gottago.’

Alex hung up the phone and sat down on the toilet seat for a pee. Her mind was
awhirl. By the time she' d finished emptying her bladder, she’d come to a decision.

She crept back into Leigh’s room and placed the blanket across a chair. She found her
clothes at the foot of the bed and put them on as quietly as possible. She went to the
door and looked back at the girl who seemed to represent nothing but possibility. She
whispered goodbye to her.

She left the house as the sun rose, and she let herself have a small cry about her
choice on the walk home. It had seemed for a minute there like Alex was going to
know what happiness was, and she was grieving that loss. But her choice was the
right one. Because deep down, she’'d aways known she was her father’s child, and
that her inheritance was selfishness. She wanted more than she had, and she'd do
whatever it took to get it. It was who he was and who she was.



Not Leigh, though. Leigh was sensitive, too easy to hurt. Alex could only break her.
Thank god her mother had reminded her of that. Alex couldn’t believe she'd let
herself forget that love was alie.

Twenty-Two

Things had taken aturn.

Whatever it was that Leigh thought she might get from this lunch wasin the rearview.
Now she wanted something else, and she was ready to demand it.

Leigh had been telling herself she was over that thing that had happened ten years
ago because wasn't she supposed to be? It was one night. Nothing in the grand
scheme of awholelife.

But that wasn't true. She’'d thought she' d found someone special that night, only to
realise she'd been tricked. Some part of her had never gotten over it. The wound

should have healed, but sitting in this restaurant with Alex, she was bleeding freshly.

‘So. Why did you do that? Leigh asked, amazed at her own forthrightness. Maybe it
was the wine, but she felt less timid.

‘What? Alex asked.

Leigh raised an eyebrow at her.

‘Oh.That. Do we need to talk about that? It was about a million years ago.’

‘It was, yes. But | just want to know... Look, | get it. You just wanted sex. But why
would you take it thatfar? Leigh asked.



Alex appeared a little scared, a brand-new look on her. ‘What do you mean? she
asked.
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Y ouknowwhat you said. | know, you know.’

Alex’sgrey eyeslost their usua spark, dimming. ‘Yeah. | know.’

“Why would you say that to someone? Why would you make them think—'
‘| was drunk,” Alex shrugged.

Leigh was surprised to find Alex’s answer quite shocking. ‘That’'s it? You said all
that to me because you were drunk? Wow.’

Alex leant forward and began playing with a saltshaker, staring at the thing like it was
the centre of the universe. *What does it matter? It was only one night.’

‘It mattered, Alex,” Leigh admitted. Because that eighteen-year-old girl was still
inside her, and that girl had her heart torn to bits.

Ten YearsAgo

Leigh blinked, slowly waking. She felt happy immediately. Sure, she was a little
hungover, but that was only her body. In her heart, she felt wonderful.

Alex had seen all of her last night, which included the worst thing she’d ever done.
And she hadn’t looked away. Alex had taken her into her arms and loved her. She'd
made Leigh fed wanted and accepted. Leigh had never felt that in her life. It was
magical.



That magic lasted until she turned over and saw that she was alone in bed. Alex was
gone.

* k%

Leigh sat down in Marketing Metrics and Analysis. Well, slumped might have been a
better description. She didn’t hear a word the teacher said the whole lesson. All she
could think about was Alex.

Where had she gone? Why? It didn’t make sense that she'd left without aword. Leigh
didn’t want to believe that she'd simply been used. It couldn’t be that. There was no
way Alex could look her in the eye and lie like that. Something else had to have
happened.

The trouble was, they’ d never exchanged numbers. There had seemed no hurry to, so
Leigh hadn’t asked. But now there was no number, no address, no nothing. Leigh
only knew one thing: she was on the same degree, albeit in the third year. She had to
be here somewhere. As soon as this lecture ended, Leigh would track her down.

***

‘Hi,” Leigh said to the receptionist, making sure to smile. She was being super normal
right now. Nothing weird about this.

‘Hello,’” the young woman with the nose ring said, never looking up from her phone.

‘Umm, | found a book, a-a-a textbook, umm, for my course.” Leigh was being careful
not to ask anyone specifically about Alex. She didn’t want to seem stalkerish.

Wait,wasthis stalkerish? No. She just needed to talk to the girl who'd asked if she
could fal inlove with her. Alex couldn’t love her until Leigh found her.



‘A book? thegirl replied, slightly confused. ‘ The library isin adifferent building.’

‘It snot alibrary book. I think it belongs to someone in another year. | was hoping to
get it back to them,” Leigh explained.

This was a weak gambit. Because the receptionist could just ask for the book so she
could email the owner to come and pick it up. If she was conscientious.

‘What year? the woman asked.

‘It says Y3 MARKETING.

‘I think they’re in 302 right now,” she said and turned away, not giving a shit, bless
her lazy arse.

Leigh headed to lecture hall 302 and waited outside the door. She could hear a
teacher doing his thing inside. Leigh didn’t know how long the lecture had to go, but
it didn’t matter. Leigh was blowing off her lessons until Alex came out.

It took twenty-five minutes for the class to let out. Leigh watched everyone leave,
frightened, hoping she hadn’t gotten this wrong, that she wasn't an idiot. That Alex
would explain that this was all a misunderstanding.

After a throng of people passed through the door, Alex appeared at last. She didn't
see Leigh.

Leigh swallowed her fear. *Alex!” she called.
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Alex turned to the sound of her name, and they locked eyes. And in that moment,
Leigh knew she was stupid. Because Alex looked unhappy—frightened even—the
moment she realised Leigh had tracked her down.

Leigh didn't say anything else. She simply turned and walked away. She knew. She
didn’t need to have a humiliating conversation to confirm anything.

She went home and lay down on her bed and cried and cried.
NOW

Leigh looked at Alex across the table, the woman she' d never expected to see again.
‘Itmattered, Alex,” she repeated.

‘But, err, you stayed on the degree? Because | was a bit worried about that,” Alex
replied.

Leigh laughed. ‘What? Y ou wereworried?!’

‘I mean...” Alex seemed to be on the verge of saying more, but then she looked back
down at her new best friend, the saltshaker. * A bit.’

Leigh snorted bitterly. ‘Yeah, | stayed. Because | didn’t have another plan.’
‘But it worked out, | guess,” Alex said, still not looking at her.

‘Intime, | settled into it,” Leigh told her.



It had been a close-run thing, though. The Alex thing had nearly sent her over the
edge. And then, somehow, she'd started to feel angry at Alex. Leigh decided that she
didn’t deserve the power to ruin her life. So she stayed, figuring she needed to prove
to herself that she could see things through despite her pain. Because that was what
lifewas, wasn't it? A slog through shit.

With time, Leigh had learnt to trust again, somewhat. She'd even found love a few
times, though it hadn’t lasted. But no one else had ever made her fedl like love could
change everything. It was the cruellest thing anyone had ever done to her. Offering
hope.

‘I"'m glad you figured it out,” Alex said.

‘| don’t careif you'reglad,” Leigh replied.

Alex looked at her and looked away again. ‘I’m sorry, OK? |’msorry.’

‘I don’t accept your apology,” Leigh said, starting to enjoy herself.

Alex deserved this. There had never been a single consequence for her until now.
And she deserved to hurt a bit. She deserved to be uncomfortable. She deserved to
know she was dogshit.

‘| guessthat’sfair enough,” Alex said.

The waiter came to see if anyone wanted dessert. ‘I’ m good. | think we'll just take the
bill,” Alex replied hastily.

The waiter nodded and | eft.

‘| assume that’s OK with you? I’'m sure we' ve both got things to get on with? Alex



checked.

Leigh nodded, ready to release Alex from this lunch of recriminations. There was
nothing more to be gained. ‘ Of course.’

The waiter came and placed the bill down, leaving them to deal with it. Alex grabbed
it.

“What are you doing? Leigh asked.

‘I think | should pay. For wasting your time today.’

‘| wasted my own time,” Leigh said. ‘ Give me the bill.’

‘No,” Alex said, placing a credit card in the folder. ‘I’ ve got it.’

‘If you think this makes up for anything at all...” Leigh said.

For the first time in a few minutes, Alex looked her square in the eye. ‘lIknowthat.’
She licked her lips nervoudly. ‘If it's any consolation, you had a near miss, anyway.’
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Leigh was bug-eyed with astonishment. ‘Oh, | see. Y ou did me afavourby promising
me the earth and then buggering off before the sun came up, did you?That’ syour

spin?

‘It sjust the truth. It wouldn’t have worked,” Alex said confidently.

Leigh’sanger was renewed. ‘ You're so full of shit.’

Alex nodded vehemently. ‘Yes, | am. | always was. And you found that out quickly.
That was best in the long run. That's all I'm saying. | could have wasted a hell of a
lot more of your time, and I’'m glad | had enough self-awareness to know that, at

|east.’

That confused Leigh. ‘What does that mean? Waste my timehow? Y ou were never
going to stay. You were just drunk. How does that involve self-awareness—

‘| don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Alex said, waving the bill.

She caught a waiter’s eye, and he came over with a card machine. She tapped in her
details and paid up.

When he left, Leigh couldn’t help herself. ‘Alex, just tell me what you mean.’
Alex got her stuff together and started to stand. ‘I’ ve got to go.’

And she amost did. But then her phone rang.



Twenty-Three

Alex was freaking out. She needed to get the fuck out of this restaurant. Everything
was going sideways. Her mouth, her oldest, most reliable friend, was doing her
wrong. It was saying the real things, letting things dlip that were never supposed to be

said, ever.

Alex didn’t even like to think about that time. And now here she was, loose-lipped in
front of Leigh, her mouth running away from her.

Was it the steak? Was she meat drunk? This was the last time she ordered medium
rare, she vowed.

She started to get up from the table, fully intending to flee the restaurant at speed
when her phone rang. She checked the screen. It read LYING THEIVING
SPERMDONOR. What the hell? He never called.

‘Who isthat? Leigh asked, catching sight of her screen.

‘My dad,” she said, now standing.

‘Areyou going to get it? Leigh asked.

The phone stopped ringing, and the decision was taken out of Alex’s hands. ‘I guess
I’ll call him later,” she said, no intention whatsoever of ringing him.

He was probably doing his gambler’ s anonymous amends and had worked his way to
his child. Well, sod that. He could tell it to her answering service.

‘Anyway, | guess I’ll seeyou at the party...” Alex started to say.



Then her phone buzzed, and a text preview lit up the screen.Call me! It’s urgent!

Alex felt panic. ‘Urgent? she muttered.

Leigh heard it. ‘What's up? Something wrong? She sounded more concerned than
Alex had any right to expect.

‘| don’'t know. Maybe,” Alex admitted. ‘I don’t know if... |...’

‘Sit down and call him right now. Find out,” Leigh instructed her.

Since Alex wasn't sure what to do, the command was a mercy. She sat down, ringing
her dad back. ‘What’'s up? she asked.

Her father spoke uncertainly. ‘Alexandra, Ummm, hi. | just... I'm sorry. | didn’t
know if you knew... Well, you can’t know, can you? It only just happened...’

‘What? Alex demanded.

“Y our mum’sin the hospital. She fell and hurt her head. She went into a coma.’
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‘WHAT? Alex screamed. ‘When? What hospital!’
‘Medford City. Can you come there now?
‘I’'m coming.” She hung up the call.

Right away, she tried to order an Uber on her phone. But her thumbs didn’'t seem to
be obeying her, the little fuckers. She accidentally opened Uber Eats instead.

‘| don't want teppanyaki; | want a fucking cab!” she muttered, frustrated, close to
tears.

‘Alex? Leigh asked. ‘Do you need me to get you a cab?
Alex looked at her. ‘Yes, please.’

*k*

Five minutes later, Alex and Leigh were in the back of a cab. Alex didn't exactly
know why Leigh was here, but she was glad she was. Alex had now caimed down
enough to explain what her dad had said.

‘Shefell? Leigh asked.

‘Yes. | have no fucking idea how my dad would know that, but that’s what he said.’

Leigh nodded. ‘1t’ll be OK.’



Alex knew Leigh was saying that to be comforting, and she didn’'t actually have the
dlightest fucking idea how this would pan out. But Alex had to admit, it lowered her
panic a smidge.

“Y ou don’ thaveto come,” Alex told her.
‘I'll just get you there, OK? Leigh said.
That wasn't as crazy an offer as it should have been from Leigh. She might have

hated Alex, but Leigh was, at heart, the sort of person who would escort an enemy to
the hospital if they needed it. Alex knew that much.

***

It took a minute to find the right ward. The hospital was a labyrinth, and she was still
struggling to get her brain to function properly. But Leigh took over the map reading
and led Alex right to her father.

Alex rushed up to him. ‘What the fuck!” she greeted him.

Her dad looked tired and old. Alex hadn’t seen him in afew years, and he was greyer
than the last time she'd clapped eyes on him.

‘Shefell inthe bath,” he explained. * She wouldn’t wake up.’
‘And it'sacoma? Alex checked.

‘Yes.

‘Fuck.” She gave him a searching look. ‘What the hell were you even doing there?



He looked sheepish.

‘She’sremarried,” Alex growled.

‘I know,” he said apologetically.

Alex didn’t care what he’'d been through today, she was furious at him. ‘You
justcouldn’tleave her alone, could you? When you get that bottomless mark, that
endless supply of cash and sympathy, you have to keep your clawsin, right?

‘Don’'t talk to melike that. | love her!” her dad said, raising his voice.

In anger, he looked younger and towered a little bit higher. For a split second, Alex
felt fear. Before remembering she wasn't a child anymore. If she ever had been.
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‘Does Rick know what you’ ve been up to? she demanded.
‘He'sno angel,” her dad sputtered.
‘Oh, it wasRickthat cracked open my piggybank and took the contents to the bookies,
was it? Alex said, taking a step toward him, squaring up. She wasn’t sure what she

was doing, but things were getting away from her.

Her dad leant back dlightly. ‘1I’'m in Gamblers Anon, now, Alex. | haven't touched a
bet in years.’

‘I’ve heard that before,” Alex said.
‘Alex,” Leigh said behind her. ‘Let’s go see your mum, OK?

Alex turned to her, realising that in her tunnel vision, she'd forgotten Leigh was
there. She was flooded with shame that Leigh was seeing this. Y ou should go.’

Leigh nodded evenly. ‘I can do that.’
‘Then do that. Thisisn’t your problem,” Alex said, hating herself.

‘Jesus, Alex. Take a breath, would you? her dad said. *Your friend is trying to help

you.

“Shut the fuck up,” she told him quietly over her shoulder.



‘I wish I'd never caled you,” he sneered. Y ou don’t deserve to know anything. Y our
mother would be ashamed of how you' re behaving.’

For some reason, that wasit. Thered line. Alex turned and slapped her father.

The next few minutes were chaotic and blurry. Security guards appeared from
seemingly nowhere and bodily dragged Alex down the hall. Severa people were
yelling, and Alex thought she might be one of them. And then she was back in the
foyer, gected through the sliding doors.

‘Fuck’s sake, | need to see my mother! She's in a fucking comal’ Alex yelled from
the street.

The security men stood in front of the door and folded their arms into imposing
positions. ‘Y ou're not allowed in. Try again, and the police will be called.’

Alex stood there impotently, realising she'd fucked up. Her mother was in there in
who knew what condition, and she couldn’'t see her or find out anything. Alex had
never felt so utterly out of control. She didn’t know what had come over her.

She wasn't sure what to do now. She couldn’t go in, but she couldn’t leave either.
She was stuck. She didn’t know what had become of Leigh; she’d probably legged it
when things got physical. A wise move.

Alex decided to move farther away from the doors, finding a bench to park herself on
while she called the hospital to get some information in the only way left. But ten
minutes later, she was still bouncing around the hospital switchboard. She couldn’t
seem to find anyone who could give her an update on her mother.

She was on hold with the sixth person when the tears came. Someone sat down next
to her, and she hoped to god that some stranger was not about to comfort her. That



was the last thing she needed.

But it was Leigh. ‘Your dad had it wrong,” she told Alex. ‘ The coma was medically
induced to reduce the blood pressure in her brain. She cracked her skull, and there
was some swelling. But things aren’t getting any worse, and the doctors say that’s a

good thing.’

Alex stared at Leigh. ‘Oh.” She wiped the tears from her face and took a deep breath
of relief. ‘Really?

‘They’re going to give her aday under and then bring her out of it. But the prognosis
is positive.’

Alex realised she was still on hold and hung up the phone. ‘ Thank you.” Something
occurred to her. “Why would they tellyouall that?

‘Because | told them | wasyou,” Leigh smiled timidly. ‘1 hope you don’t mind.’

Alex didn’t mind at all. But she was a bit baffled. ‘Why did you stay? | told you... |
wasrudeto you.’

‘Because | get how complicated it was,” Leigh said. ‘I might have lost it too in that
position. That doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to know how your mum’s doing. Y our
dad was a dick to say that to you.’

Alex marveled at Leigh. ‘| don't deserve how kind you're being.’

Leigh smiled. Y eah, maybe not. But you're getting it anyway.’

Twenty-Four
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Leigh needed to go. This weird blip in her war with Alex was drawing to a natural
close. And shewouldleave—in a minute.

‘What are you going to do now? she asked Alex, who was looking in a compact
mirror, dabbing at herself, tidying up what had been cried away.

‘I’'m going back to work. I'll come back later, hopefully after a shift change,” Alex
said, snapping the compact close.

“You're going back to work? Leigh asked, reminded with dread of the article that
would hit the internet at some point today and completely ruin her client’ s chances of
coming out of thisalright.

Alex shrugged. ‘I honestly don’t know what else to do. I'm no use here, that’s for

sure.

‘Mmm, well. I’'m sure you'll have plenty to do if you'd rather keep busy,” she said,
tired a the thought of what the rest of the afternoon would hold her. People
hammering her for a quote, Erin probably on the phone in tears. It would be a shit
show, alright.

She was gonna have to agree to that article if there was time left to do it. Fuck. She
knew Erin was gonna would need to explain herself eventually, but of all people to
give the first interview to... Leigh was gonna have to prepare the ever-loving Jesus
out of Erin to have even asmall chance of coming out of it OK.

Alex, asthough reading Leigh’s mind, suddenly perked up. ‘Oh, | forgot. Ivy’s gonna



drop a bomb of shit any minute, isn’t she? I'll need to be ready for that. | need to get
my staff to prepare aresponse.’

‘Y eah, metoo,” Leigh said atad miserably. This day had truly gotten away from her.

Alex’s sharp grey eyes suddenly gave Leigh the most inscrutable look. It made Leigh
feel nervous. ‘What? she eventually asked anxioudly.

Alex groaned like she was annoyed about something. ‘Wait here a minute.’

She stood and walked a few feet away and made a call, her back to Leigh. Leigh
watched her back in befuddlement, totally unable to discern what she was doing.

Alex ended the call and came back to the bench, sitting down. ‘1vy’s full of shit. The
mistress is keeping her mouth shut.’

Leigh nearly fell off the bench. *What?!’

‘Y eah. She had the name, that’s all. She knew it would be enough to trick you into
getting Erin to give her the exclusive!’

‘Shetold you that? Leigh asked, till shell-shocked.
“Happily. | think she was quite pleased with herself. Which | guess she had aright to
be, considering it worked. Y ouweregoing to agree to an interview with her, weren’t

you? Alex asked.

‘| was,” Leigh admitted. She couldn’t believe she was out of thisfix just like that. She
looked at Alex in wonderment. ‘Why would you help me like this?

Alex rolled her eyes. ‘I thinkthat’ sobvious. But we're square now, OK? For today, |



mean.

Leigh nodded. After a beat, she raised an eyebrow and asked, ‘Did she giveyouthe
name?

Alex grinned, her usual cocky self again. ‘Of the mistress? Now, that would be
telling, wouldn’t it? She stood up and straightened her coat, giving Leigh one last
sassy look. ‘Leigh, you've got a lot to learn. I'd haveneverfallen for that crock of
crap.” Alex walked off, laughing to herself.

Leigh watched her go, bewildered. A couple of hours ago, Leigh had known exactly
who Alex was. But that Alex wouldn’'t have helped her out for any reason at all. So
L eigh was back to square one with her.

Not that it mattered because al Leigh wanted to see in her now was a professional
rival. A rival whose arse she was going to kick into outer space.

She called Erin. *Hi, Erin. Everything OK?

‘“Yeah.” She paused. ‘| mean,isit? she asked, suddenly worried.

‘It's all good,” Leigh assured her, thrilled not to have to deliver bad news. ‘But we
need to get you ready for Selma Haynes, OK?

‘| think I'm ready.’

‘Not yet, you're not,’ Leigh said gently. ‘But you will be. We're going to get this
right, Erin. We're gonnatalk about every detail and get you in the right headspace to
handle this. If we can do that, people will see thisinterview and have no option but to
see you as you truly are: a human being in a difficult situation who made a mistake.
But the important thing is transparency. It's the only way out at this point. We're



going the integrity route.’

‘If you think so, Leigh,” Erin said. ‘| guess |’ ve got to trust you.’

‘Yes, you do. Because that's the exact opposite of what your soon-to-be ex-wife is
going to do.’
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‘Which iswhat? Erin asked.

‘She’ s going to try and bribe her way into a bunch of awards.’
‘Sheis? How do you know that? Erin asked.

‘| got an invite to the bribe party.’

‘Areyou going?

Leigh smiled to herself. ‘Damn right. Someone’s got to be there to witness the vile
display. If only so | can plan my next move,” she said.

That was true, but it wasn’t the only reason she wanted to go. However, Leigh wasn't
quite ready to deal withthatjust yet.

Twenty-Five

‘But you'redefinitelyOK? Alex asked her mother over the phone a few days later.
She' d never gotten back in to see her at the hospital because she'd been put on alist
and banned from the premises. But Alex had called them alot. To the extent that she
knew not only the moment her mother was revived but the full details of her every
waking moment, including anything she ate and every time she pooped.

‘Yes. Got home this morning,” her mother said. ‘I feel well rested from the coma.
Best night'ssleep I've had in years.’



‘And Rick’ staking care of you?

‘Yes, heis’

‘Is he standing in the room? Alex checked.

“He' s nipped out to the shops for tea bags.’

‘Great, so your new husband is not going to hear me when | ask what the hell is going
on with your old one? Alex asked casually.

There was a silence, and then her mother said, * Maybe I’ m notthatwell.’

‘Mother...’

‘Look, | know thisis hard for you to understand.’

‘That’strue,” Alex responded.

‘I made amistake, OK?

‘Why? What is it about him that's just so fucking irresistible to you? Alex
demanded.

“You don’t quit loving someone because the marriage ends,” her mother said. ‘Love
doesn’t work that way.’

“Y ou cheated on your current husband. What aboutthatlove?

‘Oh, Alex! You couldn’t understand it,” her mother cried.



‘“Why not? I’'m an adult. Lay it out for me. Why would you sleep with that scumbag?
Alex asked evenly.

“Y ou’ re talking about your own father,” her mother said, appalled.

‘That’s exactlywhyl get to talk about him like that,” Alex reasoned. ‘Because he
fucked me up.’

‘He didn’t fuck you up,” her mother retorted angrily. *You'refine. You're good.’

‘I’m not fineorgood,” Alex spat angrily.

‘Why? What' swrong? her mother asked.
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‘Oh, nothing. | just can’'t love anyone, that’'s all.” The words were out before Alex
even knew she would say them.

‘Isthat true? her mother said unsteadily.

Alex considered backtracking. But what was the point? ‘Y es.’

Her mother didn’'t say anything for the longest moment, and Alex thought she was
probably crying. But then she spoke, and there was no wobble in her tone at all.
‘Alex, that’s bollocks,” she said with iron certainty.

‘“What makes you so sure? Alex asked, taken aback.

‘Because you loveme.’

Annoyingly, that was true. ‘ That’ s different, though,” Alex pointed out.

‘It'snot, actually,” her mother said passionately. ‘When you put the sex stuff aside,
loving a parent or a child or spouse isn’t al that different. It contains al the same
feelings. So | know you can love. The same as your father can.’

‘Yes, well, that’ s great. Because he's a piece of shit, isn't he?

‘Yes, Alex, OK? Do you want me to admit that? He is. But guess what? Y ou’ re not.’

‘Thanks, Mother, but...’



‘No! You're not listening. | know you're a very focused person, and you go after
what you want. But that's OK because you're till there for me, no matter what’s
going on in your career. Iknowl! can rely on you. | never had that with him. So don’t
tell me you're like him because | willneveragree.’

Alex was shocked. Her mother always stood up for her dad, and Alex thought that
meant she couldn't see his flaws. Which Alex also thought meant she couldn’t
seeanyone’ sflaws. But she saw hisand Alex’s, and she thought they were different.
‘Mother, | haveto go,” Alex said quickly.

‘Oh, by the way, | got those flowers you sent yesterday. Verythoughtful .’

‘Mother, | haveto go!’ Alex almost screamed.

She put the phone down at sixes and sevens. She went back to doing what she' d been
doing before she’d called her mother and had an existential crisis, which was playing
the Selma Haynes thing on her phone on repeat. One particular segment, actually. It

was the worst bit or the best, depending on your perspective.

‘She never liked me to have separate friends. My friends could only be her friends;’
Erin said.

‘And how did she do that? SelmaHaynes asked, her head cocked in concern.
‘Every time | mentioned a friend, she'd talk badly about them. Until | didn’t want to
mention them. And then it was, “You’ re going out withthem? Y ou need to be back at

thistime, and | want you to text me every hour.”

‘And how did you feel about that? Selma asked.



‘| didn’t likeit,” Erin said, swallowing. ‘But she assured me it was for my safety. She
kept saying there were plenty of people who would like to get to her through me.’

‘So you did it? Selma asked.

‘Yes. But one time, | forgot to text, and the time got away from me. | was twenty
minutes late, | think. | went to the bar to get around, and my card was cancelled.’

“She was able to cancel your card? Selma asked, shocked.

‘She told me it would be easier to have everything joint because she made more than
| did, and she wanted me to have anything | wanted. So if | wanted something |
couldn’t afford, | could still have it. Seemed like a sweet gesture at the time, so | said
yes.

“Until you didn’t do what she wanted.’

Erin nodded grimly. ‘Exactly.’

‘And what happened next? With your friends? Did they ask about what happened
with your money?

‘I lied and said it was a banking error. | don’t know if they bought that, but it didn’t
matter because | stopped seeing them anyway. It seemed easier not to create another
situation where Isabelle could humiliate me.’
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The video paused as a call came through.

‘Hi, Isabe—" Alex began, but she never quite finished the third syllable because the
bearer of the name was on one.

‘Well?!" |sabelle screeched. ‘I’ m waiting to hear from you!”’

Alex had been mulling, possibly delaying, her next move. ‘I’ ve thought it over, and
no, | don’t think we should sue. Not right now.’

‘| don't agree,’ Isabelle said instantly.

‘Yes, well, | can understand why. But you can’t jump into defamation suits. They're
tricky. They don’'t always go the way you expect.’

‘But we have to do something!’

‘Look, she did admit the affair, so—' Alex began, but again, the sentence wasn't
allowed to cometo afull conclusion.

‘They barelytouchedon it,” Isabelle screeched again. ‘Selma Haynes didn’t give a
crap; she was too busy buryingme.’

‘| rediseit’s not—'

‘She’s dandering me, Alex. Do you have any idea how it feels to have the entire
world think you’ rethis?!’



Alex didn’t, but she'd seen it happen in front of her plenty of times, so she had an
idea of how Isabelle was spinning out right now. She might want to react in haste, but
Alex knew that was a mistake. ‘L ook, | think we just need to...’

The door of Alex’s office banged open, and Isabelle walked right in. ‘Just need to
what?!’ she demanded.

‘Jesus!” Alex cried, clutching her chest in shock.

Baker popped his head around the door behind Isabelle. ‘Got Isabelle for you,” he
announced.

‘| can seethat, thanks,” Alex said sarcastically.

‘Well?!’ Isabelle demanded, her face practically purple.

Alex leaned back in her chair, mildly terrified. ‘ Sit down. Let’stalk.” She gave Baker
anod, and he shut the door behind him.

Isabelle put her hands on the back of the chair and leaned over it, towering and
intimidating. ‘ Thisis no time for talk. We need to act now.’

Alex decided she was not having this sort of thing and stood up, now pretty pissed
herself. ‘Actually, this isexactlythe time for tak. You and | need to have a
conversation.’

| sabelle looked surprised. ‘ About what?

‘I think you know what | have to ask now.’

‘For fuck’s sake, Alex. | don't havetime—'



Alex didn’t give a shit about what she had time for. ‘Isabellel Just be straight with
me. If there' struth in this, | can’t go on with you. So. Isthere?

‘“You care? If | did this? It matters one way or the other to you? Isabelle asked her,
her decibel level dropping severa notches.

‘Fuckingrightit does,” Alex said, surprising herself.

She' d always thought the truth wasn’t her business, and her only job was figuring out
how to sell the client. But this was different. She couldn’t stomach knowing it might
be true.

| sabelle smiled as though relieved. * Good. I'm glad. Because it didn’t happen.’

‘It'salot of detail,” Alex said.

‘| should think so,” Isabelle agreed. ‘It happened to afriend of Erin’s.’



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:06 pm

That took the wind out of Alex’s sails. ‘What friend?

‘It was a man named Matthew Downing, an actor she knew from drama school. A
boyfriend of his did everything she’s describing.’

Alex hoped Isabelle was telling the truth, but Alex would have to do due diligence.
‘Risky to use afriend’ s story. Mathew could easily talk.’

‘He certainly could if he was alive. But he died afew years ago. Cancer.’

Alex sat back down in her chair. ‘ Thisis afucking mess.’

|sabelle seemed to calm down. ‘It certainly is” She sat down, crossing her legs.
‘Look, | know what | am, OK? | know full well. I'm difficult, cold, maybe a bit
mean. But | didn’tcontrolher. | would never want a marriage like that.’

Alex swallowed thickly. ‘OK.’

‘OK? You believe me?

‘Yes,” Alex said. For now, she had decided to accept it until proven otherwise. *Now,
| have work to do. And so doyou. Can you go and file for divorce, please?

That took Isabelle by surprise. ‘What?

‘As quickly as possible. This needs to happen now, or people will wonder why you're
dragging your feet,” Alex told her. ‘They might even think you' re keeping her tied to



you on purpose, which would back some of the things she’ d been saying.’

‘| was dragging my feet because of emotional pain, but | guess nobody cares
aboutthat. I’ll get it done.’ Isabelle walked out.

As soon as she was completely out of the office, Alex went out to reception to talk to
Baker.

‘| need aprivate investigator,” she told him.

‘What you need is aPA,” Baker replied snottily. ‘I’m up to my eyeballs as it is. That
fucking phone will not stop ringing. | can’t keep doing everything.’

‘I know,” Alex agreed apologetically. ‘And Iwillget one. But not right now, OK? |
need to hire someone to check a name Isabelle gave me...’

‘Matthew Downing? Baker sighed.

‘I need athicker door,” Alex mused.

‘So that’sit? If an investigator can confirm Isabelle’ s story, you' re pressing on?

‘No. I'm also going to talk to this mistress, too. She'sthe key to this,” Alex told him.

‘Do you have her name?

Alex dtill didn’t. Despite Ivy Coulter’s cackling description of her own trickery, she
still wouldn't give the bloody woman up. ‘No, but I'll get it,” she vowed.

‘“What about the party? Baker asked.



‘The party goes ahead,” Alex said quickly.

Baker was staggered. ‘ I's anyone even gonna come now that all this stuff is out there?

‘They’ Il gobecausethis happened. People love scandal. Whether or not it wins her the
award votesis a different matter.’

‘So how are you gonna hit back at Erin?

‘Sideways,” Alex told him.

She had to. She couldn’t attack her directly. Not until she knew it was right to.

‘How?
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‘I want Isabelle to do press for a movie she shot last year about a bad marriage.
|sabelle plays someone married to a scumbag liar. She can do interviews and talk
about how she connected with her character on a deep and personal level, which will
be a great way for her to allude to Erin being the real bad apple in the relationship
without really saying it. The internet will love it. Way more than some boring press
release refuting the clams.’

Baker was confused. ‘What movieisthat?

‘It doesn’t exist. | thought that was obvious,” Alex said.

‘“What? How are you going to...’

‘I'll figure something out,’ Alex assured him. She wasn’'t totaly convinced of
Isabelle’s story, but for now, she had to proceed as though she was. Until evidence
proved it one way or the other. If it turned out that Erin was telling the truth, Alex

would drop Isabelle like a bad habit.

But if not, then Alex would attack Erin with everything she had. Nothing was worse
for the cause than a pretend victim. Even worse if they stole the story from areal one.

The trouble was, Alex didn't have the first fucking clue who the real victim was
anymore.

Twenty-Six

‘Three offers? Really? Leigh asked over the phone the day after the Selma Haynes



interview had aired.

“Yep. In one morning,” Erin said, her tone light and chipper.

Leigh hadn’t ever actually heard her sound happy before. It was quite adifference.

‘That’s great, Erin. I'm glad it's all happening so fast for you. You deserve to get
back to what you do.’

“Y ou don’t know how great it feels to know there’ swork for me now.’

“Y ou should take as much work as you can,” Leigh advised. ‘ Get back out there. It's
good for people to know that the industry took your side. Asthey should.’

“You were right, Leigh. This changed everything. People are getting in touch, old
friends | haven't seen in ages.” She breathed. ‘I should have done this years ago. |
feel like my lifeis starting again. I’ d forgotten it could be like this.’

‘Old friends? | like the sound of that. It would be great to be seen out and about with
these old friendsif you'reup toit.’

‘“Whatever you say,” Erin said. ‘I’m so grateful to you right now. | don’t even know
how to say it. | didn't ever want to talk about any of this, and if you hadn’t gotten
Selma Haynes, | probably never would have—not like that. She was the only
journalist who could have brought me back from the dead. Which iswhat | was.’

Leigh was thrilled to hear Erin sound positive. ‘ And now they trust you again. So...
Goget ‘em.”

They hung up. Leigh felt good about this turnaround. Though she didn’t imagine that
was the end of things. No way was Alex going to take this lying down.



Regarding Alex, Leigh still couldn’t shake her confusion about her. She was the
reason the Selma Haynes interview could even go ahead. Which meant that Alex had
shot herself in the foot, and for what? Because Leigh had talked to a doctor for five
minutes?

Leigh’s phone rang, and it was the woman in question.

‘Hi,” Leigh said evenly, totally unable to predict what Alex would be calling about.
The woman was atotal wildcard.

‘Leigh,” Alex greeted her. *Having a good morning?

‘Not bad. How’ s yours?

‘I won't lie to you; it's been a shocker,” Alex sighed. ‘I just had a conversation with
|sabelle. | thought her head was gonna spin fully off her neck at one point.’

‘I’'m sorry to hear that,” Leigh said and then added quickly, ‘For your sake, at least.
|sabelle can go to hell, obviously. Oh, but while I’ve got you, how is your mother

doing?

Leigh heard the smilein Alex’svoice. ‘ She's OK. She came around the next day, like
you said. She's back at home, healing up.’

‘Whosg, err, taking care of her? Leigh asked carefully.

‘Her husband. Hercurrentone, that is.’

‘Does he know... anything?
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‘If he does, it didn't come from me,’ Alex said vaguely. ‘Anyway, now that the
personal crap is out of the way, let’stalk business.’

Leigh rolled her eyes. * Of course.’

‘“Though it relates to my mother. Tangentially speaking.’
‘What?

“Y ou helped me, and then | helped you, right? Alex said.
‘Yes...” Leigh answered wearily.

‘Irepaidthat favour, and | wouldn’'t ever say that | didn’t owe you, big time,’ Alex
said smoothly.

‘I’ve got afeeling that’ s about to be reframed,” Leigh said.

‘“Well, | was thinking that maybe we could keep the spirit of reciprocity going? Alex
cleared her throat. ‘Hands in the air, | don’'t have that name. | admit it. vy didn’t pass
italong,” Alex said.

Leigh could hear she was embarrassed to admit it.

‘No?

‘No. So I'm asking you to giveit to me.’



‘Can | put you on hold for aminute? | need to laugh my arse off,” Leigh replied.

‘“Yeah, | know, | know. But the thing is, it's not... | need it for... semi-personal
reasons.’

Leigh raised an eyebrow. ‘Y ou planning to ask her out?

Alex snorted. ‘Very good.” She cleared her throat again, and Leigh could hear how
nervous she was about this. ‘No, | just... It's... | need to know... | want
toverifythings. Things said in the interview.’

‘For the purposes of 7 Leigh asked.

‘Making decisions about whether | forge ahead in this particular professional
relationship,” Alex said quickly.

‘Oh,” Leigh said. Then sherealised what Alex was hinting at. ‘ Oh!’

‘Yeah. I’'m just doing some fact-checking. This girl should be able to confirm things.
Erin would have talked to her. About the marriage.’

‘Even if | gave you the name, you should know, she's a clam. I’ ve tried numerous
times and can’'t get her to talk to me. A—' Leigh caught herself just in time. ‘I

mean,the mistressdoes not want to be famous. Not like this, at least.’

‘Jeez, | nearly had you there,” Alex laughed. ‘ Starts with an A? That narrows it down.
Could I get asecond letter?

Leigh was chewing it over. ‘| need to think about this.’

‘That’s cool. Can | call you back in two minutes?



Leigh tutted. ‘Alex, | will callyouback. And it’s going to be longer than two minutes,
OK? Put the brakes on.’

‘Sorry, it'sjust... | justneedto know.’

‘Well, well, Alex Walker in a moral quandary... Who'd have thought? Leigh said,
enjoying herself.

‘“You can cut that out, Alex replied grumpily. ‘It's just a brand issue. We can’'t
represent the bad guys, that'sall.’

‘| don't believe you,” Leigh said. ‘I think this bothers you personally—which it
should.’

‘Thanks, Mother Teresa,” Alex sneered. ‘ Appreciate the guidance.’
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‘Oof, Mother Teresa? Not a great example of moral fortitude when you dig down into
her. She was far from perfect.’

‘Everyone is, Leigh. That's whyweexist.” Alex hung up the phone on her snappy
comeback.

Leigh was left the way she always felt after talking to Alex—puzzled, stimulated, on
edge, amused, and annoyed. So Alex wanted the name, and she wasn't going to
doanythingdamaging to Erin with it? Could Leigh realy believe that? With Isabelle
up to her ears in the shit, Alex could certainly do with a hail Mary and getting
Amanda’ s name would give her an opportunity to talk the woman into atell-all.

Leigh hadn’t managed to get Amanda to so much as pick up the phone, which should
have been some comfort. But Alex was tricksy, to put it mildly. Leigh wouldn’t put it
past her to squeeze the goods out of Amanda. And a tell-all from Amanda would
offset some of the good that Leigh had managed to achieve with the Selma Haynes
interview. It would muddy the waters, at the very least. It was risking a lot to give
that name to Alex, simply because she asked for it. The request should have been an

easy no.

But it wasn't. For some god-forsaken reason, Leigh believed Alex when she vowed to
use the name only for personal assurance.

Leigh hated that she was even considering this. Alex’s word should have counted for
precisely shit. So why didn’'t it? Why did Leigh want to give her what she’'d asked
for? Leigh could be shooting herself in the foot and the torso, possibly the head. It
was stupid to even consider it.



But... What if Amandacouldconfirm everything Erin had said? Then Isabelle would
lose Alex’s representation. And though there were other PR people out there, Alex
was, well, Alex. Without her, Isabelle would feel like something of a lame duck. It
might even be newsworthy that she’d been ditched. And when one rat leaves the
sinking ship, so might they all. Managers, agents, everyone. It could roll into the kind
of thing that might bury Isabelle completely. Leigh didn’t hate that thought.

When Leigh framed it like that, it was practically agoodidea to give her the name.

Still, she needed to be smart about this. She needed to put some caveats in place that
would ensure Erin’s protection in all this.

Sherang Alex. ‘Y ou can have the name.’

‘Leigh, you won’'t regr—'

Leigh cut her off. *One thing, though. If you can get her to talk to you, which isabig
if, we will see hertogether. Everyone knows everything, or no one knows nothing.’

‘That’s adouble negative,” Alex quipped.

‘Alex!” Leigh snapped. ‘I’ m taking a chance on you.” Leigh heard her own words and
felt immediate embarrassment. ‘On this!” she added quickly.

‘Sorry. Yeah, that's a reasonable ask. Fine. So, gimme the name, and I'll get us that
sit down.’

“You're confident,” Leigh noted.

‘That's how I'll get her,” Alex remarked. ‘Confidence is halfway there, almost
always.’



That caught Leigh’'s attention. ‘So, it's a scam, then? Your confidence is all for
show?

‘Of course,” Alex said easily.

Leigh couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Wow. | wish you'd told me that before. | may have
played things differently,” she said, thinking of the last month.

‘Yeah, well, you can't get someone like you into bed without some smoke and
mirrors,” Alex quipped. Leigh could practicaly hear the regret down the phone a
second later. ‘You didn't meanthen, did you? You meant with Erin and Isabelle’
Alex laughed nervously, an uncommon sound coming from her. ‘Can we erase the
last ten seconds?

Leigh wasn't erasing anything. She'd inadvertently walked into a truth she never
expected to get, and she couldn’'t have left it alone if she'd wanted to. ‘ Smoke and
mirrors? That’s what you think it was that night?

Alex took a pause. ‘I mean, yeah. Y ou wanted someone who knows who they are. |
project that.’

Leigh was shocked by how angry that made her. She would not let the misconception
stand. ‘Alex, | liked you because | could see under that. You know that, right? Y ou
got my attention with confidence, sure. But you kept it by being kind to me. You
didn’t shame me or judge me. You listened. | hadn't had a lot of that. That's what |
wanted from you. The girlunderneaththe razmataz.’

Alex didn’t say anything for what seemed like three hours. And then she said, ‘ So,
you have that name for me?

If Alex wanted to move past an honest moment, there wasn't much Leigh could do



about it. She went with the tide of the conversation. ‘Her name is Amanda Bradley.
Il text you the number.’

‘Thanks, Leigh,” Alex breathed. She hung up.

L eigh texted her the number.Y ou better not screw me, she wrote underneath.

Y ou wish, Alex texted back, back on her usual form.

Leigh could deal with that. It wasn't like it could ever be different. Thiswas Alex in a
nutshell. Emotional truth was like garlic to a vampire to her. Leigh found herself
wishing that weren't so. She believed that underneath all that bluster, someone

special might well lurk. But if she wouldn’t come up for air, then she would
suffocate, replaced by Alex’ s false confidence.
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L eigh shook the conversation off. There was no point in digging into Alex’s damaged
psyche. Leigh had her own to contend with.

But things were about to get interesting, that was for sure. Leigh had rolled the dice
on Alex Walker, and she was about to find out whether Alex had gotten any better at
making good on a promise. Not that it changed anything if she did. Not a thing.
Twenty-Seven

Alex was thrilled that little chat with Leigh had taken place over the phone because
Alex’s mask had really dropped for a second. Eye contact would have made it that
much worse.

But fuck it, forget it, never mind, didn’t matter. Alex had things to attend to. She had
the name and number of the girl from the photo. She also had someone tasked with
investigating Matthew Downing. She was going to get some answersif it killed her.
Alex rang Amanda Bradley.

‘Hello? answered Amanda, the woman of no further mystery.

‘Hi, Amanda Bradley? Alex checked.

‘Yes,” the woman replied, already sounding worried.

‘My nameis Alex Walker. | work with Isabelle Kane.’



Amanda hung up.

Alex had expected that might happen. She had a plan B. She tapped out a text to
Amanda

| sabelle Kane doesn’t know who you are. Yet. Pick up the phone, or I'll give her your
details.

Alex looked at the message without sending it. She deleted it and wrote a new draft.

| know that |sabelle Kane is not a name you want to hear, but I’'m not calling on her
behalf. | need to ask you some questions, but the answers are only for me. Y ou’re the
only person who can provide them, and | need your help.

She signed her name and sent that version, all the while kicking herself. It was a
stupid, weak gambit. The truth? It wasn't her style at all. It was more how Leigh
might have played things.

There was no reply—at first. But after a few hours, lo and behold, up popped a
message.

What do you want?

* k%

A few days later, Alex parked up in front of Leigh’'s office in the near dark of the
evening.

Leigh walked out of the building, and Alex didn’'t look at her waist for more than a
second. She was getting better at controlling herself.



‘Get in, loser. We're going vetting,” Alex called through the window of the BMW.

Leigh rolled her eyes and dlid into the passenger seat. ‘So, where does Amanda
Bradley live?

‘Not far, about thirty minutes.’

‘OK, well, I guess I'll catch up on some work on my laptop if you don’t mind,” Leigh
said.

Alex shrugged. ‘Y ou do you.’
Rain began to fall lightly across the windshield. Alex glanced at Leigh as she pulled
out onto the road. Leigh already had her laptop out and was typing frantically. Alex

was pretty sure she was doing that so they didn’t have to talk.

Alex drove for a while before glancing at Leigh again, wondering if she should
address the tension. It sounded like a pretty terrible idea.

‘| can feel you watching me,” Leigh said, never pausing her frantic typing.

‘I’'mnot..."” Alex began nervoudly.
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‘I’ve got other clients, you know, Leigh said defensively. ‘I don't just run around
putting out Erin’sfires.’

Alex said nothing and focused on the road. Ten minutes later, she couldn’t take the
silence anymore. ‘So, you shocked | got Amanda to talk to us? she asked, trying to

sound light.

‘Not really, no,” Leigh said, a frown line appearing on her usually smooth forehead.
She was dtill staring at her laptop.

Alex felt a deep desire to get her attention from her work. ‘Really? Because | believe
the phrase you used was “Big If.”

‘Y eah, but that was because she said no to me. But you' re not me. So, what route did
you go? You blackmail her or butter her up? Leigh asked casually, finally looking at
her.

‘Neither.’

‘“What then? A secret third PR method I'm sure | wouldn’t have a clue about? Leigh
asked with a smirk.

“Y ou would, actually. | told her the truth,” Alex admitted.
“You did what? Leigh asked, surprised.

The rain outside changed from an occasional patter to afast drumbeat.



‘I was square with her. No point playing this any other way.’

Leigh went quiet. Alex felt herself fretting about what was running through her mind.
Shefelt oddly afraid in general.

Alex supposed what was driving her fear was that Leigh had the ability to induce
someone to say stupid, honest shit. She was just so fuckingearnest. Bullshit seemed to
fall away in her presence. It was a rather terrifying character trait—particularly in
proximity. And Alex had said, ‘Hey, let’s sit in a three-by-three metal cube alone for
half an hour!” Idiot.

‘Hey, so | heard you signed Jeff Banner,” Alex said, just for the sake of having
something light to say.

‘That happened yesterday, but we're not announcing it for another week. How on
earth did you get wind of it thisfast? Leigh asked.

‘| have my ways. Big get, though. Bosses must be pleased.’

Leigh closed her laptop. ‘ Y ou're not going to let me get anything done, are you?
‘Calloway, you gimme theword, and I'll zip it,” Alex assured her.

Leigh chewed that over. ‘Don’t zip anything. I’d love to hear more about this new
movie Isabelle made last year about spousal abuse that I’ m pretty sure doesn’t exist.

Soundsharrowing.’

‘It does exist,” Alex lied, though she was kind of smiling. She liked that Leigh saw
through her ruse.

‘Areyou actually going to get it made just to keep the lie up? Leigh asked.



‘Leigh, the movie exists. But if it didn’t, do you know how many movies don't get
distribution deals? Alex asked. ‘So many movies are shot and never seen. It's very
sad.’

Leigh snorted. ‘Y ou're unbelievable.’

Alex tossed her agrin. ‘1 know,” she agreed.

Leigh started to smile but then looked away like she didn’t want to be seen enjoying
Alex and her filthy methods. But Alex could see she did. It pleased her more than she
wanted it to.

Leigh managed to get the smile off her face and downshifted her tone to dour. ‘We
should probably confer.’

‘ About what?

‘Amanda. We need to be on the same page when we meet her.’

‘I"'m not worried about that,” Alex told her. She smiled to herself. ‘Y ou know what?
I’m glad you're going to be there.’

‘Oh? Leigh replied cynically. ‘Why’ s that?
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‘Because when she tells me she never heard of any emotional or financial abuse, | get
to see your facein real-time. It's gonna be wonderful. | wish | could filmit.’

‘Y ou’recertain, are you? Of Isabelle’ svirtue? Leigh quizzed.

‘Of course,” Alex lied. ‘I mean, she’sno nun. I’'m aware of that. But this shit your girl
accused her of isfucking low.’

Leigh looked at Alex, and she could feel the heat of her examination. It was making
Alex’s neck warm. She kept her eyes on the road.

‘S0, what happens if you'reright? Leigh asked.

‘What do you mean? Alex said, changing gears. She didn’t need to, she just wanted
something to do.

‘WEell, if she’s innocent, the next step is to refute these clams.Directly, | mean. How
are you going to do that if you can’t produce Amanda? If you're planning to keep
your promise to me, you' re locked out of that move forever.’

‘I’ve got something on the back burner. You needn’t worry about that, Alex said,
tossing her a cheeky smile.

The investigator had gotten back to her just this morning and confirmed some stuff.
There was indeed a Matthew Downing in Erin’s past, and he had died of cancer. His
mother confirmed he’ d had an early relationship go bad, too. It was a good sign.



‘“Hmm. What could that be, | wonder? Leigh asked herself theatrically.

‘Don’t waste your time trying to figure it out. I'm utilising info you're not privy to.’
‘Very mysterious.” Leigh paused. ‘Y ou know what? | don’t think you have anything.
| think you just want me to think you do to keep me on my toes. Maybe even trick me
into trading information with you.’

‘Now, why would | do that when | only have to say pretty please? Alex teased.

Leigh snickered. ‘Wow. A little goodwill doesn’t go that far with you, doesit?

‘It went far, believe me. It still does, Alex said, letting herself be sincere for a
moment. Leigh didn’t respond, and Alex felt the need for a dlight conversational
pivot. ‘Whydidyou give the name up, by the way?

Leigh gave her aquick look. ‘ Because you asked nicely.’

Alex rolled her eyes. ‘No, really.’

‘I’'m hoping that when you have to ditch her, everyone else will follow suit, and her
career will be wrecked,” Leigh told her. * Butalso, because you asked nicely.’

‘That’s smart,” Alex conceded. ‘Very smart indeed. Bit of a gamble, though. What if
it goes the other way and you find out Erin lied through her teeth?

‘That wouldn’t be my call,” Leigh admitted.
‘I guess not. | would bet money that woman'’s career is about to take ajump, and with

it, her PR needs. She's about to become a cash cow. Carter and Simon are gonna
want to hang onto her.’



‘Maybe,’ Leigh said, and Alex glanced away from the road to examine her
expression. She looked troubled.

‘Y ou have doubts about her, don’t you? Alex noted.

Leigh looked down at her laptop. ‘It's not my job to have an opinion,” she said
heatedly.

Alex didn't like hearing Leigh say something like that. It seemed wrong. It was fine
for Alex to play the game and talk the talk, but Leigh wasn't Alex. She wasn't so
cynical. Alex hated the idea that could change.

‘That’ s really how you’re going to play this? Bullshit,” Alex asked.

‘It s notbullshit,” Leigh snapped.

‘I know you. Itis.’

True anger dlipped into Leigh’svoice. ‘Y ou don’'t know me.’

Alex didn't want to address that, but she was far from finished with the topic. ‘You
should walk away from that company.’
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Leigh gave a shocked laugh. ‘What?
‘I’m just saying.’

‘And do what?

‘Notthis, Leigh,” Alex said.

‘Are you saying I’'m not cut out for PR? I’ ve givenyoua run for your money,” Leigh
said snippily.

‘That you have,” Alex agreed. ‘I'm not saying youcan't. I'm saying youshouldn't.
It'll change you.’

‘How?

Alex considered her next words carefully.

What she wanted to tell Leigh was that she was honest and vulnerable and better for
it. That she wasn't dead inside and Alex wanted her to stay that way. That Leigh
needed to protect herself from this nasty world.

All those thoughts and more whirled around Alex’s mind, boiling down into one
simple statement, and that statement hovered at the edge of Alex’s lips without quite

breaking free. Maybe it never would have.

But Leigh wasn't letting it go.



‘How, Alex? Tell me what would be so bad about me doing this? sheimplored.

‘Because you' re toogoodfor it!” Alex exploded.

She didn’'t look at Leigh, wouldn’'t meet her eye. She felt panicked, frightened. She
wanted to get out of the car. Which would have been difficult because she was
driving the bloody thing.

Clearly, Leigh was on the same page. ‘ Stop the car,” she said quietly.

Alex instantly pulled over into alayby. ‘I'll call you acab. Sorry. | made it weir—

She didn't make it to the end of the sentence because her lips became otherwise
occupied. Leigh had dragged her by the coat collar to kiss her.

Alex’s brain went to war with itself immediately. The three parts of her mind were all
fighting for control. Her superego said, ‘Stop this. It's a bad idea. Thisisn’'t in the
plan.” While her ego said, ‘You can’t, you'll hurt her.” But her id? Her id said, ‘You
want this. You've wanted it from the moment you heard her name again.” And her id
won.

As the rain hammered down on the BMW in that dark layby, Alex bodily pulled
Leigh across the seat and onto her lap, letting go and giving in to what she had done
everything in her power to deny she needed. Leigh Calloway.

Twenty-Eight

Leigh had officially lost her mind. And Alex was to blame. She was suddenly
there—liketherethere. The woman Leigh had suspected sat under Alex’s brash
confidence had finally shown up, and it was ten years ago, all over again. Leigh saw
her.



Leigh didn’'t even care that they were on a public motorway, albeit stashed in alayby.
Someone could drive by and see everything. Leigh’'s shirt came open anyway. It
might have even ripped a bit, but Leigh was way past caring.

Alex’s mouth moved from hers to her collarbone. And despite the awkwardness of
the location, they were making it work. Alex was making everything work. Leigh’'s
skin was on fire for her.

Leigh’s back was pushed up against the steering, and she could fedl its ridges
pressing into her, but that was fine. Alex’s mouth pushed farther down, below the bra
line, and she was caressing some very sensitive parts with an experienced and skilled
tongue. Leigh didn’t want it to stop.

And then Leigh pushed her back into the car’s horn.

They both screamed, and Alex stopped what she was doing. They looked at each
other for amoment and then broke into laughter.

When the merriment subsided, it was replaced by mild awkwardness. It was too much
eye contact. It seemed to fill the car with doubt.

“Should we have done this? Alex asked, fear in her grey eyes.

Leigh pulled her shirt back together, feeling too naked. She didn’t quite know what
Alex meant. Was she really asking, ‘Should we have done this? Or did she mean,
‘Doyouthink we should have done this? Or—the most embarrassing

interpretation—" Idon’t think we should have done this.’

Mired in ambiguity, Leigh decided to keep her reply vague. ‘I... | don’t know.’
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Alex heaved a deep sigh. *Amanda’ s expecting us.’

Leigh dlid off her lap with absolutely no grace whatsoever and sat back down in her
seat. She buttoned her shirt back up, humiliated, degjected, rejected. ‘Let’'s go,” she
muttered.

Alex nodded and started up the car.

No one said anything else, and eventually, Leigh picked her laptop from the
footwell—where it had fallen during the passionate break in their usual rivalry— and
went back to her emails.

***

Ten minutes later, they pulled up on a small, cheap suburban street. The houses were
pressed together in atight concertina, two up, two down, repeated ad infinitum.

For the first time since the layby, Alex turned and looked at Leigh. She smiled like
absolutely nothing had happened. ‘OK, let’s see who's aliar, shall we? She got out
of the car.

Leigh climbed out next, watching Alex’s well-tailored figure move up the street. And
she knew that there was no chance she would ever understand this person. Alex
Walker was a mystery that refused to unravel. Just when you thought you were on a
straight path to the heart of her, you found yourself on a roundabout, with no clue
which lane you should be in, where the right exit was, your turn signal on the fritz,
and your check engine light going off.



Leigh needed to stop making this mistake with Alex. It would never end well. Alex
was Alex, aone-woman island, and Leigh was done with it.

Shejoined Alex at the door of number eight, Marlington Road.

‘I'll do thetalking,” Alex said.

‘I’'m sure you will,” Leigh said sourly.

Alex had time to shoot her one quizzical ook before they heard the door unlocking.
The door opened, and there she stood—Amanda Bradley, the face that launched a
thousand tweets. She looked like she’d lost some weight since that fateful day in the
private members club. She was washed out, her hair greasy, her clothes not on their
first day.

‘Hi,” Alex said.

‘Comein quickly. It's cold out,” Amanda said.

In they went.

Twenty-Nine

An Alaskan Malamute jumped up Alex’ s front and knocked her on her arse.

‘God, sorry. She's friendly, | promise, Amanda said, trying to pull her off. ‘Betty!
No!" The malamute reluctantly climbed off, and Amanda got ahold of her collar and

began to pull her gently into the kitchen. ‘I’ m just gonna put her in the back.’

Alex got to her feet in the small, dark hallway. She dusted herself off unsuccessfully.



Her beautiful black pure wool maxicoat was now grey with dog hair. She turned and
saw that Leigh had been watching her with alook of smug pleasure.

‘ Adds something, | think,” Leigh smiled.

‘Y eah, the smell of dog,” Alex snarked back.

She was amazed she was managing to be even halfway normal with Leigh. What the
hell had she let come over her in the layby? It was like she was an animal.

WEell, Alex wasn't an animal. Or if she was, she wasn't some humping malamute. She
was a sleek black panther. Or an arctic fox. Anything with akiller instinct and a nice
coat.

Speaking of which, this bloody thing was going to have to go to the dry cleaners now.
She hated looking dishevelled at the best of times. But in front of Leigh, now? It
wasn’'t what she needed. She needed to be Alex Walker, and she wasn't feeling very
much like her right now.

Alex was making mistake after mistake lately. Why? What had broken her stride?

WEell, that was obvious enough.

Amanda came back in, rubbing the back of her neck self-consciously. ‘Sorry about
her. She'sjust friendly.’

‘No problem. So, I'm Alex Walker, and this is Leigh Caloway, she said with a
gesture to Leigh, who gave a smile wave.
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“You’'reErin’ sPR person, right? Amandasaid, looking at Leigh, puzzled.
‘That’sright,” Leigh confirmed.

“Y ou came together? Amanda asked.

It was afair question. The whole set-up must have looked questionable.

‘Well, we're both kind of here for the same reason,” Alex said. ‘1 can explain it all.
Mind if we sit down?

Amanda nodded. ‘Y eah, of course. Come through.’

Alex let Leigh go first. As she followed Leigh, she thought to herself,l had that insane
rear on my lap an hour ago. And | could have had even more.

But it was better to stop before things got even more tangled and confused. Right?

They went into the living room. It was full of cheesy ceramic knickknacks, including
such gems as a little boy fishing off a bridge with a no-fishing sign right next to him
(the rascal) and a cat giving another cat a small love heart. Either Amanda had ironic

decorative sensbilities, or thiswasn’t her house.

Alex and Leigh sat down next to each other on a worn, pleather couch while Amanda
positioned herself on aragged armchair with her legs tucked underneath her.

‘S0, here’ sthe thing,” Alex began. ‘Asyou know, Leigh and | represent either side of



this gplit. But the problem we share is that one of them is lying. So, we're both trying
to figure out what the truth is to determine whether we're going forward with them.
We need to fact-check, and it seems like you're the best place to start. Would you be
OK with that? Alex began.

“You said all this over the phone,” Amanda said, nodding. ‘It’'s fine, | can talk. But |
just want you to understand that if you reveal anything | say toanyone,then | hope
you'’re cool with ruining lives because that’s what will happen.” She glanced around
the shabby living room. ‘Well, more so.’

Alex flicked an eye to a doily on a nest of tables. ‘Thisis your parents' place, right?
Did you have to leave your old place because of the scandal? Go into hiding?

Amanda gave a derisive laugh. ‘I certainly couldn’t keep living where | was, that’'s
true. But I'm not in hiding. It's a lack of options that has me Sleeping in my

childhood bedroom. Sleeping under an NSY NC poster, if you can imagine that.’

‘Well, | know it’s not fashionable to say so, but | personally think “Bye Bye Bye” is
still abanger,” Alex shrugged.

Amanda had to smile. ‘Y eah, maybe.’

‘So, why exactly did you have to leave where you were? Leigh asked, leaning
forward.

Alex had said she’'d do most of the talking, but she didn’t mind. It was her next
guestion anyway.

Amanda looked from Alex to Leigh, goggling. ‘Are you seriously telling me you
don’t know? No one saidanything?



Alex swapped alook with Leigh. ‘Know what? they asked in perfect harmony.

Amanda sighed and rubbed the back of her head. ‘1 was Isabelle and Erin’s maid. |
lived in their house with them.’

Alex wasn't easily shocked, but she had to admit, today was a humdinger.

Thirty

Leigh nearly fell off the couch in astonishment. ‘What? Theirmaid?

Amanda nodded. ‘Y eah.’

Alex jumped in. ‘But Isabelle said she didn’t know who you were.’

‘Isabelleisfull of shit, Amandanoted darkly.

Leigh felt satisfaction take her. Erin had never admitted who Amanda was, so she
hadn’t lied. Isabelle couldn’t claim the same. And her web was about to unravel.

‘See,’ she said with alight rib nudge to Alex. Despite everything that had happened,
she was taking the win.

‘So’s Erin, by the way,” Amanda added, with a sharp look to Leigh.
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‘Huh? Leigh gaped.

Alex threw her aquick grin. ‘Y ou might want to hold back on that victory lap around
the room, Calloway.’

‘Alex,” Leigh warned sternly, and Alex’s smile dropped a fraction, which Leigh was
satisfied to see.

Leigh turned her full attention back to Amanda. ‘OK, we're way more behind than
weredlise. | think it might be wiseif you started at the beginning of this story.’

Amandatook asip of water. ‘Better hydrate, then.” She put the glass back down and
leaned forward in the armchair like a storyteller of old. But this was no fairytale.

‘So, five years ago, | took a job in their house—it was only my second job, | was
nineteen—and for about the first year, it was anormal job. Don’t forget to clean the
tops of the windowsills, don’t let limescale build up on the taps, all the usual stuff.’
‘But then Erin made amove? Leigh prompted.

Amanda shook her head. ‘No, the first one to make a move on me was Isabelle’’
‘WHAT!" Alex exclaimed.

“Y ou were carrying on simultaneous secret affairs withbothof them? Leigh clarified.

‘That’s crazy,” Amanda said. ‘How the hell would that work? | couldn’t possibly



have managed to keep that under wraps with them both living under the same roof.
No, we were all sleepingtogether.’

Leigh let out along, sad sigh. She was not getting a victory today. On the upside, no
one was. It didn’t provide a lot of comfort to know that. Erin should have told her
this. But she’ d kept the secret when she had no reason to protect | sabelle’ s good name
anymore. It didn’t bode well.

Alex wasn't beaten. She was angry. ‘You're fucking kidding? You guys were a
throuple?

Amanda gave the saddest smile Leigh had ever seen. ‘I don’'t think I’d put it like that.
L ooking back now, if I'm honest? | was just atoy they liked to take out sometimes.’

‘And you were OK with that? Alex asked.

‘I thought so at the time. | was even... This sounds silly to say now, but | was
flattered. | was nineteen and kind of a bumpkin. And then these two famous attractive
womenbothwanted me. | thought it meant | was specia.” She shook her head,
embarrassed.

‘But you stayed amaid? Alex asked.

‘Only at first. And then | guess that felt a bit odd to them. So they said | was to stop
working for them and come live with them, staying in the pool house. They even
gave me a credit card for expenses. | was even more flattered by that. | thought it was
becoming serious between us al.” She took a pause and frowned. ‘ Though they asked
me to keep the uniform. They liked me to roleplay that | was still the maid and that |
was trying to seduce Erin. Then Isabelle would do this thing where she pretended to
come home early and catch us and then joinin.’



Leigh grimaced. ‘ That’ s sounds...

‘I know,” Amanda said. ‘Now. But if you'd told me back then it wouldn’t end well,
I’d have said, “You don't get it. We're just having fun.” But when | think about it
now...” She lowered her head. ‘It turns my stomach. | thought it was a game. |
waspretendingto be the maid. But that's all | realy was to them. A servant.” She
looked back up at them, desperation in her eyes. ‘1 thought they cared about me. You
need to understand that. | wouldn’t have stayed if | hadn’t.’

Leigh nodded. ‘ That’s very clear, Amanda. No one here' s judgingyou.’

‘No,” Alex agreed.

“What about your other relationships outside the house? Leigh asked.

‘Oh, they killed all my friendships stone dead, Amanda said flatly. ‘They kept
talking about how | would probably grow out of them. Though, of course, | never
mettheirfriends. But they both had alot of opinions on my old friends, my real ones. |
stopped feeling comfortable mentioning anything, seeing them, anything.’

‘S0, you were isolated?

‘Very much so.’

‘Do you know why they did that? Leigh asked gently.

Amanda nodded. ‘Right at the start, they asked me not to talk about us with anyone,
and | was fine with that. | kept my promise. But | don’t think they trusted me to keep
quiet forever. | think they were worried 1’d tell people what we were doing and ruin

their rep as the perfect couple. So, they wrecked everything that wasn't about them.
They became my whole world. For years, it was just me and them.’



‘“Then what happened? Alex asked.

‘Well, | guess you could say that life imitated art. Because our sex game ended up
playing out in redl life, Amandasaid.
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‘With Erin? Leigh asked.

‘I guess she got tired of sharing her toy,” Amanda said sourly. ‘ She wanted time alone
with me while Isabelle was filming on location. She assured me that Isabelle didn’t
mind that she wanted us to have fun together. And then, right before Isabelle came
home, Erin admitted it was a lie. Isabelle didn’t know and certainly wouldn’t have
liked it. She implied I’d be in way more trouble than her if | said anything. So, of
course, when Isabelle came back, | kept my mouth shut, and everything went back to
normal with the three of us. Well, nearly.’

‘Nearly? Alex asked.

‘|sabell€’ s behaviour seemed a bit more... She started wanting to know where | was
all the time. She would ask for hourly texts when | left the house. “For my safety,”
she said. She said that there had been threats against them as a couple, and she was
worried. But it was only when Erin wasn't around. She was checking we weren't
together without her, | think. One time, | went to the gym, and | forgot to text her. |
tried to pay for lunch afterwards, and my card didn’t go through. | called her and she
said, “I did that so you don’t forget again.”

Leigh swapped alook with Alex. It was afamiliar story.

‘But then Isabelle left again, and Erin wanted the same deal. | didn’'t think it was a
good idea. But she...’

‘She forced you? Leigh asked.



‘Not as such. But she said we'd done it before, and it had been fine. | warned her that
| thought Isabelle suspected, but she said | was worrying about nothing. | said no at
first, but she just kept talking and talking about how much she wanted me and how
irresistible | was to her. She also hinted that she wanted to leave Isabelle for me. She
wore me down.” Amanda took another sip of water. ‘And | started to think maybe
itwaslove she felt?

‘But what about you? How did you feel? Leigh asked her.

‘It sounds crazy now, but | didn't pay that much attention to what | wanted. It just
seemed like | should be grateful for whatever | got from them. And | didn’t have any
other options at that point. | didn’t want to come crawling backhere, that was for
sure,” she said, looking around at her parents' living room. ‘ So, | just let things roll on
in the way | was used to. Erin kept talking about us leaving, but she said she was
waiting for the right time. She wasn’t in afinancial position to leave yet.’

‘But she wasworking, right? Making money? Leigh asked. This part had never made
total senseto her.

‘Not as much as Isabelle, but yeah.’

*So where was her money going? Leigh asked.

‘She said Isabelle wastaking it all.’

‘Did you believe that?

‘It didn't make total sense. If that was the problem, then just divorce and separate

your finances, right? She might lose some money, but she could make more. Why
stay married to someone who kept hold of the purse stringsif you didn’t love them?



‘Did you say that? Alex asked.

‘1 didn't like to contradict her,” Amanda said, embarrassed.

‘Why not?

‘| don’t know. She just seemed to get quite angry when | disagreed with her. So, |
tended to let things be the way she wanted them. It seemed easier than trying to deal
with her temper.’

‘She had atemper? Leigh asked.

‘She never hit me. But yeah, she broke stuff sometimes. Broke my phone once
because | didn’t text her back quick enough.’

Leigh couldn’t believe this. It just kept getting worse.

‘But then, of course, we went to that club together, Amanda said. ‘Her idea, of
course. | think she was getting a bit bold; | don’t know. Maybe, on some level, she
wanted to get caught,” she mused. ‘Anyway, Isabelle's friend took that picture, and
you know what happened next.’

‘How did that go down, the end of the arrangement? Alex asked.

‘Security camein at two in the morning and threw me out. | never saw either of them.
Obvioudly, the credit card didn’t work. | had nothing. | had to walk all the way here.
Took two and a half hours.’

Leigh rubbed her temples, worn out from the tale. She was officially very stupid
indeed. ‘Did you see the interview? she asked Amanda. ‘ She used your story to gain
sympathy. She mixed up the details a bit, but it’s very much your story.’



Amanda shrugged, unsurprised. ‘ She' s an actress. She used a script she had to hand.’
‘How didnoneof this get revealed? I’ ve been to that house. There's staff around that
must have known what was going on. They’d have seen the pic and recognised you,

right? It s notobviousit’ s you, buttheywould have known,” Alex interjected.

‘Everyone in her employ signs a non-disclosure agreement. Including me.’
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‘That tracks,” Alex said. ‘1 signed one, too.’

‘“What about Erin? Leigh asked, needing to hear the end of this dreadful story. ‘Y ou
were both out, and she didn’t ask you to stay with her?

‘| don’t think this will shock you, but after | got kicked out, | couldn’t get through to
her. Blocked on everything.’

Leigh nodded. * Y ou never spoke to her again?

‘Once,” Amanda said bitterly. ‘ She called me after the photo went viral. She said she
was sorry about the way she' d left me, but everything was tainted, and she needed to
start fresh. But she’' d always care about me, blah blah blah.’

Leigh grimaced. ‘| guessthat’s amercy in the long run. Did she say anything else?

‘She turned it into a bitch session about Isabelle. So, of course, | talked about
everything | could never talk about before. The hourly texts, the credit card. She
wanted to hear every detail about how Isabelle had treated me. Even though she was
very mixed up inalot of it.’

‘Y eah, Ibetshe did,” Leigh muttered.

‘Erin told me we werebothvictims and not to worry because she'd get Isabelle back
on my behalf. She said it like she was protecting me. She aso told me not to reveal
my identity to anyone, no matter what, that it would muddy the waters of what she
was about to do.’



‘But that was awarningtoo, right? Leigh said. ‘ She was telling you to stay quiet.’

‘I knew Erin well enough by then to know how her threats worked,” Amanda agreed.
‘And maybe | should have spoken up after she did that interview, but with the
NDA... It seemed like the only thing | could achieve by saying anything was making
things worse for myself. And who' d believeme,anyway? I’ m nobody.’

‘So, what are you going to do now? Leigh asked, concerned.

Amanda shrugged. ‘I have no idea. I’ ve been stuck here, unemployed, and all my old
friends are gone now. My life wasthem.” She looked at Alex. ‘But when you texted
me, | just... Cal me stupid, but | could tell you were sincere. I'm much better at
knowing aliar these days.’

‘I won't say anything,” Alex said solemnly.

‘She won't,” Leigh vowed. She believed it, too. Whatever had gone down between
her and Alex, she could see that Alex was moved by Amanda’s story. She cared, even
if she'd never admit it. ‘And neither will I. Your name will never be reveded to
anyone by either of us, | promise you.’

Amanda nodded. ‘ Thank you. But what are you going todowith this information?

Leigh’s brow deepened. She knew what shewantedto do. But what would she
beallowedto do?

Thirty-One
Alex was back in the car with Leigh, out on a dark, quiet road. She wasn't happy.

This day was officialy a shit show. The only thing that could be said for it was that
Leigh was currently not busting her balls about anything, which made a nice change.



But nothing good lasts forever.

‘“What’ s your next move? Y ou dumping her today? Leigh asked suddenly.

‘I can't,) Alex said.

‘What?!’

‘| have to serve a notice period. We signed a contract. I’'ll end it, obviously. But |
have to continue to provide the service she paid for until that termisout.’

“You could just break it off and refund her,” Leigh suggested.

Alex nodded. ‘Yeah, I'll just go ahead and break a contract with someone we just
learned is a vengeful monster. I'm sure there will be zero repercussions, legal or
otherwise.’

‘S0, that means you' re throwing her the party? Leigh asked.

‘It'sascreening,” Alex said automatically.

‘Oh,please,” Leigh snarked.

‘I'sal arranged and paid for. Couldn’t stop it if | wanted to,” Alex frowned. ‘Wait,
why am | letting you rakemeover the coals? What about you?



Page 75

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:07 pm

‘Il speak to the partners tomorrow. I’m gonnatell them what | found out.’
‘And?

‘I'm surethey’ll seereason,” Leigh said quickly.

Alex snorted.

‘What? Leigh demanded.

‘WEe'll see; Alex said. ‘But don't be surprised if they ask for proof you can’t
provide.’

Leigh didn’t respond.

Alex went quiet, too, happily. She needed to figure out how she was gonna deal with
this. The thought of serving even thirty days under that awful woman sounded
unbearable. She needed a strategy.

But her thoughts were broken into, once more, by Leigh. ‘Thisisn’t right.’

‘What isn't right? Alex asked tiredly.

‘They’re going to get away with the way they treated Amanda.’

‘I don't know if what they did was illegal,” Alex pointed out. ‘1 mean, it's shaky
ground, but...’



‘| don’t mean that.’

‘ Amanda needs therapy, but she'll be OK," Alex told her.

‘She was used for years by those fucking creeps. People need to be warned,” Leigh
said, uncomforted.

‘Y eah, well, we promised Amanda. So that’ s that.’

‘| guess’ Leigh sighed miserably. After a moment, she asked, ‘Has this ever
happened to you before? A client turning out to be dogshit?

‘Not to my knowledge,” Alex said carefully.

‘Did you check, though? Leigh asked.

‘No. That’s not my job.’

‘But you did it thistime,” Leigh pointed out.

‘| didn’t have much choice.’

‘Y outotallyhad a choice,” Leigh told her.

‘Stopit,” Alex snapped.

‘What?

“You're trying to get me to admit that | care about this,” Alex said, alittle too loudly
for the space.



“You'regonnatell meyou don’'t? Leigh said.

Alex took a moment to formulate a response that she hoped was ambiguous enough
for her to hide in. *It’s not at the forefront of my concerns.’

‘Whatever,” Leigh said contemptuously.

‘“What do you want meto say? Alex begged, frustrated.
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‘“You know what, don't say anything!" Leigh spat. ‘Just spend your whole life
pretending not to give a shit about anyone besides yourself.’

Alex was pissed now. ‘It’s not a pretence, Leigh.’

Was that true? Not totaly. But Alex wasn't about to let Leigh know there was
anything resembling a grey area in her heart. It would be better for them both to
accept that Alex was only about Alex.

‘I'm sure that's why your fingernails are buried in the steering wheel,” Leigh
observed.

Alex hadn't realised she was dug in so deep. She relaxed her grip, disconcerted.
When she'd been a kid, she’'d worn out several stress balls to destruction. But as
she' d gotten older, she’' d become better at removing herself from her emotions. Stress
balls had become unnecessary.

But looking at the little half-moon marks on the steering wheel, she was reminded of
those ripped-to-shit little balls.

‘That’sit, I’'m switching to decaf,” Alex quipped.
Leigh said nothing.
They were back around the corner from Leigh’s office. Alex was relieved. She was

worn out from being with Leigh. She simply asked far too much, and she had no right
to do that. Alex had made it clear she didn’t have anything to give.



‘Herewe are,’ Alex said, pulling up.

‘Thanks,” Leigh said, unclipping her belt. But she didn’t get out of the car.

“Y ou forget something?

‘Do you serioudly think | should stop doing this? Leigh asked.

Alex felt a stab of fear. The last time this topic had come up, she’'d ended up with
Leigh on her lap. They needed to keep it light.

‘I think | don’t know what I’m talking about when it comesto you,” Alex said lightly.
‘| should stick to having opinions only when I’'m paid to.’

‘Y eah, you' ve made that clear,” Leigh said, and she got out of the car.

Alex watched her go, her waist swinging with an angry gait, taking her somehow
furious bum into the revolving doors of Carter and Simon.

Once she was gone, Alex had the worst thought she'd had in a long time. A rea
punisher.

She could have been yours if you weren't such a fucking coward.

Alex closed her eyes and used all her will to erase the thought. When she felt able to
convince herself she’'d achieved it, she opened her eyes and drove off into the night.

Thirty-Two

‘But | spoke to her last night,” Leigh said in the conference room the next morning,
aware her voice was rising.



‘“Who? asked Cyhbill Turner, her eyebrow raised.

She was only one of the four senior partners who sat around the table, but everyone
knew her voice was the one that mattered. Everyone else would fall in line with her
will.

‘| can't say,” Leigh said.

S0 you spoke to someone you cannot name, and therefore, cannot be properly vetted,
who had an axe to grind with Erin? Cyhbill asked cynically.

‘Axe to grind? Leigh repeated, dightly shocked. This was not going the way she'd
hoped.

‘Have you spoken to anyone that can confirm she was ever in that house? Cyhill
asked.

‘No.’

‘Why not?
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‘Because they’ re not going to speak to me. They all have NDAS,” Leigh told her.

Cyhill sat back in her seat and took her glasses off. She gave them a wipe with a
cloth. ‘I must say, I’m shocked.’

Leigh felt somerelief. Something was finally getting through. ‘1 know, it’sterrible.’
‘No, I’m shocked that you would put this meeting together with this... nothing.’
‘Nothing? Leigh repeated. She was starting to feel like a parrot.

‘That’s right. It's not more than a rumour. Y ou should have known better than this;’
Cyhill said with disdain. ‘Now, your former boss spoke well of you, so I’'m going to
let this go. But | don’t want to hear about this again unless there is significant proof.

Do you understand?

Leigh stared at Cyhill, aghast. ‘| sat in a room with her. | know she was telling the
truth.’

Cybhill gave a mocking laugh. ‘Leigh, what | want you to do today is offer our
services to Erin gratis for another month. After that, I'm sure we can talk about
payments.’

‘Areyou serious? She's dliar.’

‘Selma Haynes didn’t think so,” Cyhbill pointed out.



‘Yes, well, SelmaHaynes was fooled, too.’

Cyhill was not impressed. ‘ She has people who vet stories for her. How would she
have missed this?

‘Because no one would dare speak up for fear of implicating Isabelle. Isabelle and
Erin are out to get each other, but they’re also accidentally protecting each other in
the process.’

‘That’ s absurd, Leigh. Simply absurd.’

‘“What if it’s not? What if it comes out? What will you say then? Leigh asked, aware
she was creeping dangerously into insolence.

Cyhill gave her a hard look. ‘1"ve been working in PR for forty years. Do you have
any idea of the rumours I’ ve heard? People placing themselves in a coma for a week
to lose weight, keeping children locked in their basements to use their blood to de-
age, I’ve heard it all. My god, do you know what they used to say about Prince? That
he had two ribs removed so that he could...” She broke off.

“You know what? | haven't had my breakfast yet, so | think I'll let you google the
end of that story. My point is people will say anything. And people
willrepeatanything, too. In fact, and | don’t know if this was mentioned to you, Leigh,
but part of our job is toprotectour clients from exactly this kind of baseless
accusation,” she snarked.

Leigh wanted to scream. But she was getting nowhere with the partners because
Cyhill had a point. Leigh couldn’t prove this. All she had was having sat in a room

with Amanda, watching her tell her story and knowing the truth when she heard it.

‘This meeting is over now, Leigh,” Cyhbill said. ‘I don't want to hear any more



unsubstantiated stories, OK?

Leigh stood and walked out of the conference room without another word.

Henry was waiting in her office. ‘Look!" he declared, gesturing at her desk. On it sat
an enormous bouquet of beautiful flowers.

For the briefest of moments, Leigh thought Alex might have sent them. But then she
realised how silly that was.

When she checked the card, her stomach dropped.

Been offered an action movie about Joan of Arc, the lead! | couldn’t have done this
without you. Love, Erin x

‘That’snice, isn'tit? Henry said.

‘Sure,’ Leigh muttered.

Thirty-Three

Alex was wearing a fabulous gown and a face like Kristin Stewart licking piss off a
Carolina Reaper chilli.

All around her were people in much better moods, delighted to be at a swanky party
being thrown in the ballroom of a swanky hotel. As well they might. A three-star
Michelin chef had designed the menu for the night, mixologists were keeping
everyone liquored up in style, and the gift bags were filled with Apple Watches,
Montblanc pens, and Kopi Luwak coffee beans, to name but afew overpriced items.

And no one looked happier than |sabelle because the turnout was as good as Alex had



predicted. Eighty percent of the invitees had turned up. Everyone was crowded
around her, asking about the movie she was promoting this week. The movie was
calledEnemy in My Bed,and it had an IMDB page that featured some screengrabs of
the movie. Of course, those screengrabs were actually from a photoshoot in Isabelle’s
house with her butler playing the part of her co-star.
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‘Yes, | felt thiswas a good time to talk about it,” Isabelle was saying. ‘| related very
heavily to the role of awoman who cannot speak up, but obviously, | can’t talk about
right now, she added conspiratorially.

‘When's it coming out? someone asked.
‘Soon,’ Isabellelied.

Alex felt like a piece of shit. She never thought she’d curse herself for being good at
her job. But that’s what she was doing right now. She'd helped a dirtbag keep her
dirtbaggery quiet. Of course, not everyone she’' d ever repped had been an angel. That
was OK, aslong as you didn’t ask too many questions.

But this time, she'd asked the questions. Leigh was right on that one; she hadn’t
needed to do that. Why the hellhadshe? Why had she felt compelled to ook Amanda
in the eye and hear the scummy details?

‘Is this that coffee that monkeys crap out? someone said, and Alex turned to see
Leigh, stunning in a bottle green velvet dress, holding one of the gift bags, looking at
its contents with dlight awe.

Alex fought her surprise back. Though she’'d invited Leigh, she'd never actualy
expected her to turn up to this expensive bullshit fest.

‘That’s right. Most expensive coffee in the world,” Alex said, trying to look cool and
unbothered by Leigh’s presence.



‘And an apt metaphor for what you're selling tonight,” Leigh said with a sardonic
smile.

Alex snorted. ‘If you don't like the gift bag, then please feel free to enjoy an amuse
bouche or perhaps a signature cocktail. The themeis aviation.’

‘Thethemeislies,’ Leigh said evenly.
Alex grinned at Leigh, enjoying herself. Why was it always like this with her? Did
Alex have some kind of degradation kink she’d never noticed before? She tucked that

thought aside.

‘Speaking of which, did you bring your client? She isstillyour client, right? Alex
asked mockingly.

‘Yes,’ Leigh admitted, knocked off her perch somewhat. ‘You were right. | wasn’t
allowed to break the contract. They’ve even offered her gratis services until she's
back on her feet.’

‘| tried to warn you,” Alex told her.

‘I snot like | didn’t know,” Leigh said. ‘1 guess| just hoped it would go differently.’

‘There’ syour problem. Hope. It's a very bad habit of yours,” Alex told her.

Leigh gave her a salty look. ‘My bad. I'll try to be more dead inside from now on.
Just like you.’

Alex burst into delighted laughter. ‘I’'m gonna miss this.’

Leigh looked surprised, but not as surprised as Alex felt. She hadn’t meant to say that



last part.

‘Yeah, | guessif you're gonna be quitting Isabelle, we won’'t have a reason to do this
anymore,” Leigh observed.

‘Guess I'll have to find someone else to fuck with,” Alex said.

‘I’m sure someone will come along.’

‘They won't be as fun as you, though, Leigh. | can promise you that,” Alex admitted.
“You look great, by the way,” she added.

It felt safer to compliment her physicaly than to talk about emotions. Though not
without alittle risk.

Leigh looked down at herself in surprise, like she’d forgotten what she was wearing.
She looked back up, giving Alex’s red Givenchy satin number a once-over. ‘You
too,” she said quickly.

“Y our dress brings out your curves,” Alex told her.

Was she flirting? No. Just... observing.

Leigh gave Alex a searching look. ‘ Are you calling me fat?

Alex raised an eyebrow. ‘No, crazy. I'm not calling you fat. It was a compliment. It's
the opposite of an insult. Y ou may have come across them before.’



Page 79

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:07 pm

‘Not from your lips,’” Leigh noted sassily.
“If | keep being predictable, how will | keep you on your toes? Alex asked.

“You've never had a problem in that department,” Leigh shot back. She paused. ‘Y ou
give her notice yet?

Alex looked over at where Isabelle was talking to her assistant, Steven. She was
saying something to him with a smile. He wasn’t smiling, however. Alex was pretty

sure she was chewing the poor boy ou.

‘| have aletter of intent in my purse right now,” Alex told Leigh. ‘I'll giveit to her at
the end of the night.’

“Y ou gonnatell her why you're ditching her? Leigh asked.

‘| can't. Not without landing Amanda in it,” Alex said quietly, checking for errant
ears.

But the partygoers weren't paying her any mind, too busy getting steadily sozzled,
laughing, playing with the toys in their gift bags, and generally acting very pleased
with themselves for being important enough for abribe. Alex wished to god this party
wasn't her idea. It felt like a celebration of corruption.

Funny how that wouldn’t have mattered to her once. And funny how it did now.

‘So, what will you say? Leigh pressed.



‘I'll think of something,” Alex shrugged. And she probably would. But fuck knows
what.

‘She’s not gonnallike it, isshe? Leigh asked, more of a statement than a question.

‘Nope,” Alex breathed.

‘Y ou gonnabe OK? Leigh asked.

Alex was astonished that she cared. ‘I'm aways OK,’ shetold her.

Leigh looked at her for along moment. *You know | know that isn’t true, right? she
eventually asked.

Alex felt the words weigh heavily on her soul, the soul she never believed she had.
Damn that woman. Why couldn’t she ever let things be easy?

‘“Yeah, | know that, Leigh. But just for tonight, just let me pretend? Alex asked her,
trying not to make it sound like she was pleading for some mercy.

But shewaspleading. And what she was asking,reallyasking, was, ‘Please don't make
me fall inlove with you again.’

She didn’t know how Leigh was going to respond or if she understood. And she never
found out because something had grabbed Leigh’s attention behind Alex.

‘Oh, my fuckingChrist,” Leigh muttered, her eyeswide in alarm.
Alex spun to see what could have elicited such a response from Leigh. But when she

saw Erin Porter come in, dressed to the nines and obviously hammered, she wasn't
surprised. This had been inevitable. Isabelle had hired Alex to fight off the chaos of



her divorce but the thing about chaos, Alex was redlising, was that it couldn’'t be
defended against. It could only be postponed.

But the time was nigh. Isabelle’'s messy chickens were coming home to roost. And
Alex wondered what this evening was about to become and who would come out of it
with their minds, limbs, and reputations intact.

Thirty-Four

Whatever dance Leigh and Alex had been doing with each other was about to come
to an end, and Leigh could accept that. She could also accept they weren’'t going to be
friends. They were more than likely going to be nothing as soon as | sabelle got served
notice. Perhaps that was for the best.

But what she couldn’t take was going along with the notion that Alex was unfeeling.
Leigh could see how much this Isabelle business bothered Alex, regardless of what
she said. And she’'d seen Alex lose her shit during her mother’s medical emergency.
She'd watched her publicly whack her father around the face for the love of god.
There was plenty of feeling there. So why did she feel the need to put up this front? It
was maddening.

But Leigh had to accept that it wasn't her place to ask for anything from Alex. She
had to let Alex be Alex if she felt that worked for her. She had to stop prodding her,
trying to squeeze her humanity to the surface.

And she was gonna do that any minute now.

‘Y ou gonnabe OK? Leigh asked.

‘I'm aways OK," Alex said, with a flash of her perfect teeth. But the smile didn’t
reach her grey eyes. There was a storm in them.
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“Y ou know | know that isn't true, right? Leigh said.
‘Yeah, | know that, Leigh. But just for tonight, just let me pretend? Alex asked.
Leigh saw the strain in her, how much it took to hold it all together. And she wanted

to say something dramatic, bold, sincere, and insane. What she wanted to say was, ‘I
know what you're hiding, and it’'s your best part.” It was on the tip of her tongue to

say it.

But Leigh never found out if she had the gumption to say that. Because she'd just
spotted Erin staggering into the party, ripped to the tits, some woman on her arm.

‘Oh, my fuckingChrist,” Leigh swore.

Alex followed her gaze, but when she saw Erin, her reaction didn’'t match Leigh’s.
She smiled, delighted. *Nowit’sa party,” she said with a chuckle.

‘Excuse me, I’ ve got to deal with this,’ Leigh said, heading for Erin.

‘Let me know if you need me to get security,” Alex called after her.

‘If it comesto that, | think you'll know,” Leigh called back and marched over to her.
‘Hey!” Erin cried as she clapped eyes on Leigh. ‘Here sheis!’

‘Erin, what thehell—'



‘This woman is a miracle worker, you know? She dragged my arse out of a burning
building,” Erin explained sloppily to her companion.

The woman nodded, looking nervous. ‘I see.’

‘How did you get in? Leigh asked Erin.

Erin grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing tray. ‘ This lady here has a vote for
the MOKDA'’s. She had a plus one for the party. Your name's...” She stopped.
‘Iknowl know it.’

‘It's Lily,” she said, looking quite remorseful about her choice of date. ‘1 was round
the corner having pre-drinks, and we happened to match on Bumble,” Lily explained
to Leigh. * She seemed more sober fifteen minutes ago.’

“Y ou know who this party isfor, right? Leigh asked Lily.

‘She knows,” Erin broke in. ‘I told her | just needed atinychat with the ex, and then
we' [l move on. Y ou know she served me today, right?

Leigh didn’'t give a shit. ‘Do you need the toilet? Leigh asked Erin urgently.

‘What? No,” Erin said, confused.

‘Y eah, youdefinitelyneed the toilet, Leigh said, dragging her by the arm away from
her relieved-looking date.

In the bathroom, Leigh pushed Erin into a stall. There was no one else in the toilets,
but if she was about to berate Erin, she didn’t want anyone walking in on it. ‘“What
the hell are you doing?



‘| told you. | want to talk to Isabelle,” Erin said.

‘Then call her. You shouldn’t have shown up here.’

Erin narrowed her eyes. ‘What doyoucare?

‘| care because I’'m your PR person, obviously.’

‘Areyou, though? Erin asked.

‘What are you talking about? Leigh asked irritably.

“Y ou haven't taken my calls all week. Y ou didn’t even thank me for the gift basket.’

‘If you thank someone for a thanks, you end up in aloop that you can’t get out of,’
Leigh improvised.
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‘No, you're dodging me,” Erin said. ‘Why?

‘Look, | don’t think we have time for this...’

‘Did you speak to Amanda? Erin asked abruptly.

‘What? No,” she said weakly.

She needed to work on her lying. It was piss poor.

Erin slumped against the cubicle wall. * Ah, shit. You did.’
Leigh didn’t say anything.

‘She signed confidentiality with Isabelle,’ Erin said with a nasty little smile. That
smile was like awindow into Erin, thereal Erin. It was horrifying.

Leigh swallowed. ‘Yes, | know.’

Erin got back to her feet like a wobbly colt, her smile even wider. ‘You're a nice
person, aren't you, Leigh? | aways liked that about you. But the thing is, nice is a
problem because it leaves you open to people who aren’t. People whose careers are
about to blow up. People who could ask their PR companies to sack an employee.’

Leigh didn’t respond because her jaw was hanging wide open to the extent that she
couldn’t form words. The reaction seemed enough to satisfy Erin.



‘Good girl,” Erin said and walked unsteadily out of the cubicle.

Leigh stayed. Partly because she was scared, but also because she needed to pee. She
could multitask.

She sat down on the toilet and let go, nearly ready to cry over what her life was about
to become. It had been one thing to have to rep Erin with the knowledge of the kind
of person she was. But now, it was openly hostile between them. The professional
relationship was utterly untenable. And her bosses would not let her drop Erin for
anything.

How the hell could she go on like this?

Thirty-Five

‘Alex, darling!” Isabelle cried, almost running to her as fast as her stilettoes would
allow. *You' ve outdone yourself! This party is atotal success!’

Alex put on afake smile. ‘Glad you likeit.’

‘Almost everyone came! How did you pull that off? she asked quietly, but the jazz
playing big band music in the corner was plenty of cover for the conversation.

‘I think you underestimate people's willingness to be close to a scandal,” Alex told
her honestly.

Isabelle’s smile faltered. *Oh, come on, now. You muddied the waters like a true
professional. Now, no one knows exactly what to believe. And that was just enough

to save my career, | think.’

‘Yeah, I'm aclever littleliar,” Alex sad.



|sabelle’s smile fell off her lips entirely. ‘Is everything OK? she asked.

‘Yeah, it's great. I'm glad you're enjoying your party. Maybe we can talk
afterwards?

‘About what? |sabelle asked, antennae up.

‘We'll talk later. Enjoy the evening,” Alex urged her, praying she’'d just let it go.

But Isabelle was starting to look rather worried. ‘Alex, is...’

Steven interrupted them, thankfully. ‘Isabelle, we might have a small issue. Erin’s

here.

|sabelle’s eyes widened. She spun to Alex. ‘Did you do this? Another one of your
little tricks for a photo op? Because | don’t think this was the night for—'

‘Nothing to do with me’ Alex said. ‘| don't repeat myself. Makes me easy to
predict.’
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‘“Then how in the hell did she get in? Why would security even let her past the doors!’
|sabelle hissed, trying not to alert any of the other party guests drifting around to her
utter fury. It was loud in here, but Isabelle’ s body language was pretty loud, too.
‘Shewasn’t on theinvitelist; that’s all | know,” Alex said.
‘Get her gjected. Do it quietly. Do it now,” she hissed.

Alex clicked her heels together and saluted. * Y ou got it, boss.’

|sabelle didn’t look like she appreciated the joke, but Alex was clean out of fucks to
give about offending that woman.

She went to look for Erin. Intuition told her to check the bar first. Lo and behold,
there she was.

‘Hey, Erin!’ she greeted her cheerfully.

Erin turned and frowned. ‘Who are you?

‘I’'m your ex’s dogsbody. Come to ask you to leave quietly.’

Erin laughed in her face. * Oh? She around? | need a quick chat about something.’

‘She doesn’t want to see you. And you know you shouldn’t be here. Let’ s just get you
into a cab, shall we?



Erin turned back to the bar as a cocktaill was placed in front of her. She took a
leisurely sip. ‘Get me Isabelle. I'll leave after I’ ve talked to her.’

‘I'm afraid that’s not happening. Whatwillhappen will be me fetching the big guys
who pretend they’re not taking steroids to get that massive. But they are, Erin. They

are.
Erin was drunk enough not to care. ‘ Get your musclemen. | don’t give a shit.’

Alex sighed and stepped up to the bar, asking the bartender for a neat scotch. As he
complied, Alex turned to Erin. ‘I don't get why you're doing this. You won, you
know?

‘| didn’t win. She'sfine,” Erin said, gesturing at the party.

“Y ou wonenough. Y ou took a serious chunk out of her that she’'s never getting back.
Y ou only stand to lose by making a scene’

Y ou wanna know what that woman’s nickname was for me? Erin asked, turning to
look at Alex.

‘No,” Alex replied instantly.

‘Billy.” Erin said, clearly not listening.

Alex frowned. ‘Right...’

‘Short for Third Billy, always billed third. She used to make it gjokethat | wasn't as

successful as her, that I’dnevermove up, just spin my wheels until 1 lost my looks,
and then that would be that. Hilarious, right? And nothing’s changed.’



‘I heard you just got cast in alead role,” Alex said. ‘ Take the victory and leave.’

‘I just came to see the smile knocked off her face for once.’

Y ou knocked it off plenty thisweek,” Alex told her.

‘But | never got to seeit. | need toseeit.’

Alex gave Erin ahard look. ‘Y ou don’'t deserve that.’

“Y ou don’'t know what she put me through.’

‘| don't care.’

‘Yeah, | bet. | heard about you. “The shark.” That’swhat Leigh called you.’
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Alex chuckled at that. * She did, did she?
“Y eah. She thinks you’ re areal piece of shit.’

Alex was less amused by that. Something bubbled up inside her. ‘Do you want to find
out if she's right? | was phoning it in this week for Isabelle in terms of how we
reacted to your Selma Haynes bollocks, but if | decide to destroy you, |
meanreallyput my shoulder to the wheel, well... Evenl’ma bit scared of what could

happen.’

Erin tittered. ‘1’ m not frightened.’

The anger inside Alex rose ever higher. A little too high, maybe. ‘No, | don’t suppose
you are. But guess what? I’m not a nineteen-year-old maid. You're not taking your
shitty marriage out on me.’

Erin looked like she' d been slapped. ‘What?

Shit. She shouldn’t have said that. * Thisis my last warning. Go. Now.’

‘“What the fuck? Y ou and Leigh have been sharing info? Erin asked, confused.

Erin knew Leigh knew? That wouldn’t be good. ‘Leave her out of this.’

‘Nah, it's fine. It's fine,” Erin assured herself. ‘You'll have signed a confidentiality

agreement for lzz, won't you? Both of you are toothless. | don't even need to
threatenyou.’



“You threatened Leigh? Alex asked.

‘She’s such a nervous little thing, isn't she? Erin grinned. ‘ So vulnerable. Y ou barely
have to say anything, and she’s shaking like aleaf—

Alex didn’t need to hear anymore. She went to find Leigh. But she was a little harder
to track down than Erin. She wasn’t anywhere in the ballroom. Alex headed out into
the corridor outside the ballroom. But the only person out there was Isabelle, making
aphone call. Alex couldn’t seem to escape her tonight.

‘No, Jenny, | will not do a commercial in Japan. | can't believe you would even
suggest... Wait, how much? Isabelle spotted Alex. ‘I need to go. I'll talk to you
later.” She put her phone in her purse and turned to Alex. ‘ She gone?

‘No,” Alex replied, walking past without pausing.

“Where are you going! ? Isabelle asked. ‘Y ou have ajob to do.’

Alex paused, turned, took out her letter of intent, shoved it into Isabelle’ s hand, and
kept walking.

‘“What isthis? Isabelle asked her.

Alex still didn’'t stop, but she could hear the ripping of an envelope. Apparently,
|sabelle was a very fast parser because there was a hand on Alex’s arm two seconds
later. She turned back to her.

|sabelle was furious. ‘How dare you.’

Alex raised an angry eyebrow. ‘How dare lwhat?!’



“You can’'t quit. We're not done.’

Alex shook her hand off. ‘Wearedone, actually.’

“Y ou were going to get me an Oscar. Y ou practically vowed it in blood.’

‘Get yourownfucking Oscar,” Alex sneered.

| sabelle seemed to realise she was being too much and tried to pull it back. ‘What's
this about, Alex? Y ou owe me that, at least.’

Alex looked Isabelle dead in the eye. ‘| think you know.’

| sabelle trembled with building rage. ‘ That stupid little bitch talked!” she spat.

Now, the last time Alex slapped someone, it was her father. It was a personal
relationship. Not that it hadn’t shocked Alex to have gotten physical. But her father
had it coming since the day she was born. It made a kind of sense. She could square
it.

But when Alex’s hand flew out and cracked Isabelle Kane around the face, there was
true shock on both sides. What the hell had caused her to do that? Was she seriously
risking her entire career and reputation to defend the honour of atotal stranger?
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| sabelle clutched her cheek. *“Who the hell do you think you are? she cried, horrified.
‘I don’t know,” Alex answered honestly.

Thirty-Six

Leigh didn't see what had led to the slap. She was just trying to leave the terrible
party after collecting herself in the toilet for a few minutes. But when she walked out
into the quiet corridor, she was just in time to see Alex’s hand whip across Isabelle’s

face.

Leigh ran to the scene to see Isabelle clutching a very pink cheek, staggering away
from Alex. Isabelle’ s ever-present PA was watching from a distance.

‘Did you see that? |sabelle asked, turning to him, and he nodded.

‘Comeon!’ Leigh said, dragging Alex to the nearest exit.

‘| swear I’'m not alwaysthisviolent,” Alex muttered to Leigh, discombobulated.
“Just come with me.’

Out the back of the building, in abin-filled alleyway, Alex slumped against awall out
of it.

Leigh clicked her fingersin front of her face. * Alex, come back!’



Alex seemed to come round somewhat, able to meet Leigh's eyes at least. ‘What
just... Islappedher. Why did | do that?!’

‘| don’t know, | just saw the slap,” Leigh explained.
‘Shewas... Shewassaying... |...’
‘What did she say? Leigh asked.
Alex shook herself. ‘Nothing. | just...’
Leigh’s eyes widened anew. ‘Alex...’
‘“What?

‘“You'recrying,” Leigh told her.

‘That’s absurd. | don’'t do that,” Alex frowned. But she pressed her finger under her
eye and found the tear. She looked at it like it was blood coming from her eyes.

“You’'re upset. You need to go home,” Leigh said.

‘I'm not upset,” Alex insisted. ‘I'm just... | don’'t know what | am, but I'm not
leaving this party. | need to apologise right now.’

‘Don’t youdareapol ogise to that woman,” Leigh said sternly.

‘“What choice have | got?1 hit her.’

‘| don’t care—’



‘I'minPR, Leigh.’

‘Yes, Alex, I’'m aware of that because you might remember that | amalso—'

‘If she tells people | did this... I'm done. It's over. I'll never work again. The whole
company... poof. Gone. Likeit never existed.” She sniffed. ‘I’ m fucked.’

Leigh shook her head. ‘No. There's got to be something... We can’t just be stuck
under these terrible people’ s thumbs forever.’

Alex looked at her. ‘Right, that’s... | waslookingfor you. Erin threatened you?
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‘How do you know about that?
‘She told me. Bragged, actually. | just wanted to check... Areyou OK?
Leigh wanted to say she was. But it would have been alie. ‘No. I'm not.’

‘I'm sorry. What do you say | daphertonight too, double my money? Alex asked
wryly, alittle of her old self coming back.

Leigh was touched that she’'d even joke about it. ‘ That’s nice, but | don’t want you to
get ataste for it,” she quipped.

Alex chuckled. Leigh was glad to see her smile.

‘Serioudly, why did you slap her? Leigh asked.

Alex went quiet for a moment. Leigh expected a joke or deflection, the Alex Walker
standards. But she must have been too tired to summon any of that because all she
said wasthe truth. ‘I didn’t like the way she was talking about Amanda.’

Leigh nodded. ‘Iknewit would be that.’

Alex looked away, and somehow, from somewhere, anger seemed to rise. ‘This is
your fault.’

Leigh looked at her in disbelief. ‘1 can’'t wait to hearthis.’



“Y ou keep poking at me.’

‘Poking at you?

‘“Yes. “Acknowledge your feelings, Alex. Stop pretending you're a robot, Alex. Let
people get close to you, Alex.”

‘| never saidanyof—'

“Youdid. In your way. You just stand there, being like you are. And it makes me feel
thingsthat | don't like.’

Leigh was shocked. ‘ That’s not my fault.’

‘Maybe not, but | can't do it.’

Leigh put her hands on her hips, at aloss. ‘Y ou don’'t have to. Like you said, this will
be over soon.’

Leigh could have sworn she saw remorse pass across Alex’s features, but if it was
there, it never made it out of her mouth. ‘1 need to go talk to Isabelle and get this
straightened out if | can,” she muttered.

Leigh was disappointed in her for caving in, but then again, Leigh couldn’t talk.
She'd bent over and taken it from Erin tonight. ‘Do what you have to do,” she said,

the only kind thing she could think to say.

Leigh decided it was time to get out of here. She turned and headed down the alley,
out to the busy, dark street.

‘Wait, why did you even come to thisthing? Alex called after her.



Leigh stopped, but she didn’t turn, merely tossing her final words over her shoulder.
‘Because I’'m an idiot and wanted to support you.’

She kept walking.

She didn’t see a cab anywhere, and when she checked her phone, there were no Ubers
for half an hour or so. She looked around and saw a bar. Maybe she should take a leaf
out of Erin’s book and drink some pain away.

She went into the bar and ordered whisky. She took a sip and remembered she hated
whisky, but it was the drink of maudlin nights, so she kept at it. Soon enough, she
finished it and ordered another. It tasted just as bad, but she drank it down.

She was considering punishing herself athird time when her phone vibrated.

I”’m sorry. Please come back.

Leigh erupted in astonished laughter, causing a few bar patrons to look. She was past
caring. She had a text argument to have.
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What for?She asked.

Because | need your help,came the reply.

With what?

You'll see.

I’m not coming because you click your fingers, Alex.

This isn't finger-clicking. It's begging. I'm on my knees, Leigh. | realy need your
help.

Leigh was amazed that Alex was being so contrite, but not enough to drag her arse
back to that glitzy mess. At least not right away.

She waved at the bartender, and he came over. ‘I'll have another whisky.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying, maybe you should order something you like? the
bartender said, placing her glass under the optic and injecting it with a fresh shot of
whisky.

‘I likeit fine.’

“Y ou keep grimacing.’

‘I'm having a long, dark night of the soul. You can’'t pair those with Malibu and



Coke,” Leigh explained.

The bartender smiled. ‘ There's a million ways to poison yourself. Y ou might as well
make it afun one.’

‘| guess|I’'m just a glutton for punishment,” Leigh theorised as she paid for the drink.

She drank the drink, grimaced, and shoved a tenner in the tip jar. She walked out of
the bar, still trying to decide which way she’d go. Away from this chaos to reevaluate
everything? Or right back into madness?

Thirty-Seven

Alex dragged herself back into the hotel, intending to humble herself before Isabelle
and beg her not to press charges. She also told herself she was never going to get in
contact with Leigh ever again. Alex couldn’t be around her anymore. It was starting
to feel like torture. Something kept trying to get out of Alex, and she wanted that
thing, whatever it was, to climb back down and, idedlly, die.

In the ballroom, people were getting loud and sloshed. It was still a good few hours
until the actual screening, but Alex didn’t think most would make it that far. Not that
it mattered. It was only listed for appearance’s sake. People were here to be greased
and nothing more. Hell, even Alex hadn’t seen the movie.

Alex spotted Erin still propping up the bar. She truly did want to kick the living shit
out of her; she wasn’t kidding about that. These new violent impulses needed to be
curbed, or she was gonna be stabbing people by next week.

She let Erin be for the time being and kept looking for Isabelle. She couldn’t seem to
spot her because the place was heaving, packed a fair bit tighter. Either people had
come late, or randoms were getting past security.



Maybe Isabelle wasn’t in here, anyway. Maybe she was nursing her cheek in private.
One of the few places that might be empty right now was the screening room.

Alex left the party again and went down the corridor to a smaller room where the
movie was to be shown on a large screen. She opened the door and popped her head

in. Someone was in the first row of seats, but it wasn't | sabelle.

‘Steven!” Alex said as Isabelle’s assistant came into focus. ‘What are you doing in
here?

He turned in his seat, dightly frightened. ‘ Just getting some work done.’

‘Have you seen Isabelle? Alex asked him.

‘No!" he said quickly.

‘I’'m just trying to find her so | can apologise,” Alex explained. ‘I’'m not after round

two.
‘She’ s probably in the car,” Steven told her.

Alex nearly left to follow his suggestion. But something inside her said that
opportunity lay in the room. Maybe she reallywaspart shark because she smelt blood

in the water.

She closed the door behind her and went down to the front row of seating, sitting
right next to him. ‘ Steven, we' ve never really talked, have we?
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Alex could see deep worry lines creased in his forehead, even in the low light. *You
didn’t tell her | told you | tipped you off about Helen taking that pic, did you? he
asked quietly.

‘Pretty sureyou’'d know if | had,” Alex replied.

Steven laughed nervously. And then, seemingly without transition, he was crying.
‘Jesus, Steven!” Alex cried, shocked. ‘What’ s wrong?

‘I'mfine. I'mjust tired,” he said, sobbing.

She put a hand on his shoulder. Not because she was working him, but because she
felt bad for the guy. His boss was a hellion. Alex couldn’t imagine what it would do
to someone to be under Isabelle’ s eye, day in, day out, for years.

‘Steven, you're not fine.’

‘I"'mgreat. My job isgreat! | couldn’t ask for a better boss!’ he said through tears.

“Y ou know I’ vemetlsabelle, right? Alex asked.

He ducked his head. She pulled a packet of tissues out of her purse, and he took one,
giving his nose a good long honk. Once he' d gathered himself, he slapped a big old

fake smile on hisface and said, ‘I'm sorry, | don’'t know what came over me.’

Alex suddenly wished Leigh was there. She’ d know just how to handle this. All Alex



had was her wits.

But maybe she could utilise abit of that Leigh honesty?

‘Can | ask you something?

He looked worried but nodded.

“Why do you work for her? Alex asked gently.

‘Why doyou?

‘I don't. I just quit,” shetold him. ‘That’s kind of what led to the slap.’

“Y ou quitandslapped her? he asked, impressed.

‘She’stoo awful. | can't do it anymore. But you know that, don’t you? Because when
you told me who took that picture, you also knew who wasin it,too.’

Steven was horrified. ‘No! | don't have anyideawho Amanda Bradley is!” He
groaned. ‘ Shit, that wasn't what | meant to say.” He shook his head. ‘ She’s gonna kill
me.’

‘Steven, relax. You didn’t fuck up. | already had the name,” Alex told him.

He covered his face for a moment in pure relief. Then he looked back at Alex. *You
did?

‘“Yeah. You knew her, right? Did you know the deal with her, Isabelle, and Erin?
How they kept her locked in the pool house like a vibrator in the knicker drawer?



He nodded. ‘Y eah. She was kind of my friend at first.’

‘But they didn’t want her having friends, did they? Alex asked.

‘No, they didnot,” he said ominously. He seemed to realise he was talking too much.
“‘Shit, | can’t talk about this. My confidentiality agreement! Isabelle will ruin me!’
‘She won’'t have time to ruin you because she'll have a full-time job ruining me,’
Alex assured him. ‘I slapped her; she’'s not letting that one go. | want you to know
that | won't take it personally if you testify | did it, by the way.’

‘Seriously? | mean, I’'m not saying | want to, but...’

‘| didit, Alex smiled. ‘It's afair cop. But can you believe she didn’'t even try to hit
me back? What apussy,” Alex said, nudging him.

Steven giggled. And then he went quiet. ‘| hate her,” he admitted quietly. He looked
at Alex. ‘I want to quit. But she said | wouldn’'t get a reference from her. Imagine
trying to get ajob with atwelve-year gap in your resume.’
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‘And | bet you worked hard for her, didn’t you? Alex pressed.

She was making some real progress with Steven, but she didn’t want to push him too
hard. He was likely to bolt.

“Y ou havenoidea.’

Alex nodded. ‘I’ m betting she doesn’t want you to |leave because you know where all
the bodies are buried.’

‘I’ve had that thought myself,” he agreed. He slumped in his seat dejectedly. ‘ She was
horrible to Amanda,” he said. ‘They both were. But | think with Erin it was kind of
worse because she hates Isabelle, but she couldn’t say anything directly to her. So
she’'d take it out on Amanda. And Amanda, god, she's such a sweetie, she wouldn’t
fightit.’

‘If Erin hated her wife, why wouldn’t she leave? Alex asked.

‘Because | sabelle has the money, and Erin likes money.” Steven shrugged.

‘But she had her own, right? Alex asked.

‘ She spends more than she makes. She was always getting red letters from credit card
companies, even with Isabelle’'s support. She likes pretty things. Extravagant

holidays, expensive clothes, sports cars, all that crap.’

‘I knew it,” Alex said, triumphant. ‘Gold digger.” She loved it when her spin lined up



with the truth.

‘I guess. Well, she's not actually that good at the whole acting thing, and | think she's
always known it on some level. Marrying rich was the only way she was ever going
to get that kind of life. Although | suspect she'll be doing better off the back of the
scandal.” He sighed. ‘Even now, Erin’'s still making Isabelle pay the bill for what she
wants.’

‘That’ s very poetic, Steven,” Alex complimented him.

Steven abruptly seemed to find a bit more panic in his system. ‘What the hell am |
doing? | signed an NDA, and I’ m sitting here acting like I’m not ruining my own life
with every word.” He gave Alex an examining look. ‘Y ou're too easy to talk to.’
Alex’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Me?

‘Yeah.” Steven looked embarrassed. ‘1 just get thisfeeling you're aright.’

That was the second time she’' d heard that of late. And Alex wondered,Can | be this?
Isit this easy?

An idea popped into Alex’s head, fully formed and ready to go. But could she really
do it?Shouldshe? Was it stupid? Or was it the best idea she' d ever had?

It would change everything. And it might cause Alex to lose everything, too. That
alone should have made it easy to dismiss the thought and go back to plan A: Kiss
|sabell€’ s arse and pray it was enough to save her own.

But the trouble was, Leigh was right, goddamn her. Alex did care about this. She
couldn’'t help it.



She took a deep breath and started talking. ‘I think it’s wrong she got away with the
way she treated Amanda. And Erin, too. They're a pair of creeps who abuse anyone
they can keep quiet.’

‘Well, sure, but what the hell can you do about it? Steven said.

‘| do have oneidea. | could use your help, though. We could get some enemy of my
enemy stuff going together?

Steven looked scared but interested. ‘I don’t know. You want me to ruin my boss?
Doesn’t sound like the best idea.’

‘It isif she's not your boss anymore. | need a good PA. Are you interested? Alex
asked.

Steven looked astonished and then delighted. ‘Yes, please,” he said eagerly.

‘Great.’

‘I mean, if you promise you can protect me from her. She's very vengeful. | can’t
afford to get sued.’

‘I know a good lawyer if that happens. And we'll countersue together.’

‘If she compels me to testify that | saw you slap her, I'll haveto do it. I'm a terrible
liar,” he warned her.

‘Likel said, it's cool. | did it, and I'll take the consequences.’
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‘Then I’'m in,” Steven said. His eyes became haunted. ‘ Good god,” he said, looking a
bit green. ‘I can’'t believe I’m going up against her.’

“You'll never be free otherwise,” Alex said.

‘I know. I’'m not changing my mind; I'm just verbalising my terror. | find it helps.’
Alex smiled and held out her hand. *We're doing this, then?

Steven shook it. ‘But what’ s the plan?

‘First things first. We're going to need some help if we're gonna do this.” She got out
her phone and began texting Leigh contrite messages, begging messages. She just
hoped it wasn’t too late.

“Who are you texting? Steven asked.

‘My nemesis,’” Alex explained. ‘Y ou're gonnalove her.’

Thirty-Eight

Leigh was outside the hotel, wondering if she was really gonna go back into the party
from hell. Was she an idiot to even stand outside? Possibly.

While she was still dilly-dallying, Alex suddenly burst out through the main doors.
‘There you are! Thank God!”’



Leigh set her face to anger. ‘| wasn't definitely coming in.’

‘Of courseyou were coming in,” Alex said. ‘I don’'t have time for this. | need you.’

‘What for?

‘I have acall list to go through, and you’ re gonna have to do the tough ones.’

‘Callsto who?

‘Come with me to my pop-up war room,” Alex grinned.

“Yourwhat?

Alex dragged her by the arm and into the hotel lobby. ‘Come on, there’s no time for
fucking around. We' ve got to be done for twelve.’

‘Done with what? Alex, what the hell are you doing? Leigh asked, befuddled.

By now, they were at the entrance to the party room. Leigh put the brakes on. ‘I'm
not going in there until you explain.’

‘That’ s not our destination. Don’t worry.’

L eigh was making no promises, but she was certainly intrigued.

She followed Alex into a small, dark screening room to find a guy in his thirties,
making notes with one hand while he tapped through his phone with the other. ‘I've

got alist of six,” he said.

‘Areyou serious? Alex asked, shocked.



‘I’m not even finished,” he said. ‘I’m sure there’ s a couple more I’ m forgetting.’

‘I think we only need three to agree,” Alex said.

‘Threewhat, Alex,” Leigh interrupted. ‘ Talk. Now.’

‘Former maids turned sex slaves,” Alex said.

‘Huh?
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‘Amanda wasn't the first, though she lasted the longest.” She gestured at the guy with
thelist. ‘Thisis Steven. He knows everything.’

Steven gave her aquick wave. ‘Hi.’

‘He' s Isabelle’ s assistant, right? Leigh checked.

‘He was. Now he’s mine. Long story short, I’'m blowing it al up. Tonight.’
Leigh blinked. ‘Why?

‘Because we're al stuck with under those bastards, and | can’'t have that. So let’'s
pool that rage and drain their power.’

Leigh was terror-struck. ‘But...’

‘I know, Alex nodded. ‘You have bosses. They won't like it. So, this is your call.
But | think if | can get this going, your bosses will have the proof they need that
Erin’s a monster. Hopefully, the only thing they’ll have to say to you about it is,
“Thanks for trying to warn us. Here, have a massive raise as an apology.” Alex
paused. ‘Might be a bit optimistic.’

‘Isabelle wouldn’t accept your apology? Leigh asked.

‘Oh, | never gaveit to her,” Alex said quickly.

Leigh was surprised. * So,thisis how you’ re saving your career?



‘Possibly? Alex said philosophically.

‘Seems like there are easier ways,” Leigh was compelled to point out. ‘ Starting with
that apology you were planning before.’

‘Yeah, well, | had second thoughts about that.” Alex shrugged, trying hard to seem
casua. ‘I’ve never really been one for kissing thering.’

‘But thisisvery risky.’

‘If it doesn’'t work, at least they’ll say | went out big,” Alex said with atwinkle in her
eye. ‘So, you in?

Leigh thought about it. She thought about how this would complicate things further
for her. She thought about how fucking angry Cybill had been the last time they
spoke. And she also thought about her old boss saying, ‘Be bold.’

And then there was Alex...

However she was trying to play this, Leigh knew there was more to it than simple
self-preservation at work in Alex tonight. Leigh needed to hear Alex take a leap. If

Leigh was going to be strong tonight, she needed Alex to do the same.

‘I'll do it if you admit something,” Leigh said. ‘That you're not doing this for
yourself.’

Alex rolled her eyes and groaned. ‘ There’ s no time for this.’

“Y ou bettermaketime. I’'m not helping unless you say it.’

Alex looked at the floor and let out an enormous groan of annoyance. ‘OK, Leigh.



You win. I'm doing this because | care, OK? About Amanda and everyone else those
two devils have used and abused. Y ou happy?

Leigh grinned. ‘Ecstatic. Now, who am | calling and what exactly is it I'm asking
from them?

Thirty-Nine

Alex watched as Leigh hung up the phone after a fifteen-minute talk with Amanda.
She' d been talking low and slow. Alex couldn’t read her tone at all.

Leigh turned to Alex. ‘ She said yes.’

‘She did? Are you fucking serious, Calloway?!’ Alex grabbed ahold of Leigh before
she realised what she was doing.

But if Leigh was shocked by it, she didn’t show it, accepting the hug completely. It
was a momentary hug, but being pressed against Leigh, feeling her breath on her neck
unraveled her.

They leant back from the hug after a few seconds, and Alex looked right into Leigh’s
big, dark eyes. She redlised the terrible thing, the feared thing, the worst of all
possible things, had happened.



Page 91

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:07 pm

Alex wasin love with Leigh.

But she would deal with that another time. Or possibly never. Never sounded quite
appealing, actually.

‘How did you do it? Alex asked Leigh.

‘“Well, first off, | spent ten minutes talking through how risky it was.’

‘Interesting play,” Alex noted.

‘Ihadto. Y ou know that,” Leigh said earnestly

‘But then? Alex pushed.

‘I told her about the others. Everything Steven said. | think that made her feel better,
knowing she wasn't alone. And then she said, “If | wasn't the first, | won’'t be the
last. | can’t let some other poor naive idiot wander into either of those spider’ s nests.”

‘S0, she’'sdoing it? Like right now? Alex asked.

Y eah. She'sgonnatext it over when she’'sdone,” Leigh confirmed.

Alex did a small air punch of victory. ‘The other yeses just got a lot more likely. If
everyone knows one person was willing to talk...’

‘Then what are we waiting for? Leigh asked. * Gimme the next name.’



* k%

It was midnight. Alex walked back into the party. The room was half-empty. Every
gift bag was gone. It was gonna be a thin screening.

Alex was surprised and delighted to find Erin was still hanging around. She was
drinking coffee now, presumably so she could keep on her feet.

‘“Hey, you get your big moment with Isabelle? Alex asked.

‘I think sheleft,” Erin said irritably.

‘That narcissist? Miss her own movie? Doubtful,” Alex told her. ‘Hey, you still want
to see the smile wiped off her face? she asked.

Erin looked interested.

‘“Why don’'t you come to the midnight screening? | think you’ll enjoy it.’

Erin sniffed. ‘Y eah?

“Yeah. | promiseyou, it'll be worth alook,” Alex vowed.

Erin wasintrigued. ‘Alright.’

‘Just out there,” Alex gestured. ‘ Staff will point the way.’

Erin did as she was told. One domino was set. But what about the other?

Alex headed out of the party, along with the faithful few who'd made it to the end.
| sabelle was just coming in from outside, looking like she'd collected herself from the



earlier fracas. She looked very pleased with herself, no doubt looking forward to
everyone seeing how great she was at dying on screen.

But when Isabelle saw Alex, her smile dlipped. ‘What are you still doing here?

‘| arranged this thing. | wanted to seeit through,” Alex said.

“You know I’'m going to report you to the police for assault in the morning, don’t
you? Try spinning that to future clients,” she said with contempt.

“You're reporting me? Alex asked, trying to look worried. ‘Isabelle, is therenothingl
can do to make it up to you?
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|sabelle looked surprised and pleased that Alex was so easily broken. ‘Well, since
you asked... | might be appeased if you tore up that letter you gave me earlier and
signed a new contract. One where your companyonlyworks for me. At a discount
rate, of course.’

Alex gave her a smile of utterly fake relief. ‘I could do that, Isabelle. If you could
forgive me.’

| sabelle touched her arm. ‘I think we could be a good team now.’

Alex tried not to shudder outwardly. ‘Now you’ ve got something over me?

She nodded. ‘Exactly.’

Alex smiled, and this time, there was nothing fake about it. She was truly happy.
Because she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that what she was about to do was
the right call. ‘Well, you're not leaving a lot of options,” Alex shrugged. ‘So, | guess
I’m in. Now, let’ s get you to your big moment, shall we?

| sabelle gave her a magnanimous smile. ‘Let’s.’

They headed into the screening room. Alex noticed Ivy Coulter on her way in. They
gave each other aquick nod.

Right on time, she thought. It had taken some serious talking to get her to come. Alex
practically had to offer to sit on her face, but here she was.



Alex sat in the back, along with Isabelle. She could just about make out Leigh
somewhere in the middle. Erin was front row.

All told, the screening was only about half-full. But that didn’t matter. It only
mattered that the right people were in attendance.

Isabelle also spotted her. Her jaw tightened. ‘Is that Erin? What is shestilldoing
here?

Alex leaned in conspiratorially. ‘I couldn’t get rid of her quietly but look at it this
way. When you get your standing ovation at the end of the screening, she'll have to
soak init.’

|sabelle smiled. ‘I like the way you think,” she purred.

‘I’ve hardly gotten started,” Alex promised her.

‘Have you seen Steven? |sabelle asked. ‘I can't seem to track him down, and |
thought 1’d find him in here.’

‘I'm sure he'll turn up,” Alex promised her.

And so he did, suddenly standing up in front of the room. ‘Hi, everyone. Thanks for
coming.’

‘“What the hell is he doing? |sabelle frowned.

‘He' s giving you an intro,” Alex explained.

‘| didn’'t ask him to do that,’ Isabelle said, worry entering her voice.



‘Now, | appreciate that everyone is super excited to seeThe Last Flight,’ Steven began
with a gleam in his eye. Alex liked seeing him standing a little taller for a
change.But before that, we'd like you to see a short film by some very talented
filmmakers. It s entitled,Y ou Really Deserve This. Please enjoy.’

|sabelle finally smelled the disaster coming her way. ‘Alex, what ishe...’

“Shh,” Alex hushed. Y ou don’t want to miss this.’

Steven stepped aside, and the lights dimmed.

The screen was dark, and then it cut to Amanda, her name captioned underneath. She
was talking into the camera from what looked like a bathroom, probably the only
private room she could snatch at short notice.

‘Hi, I'm Amanda Bradley. You might recognise me from a picture that became
famous recently. People have alot of theories about exactly who | am, but | want to
settle it for good. | have a story to tell you. It's about two famous actresses with too
much money, too much time, and no empathy whatsoever.’

That cut to adifferent woman. ‘I’m Emma.’

A third woman, ‘Rosa’

A fourth woman. ‘Iris’
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The rest of the video cut back and forth between their amost identical stories. Clip
after clip described how Isabelle and Erin had been operating for years.

‘They moved me into the pool house.’

‘I lived in the pool house!’

‘They said my friendswouldn’t get it.’

‘| wasn't sure, but they said it could only work if | lived with them.’

‘It was really important that | not tell anyone.’

‘And then they kicked me out.’

‘They trashed me to everyone.’

‘I was homeless after that.’

‘They said if | said anything, I'd be sued for breaking the non-disclosure agreement.’
‘They threatened to sueif | broke the non-disclosure agreement.’

‘| signed the agreement when | was a maid, but then it seemed like it applied to our
relationship, too.’

‘|sabelle was mean, and Erin seemed nicer. At first.’



‘But toward the end, Erin seemed like the scarier one. She smashed my phonein front
of me because | didn’t answer atext quickly enough.’

‘| wasn't allowed to leave the house toward the end. They made it clear that if | did, |
wouldn’t get back in. And by then, | had nowhere else to go.’

And on it went.

Alex wasn't watching the video. She was watching Isabelle, who was frozen in sheer
horror while her mistreatment was described by every smartphone-owning former
maid who had agreed to shoot their story. None of them had known about the ones
who came before or after, but that was al it took for the house of cards to come
down. Simply knowing it wasn't just them. They were willing to break their
silence—and the terrifying contract—to protect each other, not to mention future
maids.

‘Did youdothis? |sabelle muttered furiously to Alex.

‘Yeah,” Alex said, proud. ‘You like it? | mean, | didn’'t have long to slap it together,
but | think it came out well.’

|sabelle looked at Alex with the devil in her eyes. ‘I’ llendyou.’

‘If you must,” Alex said. ‘But you might be abit busy. Look around you.’

|sabelle turned and saw that, slowly but surely, everyone in the audience had raised
their camera phones. Some were pointed at the screen. Plenty were pointed at |sabelle

for areaction. Or Erin.

‘I think you’ re about to have a PR problem,” Alex explained. ‘And I’m sorry, but I'm
tendering my resignation with immediate effect.’



‘I’m taking you with me,” 1sabelle vowed.

‘That slap? Tell the world. | think they’ |l understand it now.’

| sabelle stood up and looked down at Alex with pure rage. But the cameras were still
on her, so there was nothing more she could do except leave—which she did.

‘Bye, Isabelle!’ Alex called after her.

Next up on her feet was Erin. She stormed up the aisle. ‘Y ou!”’

Alex stood to meet her, clapping her hands together in delight. ‘Hey, did you see?
| sabelle wasreallyupset. That' s what you wanted tonight, wasn't it?

Erin’s eyes flashed with rage. She didn’t care that she was being filmed. ‘I'll kill
you!" she screamed. She pulled her arm back, and Alex was about to duck when she
realised someone had tackled her to the floor.
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‘Leigh!” Alex cried.

Leigh looked up from atop Erin. ‘Get security!” she cried, wild-eyed, struggling to
keep Erin down. ‘ She's hulking out!”’

Luckily, someone was ahead of Leigh on that, and the big guys came in. Leigh
jumped off Erin, and Erin was dragged out, still screaming death threats. Alex helped
Leigh to her feet.

‘That was brave,” Alex told her.

‘Stupid, more like,” Leigh said quickly, going pink in the cheeks. ‘ She was running
on booze strength. It was like a bucking bronco, only it wanted to murder me.’

Alex knew in her heart that Leigh had wanted to protect her, and it meant alot to her.
But there was no time to enjoy it. Time to put a bow on the evening.

Alex turned to the fifty or so people in the room. ‘Well, | think we'll call that the end
of the show. If you still want to see Isabelle’s movie, well, theotherone, I'm sure it

will be on Netflix at some point,” Alex stated.

Everyone trundled out, muttering excitedly to themselves. They were satisfied. All
this and free Apple watches?

One of the last out was Ivy Coulter. ‘ This wasinsane. Will you send me that video?



Alex turned to Leigh. Y ou cool with giving her the scoop?

Leigh shrugged. ‘I guess.’

‘This was a coproduction, was it? lvy asked, amazed. ‘I’'m gonna need the full story
on this bizarre pairing. Y ou know, after I’m done rippingthosetwo to shreds.’

‘Sure.’” Alex took out her phone and texted it to her.

vy heard her phone beep. ‘You're officially off my shit list,’ she said to Leigh. She
practically skipped out.

Steven, looking pale and shaky, joined Alex and Leigh at the door, the room now
empty. ‘1 need to go home and lie down.’

“You do that. I' [l see you Monday morning to sign your employment contract.’

He grinned and | eft.

Alex was left alone with Leigh. ‘ Quite an evening.’

‘That’ s an understatement,” Leigh breathed.

‘Well, | guess that’ s that. Both of them are done.’

‘Yeah,” Leigh agreed.

A thick silence fell upon them. Alex knew it was now or never to let out the things
inside her that were asking, no,demandingto be said. Though Alex had taken Isabelle

and Erin down and released numerous women from their shackles of silence... This?
This was the moment she needed to be brave.



‘But what about us? Alex asked, her entire body trembling.

Leigh’sdark eyes widen. ‘What?

‘ Arewedone?

‘Do you not want usto be? Leigh asked, her dark eyes growing wide.

Alex felt like she might throw up from the stress of trying to talk to Leigh honestly.
She wasn't really doing this, was she? She could never deserve Leigh.

Could she?

‘There’ s something | need to tell you,” Alex said. ‘I lied.’
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‘What about? Leigh asked.

‘I wasn't drunk. All those years ago. That's not why | said what | said,’ Alex
confessed.

‘So then why...’

‘| said it because | mean it,” Alex admitted. ‘| meant it all.’

Forty

Leigh’s heart was in her mouth. ‘Y ou meant it?

‘Yes. | redly... Iwantedto love you,” Alex said, an unusual sincerity in her deep-set
eyes. ‘But then | got this phone call about some shit my dad had pulled on my mum,
and it brought me back down to reality. | felt like you deserved better.’

‘Better than what? Leigh said, unable to imagine what she could mean.

‘Better than me,” Alex said, asthough it were obvious. ‘Because I'm just like him.’

‘| don’'t believeyou are,” Leigh said.

‘Well... That'swhat | thought then.’

‘And what do you think now? Leigh asked.



‘| think... | don’t know who | am now. Everything is in flux. | did the right thing
tonight, sure, but tomorrow? Alex shrugged. ‘No idea.’

Leigh sighed. ‘ Thanks for the disclaimer. So now you can tell me what youreallywant
tosay.’

That frightened Alex. But Leigh didn’t mind it because Alex looked cute scared. Like
alittle dormouse peeping out of her hole, wondering if an owl was gonna eat her.

‘Look, | don’t know, OK? Alex stammered. ‘| don’'t know how to ask... | thought |
had it al figured out! What am | gonna do now? Be a good person? Alex laughed
like it was about the craziest thing she' d ever heard.

‘I'll get you a cape,” Leigh said, folding her arms. She wasn't trying to make this
tough for Alex. But she couldn’t make it easy. She wanted to know what Alex really
wanted.

‘Leigh,please,” Alex pled.

Leigh smiled. ‘I"'m still waiting for you to get to the point.’

‘Fine, Alex nearly screamed. And then she added, more quietly. ‘1 love you.’

Leigh stopped smiling. ‘Y ou love me?

Alex looked scared again. ‘Y eah, w-w-what did you think | was gonna say?

‘| guess | thought you might be coming round to the idea of going on a date or
something. Butyoulove me?

‘It's too much. You see? This is why change is such a pain in the arse. I've



overcorrected. | should have waited to tell you that, eased you into it over severa
months, but the way |I’ve treated you like shit, | didn’'t think I’d get the chance. |
thought | had to go big, and now you're freaked out! Which is a very normal reaction

in retrosp—

Leigh was tired of talking. She leaned in and grabbed Alex’ s waist, pulling her gently
toward her.

Alex came closer, but she looked terrified. ‘What are you doing?

‘Kissme, youidiot,” Leigh said.

Alex’s terror seemed to break, and she leaned in, kissing her long, deep and slow. It
was a bone-shaking kiss. Leigh was glad she was holding onto Alex, because her legs
might have given way otherwise.

When the kiss ended, Alex asked, ‘Y ou want to go on a date?

‘Yes,’ Leigh said confidently.
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‘Great. You free now?
‘It's gone midnight,” Leigh pointed out.
‘Somewhere will be open.’

*k*

They were a few miles from the hotel, at a twenty-four-hour cafe. It was a shithole,
but it was open late. Leigh and Alex had been sitting in the place for awhile, talking,
mocking each other, playing footsy under the table. Leigh felt... What was it? Oh
yes. Happy. Relaxed. It had been a long time since she could say that. It felt like a
very good sign.

Alex’s phone kept beeping. ‘Christ, | gotta turn off my notifications for Isabelle’s
news alerts.” She got out her phone and tapped around.

‘It sthat bad already? Leigh asked.
Alex glanced at her phone and started laughing. ‘ Ohyeah.” She put the phone away.

‘It happened a few hours ago, and it's the middle of the night. How is it getting
traction already?

‘People at the screening posted, and it’s still business hoursin the US.’

‘Global in hours,” Leigh marvelled. ‘It’'ll be an utter circus by tomorrow. | can’'t wait



to talk to my bosses. | wonder if they’ll fire me right away or let me serve out my
notice?

Y ouwarnedthem,” Alex said.

‘Y eah, and then | got a bunch of women to speak up without letting them in on it. It
was explained to me once already that | was doing the opposite of my job, so I’m sure
they’ll love me now,” Leigh said.

She had made peace with getting sacked when she’'d gone all in on the plan. It felt
like arelief, in a way. She'd never felt like she knew what she was doing at Carter
and Simon.

“You can put it on me,” Alex assured.

‘Oh, | will,” Leigh assured her with asmile and anod. ‘I’ m going to scapegoat you so
hard, they’ Il think you' re Satan in kitten heels.’

‘| weardtilettos, thank you very much.” Alex looked around at the greasy spoon they
were sitting in. ‘Long time since I’ ve been in aplace like this.’

‘Because you're fancy now? Leigh asked, putting a salt-encrusted fry in her mouth.

They’d been here so long that both of them needed something between a midnight
snack and breakfast. They’d settled on fries and ketchup.

“You think I’'m fancy? Alex asked, pleased.

‘Y es. Mostly because you keep telling me you are,” Leigh said. ‘Making fat stacks off
the back of all those scandals and everything.’



Alex started laughing and laughing hard.

‘What' s so funny? Leigh asked her.

‘I think | need to tell you something. I'm not actually rich.’

‘“What? But you said all that stuff about making a fuck ton of money?

‘| wanted to impress you slash compete with you,” Alex said, stuffing her giggles
back.

‘But all the clients, all the pressyou get...’

‘It’ s expensive maintaining a business, paying back the startup loan,” Alex explained.
‘I’m doing alittle better than breaking even, but that’s about it.’

‘But the suits... Thecoat, for Christ's sakel’

‘I repped someone in fashion. She sent me so many clothes. Upgraded my drip, as
Baker put it.’
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‘“The car? Leigh asked.

Alex groaned. ‘ The payments on that fucking thing are killing me.’
Leigh tutted. ‘ That’ s a disappointment.’

Alex arched an eyebrow. ‘Y eah?

‘I thought you were rich. That’s most of your appedl, if I’'m honest.’
Alex laughed. * Screw you.’

‘No, really. | thought if things went well, | could probably marry you at some point,
give up work, and become awoman of leisure.’

Alex grinned. ‘Didn’t work out so well for Erin. Y ou might need a new plan.’
Leigh shrugged. ‘ Probably. So, you wanna go to mine? she asked.

Alex looked shocked and dightly scared. ‘What”Now?

Leigh felt maybe she’'d moved a bit fast. ‘ Sorry, have | scandalised you?

‘No, not at all. | just can’'t believe this is happening. | thought I’d blown it with you.
Like, alot.’

‘“You did. | guess| like you enough to give you alast chance, though.’



Alex smiled. ‘I'm sorry | said | loved you.’

Leigh was disappointed. ‘Y ou’ re taking it back?

‘No,” Alex said immediately. ‘| just should have waited.’

Leigh sat back in her chair. ‘ That’swhat I'll do then.’

Alex tensed. ‘What do you mean?

‘I mean, I’'m not gonna say it now. Or tomorrow,” Leigh said carefully.

‘But youcould? Alex asked intensely.

Leigh smiled and ate another fry.

Alex took a deep breath. ‘ Can thiswork? | mean, are we just crazy?

‘| don't know, Leigh admitted. ‘I realy don’t. | just... Something about you... |
don’t know, Alex. It just feels right, somehow. Y ou pull mein.’

‘| fedl like | don't deserve that,” Alex said.

‘Yeah, | don't feel like | earned this yet either,” Leigh admitted. ‘But you know what
my boss said the day he nearly died? He said | don’t ask for things for myself. And he
was right. But | want this. I’'m scared, but | want it. So, I'm telling you now, you
better never pull anything like you did when we were younger. Because I’ m putting a
lot on the line even talking like this,” Leigh told Alex.

‘I'm stupid, Leigh. But notthatstupid. If this doesn’'t work out, | won't let it be
because of cowardice. Not thistime.’



‘What' s different?

‘| don’t totally know. But what Idoknow is that it's been ten years since we met, so |
feel confident in the knowledge that there' s never been one person in my whole life
who makes me feel the way you do. So, what do | do with that information?
Everything | can.’

Leigh liked everything she was hearing, but she needed to say something. ‘You're
selling me right now.’

Alex looked down for a moment and sighed. She looked back at Leigh, sincerity in
her eyes. ‘1 am,’ she admitted. ‘I’m sorry about that. But my mouth is al | have, so
I’'musing it.’
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‘That’ s not true,” Leigh said. ‘Y ou have plenty of other things.’
‘Like what?

Leigh decided to start with the basics. ‘Y ou're agreat kisser.’
Alex smiled, pleased. ‘ That's still technically a mouth thing.’

Leigh rolled her eyes and pushed on. ‘And you make me laugh. And there's
sweetness in you, though | know you don’t like to admit it. And | like the way you go
after things. | like the passion in you. | like the way you stand up for yourself. | like
the way you stood up for others tonight. Y ou don’t need to sell me on Alex Walker.’

Alex went quiet, a minor miracle. Eventually, she leant across the table, taking both
of Leigh’s hands. ‘I want it this, too. And I'm also scared. But here are the things that
pull meto you. Firstly, your bum is world-class.’

Leigh started to laugh.

‘I’'m serious,” Alex said. ‘It mesmerises me. It does this bounce thing, but it's also
incredibly firm at the same time. It defies logic.” Alex wiped the smile off her face
and tried for serious. ‘But more than that, you're kind. You're not afraid to feel
things, even when it breaks you. You're honest. You don't let me get away with
anything. And | like talking to you more than I’ ve ever liked talking to anyone.’

They looked at each other for a long moment. Then Alex said, very serioudly,
‘Y ou’ ve got ketchup on her palm.’



‘| do,” Leigh admitted, just as serioudly. ‘I really do.’

They parted hands and wiped them both off on napkins with small smiles at each
other.

‘S0, isthat offer to go to yours still open? Alex asked anxiously.

Leigh gave her ahard look. * Y ou still gonna be there when | wake up this time?

Alex nodded. ‘Y ou bet your unbelievable arse | will be.’

Leigh stood. ‘ Then follow me.” And she walked away from the table, hearing Alex
scraping her chair out, desperately trying to catch up. She felt confident that tonight
she could ask for what she wanted, and she was absolutely gonna get it.

Forty-One

Three years | ater

Alex was standing up at her desk, looking at awedding dress, frowning. ‘Thisisit?
Steven nodded.

‘It sameringue,” Alex said. ‘I said no meringues.’

He sighed. ‘I can call the designer, but thisiswhat she sent over.’

“You better,” Alex told him. *If Tara Anders sees this, she'll flip her shit.’

‘Thisisthe seventh dress. She hated every single one,” Steven pointed out.



‘That she has,” Alex agreed.

‘Maybe it’s not about the dress. Does she even want to get married? Steven asked, a
reasonable question.

‘That’ s not for me to worry about,” Alex said. * She says make my wedding a big deal,
| doit. | just need her to follow through so | don’'t have to give massive refunds to
any of the sponsors she asked me to get her.’

‘Is she even gonna make it to the day? Steven asked.

‘If 1 have to piggyback her down that fucking aisle, she’'s going to get married,” Alex
assured him.

‘What about Dan? Y ou think he'll make it?

‘Tarais wife number four, so | don’t know about the long term, but at least we know
he can fully commit to a choice of cummerbund.’
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‘Isthis even gonnawork? Steven asked.
‘Define work,” Alex said.

‘I mean, isitreallygonna distract everyone from the fact she was photographed in that
seven-way last year?

‘Let’s not shame her, Steven. She has alot of love to give,” Alex told him with awry
smile. * And the people that watch her shitty soap simply need to be reminded of that.
That at heart, she's just an old-fashioned girl who wants to marry the man of her
dreams.’

‘But Dan is cool with it? The group sex stuff?

‘Areyou kidding? He was there!” Alex told him.

‘What?!” Steven exclaimed. ‘Is he in the photo?

‘He' sthe one in the gimp mask,” Alex told him.

Steven shook his head in befuddlement. ‘Right, | better call that designer. Again.’ He
walked out.

Alex sat down behind her desk and looked at the dress. It was definitely too poofy.

The door opened, and Leigh swept in. ‘Sorry to drop by unannounced, but do you
have a minute?



Though Alex had spent all day mired in the most cynical wedding of the century, her
face lit up when she saw Leigh.

‘Hi,” Alex said, standing and leaning across the desk to kiss Leigh sweetly on the lips.

‘Hi,” Leigh said, taking the kiss and adding her own. ‘ So, isthis aright? Y ou got time
for achat?

‘Always,” Alex smiled.

‘I know you're busy...’

‘Calloway, you've got my attention,” Alex assured her, sitting down. ‘Tell me how |
can make your dreams come true?

Leigh chuckled and sat down on the other chair. ‘1 just wanted to check in about the
campaign we talked about.’

Alex clapped her hands together. ‘Ah, yes. I’ve got the team on it. Someone should
call you guys soon to schedule the pitch.’

“You’'re sure you have the time? Leigh asked uncertainly.

‘We made time,” Alex told her assertively.

‘But...’

‘Leigh, it's good for us. We do pro bono work for a women’s charity, and we get to
look like people who give a shit. Win-win.’

‘And that’ s the only reason you' re doing this? Leigh said cynically.



‘Totally.’

“You don’t fool me, you big softie. | know all about your gooey caramel centre.’

Alex sighed. ‘Yeah, | know. But | need to be cynical right now. I’'m doing cynical
things.’

‘And you're very good at them,” Leigh complimented her. * Oh, Amanda says to say
hi, by the way.’

‘Hi back.” Alex remembered something. ‘Is she in the office? I'd like to ring her to
tell her something really quick?

‘No, she'sout fundraising.’
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‘OK, well, tell her that | heard something | thought she'd be interested in.’

‘Isit that Erin Porter’ s doing panto next year?

Alex’s face fell. *Oh man, scooped? | thought | was first on this. Y ou know she’s not
even the most famous person on the cast list. Third-billed as ever.” Alex enjoyed a
nasty chuckle before asking, ‘How did you find out?

‘I still know people,” Leigh told her.

“Y ou haven’'t worked in PR for years now.’

‘Y es, but with Jack back at the old place, | still have afriend in the biz who gives me
the gossip.’

‘How is his heart doing? Alex asked.
‘He got a trainer and gave up refined sugar, so it’s better. He said he's decided he's
ok to die at hisdesk, aslong ashecando it in hiseighties.’” Leigh started chewing the
inside of her mouth, a nervous habit that Alex adored. ‘He keeps asking me to come
back. He can’t accept that | wasfired.’

‘That’sridiculous,” Alex said. ‘Y ou didn’'t get fired; you quit in terrible disgrace.’

Leigh gave a surprised hoot of laughter, and Alex felt that same old delight when
Leigh laughed at arisky joke. No one got her like Leigh did.



Once Leigh had gotten her breath back, she said, ‘Well, | had to quit. | had better
thingsto do.’

“You sure did. Like romancing me,” Alex said, waggling her eyebrows. ‘It’'s a full-
time job.’

“Once I’ d organised my stamp collection, | had to fill my hours somehow,” Leigh said
with a half-smile.

‘Absolutely. And | guess now I’'m locked down; it makes sense to fill the void by
setting up alegal aid charity for exploited female workers.’

‘Iwasat a dreadful loose end,” Leigh agreed. ‘We foundanothermaid, by the way.
Apparently, Isabelle was pulling that shit during herlastmarriage as well. That brings
the class-action suit total to eight. And the lawyers are confident that NDAs are
worthless, given that they were signed as part of their employment as maids. The
second they stopped cleaning windows, those things stopped counting. So
| sabelle sreallyup shit creek.’

‘I couldn’t wish future bankruptcy on a nicer person,” Alex said. ‘I know you're
saving the world and everything now, but | still kind of wish you'd have come and
worked here,’ Alex said, only half-serious. ‘I’m signing more clients than | know
what to do what to do with. | can't hire people fast enough. That dlap
chargereallybrought in the business.’

Leigh cocked her gorgeous head. ‘Part of me would have loved that, but you were
right. That business wasn't afit for me.’

‘No,” Alex agreed, loving hearing that. But there was another part of what Leigh had
said that flicked her switch. ‘Hey, that first bit again,” Alex said.



‘What, that you were right? Leigh asked.

‘Look at my hand,” she said, holding it up. ‘ Goosebumps.’

Leigh rolled her eyes. She leaned back and put her feet up on the desk. ‘Hey, you still
taking me out later? she asked quietly.

Alex shooed her feet back out. *We can go out now if you want.’

Leigh was excited. ‘ Are you serious?

“WEe're the bosses. Who could stop us from taking off? Alex said.

‘I never thought I’ d hearyousay that,” Leigh smiled.

‘There’'s moreto life than work,” Alex said.

Leigh’s mouth fell open in amazement. ‘Catch me, | think I’'m about to faint,” she
said.

‘| wasn’ tthatbad before,” Alex said.

“Youlivedfor work,” Leigh told her. ‘Y ou were like Jack, pre-pastry.’

‘Y eah, well. That was before | had you,” Alex said, her lips curving into asmile.
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Leigh gave her alook.

‘The second time, anyway,” Alex amended off Leigh’slook.

Leigh smiled. Sheturned and saw the dress. ‘ That’s notyours, isit?

‘Nope. You want it?

‘Not redly.’

‘Shame. We could get a discount.’

“Hmm, how romantic,” Leigh smirked.

“Y ou want aromantic proposal? Alex asked.

Leigh laughed. ‘I’m not expectinganykind.’

Alex, her hand trembling, reached into her desk drawer.

‘What are you doing? Leigh asked, suddenly nervous.

‘I’ve had this in here for months. | was waiting for the right time. But | don’t think
it's coming.” She took out the box and went around her desk. She sat down on the

edge of her desk and flipped open the box to reveal a diamond ring. ‘Will you marry
me?



Leigh nearly fell off her chair. ‘Y ouwant to marryme?

‘Yes,’ Alex said with certainty.

‘But you don’'t believe in marriage.’

‘No,” Alex conceded. ‘But | do believein you.’

Leigh tried to speak, but only a squeak came out.

‘Was that ayes? Alex asked.

Leigh nodded. ‘Yes, it wasayes. | mean, yes, ayes. Yes.’

‘Can you say yes once more? Alex asked, trying not to get too overwhel med.

‘| seemed to have forgotten how to speak,” Leigh apol ogised.

Alex laughed nervoudly. ‘I’m scared, too.’

‘But you' re the one proposing,” Leigh pointed out.

“Y ou might have said no,” Alex mused.

Leigh gave Alex a look that made her fedl like jelly. ‘I think you know | wouldn’t
have said no to you,’ Leigh said.

Alex was a bit worried she was going to pass out, so she decided to dlip the ring on,
just in case. That way, when she woke up, at least she’ d know she was engaged.

But the ring didn’t get past the first knuckle. *Oh no.’



‘It sthewrong size,” Leigh said with a nervous smile.

‘| took one of your rings to get measured!” Alex cried.

‘Maybe | ate too much salt today? Leigh said desperately.
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Alex sighed and took the ring back off, putting it back in the box. ‘I hate that |
messed this up.’

“You didn’t mess anything up,” Leigh assured her, standing up and putting her arms
around Alex’ swaist and kissing her tenderly on the neck.

The kiss cheered Alex up quite a bit, but she was still stuck on something. ‘But it's
not a proposal without a proper ring.’

‘S0, if there’ saring on someone' s finger, onlythenisit a proposal? Leigh asked.
Alex nodded, angry with herself.

Leigh slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out a small box. She cracked it
open to reveal aring. ‘If thisfitsyou, are we officially engaged, then?

Alex looked at the ring, another diamond, stunned into silence.

‘| wasn't sure about the right time, either. But you proposing seems like a strong
sign,’ Leigh said.

“Y ouwere going to propose? But you don't believe in marriage either!”’

‘Can | steal your line? Because | believe in you,” Leigh said, moving her hands up to
hold Alex’ s face gently.

Alex wrapped her arms around Leigh. ‘It was agood line.’



‘It wasagreat line,’ Leigh said. ‘It also happensto be how | fedl.’

‘| was selling,’

“Y ou never had to sell me on you.’

‘1 did once.’

‘But only once.” Leigh did the ring onto Alex’sfinger. It was a perfect fit.

‘Shall we get married then? Alex asked.

‘Yes, please.’

‘Even though I’m acynic with no proper role models for love? Alex checked.

“You trying to talk me out of it? Leigh asked.

‘I’m disclaiming, that’s all. | don’t want to sell you alemon.’

Leigh smiled and kissed her. Then she leant back and said thoughtfully, ‘If you're a
lemon, so am |. So. Let’s make lemonade.’

Leigh kissed Alex again, sweetly and lovingly. Alex quickly forgot her ring mistake.
It was already in the past.



