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One

   
 Gina Nash watched as a policewoman slapped a pair of cuffs on her boss with quite some interest. Crick, crick, crack, and he was arrested, easy as you please. ‘Gina, honey, would you close your mouth?’ the handcuffed man asked with impressive flippancy.  
   
 Gina hadn’t realised it had swung quite so far open, and she shut it promptly. She was glad to close her mouth if it meant she wouldn’t have to speak because she had no words. But what words would have been suitable for such an occasion? Maybe they made a greeting card to cover it. She could check Hallmark later to see if there was a ‘Sorry you were publicly arrested at your place of business!’ section. 
   
 Gina was sure these were the kind of jokes a shocked mind made. She supposed she’d find out later when she got over the surprise of watching her boss of six years being hauled off for reasons unknown. She’d missed that part of the arrest, coming in halfway with Michael’s mid-morning Americano from the coffee shop down the street. She was still holding it.  
   
 ‘Bye, everyone! Back soon! Just got a few things to straighten out!’ Michael announced to an office of gobsmacked individuals who had drifted over to watch the show taking place on a Tuesday morning at ten past eleven at Parker Press, a mid-sized book publishing company. Among them was Olivia Noble. If anyone was due a big reaction, it was Olivia. She had been his protégé from the year dot.  
   
 She didn’t disappoint. ‘Michael, what the fuck?!’ she exclaimed.  
   
 ‘Olivia, relax,’ he said with a shrug as if he’d only spilled ketchup down his tie. The stony-faced officers began to push him through the lobby. ‘Should I… Is there someone I should call?’ Olivia called to him. But he was already in the lift, and the doors were shutting. He was gone.  
   
 Olivia turned to Gina. ‘What the hell was that?!’ she asked. 
   
 ‘No fucking idea. I just got here,’ Gina said, still holding the coffee like a god damn dolt.  
   
 Olivia took a deep breath. ‘OK, OK, OK. OK. Let’s just think a second.’ 
   
 Gina was happy someone was taking charge of the situation and that it wasn’t her. Then again, why would it be? She was just an assistant and not even a particularly ambitious one.  
   
 ‘We need to lock this down for a start. Everyone. Everyone!’ The murmuring stopped, and roughly forty staff members turned to Olivia. ‘I don’t know what’s happening, but I want to get all the information before any of this gets out. We don’t know what we’re dealing with. But Parker Press needs to stay afloat. No one says anything to anyone, do you understand? I’m being serious. I’ll track the rumour to its source like a bloodhound and sack you if this gets out. There’s a confidentiality clause in all your contracts that would empower me to do it.’ 
   
 No one said anything for a long moment until Vincent, Olivia’s assistant, suddenly asked, ‘Oh. So I probably shouldn’t tweet about this?’ His phone was already in his hand. 
   
 Olivia glowered at him. ‘Did you do it yet?’ 
   
 ‘I hadn’t found the right hashtag, so I haven’t sent it yet. I was playing around with #Don’tDropTheSoapBoss.’ 
   
 Olivia rolled her eyes. ‘First off, delete it. Second, bit homophobic.’ 
   
 He shrugged. ‘Yeah, OK.’ He tapped his thumbs and then put the phone away. He giggled nervously. ‘Shit, I coulda got cancelled.’ 
   
 Gina looked at her colleague with a head shake. ‘Vincent, Jesus.’ 
   
 ‘OK, so I will be taking Michael’s meetings today, and other than that, let’s just operate as usual, alright?’ Olivia said, pulling all eyes back onto her. 
   
 There was a slightly frightened murmur of assent. Olivia’s authority was respected.  
   
 Olivia turned to Gina. ‘Come on. You can get me up to speed.’ 
   
 Gina didn’t question her. It made sense. Michael was the boss, and Olivia was his number two. The king was dead. Long live the queen. 
   
 They went into Michael’s office, the plushest in the building. It had a mustard mid-century couch - very Mad Men - and a big screen TV. Michael had always said it was to keep an eye on the Dow, but Gina had found him asleep watching Loose Women more than once. Olivia leaned against his glossy rosewood desk. ‘Was that for Michael?’ she asked, nodding at the coffee that Gina was still holding. 
   
 ‘Oh. Yeah,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘He takes it black, right?’ Olivia said, taking the coffee from her and having a deep drink. ‘I wish I had whisky to put in this thing. Jesus, did you see that shit show?’ 
   
 ‘Half of it. But I didn’t get any details.’ It was a bit odd talking to Olivia in this conspiratorial fashion. Gina and Olivia didn’t know each other well. Gina was only a conduit to set up meetings between her and Michael. But perhaps this was life in the trenches. Alliances had to be forged quickly out of need. 
   
 ‘Me too. I was on a conference call with New York. I had to put the phone down on them when I saw the uniforms. I’m going to have to apologise… Anyway. Any meetings today? 
   
 ‘Actually, Brenda Kildare is due in about half an hour,’ Gina told her.  
   
 Olivia’s eyes bulged. ‘My god, can you imagine if she’d been here…  OK. I can take the meeting. It’s about her contract?’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Yes. You know her, right?’ Gina asked. She was asking that because she was about to say some unkind things, and she needed to gauge how they would be taken.  
   
 ‘I don’t. But Michael tells me she’s difficult.’ 
   
 The safety was off. ‘She’s a pain in the arse. And she’s been hinting that’s she’s not happy with the money for a while.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, wonderful. Perfect time to be renegotiating the back end. I don’t even know if we’ll be in business tomorrow.’  
   
 Gina’s raised an eyebrow. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘God, I don’t know. I’m still in shock. It depends on what he did, I guess. How bad it is.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. That sounded right. If Michael turned out to be a serial killer, it would probably affect the share price rather dramatically.  
   
 ‘But I guess I should just act like everything’s business as usual until we know anything,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Right.’ 
   
 Olivia gave Gina a serious look. ‘You’ve always been someone Michael could rely on. I’m asking you to do the same for me. Are we on the same page?’ 
   
 Gina wasn’t on any page at all yet. ‘What about Vincent? Isn’t he your guy?’ 
   
 ‘Vincent’s an idiot. He got this job because he’s some board member's nephew. I want you to be my PA.’ 
   
 ‘You’re going to sack him?’ Gina asked, shocked. 
   
 ‘Couldn’t if I wanted to. I’ll have to dump him somewhere else in the company. I need a real ally, someone who knows this business and has a brain. I know Michael kept you in the background, but I see us as a team. You’ll be my right-hand woman.’ She paused. ‘So, will you do this? Will you help me?’ 
   
 Gina didn’t take long to think about that. Perhaps she should have. But the regime was changing, and what else could she say? ‘Yeah, of course. I’ve got your back,’ Gina told Olivia. It was an easy promise to make because it would be a while before Gina understood what she was promising. How her life at Parker Press was about to change.  
   
   
   
   

 





Two

   
   
 ‘Is that a crumb down your shirt?’ Brenda asked Harper Blake. 
   
 Harper brushed herself down, and a croissant crumb fell off her spotty blouse. ‘It’s part of the design,’ she lied, embarrassed. She glanced around the monochrome of the Parker Press lobby to check if anyone had heard this mother and daughter routine. But people seemed busy. People were oddly chatty at Parker this morning, Harper noticed. Numerous intense little chats were taking place throughout the office. Harper couldn’t pay it too much heed. Not with Brenda on her case. 
   
 ‘OK, good. We can’t go in looking like a couple of amateurs,’ Brenda said irritably, shifting her weight on the sofa. She was obviously nervous.  
   
 Harper let the rudeness go. She had to smile through what would be a horror show of a meeting. Because her ‘Top’ client, Brenda Kildare, was also her most challenging. And today, they were going to renegotiate her contract with Michael Phelps. It was going to be a bloodbath because Brenda was going to demand more money. Money that Parker Press was not going to want to give. And when Michael Phelps said no, in his nicey-nicey way, Brenda would throw a shit fit and demand to approach one of the other companies, which Harper could easily do. But Brenda had been with Parker since the start. Moving would mean a lot of upheaval. Which she would bitch about more than the money because familiarity and routine mattered very much to Brenda. But so did money. So here they were. 
   
 ‘Brenda Kildare and Harper Blake! Good morning!’ said a voice that didn’t belong to Michael Phelps. Harper looked up from the sofa to see someone she didn’t know looming over her. And ‘Loom’ was the word. The woman was tall, an Amazonian blonde. If Amazons wore Prada and spent three hundred quid on their haircuts.  
   
 ‘I’m Olivia Noble,’ the Amazon introduced herself. ‘I’ll be meeting with you today.’ 
   
 OK, this was tricky because where the fuck was Michael? 
   
 ‘Hi Olivia, nice to meet you. Will Michael be in the meeting today?’ Harper asked tactfully.  
   
 Olivia smiled. ‘Actually, I hope you don’t mind, but he asked me to meet with you. He’s taking some leave, you see. So I’ll be taking on his authors.’ 
   
 ‘Why didn’t we know this before?’ Brenda said icily, which was fair. This was quite a revelation to walk into when Michael had been their key guy for a decade. 
   
 ‘It was rather a, err, last-minute decision. Health issues, I’m afraid,’ Olivia explained. 
   
 Brenda had the wisdom to take it down a notch. ‘Oh. Is he alright?’ 
   
 ‘Nothing a few months in Saint-Tropez won’t fix,’ Olivia assured them. ‘I hope you can forgive us for springing this on you. We only found out this morning.’ 
   
 ‘I hope you’ll give him our best,’ Harper said. They weren’t friends, but she was on warm terms with him. She hoped he was going to be okay. She couldn’t ask for details. Olivia’s vagueness had made it clear that it was a sensitive topic.  
   
 ‘So, shall we head in?’ Olivia said, gesturing to the glass-walled conference room. They headed in. Coffee they would all drink and pastries that no one would touch waited.    
   
 ‘Right, so… How’s that new award looking on your shelf?’ Olivia asked Brenda.  

 

 Brenda tried not to look happy about the ego stroke. ‘Oh, that thing? I don’t even think I’ve got shelf space for it,’ she said. Harper had to hold in laughter at the outrageous lie. Brenda loved an award more than life itself. She probably had it spot lit on a custom-built plinth in the centre of her living room. 
   
 ‘Well, I think it’s clear that you don’t write for recognition,’ Olivia smiled.  
   
 ‘Well…’ Brenda purred, looking away and blushing. The second her eyes were off Olivia, the tall woman threw Harper the most subtle wink. It was a bold move. After all, Harper was here to represent Brenda and might easily be offended because Olivia was laughing at Brenda. But if Harper was honest, she admired the knowing gesture. She couldn’t entirely hide a smile.   
   
 ‘So, let’s see,’ Olivia said, opening her iPad and checking her notes. As she did so, someone Harper hadn’t even realised was in the room poured everyone’s coffee from a cafetiere. Harper glanced up to see the person. ‘Oh, have you met Gina?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Of course,’ Harper said. However, she didn’t know her well. She was Michael’s too-cool-for-school assistant, a raven beauty who unnerved Harper. Her voice forever dripped disdain. Her cool dark eyes said, ‘You don’t deserve my attention.’ Her informal uniform of t-shirts and jeans said, ‘Why would I dress up for this?' She had always fascinated Harper in the way a shark might. Was she going to take a bite out of you? Maybe.  
   
 Olivia said. ‘She will be my assistant now, so I’m sure you’ll have plenty of contact, Harper.’ 
   
 Gina gave Harper and Brenda an unsmiling nod apiece. Once she’d finished the coffee, she slid back to the corner.  
   
 Harper turned back to Olivia. ‘Shall we get to the crux? We want to keep the deal as it stands, except for a three percent raise on the sales, bringing us to ten percent.’ 
   
 Brenda coughed. ‘Fifteen. She means fifteen.’ 
   
 Harper looked at Brenda. ‘Brenda…’ 
   
 ‘I said I want fifteen,’ Brenda said, rounding on her. ‘I wrote this company’s most successful crime thriller of all time. If you want me to keep making you money, I want to see more of the profits.’ She turned to Olivia. ‘Or we’re going elsewhere.’ 
   
 Brenda had psyched herself up for this morning and had come in guns blazing. And now Olivia would be forced to politely tell her, in business language, to go fuck herself.  
   
 ‘Right, well, that’s certainly a place to start...’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘It’s where we end,’ Brenda said.  
   
 Harper was quietly furious. Why have an agent and behave like this? An agent was a remove. Harper’s job was to leave space for two parties, to make sure that negotiations such as these – difficult as they could be when accord could not be struck – did not get ugly. It wasn’t good for business to let displays of temper into it.  
   
 But she was no use today, not with Brenda. If this was what she wanted, there was jack shit to do right now except sit back and watch. 
   
 Olivia laced her fingers together, and her smile went from a nine to a three. ‘Look, Brenda, we value your work, and you, very much. But we can’t do that. Even ten is an ask at this point. Your sales are great, but not fifteen percent great. No writer gets that deal with us. What we offer you is a hands-off approach. We give our writers the space they need.’ Olivia paused and leaned back, relaxing into her spiel. Harper thought Brenda would use the moment as an opportunity to keep ranting. But she didn’t say anything. She was listening.  
   
  ‘And sure, you might get a better deal with someone else, and you’re free to go looking,’ Olivia said easily. ‘But we know you, and we stay out of your hair. That’s what we offer, trust in you to do your job. You might not get that elsewhere because the real talk is that you’re a big fish in a medium pond here. You can go to the bigger guys and become a bit richer. But your life won’t be what it is now. It just won’t. Meeting after meeting, note after note. Stress you don’t get with us.’ 
   
 Harper looked at Brenda to see some of the wind had been sucked out of her sails. She was thrilled to see it. 
   
 ‘But we will give you that ten percent of sales and give you a bump on your advance, too,’ Olivia added. ‘It’ll be tight for us, but we really don’t want you to leave us. Your books are what put us on the map.’ It was the classic shit sandwich—compliment, rejection, compliment. 
   
 But would Brenda go for the advance bump dangled under her nose? Because that money came out of her sales percentage, ultimately. It was more money, but only if you were greedy and short-sighted. 
   
 ‘How big of a bump?’ Brenda asked. 
   
 Olivia said a number, and Brenda sighed. ‘OK. Fine.’ 
   
 Harper didn’t let her surprise show. But man, Olivia was quite the salesperson. Harper thought she could learn a thing or two. 
   
 ‘But I have another demand, and I won’t be swayed on this!’ Brenda burst out. ‘I want the font of my name to be bigger on the covers.’ 
   
 Olivia smiled as though that was a vital and not at all silly thing to care about. ‘We could work with you on that. Our graphic designer will send you some mock-ups over today.’ 
   
 Brenda smiled like the cat that got the cream. ‘Great.’ 
   
 ‘So, it sounds like we might be getting somewhere,’ Olivia said with a subtle yet clear conspiratorial look to Harper. 
   
 ‘It certainly does,’ Harper said, finding herself returning the smile. ‘So, let’s talk about cover approval.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 She walked out of the meeting with true relief, not to mention amazement that Brenda still had a contract with Parker Press. Brenda had done her best to derail the whole thing early. But after Olivia had put paid to the money issue, she was a good little doggy for the rest of the meeting. 
   
 Brenda turned in the foyer. ‘Well, that’s that,’ she said. ‘Thank goodness I was there to sort everything out,’ she said smugly.  
   
 Harper sighed through her nose, frayed. ‘Brenda…’ 
   
 ‘Harper, hold on,’ said a voice, and Harper turned to see Gina. ‘I forgot to give you Olivia’s contact details.’ She handed Harper a card. ‘Though you can contact me if you can’t get Olivia.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, thanks. I have your details, don’t I?’ 
   
 ‘I’m sure you do,’ Gina said with an eyebrow raise and the lightest flash of teeth. It was the first smile she’d ever seen from Gina. Though it barely qualified as one. That woman was a cold beauty. But Harper couldn’t pay that beauty any mind. What would have been the point? That tiny smile was probably about as warm as Gina would ever get with her. 
   




Three

   
   
 Gina knew who Harper was before they met. She’d met her several times through the years, though she knew Harper wouldn’t remember her. Why would she? Harper was one of those people who didn’t need to remember anyone because everyone would remember her. She was an effortless type, charming and attractive, always perfectly put together with her chic blouses, always a smile for everyone, lots of eye contact from those enormous dark-green orbs. Gorgeous, obviously. Fragile featured, ridiculous cheekbones, a pout a Kardashian would have murdered one of her sisters for. Not Gina’s cup of tea at all. Gina had always been suspicious of the charmers. What were they hiding? Why was life so easy for them? What did they know that she never would? 
   
 Luckily, one thing Harper didn’t know was where Michael was. Olivia had pulled a story out of her arse that seemed to go down well. Gina didn’t understand how she could do that so easily. She was still utterly flabbergasted about Michael. She could barely function, her mind turning around and around the scene this morning.  
   
 Gina desperately wanted to know what he had been accused of. She held a slim hope that it was all some misunderstanding and that he’d stroll back in any minute and explain that he’d been mistaken for someone else, that there was some jewel thief who looked exactly like him, but it was all fine because he had an excellent alibi for that armed robbery at Cartier. Then everything could go back to normal. Normal wasn’t perfect, but it was easy. 
   
 But Gina knew in her heart that wouldn’t happen. There’d been no surprise in Michael's eyes when they’d hauled him off. He’d seen it coming. Gina didn’t want to think this way, but she already knew that whatever charge he faced, he’d done it. 
   
 But what had he done? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Fraud,’ Olivia told her two weeks later in Michael’s office. Though Gina knew it as Olivia’s now. She’d fully settled in, slapping some of her bestselling book covers on the walls, changing a few lamps. 
   
 ‘Fraud?’ Gina repeated. ‘What kind of fraud?’ 
   
 ‘Tax,’ Olivia said, shaking her head. ‘He’s been under-reporting his earnings.’ 
   
 ‘That’s it?’ Gina blinked. ‘Do they do the whole arrest thing for that?’ 
   
 ‘For twenty years,’ Olivia added. ‘Significantly. He gave himself bonuses and never reported them. So a bit iffy for the company too. But that’s yet to be...’ 
   
 ‘How do you know,’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘I went to see him.’ 
   
 ‘In prison?’ 
   
 ‘No, he’s out on bail. I went to his house. The one in Berkshire.’ 
   
 ‘And he just admitted it to you?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘He told me the charges, and he said it was a misunderstanding with his accountant. But…’ Olivia left it hanging, and they both knew what she was saying. He was guilty. 
   
 ‘But he’s the boss. I mean, he owns this place, doesn’t he?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘He’s the majority stakeholder, yes.’ 
   
 ‘So what happens to Parker?’ 
   
 ‘I think, I mean, I hope that’s going to be fine,’ Olivia said. ‘He’s going to sort that out, and he’ll have to divest his interests, sign them over to someone else if the charges stick.’ 
   
 ‘He’s definitely not coming back, then?’ Gina asked anxiously. 
   
 Olivia took a heavy pause, leaning back in Michael’s ornate leather chair. ‘I’d be surprised to see him ever set foot on these premises again, if I’m honest.’ 
   
 Gina, standing in front of the desk, walked over to the sofa and slumped onto it. ‘Who knows?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know, but it’s gonna get out,’ Olivia said philosophically. ‘I know I threatened everyone on day zero to shut up, but that won’t last long. It’s only a matter of time before this gets out. I mean, the board knows now. I had to talk to them, get officially appointed and everything. But we need to get ahead of it in public. Now. Have a meeting with the shareholders. Break the news ourselves.’ 
   
 Panic flooded Gina’s system. ‘We?’ 
   
 Olivia smiled kindly. ‘I was using the royal we. I only meant that I need you to get the thing organised, but I’ll be doing the talking, don’t worry.’ 
   
 ‘You’re just gonna handle this, take it all on?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘I have to. Michael… He was like my dad.’ She sighed. ‘But he’s fucked us all. If I don’t try to sort this, it’s all our jobs. And I don’t know about you, but I love this place. I love what we do. I spend more time here than at home.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess I don’t want to leave.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly. So I have to unfuck it somehow.’ 
   
 Gina looked at Olivia and felt gratitude for her very existence. She was capability itself. Michael had made a massive mess, but Olivia had rolled up her sleeves and grabbed a mop. Gina had promised to help her, but now, she felt the power of that promise. Whatever Olivia needed; Gina would see she had it. She had little to offer but that. She could organise. She would be a footstool that Olivia could step on to pull them all out of this.  
   




Four

   
   
 ‘Harper, for fucks sakes, will you fucking well ring me back. NOW?’ screamed the dulcet tones of Brenda on Harper’s messages. Harper would have preferred she shout in text. It was pretty straightforward, you just had to double-tap for all caps, and the effect was the same. You knew you were getting yelled at. But Brenda was old-school. She preferred to scream in analogue.  
   
 Harper rang her back as she waited for a cab outside the train station. Her holiday was obviously over. Shame, it had been nice to get away from, well, Brenda.  
   
 ‘Brenda, how’s-’ Harper began. 
   
 ‘Oh, thank fuck!’ Brenda exclaimed. ‘Have you seen it?’ 
   
 A cab pulled in front of Harper, and she climbed in, asking, ‘Seen what?’ 
   
 ‘Are you fucking joking? You don’t know?’ 
   
 Harper gave her address to the cabbie before turning her attention back to Brenda. ‘I’ve been in the country for a few days, and I’m very strict about tech breaks when I’m away,’ she said as the car pulled out. 
   
 ‘That’s bloody convenient,’ Brenda huffed. 
   
 Harper wanted to ask Brenda if she was allowed a holiday or should she just set up a dog kennel in Brenda’s back garden and curl up in there, waiting for the next crisis. Instead, she asked, ‘Brenda, what’s going on?’ 
   
 ‘Parker Press is going down the toilet because it turns out Michael’s a fiddler!’ 
   
 ‘He plays the fiddle?’ Harper asked, confused. 
   
 ‘No, he’s been on the fiddle! The whole company is in crisis! They’re probably going to go bust any minute and take my deal with them!’ 
   
 Harper was utterly confounded. She didn’t think it would do any good to get more details from Brenda. She was obviously in a state, and what was coming out was a garbled mess. Harper needed cold hard facts. ‘Look, I need to get up to speed. I’ll call you back in a minute,’ Harper said. She hung up before Brenda could argue. 
   
 She did five minutes of googling, three minutes of which was spent watching a press conference where Olivia threw Michael under a monster truck and vowed that under her new leadership, all would be well. She as good as said that Michael’s reign had been holding them back. It was quite a thing to see. 
   
 Once she’d gotten the lay of the land, she rang Brenda. ‘So obviously, none of this is great. But it doesn’t necessarily sound like they’ll go under.’ 
   
 ‘No?’ Brenda said, sounding like she was biting her nails. It was nearly funny because she’d always behaved like Parker Press was lucky to hang onto her and that she might jump ship any minute, and now they were a bit shaky, and she was clinging to the mast like her life depended on it. 
   
 ‘Olivia sounded confident, and to be honest, I think that will sway people,’ Harper told her. ‘But let me set up a meeting with her, get some real reassurance.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll come,’ Brenda said quickly.  
   
 ‘No,’ Harper said sharply. She quickly softened her tone. ‘Look, we don’t want to tag-team her. Let me talk to her alone. I’ll find out what’s going on. That’s what I do. Let me earn my percentage. You relax; I’ll call you back later.’  
   
 There was a hesitation, but in the end, Brenda gave in. ‘Alright.’ 
   
 Thank god. Brenda wouldn’t help anything. She’d just flap and lash out, make accusations. It was what she did. The woman could write crime, but her functionality was minimal as a person.  
   
 ‘I’ll ring you later,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘You better. I can’t deal with this kind of stress. I’ve got lumbago!’ 
   
 ‘I’ll call,’ she promised and hung up. Then she told the cabbie to forget what she’d said before and take her to Parker Press. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 A young guy with a broccoli-style haircut was on the phone at the reception desk. ‘Hi, Parker Pr- Oh, no, yes. I see, I’ll just… Could you hold for a minute?’ he pressed a button and blinked. ‘Shit.’ He turned to a woman next to him, ‘Stacey, I hung up again instead of transferring them.’ 
   
 Stacey rolled her eyes. ‘Vincent…’ 
   
 ‘Oh, hang about,’ Vincent stopped her, noticing Harper. ‘Hello, welcome to Parker Press. Who are you seeing today?’ 
   
 ‘I’m hoping to see Olivia.’ 
   
 ‘Do you have an appointment?’ Vincent asked.  
   
 ‘No. I stopped by on the off chance.’ 
   
 ‘Well, she’s swamped-’ Vincent began.  

 

 Stacey stopped him mid-sentence. ‘But I’m sure she can squeeze you in, Miss Blake.’ 
   
 ‘That would be great,’ Harper said, switching her attention to the more competent of the two. 
   
 Stacey got on the horn, and within seconds, she gave Harper the green light. ‘She’s in, umm, Michael’s old office,’ she said, dropping her voice to a whisper on the now-discredited name.  
   
  Harper headed down the hall, past framed book covers of Parker's big hits, a lot of them Brenda’s. She reached Michael’s old office, and lo and behold, Olivia was in there, looking comfy behind Michael’s desk. She was looking at something Gina was showing her on an iPad. Olivia looked up as Harper walked in, smiling. ‘I’m so glad you came, Harper,’ she beamed as if she’d fully expected Harper to show up.  
   
 ‘Sorry to drop by unannounced.’ 
   
 ‘Not at all. It’s good you’re here.’ 
   
 Gina glanced up. ‘We’ve been trying to get you, but your out of office said you were on holiday,’ she said with a slight air of accusation. 
   
 ‘I was. I got in an hour ago, and Brenda blew up my phone.’ 
   
 ‘You came straight here? That’s a good agent,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘That’s a pressured agent,’ Harper smiled. 
   
 ‘Can I get you a coffee?’ Gina asked.  
   
 ‘Actually, that would be great.’ 
   
 ‘It’s a vanilla latte, right?’ Gina asked. ‘I’m going on a proper coffee run.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, thank you,’ Harper said, oddly pleased Gina had remembered. She was getting the treatment today. They were sweating. 
   
 Gina went off to get the coffee, and Olivia gestured at the sofa in the corner, getting up from her desk to join her on it. Harper could feel that she was about to get schmoozed. 
   
 ‘Nice holiday?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘It was, thanks.’ She didn’t expand. It was just a pleasantry; she didn’t want to know that Harper had been forced to take a break in the country before she turned one of Brenda’s murder mysteries into a real-life case. Though it had been nice to get a little time to paint, nothing fancy, just watercolours. She’d come back with a country landscape that would go straight into a cupboard and probably never be seen again. She could never work in the city. She was too close to too much work bullshit. It made it impossible to focus.  
   
 ‘Brenda’s hard work, isn’t she?’ Olivia said easily.  
   
 Harper smiled. ‘Well, I’ve worked with easier; let’s put it that way.’ 
   
 ‘But the woman can write crime.’ 
   
 ‘That she can,’ Harper agreed. 
   
 Olivia switched gears. ‘Look, I know why you’re here. You’ve heard the news.’ 
   
 ‘The news that Michael isn’t on sick leave in France?’ Harper said with a half-smile. 
   
 Olivia held up her hand and gave it a pantomime slap. ‘I apologise for lying. That morning that you came, we were in freefall. Michael was arrested about half an hour before you arrived. We didn’t know what the hell was going on. As far as we knew, it might have been a misunderstanding. I wanted to tell you the truth. Had Brenda not tagged along, I would have done.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Harper asked, surprised. 
   
 ‘You know how it is with something like this,’ Olivia said conspiratorially. ‘It can topple a company in the blink of an eye. We were keeping it quiet. But I get the feeling you know when to keep quiet.’ 
   
 Harper thought of the many times she had to bite her tongue around Brenda. ‘It’s part of the job.’ 
   
 ‘Yes. Brenda often needs… assuagement. So I was forced to fib. I hope you can forgive me,’ Olivia said. She sounded a bit less slick than usual, a little vulnerable even.  
   
 ‘Of course I can,’ Harper said. ‘Though it would be great to get the straight scoop now.’ 
   
 ‘Absolutely. Michael…’ She paused, gathering herself. ‘This is hard because we were close. He taught me everything I know about this business.’ 
   
 ‘I hope he didn’t teach you everything,’ Harper joked. 
   
 Olivia laughed. ‘He left off some stuff. But yes, he did wrong. I don’t think he’s getting out of it.’ 
   
 ‘But he stole from you as well, right? The company, I mean.’ 
   
 ‘Over the years, he stole a lot. I’m not going to lie,’ Olivia confessed. 
   
 ‘Any chance you might get any of it back?’ 
   
 ‘I’m going to look into that. But I don’t know.’ 
   
 ‘OK. And how does this affect the future?’ Harper asked, getting to the crux. 
   
 ‘I take it you saw the press conference?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘I had a quick look. You really sold your leadership.’ 
   
 ‘And you don’t want the sales pitch. You want to know if you need to break the contract?’ Olivia asked plainly. 
   
 ‘It had crossed my mind.’ 
   
 ‘The truth is that it might be the last straw for us if Brenda leaves.’ 
   
 Harper took a long pause. ‘I asked for honest.’ 
   
 Olivia smiled sadly. ‘We’re in crisis, but I think it might be alright. As long as we don’t lose our biggest author, that is.’ 
   
 ‘But if we stay with you, you might still go under?’ Harper posited.  
   
 ‘You could always resell Brenda’s new title. We wouldn’t quibble about that. Why would we if we were done?’ Olivia said reasonably.  
   
 ‘That’s not what I’m worried about,’ Harper told her. ‘Going somewhere else is fine; I’ve got relationships with many companies. But Brenda, for all her threats to leave, she’s happy here. And I’m sure you know that it doesn’t do much for their productivity when you throw an author into chaos. It could end up costing her a lot of money.’ She looked off into the distance, trying to imagine Brenda worse than she was now. ‘That’s a lot to deal with.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly. So stay the course.’ Olivia smiled. ‘Trust me. I can do this.’ 
   
 It was undoubtedly a confident smile. Olivia had a way about her; Harper had to admit. 
   
 ‘OK, I’m going to go and see Brenda, and I will tell her it’s all going to be fine. Don’t make a liar of me, OK?’ Harper said plainly, ignoring the spark she was feeling.  
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘I won’t.’ She held out a hand. ‘I give you my word.’ Harper shook the hand, hoping she wasn’t going to regret this, and also, my my, didn’t Olivia have such soft hands?   
   
 Gina came in. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she said as she saw the rather long and intimate handshake she’d interrupted. It made it feel like they were doing something illicit. Harper was quick to drop it. 
   
 ‘What’s up?’ Olivia asked easily.  
   
 ‘Umm, Brenda’s here,’ Gina said. She didn’t roll her eyes exactly but somehow gave the effect she had. 
   
 Harper groaned. ‘Fuck’s sakes,’ she muttered, getting up.  

 

 Brenda came in, pushing past poor Gina like some lone soldier storming the castle. ‘What the hell’s going on?!’ she demanded, red-faced. 
   
 ‘Brenda, I told you I was coming…’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘No, I want to talk to Olivia myself,’ she declared. ‘I’m not some kid who needs Mummy to deal with everything.’ 
   
 ‘You rang me today, and I said I would deal with this,’ Harper reminded her. Not for the first time, Harper wondered why the fuck the woman didn’t just go out on her own if this was her outlook on agents. She supposed it was a belt and braces type of thing. She wanted to do everything herself, but some part of her knew she needed help. Because otherwise, she’d come flying into publisher’s offices, demanding answers, making a tit out of herself. ‘Brenda, I need a word,’ Harper said.  
   
 ‘I’ve talked to you. I’M TALKING TO HER,’ Brenda screeched. 
   
 Olivia placed a calming hand on Harper’s shoulder. ‘Let me have a chat with her.’ 
   
 Harper just about managed to keep herself from going over the edge. She nodded and walked out without a further word. 
   
 Out in the hall, Gina was putting her coat on. ‘I was just on my way out. If you want to wait in the lobby, I’ll go and get you that vanilla latte,’ she told her. 
   
 ‘Did you say something about a coffee shop?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Yes, the coffee shop on the corner. Why? Would you like anything else? Muffin or something?’ she asked with her usual disdain.  
   
 ‘Actually, I think I need to put some distance between me and…’ She nodded at Olivia’s office, the muffled sounds of a furious author spilling from the door. ‘You mind if I come along?’ 
   
 Gina shrugged, unbothered. ‘Sure.’ 
   
 They went to the elevator together.  
   




Five

   
   
 Gina and Harper rode down in the elevator in awkward silence. Gina couldn’t understand why Harper was coming with her. Most people were happy to see her as a lackey, a non-person. Not a human whom they might accompany to coffee shops. 
   
 They headed out of the building together and went two doors down to a place called The Grind House. Gina hated the place. The hipsters made her feel deeply uncool.  
   
 Harper looked unaffected by the cooler-than-thou vibe. But she could have looked at home anywhere. Drop her in one of those uncontacted tribe villages, and she’d have found traction. ‘Shall I grab a table for us?’ she asked Gina. 
   
 This was to be a sit-down affair? For god's sake. ‘Sure. I’ll get some coffee for you.’ 
   
 ‘Aren’t you having one?’ Harper asked.  
   
 ‘Yeah. I guess so,’ Gina said. She’d forgotten herself. That tended to happen. 
   
 She collected the coffees and went to sit down with Harper.  ‘Thanks,’ Harper said, accepting the drink. She took a sip and sighed. ‘That’s good.’ 
   
 Gina sipped her drink. ‘Yep.’ 
   
 ‘So, how long have you worked at Parker?’ Harper asked. 
   
 OK, polite conversation time with Harper. That was fine. Gina could do that. ‘Six years.’ 
   
 ‘Wow,’ Harper said. ‘Long time.’ 
   
 ‘I guess.’ 
   
 ‘And you were always Michael’s assistant?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ There was a story to how she’d ended up in the job, but she wouldn’t go into all that. 
   
 ‘What about before then? Were you at one of the others?’ Harper said, digging, working those big green eyes on her.  

 

 ‘I was doing data entry for an insurance place,’ Gina said reluctantly.  
   
 ‘But you ended up working for Michael? Quite a jump. How did that happen?’ 
   
 ‘The data entry was to support myself while I wrote a book,’ Gina muttered quickly. 
   
 ‘You’re an author!’ Harper exclaimed. 
   
 Gina felt angry now about how this conversation was going. She hated talking about this. ‘No, just an assistant now. But it did lead me to getting into publishing.’ 
   
 ‘Sure. But…’ 
   
 Gina sighed, deciding to get this over with. ‘I had a deal with them. Almost. I had a lot of meetings and got to know Michael. I got very close. But then, before I signed, they shut it down. They decided there was no audience for the book.’ 
   
 ‘That sucks,’ Harper said. It sounded genuine, but Gina didn’t buy it. She was just being polite. 
   
 ‘I guess,’ Gina shrugged. ‘But Michael took pity on me and hired me to work for him. He said I could learn the business while I wrote my next book. But when you see how things work, well…’ 
   
 Harper nodded sagely. ‘You got discouraged.’ 
   
 Even if that was accurate, Gina didn’t want Harper to think she knew her. ‘People look at certain successful authors and think, yeah, that could be me. But it’s such a small number that make a living at it. I just decided to save myself a life of disappointment.’ That was quite a thing to say to someone she didn’t know, and she felt a disturbing warmth spreading up her neck. She took a very long drink of coffee while she collected herself.  
   
 Harper didn’t seem to be put off. ‘I’d be interested to read your book.’ 
   
 Gina promptly knocked her coffee over. A bit got on Harper. ‘Shit. Sorry.’ 
   
 Harper only laughed, dabbing her silky sleeve. ‘Don’t worry about it.’ 
   
 Gina wanted to die right there and then. That was weird because it didn’t matter if she’d embarrassed herself in front of Harper, did it? Gina was above that type of crap. She didn’t care what anyone thought. 
   
 Harper checked her watch. ‘Well, I guess I better get back up there. Just in case Brenda pulled a gun on Olivia,’ she said. She swallowed the last of her coffee and stood. Gina necked her remaining drink and stood too, glad this was over. The whole thing had been thoroughly awkward. This was why Harper didn’t socialise at work. People always wanted to know things about you—nosy bastards.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Gina was back in her tiny office. It adjoined Olivia’s larger, fancier one and the difference couldn’t have been starker. Gina supposed the difference was that her office wasn’t furnished with ill-gotten gains. It was basic Ikea. Still, it was all Gina’s, which had its benefits. She didn’t have to make small talk with people like Vincent. Whenever she got near the guy, she could feel her IQ dropping from contact stupidity.   
   
 Gina’s connecting door was closed, so she couldn’t hear much from the meeting. Harper was in there now, with Brenda and Olivia. The muttering was low, the tone hard to read. But then an easy laugh rang out. Gina recognised it as Harper’s. Something had turned around in there. 
   
 Gina heard Olivia’s main door open. Gina’s hall door was ajar, so she could listen in full HD now. 
   
 ‘I’m so glad you came in today, Brenda. I really wanted to talk to you in person about all this. It was just unfortunate timing with Harper being away.’ 
   
 ‘Well, it’s sorted now,’ Brenda said snarkily. She sounded a lot less ready to kill everyone in the building than she had half an hour ago, which was something. But, as Gina was starting to realise, that was Olivia’s gift. She was better at the business side than even Michael, schmoozer extraordinaire.  
   
 ‘Oh, lemme just say bye to Gina,’ Harper said, and Gina had about a second and a half to panic before Harper popped her head around the door and said, ‘I’m just heading off now, but just wanted to thank you for the coffee and the chat.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah. Sure thing,’ Gina said, happy with how breezy it sounded. 
   
 ‘Be seeing you,’ Harper said and vanished back around the door.  

 

 Olivia’s head appeared through the other door. ‘Hey!’  

 

 It was way too many surprise heads, and she jumped. ‘Christ!’ 
   
 ‘So, that turned out OK,’ Olivia told her.  
   
 ‘That’s amazing,’ Gina said. ‘Brenda seemed pretty edgy when she walked in. I wasn’t sure if I should get security.’ 
   
 ‘I thought I was going to get an actual slap from Brenda for a second there,’ Olivia admitted. ‘Because I had to tell them that lie. I hate that kind of shit.’ 
   
 ‘It’s what you had to do,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘It nearly backfired,’ Olivia said anxiously. ‘But I think I managed to get things back on course.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t doubt you would,’ Gina said honestly. 
   
 ‘The share price is dropping, but we knew that would happen,’ Olivia said. ‘I just need to prove Michael was the only problem.’ 
   
 ‘How are you going to do that?’ Gina asked, very interested.  
   
 Olivia frowned. ‘I’m gonna have to go after him.’ 
   
 Gina raised an eyebrow. ‘What will that look like?’ 
   
 ‘I’m getting a forensic accountant in. When we know what we’re dealing with, I’m going to have to sue him.’ 
   
 Gina slumped in her chair. ‘God.’ 
   
 ‘I know,’ Olivia nodded darkly. ‘I hate it. But I don’t know how else to save this place.’ 
   
 It was strange, Michael had made his own poor choices but Gina couldn’t help but pity what he was going through and how much worse it would get. But he’d made his bed.  
   
 ‘Oh, by the way, could you send flowers for me?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Who to?’ 
   
 ‘Harper,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Gina raised an eyebrow. ‘Not Brenda?’ 
   
 ‘No, this is… Put it on my credit card. It’s not a business thing.’ 
   
 Gina felt abruptly uneasy. ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. Oh and…’ Olivia chuckled nervously. ‘Could you do me a huge favour? I know you’re good with the written word and everything.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean? You just talked your way into Brenda’s good graces. And she had murder in her eyes.’ 
   
 ‘I can talk to people fine about work, but something happens when I have to do, you know, the personal stuff. I get too much in my head. I want you to write the card for me.’ 
   
 ‘To say what?’ 
   
 ‘I’m asking her out.’ 
   
 ‘Oh.’ 
   
 ‘Just… I don’t know. Make it sound… nice,’ Olivia said, ducking back into her office. 
   
 ‘I can’t promise anything,’ Gina called after her. She’d never done this kind of thing for Michael. It felt vaguely icky.  
   
 Gina, feeling disquieted, spent a few minutes drafting something for the card. When she was ready, she called the florist and asked for their usual bouquet, a beautiful spray of roses, hydrangeas, and lilies, giving them Harper’s office address. When they asked for a personal message, she read it out awkwardly. ‘Harper, wonderful to see you today, even under the difficult circumstances. Let’s get together without Brenda soon, shall we? Maybe over dinner?’ 
   
 The sullen man read it back correctly. After Gina put the phone down, she felt off. Because Harper would say yes to Olivia. And Gina felt uncomfortable about being placed in the middle of that. She wished Olivia could have just done it herself if Harper was what she wanted.  
   




Six

   
 The day after Brenda’s averted meltdown at Parker, Harper was at her office looking over some deeply dull contract negotiations for an author who caused her a lot less trouble, when a woman knocked on her door and handed her an explosion of posies.  When she read the card, it was impossible not to recognise the subtext. Though Olivia might have been simply keeping her sweet, she knew it was more than that. She was being asked out.  
   
 It was nice to have it done this way, with a beautiful bouquet. It had been quite some time since she’d been romanced. She’d had women on the apps promising her the date of her life and taking her to Weatherspoon’s, so this was quite an upgrade. Not the money spent, but the thought and effort.  
   
 She rang up the office and got Gina. ‘Hi, Gina, it’s Harper,’ she greeted her. 
   
 ‘Harper. Hello,’ Gina said, characteristically less than exuberant.  
   
 ‘How’re things?’ Harper tried. 
   
 ‘Good,’ Gina said. 
   
 Harper was forced to give up that line of enquiry. ‘Glad to hear that. So-’ 
   
 ‘Did you get the flowers?’ Gina asked. Harper paused, slightly uncomfortable, and Gina hastily added, ‘From Olivia? She mentioned she was sending them, so I’ve been waiting for the call.’ 
   
 ‘I did get them, yes,’ Harper replied, feeling a bit embarrassed to have Gina know about any of this.  
   
 ‘I’ll put you through then.’ And she was gone. 
   
 ‘Harper!’ Olivia said, sounding pleased. ‘How’s your day? Get any surprise bouquets today?’ 
   
 Harper chuckled. ‘As it happens, I did. They were beautiful.’ 
   
 ‘Good, great. So, I hate to be unsubtle, but how does that sit with you? Dinner, that is. It’s obviously a bit of a conflict. Because going on a date with your author's publisher might cause you trouble,’ Olivia said tentatively, almost nervously. Harper was glad to hear that anxiety. Olivia was usually so confident; it could be a bit intimidating.  
   
 ‘It will mean a conversation with Brenda, but I think I can handle that.’ 
   
 ‘You can always tell Brenda it’s a business tactic,’ Olivia said dryly. ‘To get me onside for the next negotiation.’ 
   
 Harper laughed. ‘That’s not a bad idea.’ 
   
 ‘So… Is that a yes?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘It is,’ Harper said. She wasn’t sure how it would pan out, but she was willing to give it a go. Olivia certainly had some qualities that interested her. She wanted to know more. And she felt that if it didn’t work out, they’d handle it like adults. 
   
 ‘Great. Friday work for you?’ 
   
 Harper didn’t have to check if her Friday night was free. Her social life had been taking a back seat to work for a while. ‘Sounds great.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll text you the details,’ Olivia said, and they ended the call.  
   
 So. Harper was going out with Olivia Noble. Even if it was a little dicey to go out with the head of her top earner’s publishing company, Harper wanted to take a chance on herself for once and do the wrong thing.  
   




Seven

   
   
 Gina felt a severe need to get off the phone with Harper as soon as possible. She had come quite close to revealing that she was the sender of the flowers, but it wasn’t just that. Gina didn’t want Harper to gush to her about Olivia. She wanted to be kept out of that stuff. It wasn’t her business.  
   
 That dream was killed not five minutes later when Olivia popped her head in through the adjoining doorway and said, ‘Harper liked the flowers, and the message did the trick. Thank you. Really.’ 
   
 ‘You’re welcome,’ Gina said and then turned her eyes to her screen, hoping Olivia would take the hint and leave without any further comment.  
   
 A bum cheek slid onto Gina’s desk. ‘I’ve asked her out for Friday night,’ Olivia said nervously.  
   
 Gina looked back up at her boss. ‘Great,’ she said and looked back down.  
   
 ‘I thought I might take her to that Italian place, Troppo Caro. What do you think?’ 
   
 ‘I’ve never been there,’ Gina told her. And she never would, not on her salary. 
   
 ‘Oh, sorry,’ Olivia said. ‘Of course not.’ 
   
 The pity in her voice annoyed Gina. But she didn’t show it. Olivia had her head in the clouds about Harper, so Gina would cut her some slack in the manners department. She wished she would at least remove her cloudy head from her office.   
   
 ‘So, would you mind booking that for eight?’ Olivia said. 
   
 Gina looked up at her in slight surprise. Michael, for his faults, would never have made this ask. Gina knew other people used their assistants like this, so maybe she’d just gotten used to the sweet life.  
   
 Olivia, sensing the hesitancy, looked suddenly horrified. ‘Oh shit. I’m so sorry. I used to do this with Vincent, and I just thought… Please forget I asked. I’ll do it myself.’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘No, no, it’s fine.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not, though, is it? Michael designed your role, and it never included this stuff, am I right?’ Olivia asked anxiously.  
   
 ‘Well…’ 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t want to ruin our working relationship by overstepping. You know how much I value you. Forget I asked.’ 
   
 ‘No, it’s fine.’ 
   
 Olivia shook her head. ‘Gina-’ 
   
 ‘Olivia, really. I can do that stuff. I don’t mind. I never did it before, that’s all,’ Gina explained. She didn’t know why she was begging to do what she categorically didn’t want to do. She wasn’t sure how it had happened. 
   
 Olivia chewed her lip. ‘How about a three percent raise for your trouble?’ 
   
 Gina’s eyebrows shot up. 
   
 ‘It’s not much, I know. It would be more if things were on steadier ground,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Olivia, there’s no need.’ 
   
 ‘There is. But I promise I won’t abuse it. And if there’s something you don’t feel comfortable doing, just say the word.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll be sure to speak up,’ Gina told her. But really, what could be asked that would be worse than this? A restaurant booking and a bunch of flowers weren’t such a big deal. But that was only because she didn’t understand the bargain she’d made for three percent. How deep her involvement in Olivia’s personal life could get. 
   




Eight

   
 Harper was sat at the bar at Troppo Caro, waiting for Olivia, dressed to the nines in her favourite little black number. She assumed Olivia would be too. But when she did turn up - ten minutes late – she looked like she’d just come from work, wearing one of her power suits. She still looked great, if a little creased. But it made Harper feel like she’d been squeezed into the day. She was not a feature of it.  
   
 ‘Bloody cab got stuck in traffic,’ Olivia said as they were led to their table in the corner. ‘I told him to take Carter Road, but he wouldn’t have it.’ She sat down and gathered herself. ‘Did you get a drink yet?’ 
   
 Harper hadn’t, but before she could get a word out, Olivia was summoning a waitress and ordering two gin and tonics. Harper happened to like gin and tonics. But she wasn’t a fan of being ordered for. All in all, it was a disappointing start to the night.  
   
 ‘So, here we are,’ Olivia said, smiling across the table, flashing her brilliant smile. Harper’s annoyance lessened somewhat. It was hard to put up resistance against that shiny smile.  
   
 ‘Yes, here we are,’ Harper agreed, feeling slightly awkward. 
   
 ‘I’m so glad you said yes to this. I wasn’t sure you would,’ Olivia admitted.  
   
 ‘I find that hard to believe,’ she told Olivia.  
   
 Olivia looked suddenly nervous. ‘Anyway! Drinks are on the way, so let’s do this, let’s talk about you. I want to know everything.’ 
   
 Harper wasn’t quite sure where to start. ‘Oh, err…’ 
   
 ‘Hobbies?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, I guess I like art?’ 
   
 ‘Art?’ Olivia replied. 
   
 ‘Yes, modern, classic.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, right. Yes. Art,’ Olivia said. Harper could see there was not going to be a connection on this. ‘So, looking at it? Doing it?’ 
   
 ‘Both. I actually got my degree in fine art,’ she admitted. 
   
 ‘So how on earth did you end up a book agent?’ Olivia asked, changing tracks.  
   
 Harper hated telling this story, but facts were facts. ‘Well, making a living as an artist is not… Well, I’m sure you can imagine. I was never that great anyway, so I called it a day. I fell into this business because of my mother. She was an agent too.’ 
   
 ‘Wait, Blake… Your mother is Deborah Blake?!’ Olivia goggled.  
   
 ‘You didn’t know that?’ Harper said. Her mother was considered something of a legend in the business. Harper assumed everyone knew she was her progeny. It was half the reason she worked so hard. She always felt she had a lot to prove, that she wasn’t just her mother’s brat, handed the moon on a plate.  
   
 ‘So, did you get her clients when she retired?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Yes, but they’ve pretty much all retired. Everyone I have working now, I found them myself.’ Harper thought that probably sounded a bit defensive.  
   
 ‘How was it? Servicing her old clients?’ Olivia asked, not appearing to notice the tone. 
   
 ‘I felt like they looked at me and saw a six-year-old in her Mum’s high heels,’ Harper admitted. She meant it as a joke. But Olivia didn’t laugh.  

 

 ‘So, that leads us to interests,’ Olivia segued.  
   
 ‘Umm, I love to get into the countryside when I can,’ Harper said. ‘When I get the chance to get out of the city, I take off. And-’ 
   
 Olivia picked up a menu. ‘I’m starving. Oh, wait, were you going to say something?’ 
   
 ‘I was just going to ask about you,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘Let’s order, and then we can do me,’ Olivia said. She caught the waitress’s eye. ‘I’m ready, are you?’ she asked. 
   
 Harper had already perused the menu whilst she’d waited for Olivia, so she was ready to go. They placed their orders, an antipasto salad for Olivia and fettuccini alfredo for Harper. Harper felt a bit funny about ordering carbs next to Olivia’s salad. Olivia was willing to sacrifice for that long, lean body. Food was a sacrifice Harper had never been able to make. She was starting to remember why she’d stopped dating. It suddenly seemed like all her insecurities, which took up such little space most of the time, suddenly flourished.  
   
 While they waited for food, Harper picked up the previous thread. ‘So, we were about to get onto you. You were Michael’s protégé right?’ 
   
 Olivia’s smile faltered. ‘Yeah, I was his assistant in my twenties.’ 
   
 ‘I guess it’s kind of an awkward topic for you?’ Harper noted. 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘A bit, yes.’ 
   
 ‘OK, then. We don’t have to talk about it. Siblings?’ 
   
 ‘Three brothers.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, what’s that like?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘It’s fine.’ 
   
 OK, that was a dead end. ‘Hobbies?’ 
   
 ‘No time,’ Olivia said ruefully.  
   
 The conversation paused as the drinks arrived. While they drank in silence, Harper tried to figure out what her next question could be. So far, she’d only hit a series of dead ends. Harper wanted to go deeper with her. But she couldn’t find an in. 
   
 The food came not long after that, and as they got halfway through, Olivia took a run at resurrecting the conversation. ‘So, how long have you been single?’ 
   
 ‘Couple of years. You?’ 
   
 ‘Same.’ 
   
 Olivia nodded. Harper carried on eating.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 They said goodbye outside the restaurant with a light hug. ‘Thanks for coming tonight,’ Olivia said brightly. ‘It was really great.’ 
   
 ‘It was,’ Harper lied. Though she’d felt chemistry with Olivia, they couldn’t translate it to anything real when the opportunity arose. It was pretty disappointing. 
   
 ‘Well, let’s do this again soon,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Harper nodded non-committally. ‘Bye then.’ 
   
 She walked off into the night to catch a cab home. Oh well, she thought.  
   




Nine

   
   
 Gina was tucked up in bed with a book when her phone rang. She couldn’t imagine why Olivia was calling her at nine-thirty the night of her big date with Harper. She wondered if she had to pick it up. It was outside business hours. But she took the call. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ she said. 
   
 Olivia groaned into the phone. ‘God, I’m sorry to call at this hour. I know it’s… 
   
 ‘Is something wrong?’ 
   
 ‘It’s just… The date didn’t go well.’ 
   
 Jesus, was she calling for a chat about her love life? ‘No?’ she asked without a lot of interest. 
   
 ‘I just kind of… froze up. I couldn’t seem to be interesting,’ Olivia moaned. 
   
 ‘What?’ Gina said. ‘But you’re so confident.’ 
   
 ‘I can be confident at work. But something you should understand about me… I’ve never been good when it’s personal. I just clam up.’ 
   
 Gina was surprised, but she didn’t want to dig into it. ‘Look, maybe if you explain that, she might give you another chance,’ Gina told her. She hoped that would be the end of the conversation. 
   
 ‘Are you crazy? You want me to tell her that I got flustered around her? That’s so unsexy.’ 
   
 ‘It’s my only idea,’ Gina told her flatly. 
   
 Olivia sighed heavily down the phone. ‘I don’t think I can do that. I mean, what would I even say?’ 
   
 Gina was not enjoying being an agony aunt, but she was boxed in. ‘I guess you could say, roughly, that you know the evening wasn’t so great, but that you were feeling a little nervous because you wanted to…’ 
   
 ‘Wait, I need to write this down.’ Gina listened to Olivia rummaging in her bag. ‘Shit, I don’t have a pen. Why do I never have a pen?’ She paused. ‘Could you maybe… text me a draft?’ 
   
 Gina couldn’t believe this was happening. She further could not believe it when she heard herself say, ‘Alright. Give me ten minutes to work on it.’ 
   
 ‘Gina, you’re a life saver,’ Olivia said gratefully. ‘Thank you. I know you’ll know the perfect thing to say.’ 
   
 They hung up, and Gina set to work. It didn’t take her long to have something. It just came to her. 
   

Harper, I know our evening wasn’t great. That’s on me, and I hope you know that. You were wonderful. I was nervous. I felt so lucky to get this night with you that I got overwhelmed with the pressure, and my brain didn’t play ball. That’s why I was so quiet. I can do better. I’d love to get the opportunity to get more comfortable with you, so I could let you see the real me. And hopefully, I could know the real you. I don’t expect that opportunity, but I can only hope you give me another shot.


 

 Gina wasn’t sure why, but she remembered that brief coffee she’d had with Harper as she texted the message to Olivia. Moments later, Olivia texted back.  
   

Gina, that’s perfect. You’re the best. I will let you know what happens.

   
 ‘Please don’t,’ Gina muttered to herself. But she kind of did want to know. These were her words. She wanted to know how they were received, even if Gina wasn’t attached to the meaning. 
   




Ten

   
   
 Harper was slipping into a hot bath when she got the text from Olivia. She was rather shocked. Harper had believed that Olivia didn’t know the evening hadn’t gone well. And her assessment of Olivia was that for all her charm and glamour, she had very little underneath it.  
   
 But the message changed her mind swiftly. It was revealing, self-aware and humble. There was simply no way she could say no to it. She texted her back quickly to say that she understood and, of course, they could try again. It made her very happy to know she’d been wrong. She’d been more disappointed by the evening than she’d expected to feel. She’d wanted to feel a connection with Olivia, and when it didn’t materialise, it had been a blow. She’d wondered if she was the problem, that she’d forgotten how to be close to someone.   
   
 But it was OK. It wasn’t so bad after all. Anyone could get nervous. Hope lingered.  
   
 Her mind danced happily around these thoughts when her phone rang. Brenda. Harper elected to silence the call. There was no such thing as a novel-writing emergency that should demand her Friday night be sacrificed.  
   
 But Brenda was persistent. In the end, Harper didn’t feel she had much choice but to answer her endlessly ringing phone.  
   
 ‘Brenda…’ 
   
 ‘I’m blocked!’ Brenda yelled down the phone. ‘And it’s not my fault!’ 
   
 Harper closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, I haven’t been able to write a word since I got the news about Parker Press.’ 
   
 ‘But I thought you sorted all that out with Olivia?’ Harper asked.  
   
 ‘I thought so too, but something is wrong, and it’s got to be that. You know how prolific I am.’ 
   
 That was not an exaggeration. The woman was a machine. This was indeed odd.  
   
 ‘Look, Brenda, you’ve got plenty of time before the deadline for the first draft. Just take a few days off and approach it fresh.’ This was her standard advice to many a panicked author. Brenda was usually the freak of the bunch, hammering out book after book. It was part of the reason she was so profitable. The last book didn’t do so well? Oh well, there’s another right around the corner. 
   
 But Brenda wasn’t feeling so fruitful these days. ‘No, I can’t. I need to push the deadline.’ 
   
 Harper paused. ‘How far are we talking?’ 
   
 ‘I think I need an extra month. Then we’ll know they’re not going under, and I’ll be able to concentrate,’ Brenda told her. 
   
 Harper didn’t know if that was true, but it was a month. It wasn’t an unreasonable request. ‘Let me talk to them. I’ll see what I can do.’ 
   
 She heard Brenda breathe a sigh of relief. ‘OK, great.’ 
   
 ‘Get some sleep. It’s going to be fine.’ 
   
 They hung up.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Harper rang Gina on Monday morning. ‘Gina, hi,’ she began. 
   
 ‘Olivia’s at a lunch thing,’ Gina replied flatly. ‘Can I take a message?’  
   
 It was a bit terse, but Harper took it on the chin.  ‘No, I think it’s something I need to speak to her about myself,’ she told Gina.  
   
 ‘She’s in this afternoon if you want to schedule a sit-down?’ Gina suggested. 
   
 Harper chewed it over. ‘You know what, that’s a good idea.’ It would be an excellent chance to talk properly about the previous night. Get over the awkwardness.  
   
   
 *** 
  
   
 ‘Harper, Olivia’s running a few minutes late, but I’m sure she’ll be here…’ Gina told her in the lobby that afternoon. But before she could even get to the end of the excuse, Vincent handed her a phone from reception. ‘Gina, for you. It’s Olivia.’ 
   
 Gina took the phone.  ‘She’s probably calling to let me know she’s in the building.’ She answered the phone. ‘Olivia, I’m with Harper right now-’ She stopped. ‘Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.’ She listened for a few seconds before saying, ‘Are you sure?’ Another pause. ‘Well, alright.’ She put the phone down. 
   
 ‘She’s not coming, is she?’ Harper sighed. It surprised her that Olivia hadn’t made a bit more effort, considering how borderline things were between them. 
   
 ‘She’s so sorry, but it’s car trouble. Engine broke down.’ 
   
 ‘Oh no!’ Harper cried. ‘Wait, I didn’t know she drove.’ 
   
 ‘She doesn’t. She was in a cab when the engine, well, the word she used was, ‘Exploded’. There’s another one coming, but she’s still half an hour away. But she did ask… OK, this is a bit of a funny request, but she asked me to take the meeting with you,’ Gina said with what Harper could only call irritation.  
   
 ‘Oh, right.’ Harper didn’t think there was anything amiss with that. Gina might have been Michael’s assistant, but clearly, Olivia had bigger plans for her. Harper smiled. ‘Sounds good to me. Let’s talk.’ 
   
 ‘You’re cool with that?’ Gina asked.  
   
 ‘Of course. You know how things work. I’m sure we can get some clarity here. Shall we go into Olivia’s office, get comfy?’ 
   
 ‘Alright.’ She turned and led Harper up the hall, heading to Olivia’s office. Harper went straight for the couch. Gina looked a bit surprised but joined her on it. She put as much distance as she could between them. Harper didn’t mind. Some people’s personal bubble was bigger than others.  
   
 ‘So, here’s the thing,’ Harper began. ‘It’s a Brenda problem.’ 
   
 Gina looked unsurprised, as well she might. ‘Ah.’ 
   
 ‘She’s kind of… panicking. About the stuff going on here. She says it’s affecting her work.’ 
   
 ‘It is?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘I think she thinks that things might still go wrong here. And then she’d have to find another home. It’s unsettled her.’ 
   
 ‘Understandable,’ Gina nodded neutrally. ‘So, what does she need from us?’ 
   
 ‘Time.’ 
   
  ‘How much time?’ 
   
 ‘The number she gave me was a month, But I think she wants to know things have settled down. That’s when she believes her block will clear and she can get back to work,’ Harper explained. 
   
 ‘I see. But, well, we’re not there yet. We might not be for a while,’ Gina said honestly. Olivia would have said something much more comforting to round it out. But Gina wasn’t Olivia. 
   
 ‘I see. Then, I’m not sure what the solution is,’ Harper admitted.  
   
 ‘I’m sure Olivia would have the answer,’ Gina sighed. 
   
 ‘Maybe. Or maybe we could figure it out by ourselves. I mean, what would you do?’ 
   
 Gina frowned. ‘Me?’ 
   
 Harper decided to repackage it. ‘Look. Let’s imagine… Olivia quits. She’s had enough of this industry. She’s decided to become a plumber instead.’ Gina half smiled, and Harper was pleased to get even that. It was a hilarious image; power suited Olivia, fiddling with a ballcock. ‘So, it’s up to you to fix Brenda’s problem and save the book. What’s the plan?’ 
   
 Gina looked like she might not answer. But then she shrugged and said, ‘I guess I might send someone in to help loosen her up.’ 
   
 ‘An editor?’  
   
 Gina shook her head. ‘No, actually. I think that might make things worse. Brenda likes autonomy, right?’ 
   
 Harper nodded. ‘Right.’ 
   
 ‘So, I guess I might send her an assistant—someone to take notes, run through things. But ultimately, someone who wouldn’t threaten her sense that no one is interfering. It’s just a person to talk her ideas over with. Get her thinking again.’ 
   
 Harper considered. ‘That’s not a bad idea.’ A lightbulb pinged. ‘You know what might be even better? An assistant who is secretly a novelist. Someone who is giving her more help than she realises.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Yes, I guess that would be good.’ Her eyes flashed with horror. ‘Hang on; I hope you don’t mean-’ 
   
 Harper was delighted with the idea. ‘I honestly think it’s the perfect solution.’ 
   
 ‘But I’m, I’m far too busy. Olivia…’ 
   
 ‘…Would let you do it. I know she would. Because right now, she wants Brenda to have whatever she needs to get to a first draft. I’m just talking about one little chat?’ 
   
 Gina huffed. ‘You don’t even know if I’m a good writer,’ she said frankly.  ‘I might drive her off onto the wrong track.’ 
   
 ‘That’s true. Can I find out?’ Harper asked philosophically. 
   
 Gina’s dark eyes flashed real anger. ‘What?!’ 
   
 Harper fought her fear. There was a greater good at stake. She had an instinct she couldn’t ignore, even if Gina looked more pissed than usual. ‘I know you got out of it last time by having an adorable accident, but this time, I’m not taking no for an answer,’ Harper told her. 
   
 Gina ignored the slightly flirtatious comment. Harper was glad. She probably shouldn’t have said it anyway. She couldn’t think how it had even come out. 
   
 ‘Look, we don’t even write in the same genre,’ Gina told her. 
   
 ‘What was your genre?’ Harper asked, interested. 
   
 ‘Science-fiction,’ Gina admitted. 
   
 ‘And if you were a poet, we might have a problem, but sci-fi? Gina, someone who understands the structure of fiction can translate that skill to any genre.’ 
   
 Gina looked ready to jump out of the window. She was well outside her comfort zone. Harper realised how carried away she’d gotten. ‘OK, OK, I’m sorry. I’m backing off. I still think it’s a good idea, but if you don’t want to do it, I won’t bang on.’ 
   
 Gina looked relieved. ‘I just don’t think I’m the woman for this job.’ 
   
 ‘Let me check with Olivia. She might know of somebody,’ Harper assured her. ‘But this was a good idea,’ she assured Gina. Gina looked away. The woman didn’t like compliments. 
   
 Harper stood. ‘So, do you think, for now, I can give Brenda that extra month?’ 
   
 ‘I know the release schedule; I think that would be OK. Olivia built wiggle room in. But I’ll let her know what we discussed and get back to you with confirmation.’ 
   
 ‘Great,’ Harper said. She stood from the couch. Gina jumped up too. ‘I’ll get out of your hair, then.’ Gina nodded.  
   
 Harper left, hoping she could find someone like Gina, a top-notch assistant who also happened to be a secret writer. Even one who gave up. But part of the appeal was getting Gina’s book. Damn, she wanted to read that thing.  
   




Eleven


 

 Gina was pacing a hole in the carpet of her office. Because despite what she’d told Harper about being the wrong woman for the job, there was a part of her that wanted to do it. Brenda was a difficult woman. But she was also very good at her job. Gina would have liked to help her write her book in some small way. It would be the closest she’d ever get to writing again. It was an oddly attractive prospect.  
   
 Gina heard Olivia talking in the hall and went and sat down to affect nonchalance. Olivia came striding into her office a second later, looking a little exhausted and dishevelled. ‘Sorry I’m late; bloody cabs are fucking me lately. How did it go with Harper?’ 
   
 ‘Well, we had a chat. Turns out Brenda’s blocked.’ 
   
 Olivia’s face fell. ‘This fucking day cannot get worse.’ 
   
 ‘She’s anxious about the company folding,’ Gina told her. 
   
 Olivia perched her bottom on Gina’s desk in what was becoming her go-to position. ‘OK, so, I guess I might need a meeting with Brenda. Sort this out.’ 
   
 ‘Actually…’ Gina began. She didn’t want to overstep her bounds and pretend she was saving the day or anything—the very thought. ‘I talked to Harper, and we came up with a possible solution. Well, I mean, it was mostly Harper.’ 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘It’s just an idea. But I… She wondered if maybe Brenda could do with a little help. An assistant to take notes. But really just someone to talk to, get her thinking, clear the blockage a bit.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not a bad idea,’ Olivia noted. ‘Did you have anyone in mind?’ 
   
 Gina cleared her throat. ‘Not really.’ 
   
 Olivia was amused. ‘Not really? Come on, who?’ 
   
 God, this was embarrassing. ‘Well, Harper thought… And I told her I couldn’t possibly because you need me and everything. But she thought, well… Me.’ 
   
 ‘You?’ Olivia said. The cogs began to turn, ‘Oh, because you used to be a writer, didn’t you? That’s smart. She doesn’t know that about you, so she wouldn’t think another writer was helping her. She wouldn’t have to feel threatened by it. I like the sound of this. I like it a lot.’ 
   
 It seemed like Gina’s conflict was about to stop mattering. Olivia was too hot on the idea. And when Olivia got an idea in her head, it tended to happen. Gina didn’t know if she’d made a colossal mistake even telling her it was floated.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Gina didn’t get a wink of sleep that night. She was scared about this Brenda business. Harper might not have wanted to push her into this, but Olivia had no such compunction. When it came to Brenda, she would make it work at practically any cost because without Brenda, things might get quite dicey at Parker Press. If she decided this was the fix, Gina wouldn’t get out of this.  
   
 Olivia had already asked her to send her book to Harper. ‘So she knows how good you are,’ Olivia had said. That was the thing that made it hard to say no to Olivia. She kept telling her how much she believed in her. It was annoying because Gina thought it was well-meaning but essentially misplaced belief. Gina had reached her limit in life. She was settled there. Maybe not happy. Maybe not satisfied. But comfortable. Her life was the devil she knew. And she had read that people who strived for success often weren’t even that happy when they got there, so Gina was just skipping ahead to how things would end up anyway. The low-risk, low effort way.  
   
 But there was a shake-up in the works, and there was no getting around it. Gina emailed Harper a PDF at three in the morning so that she could stop worrying about it. She added a message that briefly said she’d talked to Olivia and changed her mind. Half of that was true. 
   
 She could only pray she would never find the time to read it. Or maybe come up with a different solution. Or find someone else to do the task. All these improbable scenarios made Gina feel better. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 She got an email from Harper at lunchtime the next day. Twelve twenty-three, to be exact. 
   

I’m a third of the way through the book. I knew you were the woman for the job.

   
 Gina’s throat felt suddenly tight. What the hell was this, now? Harper had already consumed a chunk of the book, and she appeared to like it? Gina didn’t appreciate the approbation. It did not make her feel good. Probably because it didn’t align with Gina’s view of herself. Sure, the book had crept toward publication. But the crucial thing - the foremost fact about it - was that it didn’t happen in the end. Gina hadn’t cut it. So she was sure that Harper was telling her a kind lie. Which was worse than being told the book sucked. 
   
 And now Gina would have to go on some secret mission to fix Brenda Kildare, a real novelist and a total arsehole to boot? How the hell had she gotten herself into this fix? She was going to fail. Then Harper would know she sucked, and the book wouldn’t get written, the company would fail, everyone would lose their jobs, and it would all be on her shoulders.   
   
 Gina couldn’t remember the last time she’d experienced this pressure level. Maybe never. When she’d failed in the past, she’d only ever failed herself.  
   
 Olivia practically leapt into her office. ‘So, we’re a go with Brenda, then?’ 
   
 ‘How did you already…’ 
   
 ‘Harper called.’ Olivia had a funny little grin that Gina elected to ignore. ‘She’s already signed off with Brenda. You’re going to go this afternoon.’ 
   
 ‘How much time will I need to spend with her?’ she asked miserably. 
   
 Olivia didn’t notice. ‘As long as she needs. Don’t worry. I’ll cope here.’ 
   
 ‘Great,’ she said, pretending to give a damn about that. Her panic was rising. Brenda awaited. 
   




Twelve

   
   
 Harper happened to wake up at five-thirty in the morning. It wasn’t characteristic, but she was stressed. But it was not a bad thing because while she was flicking around on her phone, she checked her emails.  
   
 Now, Harper wasn’t into sci-fi as such. She sometimes liked it, and she read it for work, but it was not her go-to genre. But when she started reading, that didn’t matter. Gina’s book was a page-turner. Harper could scarcely believe the skill Gina displayed. It was a story set in a world where dreams could be recorded and replayed, an illegal and dangerous activity that had people addicted. It was a rich and dark world Gina had created. Harper thought it had massive potential. Absolutely the kind of book that could be optioned into a Hollywood blockbuster, which would make the book sales boom and make everyone a ton of money. 
   
 But Gina had given up. Harper respected that. Though she had half a mind to beg Gina to let her sign her. But not today. Gina was going to help get Brenda back on track. That was a relief. Harper didn’t feel they could afford to sit back and hope the situation resolved itself.  
   
 When it got to a decent hour, she called Brenda. She was suspicious from the off. ‘I don’t need an editor; they’ll just get under my feet. Probably set me back even further.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not an editor. It’s Gina. You know Gina, right?’ 
   
 ‘Gina?’ 
   
 ‘From Parker. You’ve met her multiple… She’s Olivia’s assistant. We wanted to get you the best. She’s it.’ 
   
 Brenda tutted. ‘And she’s just going to take notes? I don’t get the point of that. I’m blocked. There’s nothing to note.’ 
   
 ‘I think you just need to talk. I’ve seen this before. Just talk about what you have and see where it takes you.’ 
   
 Brenda went silent. For her, that was unnerving. 
   
 ‘Brenda, the world needs your books,’ Harper said. ‘It needs a world to get lost in, a world of suspense and well-plotted thrills. Give them that.’ Harper left it there. Brenda liked a compliment, but she didn’t like to spend too long getting her arse kissed. It set off even her dulled bullshit detectors.  
   
 ‘Fine. Send her,’ Brenda acquiesced reluctantly.   
   
 ‘Great. This afternoon?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’ve got the chiropodist at twelve, but I suppose she could come around three. I’m just going to chat with her for ten minutes. That’s it.’ 
   
 ‘Right, sure. Give it ten minutes. If nothing happens, you’ve tried.’ 
   
 With Brenda squared away, Harper called Olivia’s cell instead of going through the main line. She wanted to talk about Gina, and it felt weird to go through her to do it.  
   
 ‘Hi!’ said an enthusiastic Olivia.  
   
 ‘Hi. Is it OK if I call your mobile for business stuff?’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Yes, of course.’ 
   
 Harper felt the disappointment in her tone. ‘I mean, that’s not the only reason I called you.’ 
   
 Harper heard the smile in Olivia’s voice. ‘No?’ 
   
 ‘No. I was… I was thinking about what you texted me. And, err, I thought we should do it soon, a second date.’ 
   
 ‘Great, great, great,’ Olivia said. ‘Leave the details to me. I’ll-’ 
   
 ‘Actually, I thought I could arrange it,’ Harper broke in. ‘Take the pressure off you this time. I thought that might have been… Well, I thought that might be nice.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds great. I’ve said that word a lot, haven’t I?’ Olivia said and giggled nervously. Harper liked it. But there was a more pressing issue than flirting. ‘Right, onto the matter at hand,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘Yes,’ Olivia replied, her tone dropping into a more business-serious octave. ‘So, Gina.’ 
   
 ‘Gina indeed. What made her change her mind?’ 
   
 ‘I might have given her a little shove,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Well, I think she really could be a secret weapon. She seemed concerned you might not be happy to lose her, though.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll be fine. I can make my own coffee,’ Olivia said with a laugh. Then she stopped quickly. ‘I mean, that’s not all she does. Please, don’t tell her I made that joke.’ 
   
 Harper snorted. ‘So, could you send her this afternoon? Is that too soon?’ 
   
 ‘Yesterday is not too soon.’ 
   
 ‘Great. And how about tonight for our date?’ 
   
 ‘Tonight?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Yes.  There’s something on tonight I was hoping to take you to.’ 
   
 ‘That’s, err, yes. Absolutely,’ Olivia agreed. 
   
 ‘Great, I’ll text a time and a place. Oh, and it’s pretty casual.’ 
   
 ‘Casual. I can do that,’ Olivia said, though she didn’t sound so sure. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Harper was pretty busy around the time Gina was scheduled to be at Brenda’s house, up to her ears in manuscripts in her office. But she never stopped thinking about what might be happening at the meeting. She hoped Gina was coping alright. Brenda was a lot. She half expected to get a call about ten minutes in from Gina saying, ‘Fuck this.’ Or a call from Brenda saying, ‘Fuck this and fuck you!’ But no one called and said fuck anything. 
   
 Three o’clock came and went. Four o’clock passed. Still no communication. She wondered if she should call to check-in. But in the end, she decided to relax her grip on the situation and let it play out as it would.  
   
 At four-fifty, Brenda’s name popped up on the phone. Harper took a deep breath and accepted the call. ‘Hi, Brenda. How’s it going?’ 
   
 ‘Gina just left,’ Brenda said.  
   
 ‘She did? And how was that?’ 
   
 ‘You don’t worry about the extension.’ She sounded like someone dreading some test results only to find out she was okay. 
   
 Harper’s relief was bone-deep. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘Yep. I just started talking, and everything resolved itself,’ Brenda said. 
   
 ‘As easy as that?’ 
   
 ‘I guess you might have had a point. I just needed someone to listen while I talked through the problem,’ Brenda admitted irritably.  
   
 Harper thought it interesting how Brenda gave Gina zero credit for the breakthrough. She wondered how it had really gone. ‘That’s great news, Brenda. I knew you could work through it.’ 
   
 Brenda sighed. ‘I think I’ve earned a glass of wine and a lamb vindaloo.’ 
   
 ‘You certainly have. Enjoy your evening.’ 
   
 They put the phone down, and Harper wanted to ring Gina and get her side. But she didn’t have her mobile number. She supposed she’d have to wait and ring her at the office tomorrow.  
   
 But tonight? She had a date to plan and get ready for.  
   




Thirteen

   
   
 Gina knocked on the front door of Brenda’s tatty old semi at three on the dot. Brenda answered so quickly that it seemed as though she’d been waiting by the door for the knock. ‘Well, here you are,’ she said, looking Gina up and down. Gina didn’t think the woman had ever looked at her thoroughly before. Brenda tended to see around her. To get the full glare was a little disconcerting.  

 

 ‘Here I am,’ she said. 
   
 ‘I suppose you’d better come in,’ Brenda said. 
   
 Gina had had better welcomes in her life. But she’d had an idea it would be like this, so there was no shock to it.  
   
 Gina followed Brenda into her dark hall. ‘I’m set up in my study. It’s small. But it’s the only place I can think,’ Brenda said over her shoulder, leading her up the stairs.  
   
 When they arrived at the study, despite the disclaimer, Gina still didn’t expect the dimly lit bric-a-brac filled cube she had to insert herself into. Brenda sat down in a swivel chair at a cluttered desk in front of a tiny window and turned around, gesturing at a stool she’d placed in the corner. Gina sat down and was almost knee to knee with Brenda.  
   
 ‘Right, so what do you want to do then?’ Brenda said. Gina heard the slightest edge of nerves in her voice. She was a woman who expressed her general anxiety through anger, which had always been clear about her. Gina could understand that, though she came at things slightly differently. She used sarcasm as a shield, irony as her sword, cynicism as her armour. She didn’t know how well that would serve her with Brenda. She would have to tread lightly.  
   
 ‘Well, why don’t you tell me what you’ve got?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘Oh, that’s easy. Nothing,’ Brenda said, her eyes shiny with terror. 
   
 Gina knew immediately that her problem was every writer’s problem. Pressure. Because she had probably figured out that Parker Press would live or die on her pages. It's funny how they had to sit in the tiny room for Gina to see it. But maybe not. Here, there was nowhere for Brenda to run.  
   
 Gina knew that she could not display any surprise, any negativity. She needed to be care-free for Brenda. She had to care not one jot. She smiled easily. ‘If you didn’t have twelve books under your name already, that might be worrying. But you know what you’re doing, so we need to unlock it, right?’ Gina didn’t know where this was coming from, this peppy cheerleader, but she was mighty glad to see her.  
   
 ‘You don’t… think I’m fucked?’ Brenda asked. 
   
 ‘You?’ Gina laughed. ‘No, not at all. You’re a machine when you get going, right?’ 
   
 Brenda looked as though she’d forgotten that. ‘That’s right,’ she said slowly. ‘I wrote Murder on the Catwalk in two months.’ 
   
 Gina raised an eyebrow. ‘Wasn’t that your biggest seller?’ 
   
 Brenda smiled, cheering up by the second. ‘It was!’ 
   
 ‘So, it’s better when you produce the book quickly,’ Gina pointed out. 
   
 ‘Yes. Only… I don’t exactly… I don’t know what this book is going to be.’ She paused. ‘I haven’t even got an idea.’ 
   
 It was worse than anyone suspected, but Gina steadfastly refused to panic visibly. ‘No concept at all?’ she asked lightly. 
   
 ‘I’ve had ideas. But everything I think of, I realise I’ve done it already.’ 
   
 ‘I guess when you're prolific, that’s gonna happen,’ Gina said enviously. ‘But maybe we could just, I don’t know, talk about ideas? See what happens.’ 
   
 ‘I told you, I don’t have one,’ Brenda snapped. 
   
 ‘Actually, you said you hadn’t thought of anything you felt was original. So, ideas were had,’ Gina challenged tentatively. ‘Walk me through what happened.’ 
   
 Brenda folded her arms and sighed. ‘Well, the first idea I had was about an abandoned child that grows up to exact revenge on everyone who forced her mother to give her up. But I did something like that for Rock the Cradle. And then I thought I might do a locked room mystery. But I did that for The Night Caller. And then I wanted to do something about a bunch of friends who cover up a murder, but I’ve done that one three times already. I’ve done twins, murder cults, amnesia. Everything!’ she cried, throwing her hands up. ‘I’m spent.’ 
   
 ‘Well… What’s your usual muse? I hate to ask this, but where do you think your ideas come from?’ 
   
 ‘Never ask a writer that. It’s a bloody stupid question,’ Brenda told her irritably.  
   
 Fair enough, better rephrase. ‘I mean, do you ever… look into your own life for inspiration?’ 
   
 ‘No,’ Brenda said, tightening her already folded arms. ‘I do not. Not a lot of murder in my life. I mean, the feelings my characters feel come from a real place. But plot? That wouldn’t work. My life is boring. All I do is work. Until recently.’ 
   
  ‘OK, well, I ask because when I worked for Michael, there was this one writer he had,’ Gina began. 
   
 ‘Who?’ Brenda asked quickly. 
   
 ‘I can’t say. But this writer wrote science fiction. And she didn’t think it was about her life. How could it be? It was based around an underground industry that dealt in dream recordings.’ 
   
 Brenda frowned. ‘That sounds like a dreadful book.’ 
   
 Gina swallowed down a lot of feelings. ‘Well, anyway, the writer needed to redraft a particular bit, and she realised she could use something that happened to her. It was a-’ 
   
 ‘And what would you suggest I utilise from my life?’ Brenda snapped. ‘My cat’s health problems? My family’s propensity for type two diabetes? My divorce?’ 
   
 ‘Actually, what about your ex?’ Gina asked. 
   
 Brenda raised an eyebrow. ‘Leave it.’ 
   
 ‘You didn’t ever think about murdering him at any point?’ Gina asked evenly.  
   
 Brenda gave her a look. ‘Of course I did. He cheated on me with the woman who brought our Tesco delivery. And you know what? She substituted cucumber for a banana the last time I saw her. How stupid do you have to be to think those things are interchangeable, I ask you!’ 
   
 Gina tried not to laugh. ‘But I bet you could get away with it if you wanted. Murder. I mean, who knows more than you about that?’ 
   
 ‘I guess I might have picked up a few…’ She blinked. ‘Oh. Oh!’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
  ‘I thought of this thing. I wanted to…’ Brenda paused and leaned in conspiratorially. They were almost touching noses. ‘I just want to prefix this by saying I would never have done it. But I was distraught, and the fantasy brought me some comfort.’ 
   
 ‘Of course,’ Gina assured her.  
   
 A wicked grin appeared on Brenda’s lips. ‘But I did think of one pretty great way I could have killed him and framed that supermarket slut for it.’ 
   
 ‘Go on,’ Gina said. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Gina flopped onto her sofa in her tiny one bedroom flat. It wasn’t a lot bigger than Brenda’s office; truth be told. But Gina was not a fan of house shares, so she got comfy with being able to see into the bathroom from the kitchen.  
   
 What she needed right now were food and TV. She was mid-order on her phone (a greasy burger was in the basket) when a call interrupted her before she could hit order. It was from Olivia. Though it came after hours, Gina assumed she wanted to know how things had gone with Brenda. 
   
 ‘Gina! Harper wants to take me to a bloody funfair!’ 
   
 For a second, Gina was baffled. And then she realised it was their next date. A fun fair sounded alright to Gina. She quite liked them. But Olivia? Gina couldn’t picture her spinning on the waltzers, eating candy floss, playing hook a duck. She wasn’t the type. At all. Still, Gina wasn’t sure why she was getting the update. Not a lot she could do about Harper’s pick.  
   
 ‘Sounds fun,’ Gina said, again trying not to engage. 
   
 ‘Yeah, but… This is my last chance with her. And I’m not… How am I supposed to behave at a funfair?’ 
   
 What Gina wanted to say in reply to that was that she didn’t care because she was exhausted from a long afternoon helping Brenda pull a book out of her arse and that she was not on board to be an out-of-hours romance counsellor. 
   
 But what she said was, ‘You’ll be fine. Just relax and be yourself.’ She didn’t exactly know what that meant, but that was what people said. 
   
 ‘Look, I… I think I need more help than a pep talk.’ Whatever wild thing Gina might have imagined Olivia would say next, it certainly wasn’t, ‘I want you to come on the date.’ 
   
 ‘You what!?’ Gina exclaimed.  
   
 ‘I mean, not physically. I’ll put my phone in my pocket, put my earbud in, and put my hair over it so she can’t see. You can listen,’ Olivia explained like it wasn’t bonkers. 
   
 ‘For what purpose?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘So you can help me with what to say.’ 
   
 That was ironic, but Gina had no words. 
   
 ‘Look, I just want you to prompt me when I get overwhelmed, and I don’t know what to say,’ Olivia begged. She sounded desperate. ‘Look, I know I talk the talk at work. I know I was good at talking to the board and the shareholder's conference. But that’s because I learned how to do that stuff. Michael taught me. But nobody… I never really… I was never good at letting people get to know me. I just freeze up. And I like Harper. I’m aware this is an absurd request—too much to ask. But I’m asking it. That’s how much it means to me. I have a ton of respect for you, yet I’m happy to embarrass myself in front of you. For her,’ Olivia finished. 
   
 How in the hell was Gina supposed to say no to that? ‘Olivia…’ she groaned. ‘Look. I’ll tell you what. I’ll listen for the first hour. But after that, you’re on your own.’ 
   
 Olivia was over the moon. ‘Oh my god, Gina! You’re the best. I should get you to send a bouquet to yourself.’ Olivia laughed nervously. ‘That was a joke. See? I’m a bloody idiot.’ 
   
 Gina had to smile. Poor Olivia. She was even more clueless than Gina was about this stuff. It made Gina feel like an emotionally mature adult, which didn’t suck. 
   
 ‘OK, so what time are you supposed to-’ 
   
 ‘I’m just walking into the fair now,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Now?!’ Gina exploded. She couldn’t believe how fine Olivia had cut things. ‘You better get your phone ready then.’ 
   
 There was some rustling, and then Olivia yelled, ‘CAN YOU HEAR ME?!’ 
   
 Gina yanked the phone from her ear. ‘You don’t have to… A normal tone is fine.’ 
   
 ‘Great. I think this should work,’ Olivia said, relieved. ‘You really are the best- Oh fuck me, there she is. She looks gorgeous. Jesus, I’m screwed.’ 
   

Aren’t we all? Gina thought. 




Fourteen

   
   
  There was a reason Harper was taking Olivia to a fun fair. It was the most casual date she could imagine. They needed to shake off all that formality of the former date and their current business relationship. They needed to relax with each other. Harper felt that if Olivia had any chance of loosening up with her, this was the place. 
   
 Plus, Harper liked funfairs, which was why she’d come twenty minutes early. She wanted to play some games before Olivia came. Shoot a few ducks, toss a few balls. It made her feel like a kid again. She hardly ever got that chance.  
   
 ‘Shit,’ she said as she missed a coconut for the fourth time. She was seriously considering dropping more money on this obvious con when she noticed Olivia at the front entrance. She seemed to be talking to herself. She was probably on a call. ‘Olivia!’ she yelled.  
   
 Olivia looked slightly shocked and then smiled and waved. She was not that casual, wearing a shirt and trousers, though without a jacket, which Harper supposed was her concession to the informality. She walked toward her, smoothing her hair down nervously. It was adorable how scared she looked.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Hello,’ Harper said. Silence followed.  
   
 ‘I like your, erm, your jumper.’ 
   
 Harper looked down at her chunky knit cream number. ‘I think it’s what the kids call cottage-core,’ she joked. Once again, Olivia didn’t laugh. 
   
 ‘So, er, what’s your favourite ride?’ Olivia asked abruptly. 
   
 ‘Well, let me think. Maybe the Ferris wheel?’ Harper said. 
   
 Harper thought she saw fear in Olivia’s eyes for a split second before she exclaimed, ‘Great!’ She looked around her and spotted the big ride. ‘Shall we, then?’ 
   
 They walked through the busy fairground. Harper saw a candyfloss stand. ‘What are your thoughts on candyfloss?’ she asked Olivia. 
   
 There was a slight pause, and then Olivia smiled and said, ‘Who doesn’t like a cloud made of sugar?’ 
   
 Harper laughed and went over, getting two candyflosses on sticks. They walked toward the Ferris wheel while they worked on their treats. ‘So, I’m glad we’re doing this,’ Harper said.  
   
 ‘Me too,’ Olivia smiled. ‘It’s… I don’t date much.’ 
   
 ‘How come?’ 
   
 ‘I guess I’ve always put work first.’ 
   
 ‘I know that story,’ Harper said.  
   
 They arrived at the Ferris wheel just in time to jump in a car.  Once they were sitting comfortably, the car juddered off, and Harper noticed Olivia’s grip on her candy floss stick. ‘You hate heights, don’t you?’ Harper asked. 
   
 Olivia shook her head. ‘No, no, not at all.’ 
   
 ‘Olivia, I can hear your candyfloss stick splintering.’ 
   
 Olivia was quiet for a while, and then she said. ‘OK, sorry. I do. Hated them since I was a kid.’ They climbed ever higher. 
   
 ‘You should have said!’ 
   
 ‘It’s your favourite ride,’ Olivia said, squeezing her eyes shut. ‘I wanted you to have a good time.’ 
   
 Harper smiled at her and slid across the seat, getting closer. She took Olivia’s other hand. ‘I’ll get you through it.’ Olivia’s eyes popped open, and she looked at Harper, swallowing nervously. ‘Thanks.’ 
   
 They climbed higher and higher. ‘You doing OK?’ Harper checked. 
   
 ‘Mmm-hmmm,’ Olivia said, a quiver in her voice.  
   
 They reached the peak. Harper took in the view. The lights and whirling machinery were gaudy yet somehow so beautiful. But Olivia didn’t look so jazzed to check out the view. ‘From this point, it’s down,’ Harper vowed. The machinery suddenly clunked to a stop. ‘They’re probably just letting people on,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘OK,’ Olivia said with a quick nod. 
   
 Two minutes passed and they hadn’t moved. 
   
 ‘We’re stuck, aren’t we?’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Oh, no, no, no, no…’ Harper said, glancing over the side to see a big guy with a ponytail approaching the ride with a tool belt and a grimace. ‘Well, maybe.’ 
   
 ‘Oh god, we’re gonna die,’ Olivia moaned. 
   
 Harper chuckled. ‘We’re going to be fine. Let’s take your mind off it. Tell me about your last relationship.’ 
   
 Olivia’s eyes bugged. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘It’ll keep you occupied,’ Harper promised.  
   
 Olivia sighed. ‘I don’t think I want to…’ she began. And then went quiet. She must have had a change of heart because she said, ‘Her name was Cho. She was a human rights lawyer.’ 
   
 ‘She sounds impressive,’ Harper said honestly.  
   
 ‘I suppose.’ She didn’t say any more, and Harper thought, Jesus, blood out of a stone. She decided to take it easy on her. After all, the woman believed she was going to die. But Olivia added. ‘We were engaged.’ 
   
 ‘But you didn’t get married?’ 
   
 ‘We just decided not to proceed,’ Olivia said stiffly. Harper thought that sounded like half a story, but she wasn’t prepared to ask for what Olivia didn’t want to give. Luckily, she didn’t have to. ‘Well, actually, we didn’t decide anything. She broke it off,’ Olivia admitted.  
   
 ‘Oh.’ 
   
 ‘Yes. I never really understood why. It was like she just stopped loving me one day.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds hard,’ Harper said.  
   
 ‘It really was.’ 
   
 Harper’s heart went out to Olivia. ‘When did that happen?’ 
   
 ‘Eight years ago.’ 
   
 ‘And you’ve been single ever since?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Yep. There was no one worth trying again for. Well, until recently,’ Olivia said shyly. Harper felt herself blush.  
   
 But then the machinery chunk-a-chunked back to life. ‘Oh, thank god!’ Olivia yelled, somewhat breaking the moment. 
   
 ‘If you want to keep your eyes shut until we’re back on the ground, go ahead,’ Harper offered. 
   
 ‘Thank you!’ Olivia said and slammed her lids shut. Harper squeezed her hand a bit tighter and felt Olivia squeeze back. It felt nice.  
   
 They arrived on the ground, and Olivia almost leapt from the car. 
   
 ‘Sorry about that, folks!’ said the operator. ‘Slight technical hitch.’ 
   
 Olivia shot him a look but said nothing.  
   
 ‘Come on, let’s get a hot chocolate,’ Harper suggested. 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘That sounds nice.’ 
   
   




 Fifteen

   
   
 ‘Oh my god, she’s coming!’ Olivia said to Gina. 
   
 ‘Relax,’ Gina told her. The woman sounded ready to have a heart attack.  
   
 ‘I have to say something in a second. Help me!’ Olivia said, sounding like she was talking from beneath gritted teeth. 
   
 ‘Well, hi’s a good start,’ Gina said. Jesus Christ, this woman. 
   
 Hi,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Hello,’ Gina heard Harper respond warmly. And then? Big old silence.  
   
 ‘Compliment her, Olivia,’ Gina instructed, rolling her eyes. 
   
 ‘I like your, erm, your jumper,’ Olivia stuttered. 
   
 Harper said something about being cottage-core that Gina thought was amusing. But Olivia was quiet again. Gina sighed and prompted again. ‘Ask her favourite ride.’ 
   
 Olivia did so and they decided on the Ferris wheel.  
   
 ‘What are your thoughts on candyfloss?’ Harper suddenly asked. 
   
 ‘Who doesn’t like a cloud made of sugar?’ Gina said without thinking. She wasn’t necessarily feeding Olivia a line. As far as she was concerned, she was prompting, nothing more. But she heard Olivia repeat the line verbatim, making Harper laugh. Gina felt a little off about that. It was Gina’s joke. But maybe this was how she could help Olivia. Get her loose enough to talk for herself.  
   
 Gina listened to the sounds of candyfloss being purchased and Olivia eating noisily. It reminded Gina that she was bloody starving. While Olivia made her way to the Ferris wheel, Gina minimised the call, returned to her burger order, and tapped the order button. 
   
 Gina could hear some stuff down the phone about Olivia and Harper being work addicts, though she was only half listening. She was dreaming of her burger. It had a hash brown in it. She checked the progress of her order. A delivery guy called Juan was headed to the restaurant.  
   
 Something caught Gina’s ear.  
   
 ‘Oh god. You hate heights, don’t you?’ Harper was saying.  
   
 ‘No, no, not at all,’ Olivia said. Gina could hear the lie quite clearly.  
   
 ‘Olivia, I can hear your candyfloss stick splintering,’ Harper said, and Gina resisted the urge to laugh. ‘Olivia, just admit it if you don’t like heights,’ Gina advised. ‘Sounds like she knows anyway.’ 
   
 Olivia took her advice. ‘OK, sorry. I do,’ she said. ‘Hated them since I was a kid.’  
   
 ‘You should have said!’ Harper cried. 
   
 ‘It’s your favourite ride,’ Olivia replied. ‘I wanted you to have a good time.’ 
   
 Gina thought that was about the nicest thing she’d ever heard Olivia say. She must have liked Harper a great deal to battle a phobia in the name of a good date. Gina couldn’t imagine saddling up a giant spider to impress someone.  
   
 ‘I’ll get you through it,’ Harper told Olivia. It was starting to make Gina feel kind of lonely listening to this. She was on a date. Only she wasn’t.   
   
 Gina listened to some reassurance from Harper while she had a quick check on her phone order. Juan had the grub, and he was on his way. That was good because Gina had a few feelings to eat.  
   
 ‘From this point, it’s down. They’re probably just letting people on,’ she faintly heard Harper say.  
   
 ‘OK,’ Olivia mumbled back 
   
 There were a few moments of silence while Gina watched the delivery man move closer on the map. She was drooling.  
   
 ‘We’re stuck, aren’t we?’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Oh, no, no, no, no… Well, maybe.’ 
   
 ‘Oh god, we’re gonna die,’ Olivia moaned. 
   
 The dread in her voice made Gina wonder if she was about to listen to a disaster. Until Harper laughed and told her it would be fine, clearly not affected by any genuinely deadly threats. And then, in a pretty audacious gambit, Harper suggested a stroll down Olivia’s romantic history. That caught Gina’s attention. She didn’t really know anything about Olivia’s personal history. She couldn’t imagine that Olivia would be up for spilling. She was proven right when Olivia said, ‘I don’t think I want to…’  
   
 Gina supposed this was the moment, what she was here for. ‘No, tell her. You can’t avoid it,’ she instructed her firmly. ‘Give her something real.’ 
   
 She didn’t know which way this was going to swing. ‘Her name was Cho. She was a human rights lawyer.’ And then she said some absolute bullshit about deciding ‘not to proceed’. Gina was starting to feel very frustrated with Olivia.  
   
 She forgot she was talking to her boss. She gave it to her straighter than she ever had. ‘Olivia,’ Gina said. Olivia was quiet, and Gina assumed she was listening. She heard Olivia sigh. ‘Tell her what went wrong. If you don’t, you’re flying a massive red flag. Because if I heard someone say what you just said, I’d assume they were the problem, and they didn’t want to admit it.’ 
   
 There was a pause during which Gina wondered if she still had a job. But then Olivia spoke up. ‘Well, actually, we didn’t decide anything. She broke it off,’ she confessed. 
   
 Olivia began to explain what had happened. Gina decided this was an excellent time to get a glass of water. She wasn’t too worried about leaving Olivia. It seemed like she was alright now. That burger should be here soon.  
   
 When she came back, Olivia was saying something a bit flirty, and Gina took her moment. ‘So, I’m gonna dip now, if that’s OK,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘NO!’ Olivia cried. There was a pause, and then Olivia added, presumably to Harper. ‘Sorry, I just stepped in mud, and these shoes are new.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. OK,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘Olivia, you seem fine,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘I’m just gonna nip to the toilet,’ Olivia said quickly, and then Gina heard the sound of a door creaking open. ‘Oh my god,’ Olivia gagged. ‘This place smells like hell’s arsehole.’ 
   
 ‘Are you talking to me?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘Yes. Please don’t leave.’ 
   
 ‘But you guys connected, right? Surely…’ 
   
 ‘I need a little more time,’ Olivia pleaded. ‘Just till the end of the date?’ 
   
 Gina sighed. ‘Look, I’m not comfortable-’ 
   
 ‘What if we make that raise five percent instead of three?’ Olivia asked desperately. 
   
 Gina frowned. ‘It’s not about the money.’ At least not two percent. Gina was enough of a realist to know that she probably did have a price. But it wasn’t that low; she was glad to know.  
   
 ‘OK, OK, I’m sorry, that’s a pathetic raise. And I know it wouldn’t cover this craziness even if I gave you twenty percent. I want you to know that I do get that. This is not your job,’ Olivia moaned pathetically. ‘I can’t believe I’m trying to hire someone to help me act like a normal person. I’m pathetic.’ 
   
 Gina chewed the inside of her lip. ‘You’re not pathetic. You’re just out of practice. I get that.’ 
   
 ‘How could you understand? You’re always so confident.’ 
   
 Gina sighed. People told her that sometimes. She always wanted to tell them there was a big difference between being confident and simply having lost the will to care what anyone thought. But of course, she never did. Because what was the point? She didn’t care enough to explain. ‘Look, Olivia, you have bags of confidence. You rescued our company from certain death with it. The fact that people believe you can run the company is why we’re all still there. You have to figure out how to transfer those skills.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I don’t know how. I’ve never been able to do that. I think I’m going to go out there and make up some excuse. Leave before I cock it up,’ Olivia said miserably. 
   
 ‘Olivia, no!’ Gina heard herself exclaim. She didn’t know why the hell she was becoming so invested. Maybe because Gina hadn’t cared about anything for so long, someone having hope touched a nerve. She didn’t want Olivia to stop reaching for what she wanted. Even if it meant she would have to let Olivia stand on her shoulders to touch it. ‘OK, look. I’m going to keep helping you, OK? But you will have to find your own feet at some point. I can’t do this forever.’ 
   
 She heard Olivia groan with gratitude. ‘Gina, you’re an absolute fucking rock star, and I will never forget that you did this for me.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, yeah, whatever. Now get back out there before Harper thinks you’ve fallen into a chemical toilet.’ 
   




Sixteen

   
   
 Harper was just starting to think that Olivia had fallen into the toilet when she suddenly sprang forth from the cubicle, smiling. ‘Hi, ready for another ride?’ It was a slightly different vibe than Olivia had gone in with, so it took a second to adjust. ‘Oh. Yeah, sure. Your turn to pick this time. What’s your cup of tea?’ 
   
 Olivia thought for a second and said, ‘I’ve got a confession to make. I’ve never actually been to a funfair before.’ 
   
 Harper laughed. ‘Seriously?’ 
   
 ‘Yep. My parents are a bit serious; we didn’t do this sort of thing. So I’m a virgin. So to speak. Maybe you could take the lead?’ 
   
 Harper nodded. ‘No problem. I know just the ride. No height at all.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds great,’ Olivia smiled. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Olivia looked ready to vomit. ‘YOU OK?’ Harper yelled as the waltzers went around. 
   
 Olivia lifted a shaky thumb. ‘Yeah, sorry. I just didn’t… The g-force is a bit… I’m having fun.’ 
   
 The guy came over to spin them, and Harper shook her head at him. He shrugged and moved on. ‘God, thank you,’ Olivia said with her eyes closed. 
   
 Harper smiled. ‘I’m feeling a bit dizzy anyway. Maybe after this, we could go somewhere else?’ Olivia had stuck it out long enough. It wasn’t for her, and Harper didn’t mind that. She’d tried.  
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 They were sitting at a café just outside the fairground in a round booth. It was a casual place with paper napkins and wait staff in jeans. Harper liked it better than the flashy Italian they’d gone to before. She’d been terrified to make some kind of cutlery mistake. Here was easy.  
   
 ‘So, you’ve got three brothers, do I remember that right?’ Harper asked, dredging up the one detail she had from their first date. ‘I’m interested to hear about them.’ It was something of a test question because the last time she’d asked about them, it had been a dead end. And how could there be nothing to say about having three brothers?  
   
 ‘Umm, they’re fine, I guess,’ Olivia said. Harper thought it was going the same as before. But after a quiet moment, Olivia said, ‘I mean, it’s not great.’ 
   
 ‘How come?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Because they all trod my parent’s path. They’re doctors.’ 
   
 ‘Ah.’ 
   
 ‘Needless to say, I’m the dunce of the family,’ Olivia said, trying to play it off like a light comment.  
   
 ‘I don’t believe that for a second,’ Harper told her. ‘If there’s one thing I could say about you, it’s that you're sharp.’ 
   
 Olivia took a thoughtful pause, chewing the inside of her lip. ‘That’s nice of you to say. But that’s just how it is when I go home. It’s hard to compete with a neurosurgeon, an oncologist and a cardiologist.’ 
   
 ‘The world needs those things. But it needs books too,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘But sometimes, I guess… I guess I feel like anyone could do what I do. Find books people want to read.’ 
   
 ‘Have you forgotten what I do?’ Harper asked teasingly. 
   
 Olivia rolled her eyes. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean…’ 
   
 ‘No, no, I’m not… Look, what I’m saying is, I know something about finding talent. It’s an underrated skill. My mother had it. She would know a hit author when she read one.’ 
   
 ‘As do you.’ 
   
 Harper gave a dismissive wave. ‘I’m not on her level, but anyway, my point is, I’ve been hearing lately that Michael didn’t build that company alone, as I think we all believed. A lot of people are saying you were always working behind the scenes. 'The power behind the throne' was an expression I heard used the other day.’ 
   
 ‘Well…’ Olivia shrugged, looking away. ‘That’s an exaggeration, but I did work hard for Michael. I guess that much is true. But you? You found Brenda. That took us up a level. You have to know that, right?’ 
   
 Harper laughed it off. ‘So actually, you and I built up Parker Press? Is that what we’re saying?’ she joked. She didn’t buy it, though. Brenda was just luck. Kind of. 
   
 Olivia laughed. ‘Yeah. Maybe it was.’ She smiled and picked up her drink. ‘To us.’ 
   
 Harper clinked with Olivia, having a good time. ‘To us.’ 
   
 Harper sipped her drink. And then she realised that Olivia wasn’t drinking. She was sliding around the booth, and Harper realised a little too late what was happening. ‘Oh…’ she began, but Olivia didn’t hear the uncertainty, taking her face in her hands and kissing her. 
   
   
   
   




Seventeen

   
   
   
 Harper was enquiring about brothers, and Olivia was being cagey. Gina could smell an opportunity slipping through her boss’s fingers. ‘Olivia, expand, would you? Tell the woman something.’ 
   
 Olivia did. It was pretty good stuff. Gina couldn’t understand why she was needed any further. She was just prodding Olivia to say more. What was Gina providing beyond an audio handhold? The whole thing was pointless and uncomfortable.  
   
 And to cap off the shit show of an evening, her burger had yet to arrive. Gina was this close to calling the guy to chew him out. An hour and twenty to do a ten-minute drive? Had he stopped off for his own dinner? Her burger was going to be stone cold. 
   
 Gina realised she was tuning out of the conversation. She’d better give a quick listen, just in case. 
   
 ‘So actually, you and I built up Parker Press? Is that what we’re saying?’ Harper was saying flippantly.  
   
 ‘Yeah. Maybe it was. To us.’ 
   
 There was a clink, and Harper replied, ‘To us.’ 
   
 Gina sighed. She had done a touch of company saving of her own today. But likely, but no one would notice. Maybe Brenda would have fixed the problem herself, given a bit more time. Was this low self-esteem, her inability to give herself some credit? Or was it just easier? Feeling good about yourself just took so much bloody effort. It was much easier to feel like she didn’t give a shit about anything, including herself. Caring was exhausting. 
   
 Gina realised she hadn’t heard any talking in a minute. Was it an awkward silence?  
   
 That thought was interrupted by a notification. The delivery guy was almost at her door. She put herself on mute, jumped up and went to open it.  
   
 ‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Gina asked the long-awaited Juan casually. 
   
 The pudgy middle-aged guy blew out a breath. ‘I’m ever so sorry. I was on my way here, and I got a text from the wife saying she was divorcing me and taking the kids. I had to go home and have it out.’  
   
 ‘Jesus!’ Gina exclaimed, wide-eyed. 
   
 ‘It turned out her sister had too many sambuca’s and got hold of the wife’s phone to play a hilarious joke.’ He shook his head angrily. ‘So, I’m sorry, but you’re gonna have to microwave the grub.’ 
   
 ‘So, you’re not getting a divorce?’ she checked as he unzipped his thermal bag and pulled out a grease-stained paper sack. 
   
 ‘Nope. Do you think you could maybe not report me?’ he asked with what he probably thought was a charmingly cheeky smile. 
   
 ‘I’m not gonna report you,’ she said with an eye roll. ‘But I don’t think I can tip you either,’ Gina said plainly as she took the distinctly cold bag. 
   
 Juan laughed. ‘You’re alright, kid.’ He went back to his motorbike.  
   
 Gina shut the door, muttering to herself, ‘I’m thirty, you cheeky bastard.’ As she stood in the drafty hallway with her cold food, she realised the unmistakable sound of lips smacking was feeding into her ears. Oh god, no thank you. Gina was hanging the fuck up right this sec- 
   
 ‘Oh, sorry, I just…’ Harper suddenly said awkwardly. Gina’s finger, hovering over cancel, paused. 
   
 ‘Is everything OK?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘Yeah, of course. Fine,’ Harper said quickly. 
   
 Fine? Gina winced.  
   
  ‘Hang on. I think my phones, doing a, err...’ Olivia said, and the call ended.  
   
 Gina was left alone at last. She wasn’t sure how to feel about the note it had ended on. Or rather, she wasn’t sure how Olivia would feel about it. It sounded like things had gone awry, mid-snog. Hard to say precisely why, but Gina could make an educated guess. Harper hadn’t been feeling it. Olivia was going to be very embarrassed come Monday morning. And an embarrassed boss could be a dangerous thing.  
   
 As Gina went to the kitchen to put her rough-looking food in the microwave, she was annoyed. She should never have agreed to do this. It was not going to end well for anyone.  
   
 The microwave pinged a minute later, and Gina took her soggy food back to the living room to eat in mild misery. A fitting end to a miserable evening. 
   




Eighteen

   
   
 It wasn’t a bad kiss as such. Harper didn’t exactly know what the problem was.  
   
 They’d pushed past Olivia’s slightly stuffy exterior. And Harper liked what she’d found. She’d been wondering whether a kiss might be on the cards. Only when it happened, something felt off. It wasn’t technique. It was a perfectly fine kiss in that respect. Not too much, not too little. No tongue in the first minute. Textbook.  
   
 After a few seconds of lip-locking, a strange idea popped into her head. That she wasn’t kissing the person she thought Olivia was. She didn’t know what that thought meant. But once it lodged itself into her brain, she couldn’t shake it. The kiss started to feel laborious. She could tell Olivia was into it, but she had to stop it. She pulled away from it. ‘Oh, sorry, I just…’  
   
 ‘Is everything OK?’ Olivia asked, looking surprised. 
   
 ‘Yeah, of course. Fine,’ Harper said, stalling for time. 
   
 Olivia blinked and then abruptly said, ‘Hang on, I think my phones, doing a, err...’ She took her phone out of her breast pocket - which struck Harper as a strange place to keep it - and pressed a button. She put the phone back, but in her trouser pocket. ‘Sorry, it was vibrating. I’ve stopped it.’ She looked anxious. ‘Is everything OK?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I just…’ Harper had a choice here. Say she wasn’t into the kiss or make up some bullshit. ‘I just remembered I need to get home. I need to feed my cat.’ She didn’t know where that had come from. She didn’t have a cat. 
   
 ‘Oh!’ Olivia said with palpable relief. ‘God, sure, let’s… Shall I come with you?’ 
   
 ‘I’ve got an early one, so I should probably just call it a night,’ she said. Adding silently to herself, So I can figure out what the hell went wrong.


 

 Olivia nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘OK, let’s get you in a cab then.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The cab deposited Harper at her place. She was thankful that Olivia hadn’t tried to talk her way in. She needed to get forensic on the date. 
   
 When Harper thought it over, she knew one thing. She was starting to like Olivia. So what had gone wrong? Was it a chemistry issue? Because chemistry could be worked on. Harper truly believed that. Her mother had told her a story on that topic when she was younger that had stayed with her.  
   
 ‘He was a writer who showed up at my office, looking for an agent. I told him I didn’t have space. My books were full, which was true. I was up to my eyeballs. So after I told him I wouldn’t rep him, he decided to ask me out for god knows what reason. I wasn’t at all sure. He was average looking. But he had nice hands, and I’ve always been a sucker for a good pair of hands. So I said, 'OK, one coffee, thirty minutes.' I was pretty sure it wouldn’t go anywhere. I spend all day around writers; I’m going to date some unpublished nobody?’ 
   
 Harper rolled her eyes.  
   
 ‘But anyway, we go, we sit, we chat. And I’m very meh about the whole thing. He seems nice enough, but he’s a bit dull. At the end of the date, he still tried to kiss me. We bumped teeth. Dreadful. So I said thanks for the coffee and left. I thought I’d never see him again. But he called the next day and asked me out again. I was annoyed he was even trying. He’d been on the same date I had. He must have known it hadn’t gone well. But he was asking, and I thought maybe he didn’t realise, so I decided to give him honest feedback. I said I wasn’t interested; I didn’t think the chemistry was there and that I was looking for someone a bit more dynamic. I thought that would shut him down pretty quickly. But then he said something I’ll never forget.’ Her mother got a faraway look in her eyes. ‘He said, “Look, I know I was boring. I know the kiss was awkward. I know I’m an average looking guy. But if there’s one thing you should know about me, I’m very good at oral sex.” 
   
 Harper’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Mum! What the hell are you telling me that for?’ 
   
 ‘Because he convinced me. And it turned out he was telling the truth,’ she smirked. Harper fought the urge to throw up. ‘And after that, things fell into place between us. So never close a door. Even after it goes wrong, it can go very, very right.’ 
   
 ‘Mother, this is not an age-appropriate story about my father.’ 
   
 ‘You’re twenty-five,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘That’s the real story, Harper. I’m being honest. You want romance, read a Mills and Boon.’ 
   
 In her twenties, Harper had been slack-jawed with horror. But now, at thirty-six, mulling over the date she’d just had, she remembered - whilst trying not to recall the story in too much detail, only the general message - that Harper existed because her mother had left room for error, which meant that Harper had to think long and hard before she decided to walk away because a brief kiss had been off. Harper supposed it might depend on what happened next. How would she feel when she woke up tomorrow morning? Would she be thinking about Olivia? Would she feel a strong urge to see her? Maybe so. Olivia was amusing, complex, and good at what she did. Those were not qualities to be tossed aside.  
   




Nineteen


 


 

 ‘Colin, that’s crazy,’ Olivia said in a dreamy tone, her voice travelling through to Gina’s office the following day.   
   
 Gina was utterly baffled to hear how bloody chipper she sounded. Considering the note that things had ended on last night, she expected Olivia to be in a foul mood today. But she had floated in like a Disney princess this morning, and even an angry call at one minute past nine couldn’t dent it. She was Princess Sleeping Jasmine Snow, floating through her day. 
   
 Gina fetched some coffee for Olivia so that she had a pretext to go in and get the actual tea.  
   
 Olivia waved her in happily, looking about as happy as you can whilst taking calls from an angry printer about someone accidentally sending through a collection of cat memes instead of a novel meant to go to print. ‘Colin, Colin, Colin,’ Olivia crooned. ‘I’ll sort it now. You’ll have the correct copy inside ten minutes.’ She paused. ‘Yes, I probably will sack them,’ she said with a wink at Gina.  
   
 Eventually, Colin released Olivia from the call. ‘Right. Time to give someone in quality control a talking to,’ she smiled, dialling the phone. 
   
 Gina sighed. ‘Didn’t you move Vincent there after he couldn’t figure out the phone at reception?’ 
   
 Olivia waited for a response from the ringing phone. ‘I asked him to assist Doris, but I told her not to let him do anything. I gave her strict instructions to let him bugger about on his phone all day and give him only busy work. How he’s managed to do this has to be a good story,’ she said with a chuckle. Gina was stunned. This was a very embarrassing thing to have happened to Parker Press, and Olivia, who lived and breathed the company, was shrugging it off. ‘Ah, Doris, Olivia here. We’ve got a problem. A pussy problem.’ 
   
 Gina headed back to her office to a soundtrack of laughter. She was going to have to wait for the story. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Gina was bottomless in a long email chain about an author who insisted on being paid in bitcoin when Olivia threw her door open abruptly. Gina shrieked lightly. Olivia didn’t seem to notice. ‘So…’ she said. ‘I thought you might want an update on last night.’ 
   
 Gina did, but she didn’t want to seem too eager. ‘Sure.’ 
   
 ‘Well,’ she began coyly, ‘I’m not sure if you realised what was happening at the end there. It all went a bit quiet, I’m guessing.’ 
   
 Gina pretended to agree. ‘Yes, I, I wasn’t sure,’ she stuttered, trying to block the memory of a breathy moan she just knew had come out of Olivia.  
   
 ‘Well, we kissed!’ Olivia said, unable to contain herself. ‘Then she had to go home to feed her cat.’  
   
 Gina listened to Olivia babble about how great the evening was while she thought about what she’d been told. Or rather, how believable it was. Mid kiss, Harper needed to feed her cat? Gina would have been somewhat worried about that were she in Olivia’s position. But Olivia had taken it at face value, talking about a third date.  
   
 Whatever. It was high time Gina peeled herself off from the whole situation. She’d had more than enough. ‘Well, that sounds promising. Glad I’ve helped,’ she said. The past tense was right there for Olivia to hear. Glad I’ve helped. Meaning, I am done helping. 

   
 ‘You’ve been… There aren’t words for how invaluable you’ve been,’ Olivia gushed. Been. Past tense, fabulous, hint received. ‘So, I’m thinking that since you helped so much, it would be great just to get a little more help,’ Olivia continued, and Gina imagined going to the window and jumping out of it without opening it first.  
   
 ‘Olivia…’ 
   
 ‘I know what you’re gonna say!’ Olivia interrupted. ‘But you have to understand I’m just starting to get somewhere. I just need the teensiest bit of aid to land Harper.’ 
   
 ‘Land her?’ Gina said with a raised eyebrow.  
   
 ‘You know what I mean. Seal the deal.’ 
   
 ‘You mean… sex?’ 
   
 ‘No! Well, partly. But I guess what I mean is, like, lock her down.’ 
   
 Gina didn’t even bother trying to push back. Olivia wasn’t going to let up. This was the flip-side of a person with the strength to resurrect a company on the verge of collapse. They were impossible to say no to because they didn’t give up. Olivia would hound Gina until she got what she wanted.  Where the hell would it end? Would Gina be giving her instructions on how to pleasure the woman? Would she be prodding Olivia to say her vows?  
   
 There was no end in sight. Gina was trapped.  
   
 ‘What do you want me to do?’ she asked glumly. 
   
 ‘Actually, she texted me this morning,’ Olivia said, taking her phone out of her pocket. ‘I was kind of… I don’t have time to talk to her this morning. I was wondering if you could do it? Get that third date?’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean, fake your voice?’ Gina asked, horrified. 
   
 Olivia laughed. ‘No, no, just text with her for a bit. You know, a bit of banter, some jokes, flirtation. The stuff people, you know, do.’ 
   
 ‘What makes you think I’m any good at that?’ Gina asked. She hadn’t dated in years. Her flirting muscle had more than likely atrophied.  
   
 ‘Your prompts last night were invaluable.’  
   
 ‘That’s not the same as doing the actual talking for you, Olivia,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘Just a little back and forth to warm her up, and then you pull the trigger,’ Olivia said, putting the phone into Gina’s reluctant hand. ‘Last time,’ she vowed, backing out of the office. ‘I swear.’ 
   
 Gina didn’t believe a word of it. 
   
 ‘I know you can do it. And I’ve got this shit storm on my hands to deal with trying to figure out how not to sack Vincent but somehow stop him from burning this company to the ground,’ she explained. ‘I’ve got so much on my shoulders right now. I know you can help.’ With that, she was gone. 
   
 Gina looked at the phone. The lock was already off. Olivia knew she would get a yes before she’d even asked.  
   
 Gina opened the text app and found Harper's last message. It was pretty impersonal.  
   

I got in fine, thank you. Goodnight. 

   
 Gina rolled her eyes at herself as she began to type. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. She also couldn’t believe she couldn’t believe it. Of course this was the next stage.  
   
 She started to put together a perfectly normal, dull opener and then deleted it. She wasn’t herself. She didn’t have to play it safe. Olivia had asked her to be engaging, flirtatious, and interesting. Gina didn’t precisely know if all that was really in her. But she wasn’t speaking for herself, so she could just write the first thing she thought of. 
   




Twenty

   
   
 When Olivia’s text came up on Harper’s phone the following day as she was in the back of a cab on the way to meet Brenda at her house, she still felt uncertain about its sender.  
   
 But she opened the text immediately, on the basis that the preview was an eye grabber. 
   

Hey Siri, how do I start a text conversation with the most gorgeous woman I've ever met?

   
 She opened the thread to see a second message pop up a second later. 
   

Oh no, what a dreadful mistake to have made. This was supposed to be between Siri and me. Damn her. But anyway, since I’ve got you…

   
 Harper laughed and started to type back before she even knew what she was doing.  
   

Well, good morning to you too. 


 


Sorry for the silliness. How’s tricks?

   
 How’s tricks? Olivia was feeling casual today. Even on the date, there had been an air of formality. Olivia thought that was just how she was. But she sounded different. Was this just a layer down?  
   

Tricks are tricky, she replied. On my way to Brenda to check up on her. She’s bound to have smoke coming out of her ears as usual. Did Gina say how yesterday went? Brenda didn’t give any details.


 


Gina just said that Brenda was relatively happy and productive when she left her.


 


I’ve seen her be the second thing but never the first. Gina must be a miracle worker. You should hold on to her.


 

 The back and forth had been zippy, but Gina dropped off for a minute, and Harper thought she’d gotten busy. But then she replied. 

 


I’d be interested to see what Brenda’s review is.

   

You and me both.


 

 The cab pulled up at Brenda’s, and Harper paid and thanked the driver, jumping out. She went to do a quick one-two knock, but the door was flung open between the first and second, and Brenda was there, grinning ear to ear. It was unnerving.  

 

 ‘Harper! Great to see you. I’m on a hot streak, so I don’t have time to talk now. I was going to text you, but the muse had me in its grip!’ And she slammed the door in Harper’s face.  
   
 Harper stood there for a moment in utter shock. Then she realised that she could grab the cab she’d just gotten out of if she moved quickly. It was already pulling out, so she had to hot foot it. ‘Sir!!’ she cried, flagging him from the rear. He stopped and she jumped back in, feeling free. She never looked forward to a Brenda meeting, and fate had released her. Brenda was all sunshine and clacking keys. No hand-holding needed. 
   
 She texted Olivia. 

 


You’re not going to believe this, but Gina undersold Brenda’s cheeriness. 


 


Did she?


 


Brenda’s euphoric. I haven’t seen her like this since she got divorced. I forgot she knew how to smile.


 


That’s got to be a good sign for the book.


 


Seriously, what did Gina do?


 

 A big pause. 

 


She said she just listened.


 


I know it’s more than that. I’m going to get it out of her. 

   

Hey, how’s your cat? 


 

 She decided to keep it vague. She’s cat-like. 


 

 Harper wondered if maybe it was time to make up an excuse for why she needed to stop texting. Because telling this lie was making her feel nauseous. She didn’t want to do this, play games. She wanted to be honest. But she didn’t know what to say. 
   
 And then, Olivia fixed everything. 

 


Look, it’s OK if you didn’t have to feed the cat. If you felt I was moving a bit fast. I would understand that.


 

 Harper sat with that text for a minute. She would have thought she would feel embarrassed to get caught out like this, but the main feeling was overwhelming relief.  
   

You’re right. I lied. I’m sorry. It was a little too fast, I think. I need a bit more time. I don’t even have a cat. 


 

 As she typed, her words felt true. Maybe it was just too fast.  
   

That’s OK. You don’t need to apologise. You didn’t want to hurt my feelings. You were being kind. I hope I didn’t blow things by rushing.


 

 God damn, the woman was intuitive. Harper would have been lying to say it hadn’t raised Olivia’s stock. Emotional maturity was such a rarity, she couldn’t help but find it attractive. It was absurd, but Olivia had just gotten a lot sexier to her. Maybe that hot kiss was still in their future.  
   

You didn’t blow anything. 


 


That’s a relief because I had a great time with you last night.


 


Me too. I’d like to see you again. 


 


I’d love that. When are you free? 


 

   




Twenty-One


 


 

 Delete, delete, delete. Olivia could never see the second half of that conversation. She’d see that Olivia had asked her out, and Harper had said yes. Job done.  
   
 It wasn’t the way she’d wanted to do it. But she felt that hesitation from the other end, and she knew if she didn’t address the problem (or rather, if Olivia didn’t handle it, Gina had to remind herself), then there wasn’t going to be another date. So she did what she never did for herself. Came at the problem head-on. It had worked like a charm. Harper was a fan of honesty.  
   
 After Gina deleted the problematic stuff, she began to see a slight flaw in her plan. What if Harper felt the conversation wasn’t over, and she brought it up again? That could fuck the whole thing.  
   
 Not for the first time, Gina didn’t understand why she was in this situation. It was nothing to do with her. Why had she worked so damn hard on Harper?  
   
 The easy answer was that she was doing what she’d been asked to do. That was her assignment. And Gina liked to do things properly. Even if no one ever knew. That was how she’d ended up in this. Following her greatest flaw/biggest strength. Being quietly, secretly, good at things. 
   
 As she sat there pondering this, there was a knock at the door. No one ever knocked at her office door. They just barged in regularly and with far too much drama.  
   
 ‘Come in?’ Gina said uncertainly. 
   
 The door opened, and a massive bunch of flowers appeared, big enough to obscure their bearer completely.  
   
 ‘Oh, is that for Olivia?’ Gina said disinterestedly to the flowers. ‘You can leave them on my desk. I’ll make sure she gets them.’  
   
 The bouquet moved to the side, and Gina almost fell off her chair when a large set of green eyes popped out from behind them. 
   
 ‘They’re not for Olivia. They’re for you,’ declared a grinning Harper. ‘To say thank you for fixing a broken author.’ She walked into the office and laid the flowers down before Gina’s shocked face. ‘Do people not often give you flowers?’ Harper asked. ‘Because you’re looking at me like I walked in with a live grenade and pulled the pin.’ 
   
 Gina tried to get her game face back in place. ‘I just had a chat with the woman. No need for this.’ 
   
 ‘Look, I’ve just come from Brenda, and I know it’s more than that. I’m determined to find out what you did. So will you let me take you to lunch while I get it out of you?’ 
   
 Gina was oddly alarmed. ‘Oh, no, I couldn’t…’ 
   
 Olivia appeared at her interconnecting door, and her mouth was ahead of her eyes because she asked, ‘Gina have you got my pho- Hey! Harper! You’re here!’ She laughed with an edge of hysteria. 
   
 Gina was thrilled to remember that Olivia’s phone was in her desk drawer.  
   
 ‘I just swung by to take Gina to lunch. As a thank you,’ Harper explained. 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Olivia replied, just slightly disappointed.  
   
 ‘Yeah. She’s being a bit resistant, though,’ Harper said with a cheeky smile. 
   
 ‘Then we must apply pressure,’ Olivia said, though she didn’t look too sure. ‘Gina, go to lunch with Harper,’ she said to Gina. ‘Or I’m gonna tell HR you’re being needlessly combative.’ She winked at Harper. Harper smiled back. It was a little bit sickening.   
   
 ‘Fine,’ Gina groaned. She was secretly pleased that Harper wanted to give her some credit. Not that she’d ever let on. That would never do. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 They were at a nice place. Not too nice, but certainly not the kind of place where they shout your order for everyone to hear. Gina always found that a bit stressful in case she missed her name, and then the staff did that dreadful thing where they paraded through the café screaming your order irritably so that everyone knew you were the kind of idiot who couldn’t even manage listening out for your own name.  
   
 Not today, though. Today was table service. Gina ordered the same as always, a tuna sandwich. But with an extra helping of dignity. Which cost double. 
   
 ‘I’ll have that too,’ Harper said.  
   
 The waiter left, and they were alone. Gina felt uncomfortable. That led her to get her phone out, a terrible habit. She glanced at Harper, who looked like she was trying not to seem affronted. ‘Sorry, work emails,’ Gina lied. ‘Just gotta…’ She tapped a few times in the pretence of doing something real and put the phone back, feeling like a rude bitch. Which she supposed she was.  
   
 Harper smiled. ‘You work hard.’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘Everyone does.’ 
   
 ‘Not everyone,’ Harper said. 
   
 Gina thought of Vincent and his connection to the board. ‘No, I suppose not. But there’s no plan B for me. So I’m too busy, or I’m not busy, and I starve to death.’ 
   
 Harper nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess I’m the same.’ 
   
 ‘But it would take a lot longer for you to starve, I’d imagine. With a cut of Brenda’s money for the rest of time?’ Gina noted. 
   
 Harper paused and swallowed. ‘Fair point.’ 
   
 Gina knew she was being cunty. She didn’t want to be. It was such an odd juxtaposition to the conversation they’d had this morning over text. She’d been able to be more like the person she wanted to be. But being warm and kind always frightened Gina. She felt like if she gave that to people, they’d laugh at her. Worse, use it against her. She didn’t believe that Harper was like that, but somehow, she couldn’t seem to turn off the attitude. The button was jammed down, stuck in place. Fruitless to try and find a paperclip to try and wiggle it out. It wasn’t going to happen. She was who she was. Her tombstone would read, ‘Gina Nash. Kind of a bitch.’ 
   
 Though it had been nice to taste something else. Another way to be. Gina suddenly understood why people catfished. The chance to be who you wanted to be in your secret stupid little heart. 
   
 But even if she was stuck as herself, she could try and tone it down a notch. ‘So, Brenda’s in the zone, then?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘She didn’t want to talk to me,’ Harper smiled. ‘And Brenda always has something to say.’ 
   
 ‘I’d noticed,’ Gina said with a dry smile. 
   
 Harper laughed softly. ‘I’ve never been so happy to have a door slammed in my face.’ 
  
 ‘Well, when I talked to her…’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Harper pressed. 
   
 Gina wasn’t sure how to put it so that it didn’t feel arrogant. But why? Was it so wrong to simply say she’d helped, take the win? Why did she always shunt credit to someone else? Maybe just once, just this time, she could let Harper know that she tried. ‘Well, I’m not sure how honest Brenda has been with you...’ 
   
 ‘Writers always tell you they’ve written tons or absolutely nothing, and usually, it’s a lie either way. I mean, not that writers are naturally dishonest as a species, they just see everything through a lens that’s distorted by the strength or weakness of their mental health at any given time.’ 
   
 Gina had to chuckle at the truth in that. ‘Well, yeah, that’s probably true. But in this case, when she said she had nothing, I was inclined to believe it.’ 
   
 Harper was shocked. ‘Nothing?’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘She didn’t even have an idea.’ 
   
 ‘Oh my god, it was worse than I thought,’ Harper said, shaking her head. ‘I’m glad I only found out now, once she’d cracked the block.’ She looked at Gina. ‘Now you have to tell me what you did.’ 
   
 ‘Well… I told Brenda to imagine how she’d kill her ex-husband,’ she said as a sandwich was slid in front of her. She thanked the waiter and took a bite. 
   
 Harper considered that for a moment as she ate a big bite of her sandwich. ‘I’m shocked she’s never done that before. She hates that bastard. I assumed she’d killed him ten times over by now.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe it was still too fresh?’ Gina suggested.  

 

 They chewed in silence, and then Harper said, ‘Is something weird with this sandwich?’ She went quiet and kept chewing. 
   
 Gina swallowed her current bite, realising what she should have known at the first taste if she hadn’t been distracted. ‘I don’t think this mayo’s right.’ 
   
 Harper sniffed the sandwich. ‘Christ. You’re right.’ She beckoned the waiter back.  
   
 ‘Everything OK?’ 
   
 Harper paused. ‘I hate to say this, but we think the mayo might be suspect.’ 
   
 The waiter looked at the sandwiches. ‘What makes you-’ 
   
 Gina decided to cut through the bullshit, shoving the sandwich under the man’s nose. ‘Smell it.’ 
   
 The man sniffed and grimaced. ‘Umm, could you just wait while I go and check with the kitchen?’ he said, moonwalking at speed away from the table. He was off before they could answer. 
   
 ‘So, we both ate dodgy mayo. Are we gonna die?’ Harper asked lightly. 
   
 ‘Best-case scenario, we’ll have stomach aches,’ Gina told her. 
   
 ‘What’s the worst-case scenario?’ 
   
 ‘Vomit.’ Gina checked her watch. ‘I’d say in about three to four hours. Give or take.’ 
   
 The waiter came back out and addressed the restaurant. ‘Umm, hi? I’m sorry to announce this, but one of our fridges broke down some time ago without us realising. If you had the fish or meat, you’re safe. But anyone who had the mayo, well…’ 
   
 The entire restaurant broke out into angry grumbles.  
   
 ‘Please keep an eye out for the symptoms of stomach poisoning and accept these gift cards as an apology,’ he said, running around, handing out the cards. 
   
 A man looked at the gift card in his hand in disbelief. ‘You’ve poisoned me, and you’re saying sorry with another meal here? Are you out of your mind? 
   
 Gina, ever the pragmatist, took the gift card. ‘I can always stick to dairy-free food,’ she shrugged at Harper. 
   
 Harper chuckled. ‘I like your pragmatism.’ 
   
 Gina knew she had stomach issues due in the post, and they would get her sooner or later, but she was more annoyed that the lunch was cut short. She supposed she had wanted to talk about Brenda a bit more. 
   
 Yeah, that was it. She wanted to talk about Brenda. That made total sense.  
   
   




Twenty-Two

   
   
 Harper wasn’t sure she’d made the right call taking Gina to lunch. She seemed genuinely pissed off to be there.  
   
 She did seem to warm – slightly - as the food came. But then the bloody mayo thing. Harper couldn’t believe it. She was just getting somewhere with her.  
   
 Because she didn’t just want to thank her, she thought they might break the ice. Harper wasn’t sure why she needed to do that with Gina, but it was an instinct she could never entirely ignore. She felt strongly that a lot was happening underneath Gina’s iceberg surface, and she had an irresistible desire to break through.  
   
 But now, here they sat, poisoned. It was not a bonding moment. ‘So, what shall we do now? Do we go about our day and see if we, you know, vomit or whatever,’ Harper joked. 
   
 ‘We could just go to a chemist and ask for something to help us get there. Induce it,’ Gina suggested. 
   
 Harper wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t know. If there’s any chance I’m not going to throw up, I’d like to avoid it. I don’t cope well with it.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not my idea of a good time, either,’ Gina said sassily. 
   
 Harper frowned. ‘Sorry.’ 
   
 ‘What are you sorry for?’ Gina asked irritably.  
   
 ‘I picked this place.’ 
   
 ‘Unless you’ve got a very accurate crystal ball, you couldn’t have known,’ Gina said dismissively. ‘Anyway, I guess I better go back to work.’ 
   
 ‘Me too,’ Harper said awkwardly. They walked out together and said goodbye, and that was that. Harper was filled with remorse. 
   
 Later on, she was filled with worse. Stuck on the toilet, she remembered how she’d said she didn’t want to throw up. The gods had smiled in their twisted way. It was her bum that was glued to the porcelain.  
   
 After a particularly vicious wave of diarrhoea passed, she picked her phone up off the floor. Could she text Olivia for some moral support? Hmm. They probably weren’t at that point yet.  
   
 The person she needed to contact was Gina, anyway. She could be in the same boat. Harper didn’t have her personal number, so she called the work line. It was near five, so she might be heading out. Or stuck in the office bathroom. 
   
 But Gina picked up the phone and gave her usual terse greeting.  
   
 ‘Gina! Are you OK?’ 
   
 ‘Harper?’ 
   
 ‘That’s right. Sorry. Harper.’ She felt sweat drip down her back. 
   
 ‘You don’t sound… Are you OK?’ 
   
 ‘Well, err, I mean… not ideal,’ Harper conceded. 
   
 ‘Did you… are you throwing up?’ 
   
 Harper paused. ‘Not exactly.’ 
   
 ‘Oh.’ 
   
 ‘Yep.’ There was an awkward pause, as well there might be. Harper and Gina were not acquaintances of this level. Bodily functions were not business casual. ‘I’ll be fine. I just need to… give it time. But what about you? You didn’t answer. How are you doing?’ 
   
 ‘Actually, no big problems. A couple of cramps, and that appears to be it.’ 
   
 Harper was relieved. ‘Good, great.’ 
   
 Gina cleared her throat. ‘So, how long have you been in situ?’ 
   
 Harper wanted to die. She had not called Gina to give her a progress report on her bum. But that was where they were. ‘Well, I guess…’ She checked the time. ‘Maybe an hour?’ 
   
 ‘Jesus. Where are you?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘At home. I had a feeling I should cancel my last meeting, thank God. Well, anyway…’ Harper said, trying to wrap the conversation up. Gina had to be released from this hellish social interaction before there was no coming back from it.  
   
 But Gina wasn’t letting the call end. ‘Who’s with you? Anyone?’ 
   
 ‘I live alone.’ 
   
 ‘Did you make a stop at the chemist for hydration stuff?’ 
   
 Harper was embarrassed. ‘That didn’t occur to me.’ 
   
 ‘Right, I’m going to text you my mobile number. I want you to text me your home address, and I’m gonna be there with supplies as soon as I can.’ 
   
 Harper was horrified. ‘What?! Gina, no! There’s really no need.’ 
   
 ‘Harper, we got poisoned together. It’s a foxhole type situation. We’re both in it now. Just text me that address and sit tight. So to speak.’ 
   
 Harper didn’t know how to handle this. She wasn’t used to being taken care of. She did everything herself. She always had. But something about Gina’s tone she couldn’t refuse. ‘OK,’ she said shakily. 
   
 ‘Be there soon,’ Gina said and hung up with a sharp crack of the phone. 
   
 The mobile number came within a minute, and Harper texted the address. There was no response. Harper assumed Gina was busy heading for the chemist and didn’t have time for niceties.  
   
 That’s when she realised there was a slight problem. She was trapped on the porcelain, locked in battle with volcanic diarrhoea. How was she going to let Gina in? 
   
 She was still trying to figure that out twenty minutes later when she got a call from Gina’s phone.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘You still in the bathroom?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. Look, I can’t actually come to the door, so I don’t think you should-’ 
   
 ‘I’m already here,’ Gina told her. ‘That’s why I’m calling. I’m just going to sit in the hall and wait. Do what you have to do, and I’ll be waiting. I’ve got hydration sachets, a lot of water and chicken soup. You need the plainest stuff right now.’ 
   
 ‘Gina, it’s so kind of you to bring all that, but you can’t… You’re just gonna sit in the hall?!’ 
   
 ‘Yep. I might watch some Netflix.’ 
   
 ‘You could leave the stuff at the door?’ Harper suggested.  
   
 ‘Someone might take it.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think anyone is gonna steal hydrations packets.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have that kind of faith in humanity, I’m afraid,’ Gina said with a smile in her voice. Right then, Harper started to feel glad she’d come. It was a very kind gesture, and Harper was not too used to those. Coming from icy Gina, it held extra meaning.  
   
 Harper wiped some sweat from her forehead. ‘OK, I’ll try to speed up the process.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t rush it. Seriously. I’m good out here. I’ve got coffee and everything. I didn’t get you one because of the caffeine. It would only parch you further.’ 
   
 Harper was amazed to hear herself laugh. ‘I’m not complaining. OK, hang tight. I’ll get there soon.’ 
   
 They said goodbye, and Harper felt movement again. She braced herself for the next wave. But after it was over, ten minutes went by in peace, and Harper started to think she might be safe to get up. 
   
 She got up, bleached the ever-loving Christ out of the toilet, washed her hands and headed for the door. And then veered off to the bedroom. She looked in the mirror. Sweet Jesus, what sweat could do to you. She ran a quick brush through her perspiration-tangled locks, cleaned her face and applied basic makeup. She wasn’t sure why. She was supposed to look like dog shit; she’d just bequeathed half her body weight to a Saniflo. But she couldn’t let Gina see her like that. Gina was always perfectly put together.  
   
 Harper opened the door at last, and Gina fell backwards into the flat, her coffee somehow still held aloft as she lay flat on her back. ‘Why the hell did I lean against the door?’ she muttered to herself. Harper took the coffee from her and helped her to her feet. Gina took back the coffee and had a sip, her poise quick to spring back in place.  
   
 ‘Thanks.’ Gina grabbed a bag from the hall and walked back in. She gave Harper an examining look. ‘Where’s your kitchen? I think you need to hit the sachets first.’ Harper knew pretty quickly that whatever she’d been able to achieve with five minutes of coiffing had been found wanting.  
   
 Harper cleared her throat nervously and pointed at the kitchen door, suddenly hoping she hadn’t left pots in the sink. She followed Gina into the kitchen to find it was rammed full. Bloody typical. She’d never felt more shambolic in her life. She never wanted anyone to see the chaos she felt inside, and now Gina was standing in the centre of it, rummaging about. It was foxing, to say the very least.  
   
 But she barely noticed the sink. Instead, she saw the one piece of art from Harper's own hand in her entire place. It was a ten-year-old landscape in oil hanging over the microwave. 
   
 ‘I like that. Kind of comforting,’ Gina said, getting a glass out of the cupboard. 
   
 Harper said nothing. She didn’t know how to deal with Gina complimenting her work, albeit unknowingly.  
   
 ‘OK, drink this,’ Gina said, handing her a glass of water clouded with a sachet. It was disgusting, but Harper drank it down in one. ‘When did you last eat?’ Gina asked, getting a tub of soup out of the bag. 
   
 ‘Umm, I guess at lunch? I’m not really hungry.’ 
   
 ‘You will be. You look like you lost five pounds since the last time I saw you.’ 
   
 Harper smiled. ‘Maybe I’ll have those cheekbones I’ve always dreamed of.’ 
   
 Gina smiled with one corner of her mouth. ‘You could cut yourself on those things already.’  
   
 Harper was so startled she couldn’t speak. Before she could find words to respond, Gina asked, ‘Where are your bowls?’ 
   
 Harper pointed dumbly at the cupboard. Gina grabbed a bowl, decanted some soup, and put it in the microwave. She pulled a water bottle out of the bag and handed it to Harper. ‘The chemist said room temp is best.’ 
   
 Harper drank some tepid water. It tasted great. She suddenly felt a chasm open in her gut. She was hungry. The microwave pinged, and Gina gestured at her kitchen table. ‘Sit.’ Harper did as she was told, and the soup was placed in front of her. She smiled at Gina. ‘Thanks for this. For everything. Let me know what I owe you.’ 
   
 ‘Shush. Eat,’ Gina said.  
   
 Harper ate. The soup was unbelievably good.  
   




Twenty-Three

   
   
 Gina was watching Harper eat soup. She wasn’t entirely sure how she’d gotten here. That phone call had set her on autopilot. Harper needed help. Whether she wanted it or not, she was getting some post-poison aftercare. 
   
 Although she felt Olivia should have been doing this. But she’d just happened to be out at a meeting when Harper called. So, this was yet another thing that woman had somehow outsourced to her.  
   
 For the first time, instead of feeling irritated or put upon by all this, Gina started to feel angry. Gina had mentioned to Olivia about the mayo when she’d come back from lunch. So why wasn’t she checking in? This was an opportunity to care for someone she was into. Who wouldn’t take that? Gina had managed it. She wasn’t even trying to get into Harper’s pants, and she’d wanted to do it anyway. Gina hadn’t thought twice about it. She’d simply wanted to be here. She’d come running because… because… 
   
 What occurred to Gina next should have been apparent earlier but Gina was stellar at pushing down her own wants, so it had taken until now to hit her. 
   
 She was into Harper. 
   
 How long had this been here, this feeling? Had it existed the whole time she’d known Harper? Every time Gina thought, ‘Yeah, I see that she’s hot, but I don’t really care,’ had that been a lie? Every time Gina had seen Olivia fawning over Harper, and needed to look away because she was sickened by the displays of emotion, was that just easier to swallow than the truth? 
   
 Gina hated her life at that moment. Truly hated it. She was a former writer who made her living watching other people getting published, which was bad enough. Now she wanted a woman she was tasked with engineering into someone else’s bed?  
   
 She realised right then that she was forever at the window of a cosmic restaurant, watching others eat while she went hungry. No, worse. She was in the restaurant, serving others while her stomach rumbled.  
   
 ‘Is there more?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Huh?’ Gina said, coming around from her dazed realisation. 
   
 ‘This soup, it’s crazy good.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Sure. Gimme the bowl,’ Gina said. She refilled it, nuked it and handed it back. Harper went to town on it. It was nice to see her looking so satisfied. It was even better knowing she was the reason.  
   
 Oh man, Gina needed to get the fuck out of here, stat. This was a disaster. She couldn’t be stood here like some total buffoon, grinning ear to ear because Harper was enjoying the soup. She needed to leave and never see this woman again. This was the sort of thing that could put you in a nosedive. She was barely hanging on as it was. She couldn’t just go falling in… getting crushes on women who were, well, the term ‘unavailable’ was laughably woeful. Harper was her boss's almost girlfriend. Who Gina was trying to push into Olivia’s arms. And she was going to go and catch feelings for this woman now? Did she hate herself this much? What kind of crime did her heart imagine she’d committed that it needed to punish her this way? 
   
 ‘Hey, where did you get this soup anyway?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Deli down the road,’ Gina said, trying to sound casual despite her horrific realisation of about one minute ago. If there was ever a time to lean into her skillset of seeming like she didn’t give a shit about anyone or anything, this was it. Her resting bitch face and her dry tone were her only true weapons right now. If they failed her, all was lost.  
   
 ‘I know the one. I’ve always walked past. I’ve been missing out,’ Harper said, slurping away. 
   
 ‘I think your recent adventures with porcelain might be heightening your taste buds,’ Gina told her. ‘You’ve probably never been this empty in your life.’ 
   
 ‘You might have a point,’ Harper said, spooning more soup into her mouth. She finished it in record time. Then she saw the empty container on the counter. ‘Oh! I should have left some for you!’ 
   
 ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got food at home. Speaking of which, I should probably head there now,’ she said. 
   
 ‘Oh yes, of course. It was so nice of you to come and help me out like this.’ 
   
 ‘No drama,’ Gina told her. But of course, that was a lie. This was big drama. The biggest. If she let it be. Which she wouldn’t. She would leave, she would forget this, she would carry on. And one day, she’d see Harper with Olivia and feel nothing. But that began with leaving this place and never crossing a boundary into the personal with Harper ever again.  
   
 As Harper led her out, Gina told herself moving on was possible. She even believed it. But at the door, the whole thing fell apart when Harper said, ‘Oh, by the way, I’ve got this author having a few problems with his romance novel. I wondered if there was any chance you could meet with him?’ 
   
 Gina was shocked, pleased, and then horrified. ‘Oh. Well, I don’t know. I mean, once was… I’m busy at work with, you know, everything.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I realise I can’t keep taking you away from your real job. So I wondered if we could arrange something for a weekend? I would pay for the time.’ 
   
 ‘Money? How much?’ Gina was unable to stop herself from asking. 
   
 Harper said a number that was roughly a week’s pay for an afternoon. ‘I see,’ Gina said, trying to sound like it was no big deal.  
   
 ‘Actually, I was hoping that if it works out, we could make it a regular thing. I’ve got plenty of authors who need a nudge now and again. After the magic you worked on Brenda, I suspect you might have the skill to fix all kinds of problems,’ Harper said hopefully. 
   
 Gina was flabbergasted. That Harper thought she was some kind of author-whisperer was enormously flattering. But developing a professional relationship outside of what they already had, wasn’t that precisely what she’d just been telling herself she shouldn’t do? She was trying to stay away from this woman as much as her life would currently allow. She should just say thanks, but no thanks.  
   
 ‘I guess I could just meet with the guy and see if it helps. But I can’t make any promises,’ Gina said. 
   
 Wait, what?! 
   
 Harper looked delighted. ‘Fantastic.’  
   
 Gina was furious with herself. She supposed her ego had gotten the better of her. How weak she was, how easily bought. Pay her a compliment and a reasonable cash sum, and she was anyone's. Well, Harper’s.  
   
 But she had to admit that she liked how happy Harper looked right now. Maybe even more than the money. 
   
 ‘This guy, he’s not like Brenda. He’s still green, only on his second book,’ Harper said. ‘I don’t want to see him burn out because he gets it into his head that he’s only got one book in him. I’ve seen it happen before.’ 
   
 ‘Me too,’ Gina said dryly.  
   
 Harper’s smile dropped. ‘Is that why you don’t write? Because you think there’s only one book in you?’ 
   
 It had been a throwaway joke, and Gina was not expecting follow up questions. ‘I guess we’ll never know,’ she said vaguely. Gina thought that was sufficient to get the subject dropped but Harper gave her an earnest look with those big eyes, and Gina knew she was far from off the hook. ‘It’s a shame. Your first book was a cracker.’ 
   
 Gina looked away. ‘Mmm,’ she mumbled. If she blushed right now, she was gonna break shit. ‘Well, not good enough.’ 
   
 ‘You practically got to the finish line. Do you know how many authors get that far? Almost none.’ 
   
 Gina managed to wrestle her gaze back to meet Harper. It was tough now she had realised how hot she was. Harper was drenched in sweat, and it didn’t take a thing away from her. ‘There are no second prizes in publishing. You get to print, or you don’t.’ 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t know the specifics of what went down, but it wasn’t on the book's strength. I can guarantee that. I think it could still go the distance.’ 
   
 ‘No, it can’t because I quit trying. I’m over it,’ Gina said. ‘Right, you good? Because I have to go,’ she said. She didn’t mean it to sound harsh but there was no denying that it did. Harper didn’t seem to notice. She was probably glad to be rid of her so she could go and rest after what must have been quite a taxing afternoon.  

 

 ‘Of course. I’ll be in touch about my author.’ 
   
 ‘Great,’ Gina said and turned away, heading down the hall to the lift. She used her time waiting for the lift to list her mistakes in order of occurrence. The first one had been to go to come here at all. The last mistake? Gina had a feeling she’d yet to make it.  
   




Twenty-Four

   
   
 ‘Joey, Joey, it’s going to be OK. I’m sending you help,’ Harper said over the phone to a panicked author who sincerely wanted to explain how much he sucked and could he pay back his advance and quit the whole thing? But Harper wasn’t having that. His last book had done unbelievable numbers in the crowded ‘Bad boy romance’ genre. And it wasn’t because of the oiled-up biker with gigantic pecs on the cover. Joey brought something fresh to the genre that you couldn’t quite put your finger on. Whatever it was, it connected with the audience. His next book was hotly awaited. And late.  
   
 ‘What help?’ Joey asked, practically atremble.  
   
 ‘She’s a writer who talks to other writers.’ Strictly speaking, Gina had only spoken to one. Still, Harper felt the plural was an excusable lie if it gave Joey confidence in her abilities that Harper believed would be deserved.  
   
 Joey tutted. ‘If she’s just gonna gimme some talk about structure or characters, I don’t need-’ 
   
 Harper stopped him in his tracks. ‘She’s not going to give you a talk. She’s just going to have a chat, help you work some stuff out.’ Joey went quiet, and Harper could hear his cynicism in the silence. ‘Look, if it doesn’t work out, we can talk about your contract. Just don’t give up until we’ve tried this, OK?’ 
   
 Joey didn’t sound too enthused with his, ‘Alright,’ but that was fine. He had agreed. ‘But I want you to come,’ he bargained. 
   
 ‘If that’s what you need, that’s what I’ll do. But can I ask why?’ 
   
 ‘It’s a new person. You know how I feel about that.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, right.’ Harper had forgotten that Joey took the cliché of the hermit writer to a new level. He never let anyone into his sphere without quite a lot of work. 
   
   
 Harper could only hope Gina would be able to leapfrog Joey’s walls. Speaking of which, time to call the woman in question and arrange the sit-down. She didn’t know why it always made her nervous to call Gina.  
   
 Possibly because of the note they’d left things on. Harper had crossed a line talking about Gina’s book, which was sad because Harper’s explosive diarrhoea had seemed to bring them closer for a moment, almost like they might be friends. And then poof! Just like that, intimacy had blown away in the wind with a few ill-advised comments. Harper had only meant to pay a sincere compliment. But she supposed she should have known better. Writers. They were a tricky bunch.  
   
 Gina answered on the fifth ring, by which time Harper had convinced herself that she wasn’t going to pick up. So when Gina gave her usual deadpan, ‘Olivia Noble’s office, Gina speaking,’ Harper was somehow caught off guard. She started to say two different things, ‘Hello,’ and, ‘Gina, hi,’. She ended up saying a garbled contraction of both. ‘Hegioh!’  
   
 ‘What?’ Gina asked. 
   
 Harper tittered nervously. ‘Sorry, I mean, Hi Gina.’  
   
 ‘Hi?’ Gina replied, still confused. 
   
 Christ, she was supposed to announce herself, wasn’t she? ‘It’s Harper.’ She swallowed thickly. ‘I was just calling to set up that meeting we talked about.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah. OK.’ 
   
 ‘Are you free this Saturday?’ Harper asked, trying to get her nerves under control. 
   
 ‘I can do that. Just email me the location and time.’ 
   
 Harper realised then she could have just done this whole thing by email. What an error. She dreaded to think what Gina must think of her by now. Chaotic idiot with a leaky bum, probably. ‘Cool. Oh, and I’ll be there too.’ 
   
 There was a pause. ‘You will?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, sorry to be the third wheel, but it was at Joey’s request. He’s nervous about new people.’ 
   
 Gina sighed with evident irritation. ‘Fine. See you then,’ she said and hung up without further comment. 
   
 Harper couldn’t understand this relationship. How did it get more difficult the longer they knew each other? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 It was her third date with Olivia, and they were at the theatre to see a play. The play was God awful. Some dreadful thing about a couple on the verge of divorce. The dialogue was stiff and unrealistic. Every minute felt like an hour. The arrival of intermission had felt like a gift.  
   
 Harper was in the bar waiting for Olivia to come back from the toilet. She was glad she was taking her time. Maybe she’d make them miss the start of the second half, and they wouldn’t be allowed back in—a sweet dream. 
   
 Olivia appeared a second after Harper had that thought, and Harper resigned herself to going back in. But Olivia opened with, ‘Hey, is it me or is this play a bit…’ She grimaced.  
   
 ‘You’re not into it either?’ Harper asked her 
   
 Olivia shook her head. ‘No. You wanna sit out the second half, just have a drink here?’ 
   
 Harper was deeply relieved. ‘Drink, please.’ 
   
 ‘Great. I’ll get another round in.’ 
   
 Olivia got the drinks in, and they settled at a table. ‘So, how’s your stomach?’ Olivia asked. ‘You recovered all right?’ 
   
 Harper wasn’t sure how to respond. It was so early between them that she didn’t think describing her colon’s recent adventures would go down that well. As a result, she just said, ‘I’m fine now, yes.’ 
   
 ‘Really? Because Gina said it was pretty intense.’ 
   
 ‘She did?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘The way she put it was that you needed a lot of fluids afterwards,’ Olivia said with a wry grin. 
   
 Harper had to smile. ‘Yeah, well…’ 
   
 ‘Have I told you about the first time I met Cho’s family?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘Interesting segue,’ Harper said with a raised eyebrow. 
   
 Olivia smiled. ‘I swear it’s relevant. It’s on the topic of bodily malfunction.’ 
   
 ‘Then I can’t wait to hear it.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I was twenty-two and a late bloomer. I was scared shitless of meeting this family, but Cho felt we were there, and I knew it was a good sign, so I went. And when I get there, it’s not too bad, and I think, yeah, I can do this. We all sit down at the table, and they serve starters. It’s these little skewers, and I assume it’s chicken. But when I bite into it, it’s not chicken. It’s something else. So I ask the mother what it is, and she says. ‘Grilled pineapple.’ But what she doesn’t know is that I’m allergic to pineapple.’ 
   
 Harper's eyes widened. ‘Oh no.’ 
   
 ‘Oh yes. But I cannot possibly be rude, so I choke one down because it’s not the kind of allergy that kills you, just the itchy kind. I figure I can handle it. But as dinner goes on, I start to get seriously itchy. So I’m trying to be a good guest, but my god, my body is on fire. I want to scratch my god damn skin off. But I’m not going to sit there scratching myself like I’ve got fleas, am I? I’ve got to resist the urge to scratch.’ 
   
 ‘Why didn’t you just tell her, the mum?’  
   
 ‘You think I should have said, “Hey, I want to pull my skin off, and it’s your fault?” Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘I take your point. So what did you do?’ 
   
 ‘I sat there and tried to bear through it.’ 
   
 ‘And did it work?’ 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you ever tried to resist a bodily function? Pinch off a cough or something?’ 
   
 Harper thought about it. ‘Umm, yeah, I guess you get kind of… Umm…’ 
   
 Olivia smiled. ‘Twitchy. The word you’re looking for is twitchy.’ 
   
 ‘You were twitching?’ 
   
 ‘At first. But the urge got so bad, that it became actual jerks. But I was desperate to make a good impression, so I told myself I could power through, keep a handle on it. But then I picked up a glass of wine - red – and I had one last mega-jerk. My hand went flying.’ 
   
 ‘Oh no!’ Harper exclaimed. 
   
 Olivia laughed. ‘It was worse than that. I tossed the wine all over her dad.’ 
   
 Harper laughed bodily. 
   
 ‘Head to toe. He looked like Carrie at the prom,’ Miranda added, grinning. 
   
 Harper’s laugh turned into a shriek. ‘So then what happened?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I had to confess everything. The mother thought I was nuts for not mentioning and she dragged me to the bathroom, where she covered me in calamine lotion, which was even more awkward. Can you imagine meeting your girlfriend’s mother for the first time, and she has to slather you in cream an hour in? I was mortified.’ 
   
 ‘What about her? The mother?’ 
   
 ‘She was actually really cool about it. And later, I realised the whole thing was good fortune. Because after that, you better believe I couldn’t be nervous around her. She’d take one look at me and start laughing, and then I’d start laughing, and well, we were great after that. Obviously, me and Cho didn’t last. But I kept in touch with her mother. We still send each other Christmas cards.’ 
   
 Harper was delighted. ‘Love it.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, so my point is, bodily malfunctions happen. You don’t need to be embarrassed.’ 
   
 ‘I guess not,’ Harper agreed, having fun. Olivia might have taken her to a sucky play, but she’d turned the night around, and now it was fun. That was a very positive sign indeed.  
   




Twenty-Five

   
   
   
 ‘Olivia, the plays a dud,’ Gina told her over the phone when she rang her that night for a “quick consultation”. She was cleaning the bathroom and had a toilet brush in her hand. 
   
 Olivia was defensive. ‘I know it’s not great, but… Wait, how do you know that?’ 
   
 ‘When you told me what play you were seeing tonight, I googled it and found a preview scene. The conclusion I very quickly drew was that it’s a flaming bag of dog shit.’ 
   
 ‘How much can you really tell from a few minutes?’ Olivia asked meekly. 
   
 ‘That the writer doesn’t understand how people actually speak,’ Gina said plainly, trying to scrub around the u-bend. ‘If you don’t have that baseline skill, your characters will never feel real, and anything good about your story is gonna fall by the wayside.’ 
   
 Olivia paused. ‘You’re actually bang on,’ she admitted, impressed. ‘But what the hell am I supposed to do? I picked the bloody play.’ 
   
 ‘Admit fault and swerve the second half,’ Gina told her, pulling out the toilet brush, trying not to look at it. 
   
 ‘You don’t think that’s gonna read a bit flaky?’ Olivia asked anxiously. 
   
 ‘I think pretending to like this play reads a lot worse,’ Gina told her with a snort.  
   
 ‘Alright, alright, alright. I take your point,’ Olivia sighed. ‘Jesus. I can never seem to get this right.’ 
   
 The toilet brush in Gina’s hand gave her a thought. ‘Have you asked her about that tummy thing, by the way?’  
   
 ‘Well, I was a bit late, and we had to go straight into the play, so we haven’t had a chance to chat. But I thought it best not to broach it. People can be sensitive about bodily functions.’ 
   
 Gina knew right away that when she mentioned people, she meant herself. ‘Look, Olivia, it’s… You don’t have to go into detail. Just ask if she’s alright.’ 
   
 ‘I mean, yes, I will do that. But then what?’ A terrible thought struck Olivia. ‘God, what if she wants to tell me about it? I don’t think I can cope, Gina. It’s… I’m not great at…’ 
   
 Gina had called it correctly. ‘I can’t make you do what you don’t want to do. But if I were Harper, I’d expect you to care.’ 
   
 ‘I do care. That’s not the problem,’ Olivia said hotly. ‘I can just hear myself stuttering and getting weird about it, and I just… I’m such a fucking mess. This is why I don’t date. It gets into the real stuff, and I just panic.’ 
   
 ‘Hasn’t anything like this ever happened to you? Can’t you just relate to it on that level?’ Gina asked her. 
   
 ‘Actually, no.’ 
   
 That threw Gina. ‘What do you mean, no? You’ve never had your body turn on you?’ 
   
 ‘If I eat chicken, it repeats on me. But that’s about it.’ 
   
 Gina was at a loss for a response to that. What did Olivia expect Gina to do, invent a personality for her? 
   
 ‘I’m boring, aren’t I?’ Olivia said sadly. 
   
 ‘You’re not boring,’ Gina said, regretting the judgment she’d felt. ‘You just need to loosen up a bit.’ 
   
 ‘Easy for you to say. You don’t care what anyone thinks.’ 
   
 Gina decided not to address that. Mainly because it was easier to let Olivia believe it. Looking like she didn’t care was the closest thing she had to a superpower, and she wouldn’t give it up readily. Not without a damn good reason. ‘Look, everyone gets awkward, okay? Just have a funny story from your day ready to plug a gap if it comes up.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have a funny story.’ 
   
 ‘Can you embellish something for the humour?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘Traditionally, no.’ 
   
 Gina scrabbled to provide a solution. Only one sprang to mind. ‘Fine, well, how about I just give you a funny story about a bodily function. Can you handle that?’ 
   
 Gina heard the smile in Olivia’s words. ‘You’d do that?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. But listen carefully because you’re gonna need to memorise this, and we don’t have long. It involves pineapple.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Gina listened to Olivia tell her story through the Bluetooth headset. She listened to Harper’s delighted laugh. She did her level best to feel good about giving it to Olivia. She’d made this choice, after all. There’d been no gun to her head. She’d said, ‘Here, take a little piece of me and pretend it’s yours.’ But despite the consent, it was hurting her.  
   
 There was a simple explanation for this absurd over-help, and it wasn’t benevolence. She worked this hard to give Harper and Olivia a shot because she wanted it done. She wanted Harper off the market. To know without question that it couldn’t happen. To kill any tiny bit of what-if that lurked at the bottom of her soul. Once that was done, Gina could let this go. 
   
 Although… Was there a faster way? If Harper was out of her league, why not jump back into her own? Why not break her recent accidental vow of chastity and get back out there? Find someone who was simpler, someone of Gina’s level, someone who had equally given up hope of being anything more than what they were? That sounded, well, not that fun. But comforting. That was all Gina needed. Someone to commiserate with on life’s disappointments. Someone to say fuck it with. Someone to share a couch, eat pizza and Netflix away the rest of her days in the comfortable silence of a shared ennui. 
   
 What Gina needed was a date.  
   
 Gina minimised the call from Olivia and downloaded the first dating app she could think of. She’d tried this before, but it had been back when she’d had standards. That wasn’t a problem now. She would meet practically any woman who asked now. If she had her own teeth, she was in. Actually, if the work was good, Gina had no problem with dental reconstruction, so inauthentic teeth weren’t even a barrier. Someone presentable, able to hold a conversation, and split a check. This was all Gina truly asked. How hard could that be?  
   




Twenty-Six

   
   
 Harper had gone from a dud play to a fun evening, and she was glad she’d given Olivia another shot. She really could be great company.  
   
 But the end of the night was coming, and Harper knew what would happen. She still didn’t know if she wanted Olivia’s lips to come at her just yet. Harper wondered if she could just say that and have it be OK. After all, they’d talked about this over text. Olivia had been sensitive to Harper’s feelings about it. It was half the reason they’d gone out tonight, just that quick text talk. Because it showed Harper something special about Olivia, something she’d needed to see. How often did you get someone who could have handled such an awkward truth without taking it personally? Look at her now, cheery and happy, no edge of unpleasantness about any of it. Harper could follow her lead. She could address the problem. 
   
 As the cab pulled up to Harper’s place, she turned to Olivia and said, ‘Is it cool if I don’t invite you in?’ 
   
 Olivia looked momentarily blank and then said, ‘Er, yes, of course.’ 
   
 ‘Great, thanks. I’m not in that place. Not yet. I know you get it.’ 
   
 Olivia paused, seeming slightly confused. ‘Mmm-hmm, yeah. Of course.’ 
   
 Harper smiled and kissed Olivia on the cheek. ‘You’re great.’ She hopped out of the car and then turned to wave Olivia off but she was looking the other way.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Joey’s fingernails were down to the nub. He was still working on his left thumb. Harper feared he was going to draw blood in a second. It was all she could do not to slap his hand away. But she wasn’t his mum, so she had to let him go to town while they waited for Gina. It was one minute to the appointment time, and if she were even one minute late, Joey would find that profoundly amiss. Harper was praying Gina would appear in the bustling chain coffee shop soon.  
   
 Just as the clock moved to the hour of one, Gina appeared at the door—my god, what a timekeeper. You had to respect it. Harper waved her over. 
   
 ‘That’s her?’ Joey whispered as she gave Harper a brief nod. ‘She looks scary.’ 
   
 ‘She’s a pussycat,’ Harper lied as Gina grabbed a coffee from the counter and headed over. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘Gina, hi. This is Joey Gopnik,’ she said.  
   
 ‘AKA Randolph Donovan,’ Joey muttered anxiously. 
   
 Gina smiled at Joey’s pseudonym. ‘I think I’ll stick to calling you Joey. Great to meet you. I enjoyed your book. And I wasn’t even the target audience.’ 
   
 Joey’s nervous little face warmed slightly. ‘Oh, you did? Wait, why aren’t you the target audience?’ 
   
 Gina sat down and slid her bag off her shoulder. ‘I’m not really a fan of bad boys. Or boys, for that matter.’ 
   
 Joey laughed while Harper tried not to react to that new piece of information. Had she assumed Gina was hetero? She wasn’t sure. Maybe. She often did that out of youthful reflex, even though the world had changed a lot since she’d been young. Or perhaps it hadn’t changed at all but been revealed to be a lot gayer than previously thought. As apparently, was Gina.  
   
 Well, anyway. No business of Harper's, so, yeah, whatever. 
   
 ‘So, let’s talk about your new book.’ 
   
 Joey’s smile faded. ‘I hate it.’ 
   
 Gina gave him an understanding smile that Harper had never seen on her face before. She had to assume it was reserved for writers. ‘Let’s talk about it, see what the problem is.’ 
   
 Joey slumped down in his chair. ‘It’s exactly the same book as last time. I realised that two-thirds of the way through. Same characters, same structure. Bad boy rescues naïve girl from danger, and she touches his heart, finding his soft side.’ 
   
 Harper felt a need to interject. ‘That’s not a big problem, Joey. Readers are looking for your brand, and if…’ 
   
 ‘I don’t care!’ Joey spat at her. ‘I don’t care what they want. I need to do my best work. And I’m just repeating myself.’ 
   
 ‘Joey,’ Gina said quietly. But her tone was assertive, and he turned to her immediately. ‘What is it that you wanted to say with your first book? Because if you’re repeating yourself, you’re obviously not done saying it.’ 
   
 Joey paused. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, stories don’t exist in a void. They come out of something in the writer. Unless they’re a hack, and I can see that label doesn’t apply to you. You care about this work. So what is it? What are you trying to tell the reader?’ 
   
 Joey stared at her for a moment. ‘I didn’t… It’s not based on anything. I couldn’t be less of a bad boy. I mean, obviously. I tried to get a tattoo once, and I passed out the second the needle touched me.’ 
   
 ‘Look, let’s just talk about the next book. Give me the synopsis.’ 
   
 Joey sighed. But after a moment, he began to pitch. ‘Alright, so… Brock Manners is a former soldier with a chip on his shoulder, suffering from PTSD from serving in Afghanistan. Brock likes to get drunk and pick fights in bars to deal with his pain. After accidentally killing a shit-head biker during one of these fights, he realises he’s created a widow, Laura. And she’s pregnant and broke. Oh, and a member of Laura’s dead boyfriend’s motorcycle club is pressuring her to marry him. She’s not up for that because Jago was abusive, but this other guy is even worse,’ Joey said angrily, as though he was remembering actual events. ‘Brock approaches her, confesses what he accidentally did and offers to move her into his house, hide her from her horrible suitor, support her financially and never ask anything of her. Laura’s in a bind, so she accepts Brock’s help. But she promises that she’ll always hate him. And at first, she does-’ 
   
 ‘OK, let’s just talk about the story for a second, shall we?’ Gina broke in there. ‘So, the parallels here are that Brock’s a former soldier who rescues a girl from a motorcycle club, and in your first book, the protagonist was a former firefighter who rescues a girl from her abusive family, right?’ 
   
 ‘Exactly!’ Joey said triumphantly. ‘You see? It screams out.’ 
   
 ‘Well, actually, what screams out is that you like to write books about the healing power of love,’ Gina said flatly. It sounded kind of funny hearing the phrase, ‘Healing power of love’ said in Gina’s bored voice.  
   
 Joey blinked. ‘Well, I mean, yeah. I guess.’ 
   
 ‘These men believe themselves broken but get in touch with their emotions again. Stop me if I’m wrong.’ 
   
 ‘No, that’s right,’ Joey said and frowned. ‘But you’re only proving my point here. Same book.’ 
   
 Gina rolled her eyes at him. ‘Joey, all authors do this.’ 
   
 ‘No, they don’t,’ Joey said. But Harper could tell he wanted to be persuaded. 
   
 ‘They do. Shakespeare had people pretending to be other people constantly. He was obsessed with identity. Dickens wrote so many books about orphans; it’s bloody silly. But these were themes that spoke to them. So they couldn’t leave them alone.’ 
   
 Joey didn’t say anything to that. But a deep wrinkle in his brow said this was going in.  
   
 ‘You’re thinking this is a failing, and it just means you write your own truth,’ Gina said with a shrug. ‘I don’t see a problem. And honestly, your next book sounds, well, I reckon Brock’s going to wet a lot of knickers.’ 
   
 Joey snorted. ‘I mean, yeah, he’s a sexy bastard.’ He went quiet for a moment, and Harper let him think. He looked kind of, what was it? Oh, yes. Relieved. It wasn’t enough to hear about the work from Harper. She was just a soul-sucking businesswoman who didn’t understand true art. No one ever said that, but she knew they thought it.  
   
 But Gina? Sitting there now, sipping a coffee like she hadn’t just performed another literary miracle? She had no skin in this game, and she was on their level. She got it. Harper was glad to have the chance to see her at work. Gina played it down, but she knew how to get through to even the most panicky struggling writer. Harper had found the business equivalent of a winning lottery ticket sitting on the street.  
   
 Joey slapped his lap. ‘Right!’ he said, and he stood purposefully. ‘You’ve given me something to think about, Gina. So I’m going to go home and sit in the bath with a cup of Darjeeling and put on Ed Sheeran. See how I feel.’ And off went the writer of sexy bad boys to do just that.  
   
 ‘There he goes,’ Harper smiled as Joey walked past the window with his head down, thoughtful. ‘A changed man.’ 
   
 ‘You think it’s gone in?’ Gina asked casually. She didn’t seem terribly invested in the result. 
   
 ‘I do,’ Harper told her. ‘That was quite a thing to see.’  
   
 ‘I only said what you said,’ Gina said, almost irritably.  
   
 ‘And yet it came out so differently,’ Harper noted quickly. 
   
 Gina shook her head. ‘He wasn’t listening to you. Familiarity had bred, well, I don’t wanna say contempt…’ 
   
 Harper laughed. ‘I think that’s a fine choice of word, actually.’ 
   
 ‘But me?’ Gina continued. ‘I’m an unknown quantity. He had no idea what I was going to say, so he was a lot more prepared to listen.’  
   
 ‘That might have played a part, but it wasn’t just that. You know how to talk to another writer.’ 
   
 ‘I think we’re all better at talking to our own, aren’t we?’ Gina shrugged. 
   
 ‘Yeah, that might be true about many jobs, but writers…’ Harper made the fifty-fifty hand gesture. ‘They spend a lot of time alone with their thoughts. It’s not always going to translate into incredible social skills,’ Harper said, realising as the words left her mouth that maybe this was a rude thing to express to an actual writer. 
   
 But Gina nodded. ‘Yeah. They’re a funny lot.’ 
   
 Harper thought for a minute about whether she should say the thought on her mind. It was way too easy to put her foot in it with Gina. But somehow, the words came out anyway. ‘You just said writers were your own, and then you called them, ‘They.’ 
   
 ‘I was one. I’m not now. Tenses will get muddled,’ Gina explained evenly.  
   
 ‘Do you ever really quit something like that?’ 
   
 Gina fixed Harper with a cynical look. Luckily, Harper had seen a few of those now, and they weren’t as intimidating as they’d once been. Harper might even say she’d grown slightly fond of her hard stare. ‘It’s not always a calling. Don’t romanticise it. If you quit your job, would you feel like an agent for the rest of your life?’ Gina told her. 
   
 Harper shrugged and smiled. ‘Maybe.’ 
   
 ‘So, if you quit now and spent the next thirty years working as a train driver, you don’t think that’s how you’d come to see yourself?’ 
   
 ‘Can I be a ticket collector instead? I’d like to use the little hole punch thing all day,’ Harper asked with a small smile. Gina looked like she was trying not to return it. Harper rather liked to see that. ‘Actually, no never mind. I won’t be a ticket collector. Because that’s a false equivalency.’ 
   
 Gina smiled as though enjoying Harper’s nerve. ‘Oh?’  
   
 ‘Because that’s not quite what you did, is it? You stayed in the literary industry. You didn’t change track. You’re writing adjacent.’ Harper felt she was playing a dangerous game here, pushing Gina. But she couldn’t help herself. She was such a strongbox of a human; it was impossible not to try fiddling with the lock. 
   
 ‘It was a job, and it paid more than I already made. It wasn’t anything more than that,’ Gina told Harper.  
   
 ‘That’s right, Michael hired you himself, didn’t he?’ Harper asked. 
   
  ‘Yep,’ Gina replied quietly, her tone laden with sadness.  
   
 ‘Any news about him, as he came up very organically?’ Harper said with a sly smile. 
   
 Gina snorted lightly. ‘I’m not the one to ask. I haven’t spoken to him.’ 
   
 ‘Has he tried to speak to you?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Nope. I think he knows his bridges are well and truly burnt. He nearly took the place down and everyone’s jobs with it. He still might. Olivia said the lawsuit is with legal now. But I don’t think she thinks there’ll be much to recoup.’ 
   
 ‘Well, Brenda’s going great guns if that’s any reassurance.’ 
   
 Gina looked down at her drink. ‘Good for her,’ she said. It could have been read as snarky but Harper felt she meant it. Brenda was an arsehole, yet Gina wanted her to succeed. It was a surprisingly kind moment coming from a very cynical human. But Harper was finding that this kept happening. Gina seemed so removed, yet she would show up if you needed her. Whether you were having problems with your novel or your guts were falling out of your arse. Gina’s bitchy face would show up and save you. 
   
 ‘You know what’s strange? I knew you for years, and we barely exchanged words. And now, I don’t know what the hell I’d do without you,’ Harper told Gina. 
   
 Gina looked surprised and even embarrassed. ‘That’s a bit much.’ She began to fan herself. ‘It’s too hot in here.’  
   
 Harper burst out laughing. Gina stopped in the middle of her fumbling. ‘What’s so funny?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look flustered before.’ 
   
 Gina looked away. Harper was undeterred. ‘It suits you, actually.’ 
   
 Gina looked directly at Harper for a moment, the eye contact with those cool dark eyes very nearly unnerving. She looked like she was going to say something, and Harper wanted to know what it was.  
   
 But then her phone rang. Olivia’s name flashed on the screen. When Gina saw that name, her mouth closed, and she shrank slightly. ‘You better get that.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have to. I can call her back,’ Harper offered. 
   
 ‘No. Get it. I’ve got to get off now. Got a date tonight if you’re done with me?’ she said, already standing, practically out of the door already. 
   
 Of course Gina had a date to get to. It was Saturday night, and she was the kind of woman who could take her pick. Harper felt sad their moment was ending so abruptly. She’d never know what Gina might have said. Opportunity lost. ‘Job well done. I’ll call you if Joey needs-’ 
   
 ‘Cool.’ And she was gone. 
   
 Harper sighed and picked up the still ringing phone. ‘Hi Olivia.’ 
   
 ‘Hi! Are you free tonight?’ 
   
 ‘Sure. What were you thinking?’ Harper replied distractedly. She was still wondering about Gina’s unspoken words. 
   




Twenty-Seven

   
   
 Gina walked into the bar with absolutely rock-bottom expectations. It was somewhat comforting, the idea of giving up and letting the universe have its way while she tumbled down to rock bottom to see life out on someone else’s terms.  
   
 She saw her sitting at the bar, quickly recognising her bum length purple hair from the profile. ‘Hi,’ she greeted Alison, who turned from the bar, a shot of something clear in her hand.  

 

 ‘Oh, hi.’ She necked the shot. ‘Started without you. Hope you don’t mind.’ 
   
 ‘You do you,’ Gina said, disconcerted by how this thing was already feeling off. 
   
 ‘We’d better get you caught up. What are you having?’ Alison asked. 
   
 ‘I think just an OJ?’ Gina said. 
   
 Alison turned to the bartender. ‘Vodka and orange juice.’ 
   
 ‘No, just OJ,’ Gina instructed the bartender.  
   
 Alison was aghast. ‘You’re being serious? You’re not drinking?’ 
   
 ‘Not a big drinker,’ Gina shrugged. 
   
 Alison was shaken to the core. ‘Like, you only drink lager?’ 
   
 ‘I’m just not very into booze,’ Gina said, already thinking that she needed to make an exit. Why the hell hadn’t she set up some kind of system with a friend?  
   
 Just then, her phone rang. It was a miracle. She checked her phone. Olivia, of course. ‘Oh, shit, my boss,’ Gina told Alison. ‘You mind?’ she asked, but she was already accepting the call. Alison shrugged and turned back to the bar. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Gina greeted Olivia happily.  
   
 ‘Hi, how’s it going?’ Olivia asked and, without waiting for a reply, launched into the point. ‘Look, I know you probably didn’t want to pick up the phone to me tonight.’ 
   
 ‘It’s completely fine,’ Gina said, meaning it. ‘Is everything OK?’ 
   
 ‘Great. I mean, no, I’m still… I just wanted to get the teensiest bit of advice from you about maybe making a move tonight?’ Olivia asked tentatively.  
   
 ‘I see,’ Gina said evenly, thinking, Hey, I’m on a date. What the hell do I care? It was a lie, but what else could she do? She only had this plan. She only had Alison. Who was ordering even more drinks. 
   
 Olivia sighed. ‘I mean, I feel like things are going well, and I think it’s weird we haven’t… you know. I haven’t even kissed her since that first time. She said something about not being in the right place last time? I don’t know what she meant, exactly.’ 
   
 OK, so Harper had said something about that. Luckily, Olivia was clueless. And still talking. ‘But if we can just, you know, do the old… Get in the… You know what I mean?’ 
   
 ‘Olivia, if you want to use the proper words, that would not be a problem,’ Gina said irritably. ‘I’m thirty. I’ve had the birds and the bees talk.’ 
   
 ‘Fine,’ Olivia grumbled. ‘If we have sex, I feel like we’ll both be able to relax a bit.’ 
   
 God, that had been a mistake. Because now Gina was picturing it. Olivia going to town on Harper. It wasn’t a pleasant image. Not just because Olivia was her boss and, as far as Gina knew, had an undercarriage as smooth as a barbie doll. But because of the other thing. The whole reason she was out with someone who was trying to get out of her tree at a terrifying speed. The person she’d nearly said an idiotic thing to that very afternoon. Gina wasn’t even sure what she’d have said if that phone hadn’t rung and broken the moment. She felt lucky not to have found out. ‘Look, I guess that’s something you’ll need to assess,’ she told Olivia vaguely. She wanted this conversation to be over. 
   
 ‘How?’ Olivia pleaded. 
   
 Gina tutted. ‘Olivia, it’s not like you haven’t done this before.’ 
   
 ‘No, but… I don’t know. This feels different. She’s tough to read.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve never found that,’ Gina said without thinking.  
   
 ‘No?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Gina felt her stomach tighten. Had she really just said that? ‘Just talk to her.’ 
   
 ‘But you feel like you can get a read on her, is that what you just said?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘Uhhh…’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘I’m sorry, have I interrupted something? You sound like you’re at a bar,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Yeah, I’m on a date,’ she admitted feebly.  
   
 ‘Where?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Gina thought that was a weird question, but she answered, ‘It’s called The Speakeasy? It’s on-’ 
   
 ‘James Street. Yeah, I know it,’ Olivia said with odd pep. ‘So, um, I was thinking…’ 
   
 Gina groaned. ‘Olivia. No.’ 
   
 ‘We’ll just come for one drink, I swear. And then you can tell me if I should go for it or not.’ 
   
 ‘Hey!’ said Alison, tapping her on the shoulder. Gina turned around. ‘I know you said no booze, but I got you a prosecco. I mean, that’s practically a kid’s drink.’ 
   
 Gina looked at the drink in Alison’s hand and said into the phone. ‘Fine. Do what you gotta do.’ She hung up the phone and took the glass. ‘Hey, some people I know are going to stop by for a drink with us. I hope you don’t mind?’ she said.  
   
 Alison shrugged. ‘The more, the merrier.’  
   
 Gina wasn’t so sure about that. But if this was going to be a shitshow anyway, why not double down?  
   
 It was comforting to pretend this was only about not giving a shit. Gina could nearly believe her own apathy. Until the moment that Harper walked into the bar, and Gina knew she’d said alright because at the bottom of all the crap, she just wanted to see her. Even under these circumstances, she couldn’t seem to not be near the woman.  
   




Twenty-Eight

   
   
 Harper would have never picked out Alison as someone Gina would go out with. She was obviously good looking, which tracked. But she was a massive train wreck. It wasn’t even eight, and she was already three sheets.  
   
 Harper had been shocked to come across the pair when they’d made a last-minute swerve from the bar they’d been planning to go to and ended up here at this loud, dark dive. It was kind of fishy. Harper wasn’t truly suspicious because she couldn’t think of a single reason Olivia would have engineered the situation. There could surely be nothing to be gained from having a drink with her assistant and her date. So it had to be a fluke. Right?  
   
 Though it was odd that Olivia seemed so keen to join them at their table. Even stranger that Gina seemed okay with it. Alison said she was ‘Down for whatever.’ 
   
 ‘So, you guys known each other long?’ Olivia asked of the pair.  
   
 Gina checked her phone. ‘About twenty minutes?’ 
   
 ‘But it was love at first sight, right?’ Alison said with a giggle.  

 

 Gina smiled tightly. ‘Sure.’ Alison giggled again. No one else was laughing.  
   
 Alison turned to Olivia. ‘So, what’s your deal?’ 
   
 ‘I work with Gina,’ she replied.  
   
 ‘She’s my boss,’ Gina added. 
   
 ‘Whoa!’ Alison said. ‘You go out with your boss? Cool workplace. You work at Google or something?’ 
   
 ‘I told you, I’m in publishing,’ Gina reminded her. ‘We all are, actually.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah,’ Alison nodded. ‘Books and shit.’ 
   
 ‘And what do you do?’ Harper asked Alison.  
   
 ‘I’m a nail tech,’ she said, waggling a perfect set of deep red claws. 
   
 ‘Where do you work?’ Harper asked politely. 
   
 ‘I’m kind of between salons right now. Trying to make it work as an independent,’ Alison said hastily. 
   
 Harper took that to mean she was unemployed. She decided to give Alison the benefit of the doubt. Maybe Alison was just in a rough place in her life right now. She regretted thinking of her as a train wreck.  
   
 ‘So, you two?’ Alison said with a small hiccup. ‘What’s the deal? 
   
 ‘Us?’ Olivia repeated.  
   
 ‘Yeah. You friends or…’ 
   
 Harper swapped an awkward look with Olivia. She noticed Gina was staring intently at the table. ‘I mean, well, umm…’ Harper stuttered.  
   
 Alison smirked. ‘Not friends then. So are you legit or just making the beast with two backs?’  
   
 Harper went right back to disliking Alison.  
   
 ‘We’re dating,’ she told her, thrilled to remember the appropriately vague, all-encompassing word for a situation that was still getting up on shaky legs. She hoped that word would kill the line of questioning.  
   
 But Alison’s ability to know where the line was slipped with every sip of her drink. ‘Oh, it’s new? So do you guys-’ 
   
 ‘Alison, your drink is finished,’ Gina said suddenly.  
   
 Alison looked at her glass in horror. ‘My god. You’re right.’ She looked at Gina. ‘Well, your round, I think,’ she smiled.  

 

 Harper tried to give Gina a look that said, Well, you tried. Amazingly, it seemed to land because Gina gave her a shrug that said, I really did. And then she said, ‘Fine. Who wants what?’ 
   
 Everyone gave her their drink preferences, and off she went. As she stood, she looked at Harper, and she could have sworn there was an apology in her eyes. Harper was surprised to see it. Firstly, because Alison’s lack of decorum was in no way Gina’s fault. Secondly, she’d never seen that look on Gina’s face before. She was ashamed. Harper didn’t know why she never really seemed to expect human weakness in Gina. But she knew that when she did see it, it pleased her. Harper supposed that was because she simply wanted Gina to like her. She never quite knew if she did. The woman was too guarded. 
   
 And then, there would be moments like just now when you could almost get a hold of her. It was frustrating, foxing, and irresistible. No, not irresistible. Another word with less sexy connotations. Though, Gina was sexy. But that didn’t mean that Harper was sexually attracted to her. 
   
 Did it? 
   
 ‘Hey, so, how long have you two been dating,’ Alison said, with horrid air quotation marks. 
   
 ‘I’m not, umm…’ Harper began. 
   
 ‘I don’t quite remember when we…’ Olivia said, just as uncertainly. 
   
 ‘Not serious then,’ Alison said, a sly grin creeping onto her face. ‘You err… ever think of adding a name onto the roster?’  
   
 ‘I don’t know what that means,’ Harper said honestly.  
   
 Alison glanced back at the bar where Gina was waiting. Once she was sure she wouldn’t be overheard, she looked back at Harper and Olivia. ‘I don’t think me and her are a fit. So maybe we could all just slip out together and-’ 
   
 That sentence was ended by a drink flung in Alison’s face. Harper was surprised to realise she’d thrown it.  
   
 ‘What the shit!’ Alison screamed.   
   
 ‘Harper!’ Olivia exclaimed, and Harper could not miss the horrified tone. 
   
 Gina appeared at the commotion and took in the sight of a dripping wet Alison. ‘So what the hell is happening here, then?’ she asked calmly. 
   
 Harper wanted to explain, but Alison was quick to squeal. ‘This bastard threw a drink in my face!’ she said, pointing a razor-sharp nail at Harper. 
   
 ‘Yeah, well, this bastard,’ Harper replied, hiking a thumb at Alison, ‘is a disgusting pig.’ 
   
 ‘Alison, what did you do?’ Gina asked tiredly.  
   
 ‘Me?!’ Alison demanded. ‘Why do you assume it’s me at fault?’ 
   
 ‘I’ve known you too long,’ Gina said. 
   
 ‘We just met.’ 
   
 ‘And it’s been too long.’ Gina turned to Harper. ‘What did she do?’ 
   
 Harper wanted to put this kindly. She didn’t want Gina to feel bad that Alison had been trying to ditch her in favour of a three-way. ‘She was…’ She paused and looked at Olivia.  
   
 Olivia put it succinctly, if awkwardly. ‘She propositioned us for a group… situation.’ 
   
 Gina looked at Alison. ‘Wow,’ she smiled angrily. ‘Alison, thanks for a lively evening. I shall, of course, be blocking you on all communication apps henceforth.’ And she walked out with more dignity than the situation should have allowed.  
   
 Alison, dabbing herself off with a napkin, looked Harper up and down. ‘I should press charges.’ 
   
 ‘Go ahead. If you can remember my name,’ Harper challenged. 
   
 Alison blinked. ‘Carper?’ 
   
 ‘That was closer than I thought you’d get,’ she commended Alison. ‘Come on,’ she said to Olivia. Olivia followed her out of the bar.  
   
 Outside, Harper looked back and forth down the street, trying to spot Gina. ‘Can you see her?’ she asked Olivia. 
   
 ‘Who?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Harper was shocked. ‘Gina, obviously.’ 
   
 ‘She probably got a cab. Come on, let’s go down the road. I know another place.’ 
   
 Harper was shocked. ‘Are you serious? We need to check on Gina.’ 
   
 ‘Why?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Because a shitty thing just happened to her,’ Harper was unhappy to explain. 
   
 Olivia shrugged. ‘She wouldn’t give a damn about any of this.’ She paused and then added. ‘And frankly, I’m not sure why you do. I mean, what the hell was that in there?’ 
   
 ‘What? The drink?’ 
   
 ‘It was a bit unnecessary, don’t you think?’ Olivia said in a stern tone  

 

 Harper had never heard her use before. She realised they were about to have their first row. Harper quickly decided she was okay with that. ‘Unnecessary?’ she repeated. 
   
 ‘Yes. I mean, I get it,’ Olivia said. ‘She was being gross. Why did it have to be a big dramatic drink throw, for Christ’s sake? Why not just tell her to shut up?’ 
   
 ‘This wasn’t about her being gross to us. She was being unbelievably rude to Gina,’ Harper explained indignantly.  
   
 ‘I don’t think Gina thought she was the love of her life, Harper,’ Olivia said in a tone Harper found deeply condescending.  
   
 ‘I don’t care. They were on a date. You don’t behave like that. You just don’t.’ 
   
 ‘Look, your sense of chivalry is commendable, but Gina is a big girl. She doesn’t need anyone to protect her.’ 
   
 ‘She may well not need it. But doesn’t she deserve it? I mean, look at everything she does for you.’ 
   
 Olivia got an odd look. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘She’s a superstar assistant. Why, what did you think I meant?’ Harper asked, confused by how confused Olivia was.  
   
 Olivia blinked. ‘Just that.’ She sighed. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ 
   
 Harper thought that sounded like the kind of apology offered to shut you up. She wasn’t impressed.  
   
 Although, in retrospect, maybe Harper had gone a little too far. But damn, she was just so offended on Gina’s behalf. Harper knew that dating could be a minefield of selfish idiots, and clearly, Gina had stepped on a whopper. But Alison hadn’t. She’d gotten her foot in the door with Gina. Why would she have voluntarily taken it out so rapidly? She couldn’t have thought she was going to do any better. Gina was a person who made you want to know her, to be liked by her. That was the only effect she’d ever had on Harper, that was for damn sure. If she’d have been in Alison’s shoes… 
   
 Well, she wasn’t. She wouldn’t ever be. They were colleagues. Harper was dating Olivia. So why was this the second time tonight her mind had gone to that place? 
   
 The answer hit her like a drink in the face.  
   
 ‘Look, I think I need to… I need to go home,’ she told Olivia. She was trying not to panic. But she felt like she’d done something wrong. It was just a thought—a bloody silly one. But somehow, deeply sinful. She and Olivia were trying. There had been a spark, and they were getting to know each other, taking it slowly, acting like adults, finding their way. Her affections couldn’t just jump to the next person in her eyeline. She wasn’t Alison. She didn’t behave this way. She couldn’t just lose interest in Olivia and decide she wanted to get with her frickin' assistant. Who she was also trying to develop a working relationship with and barely managing to do.  
   
 ‘What, right now?’ Olivia asked. ‘Do you need to feed the cat?’ 
   
 Harper looked at Olivia, confused. That had been a lie. They’d talked about it. ‘What? I don’t have a cat. You know that.’ 
   
 Olivia looked like she was going to say more. But then she said, ‘Sorry, ignore me. Let's not let this ruin the night. Maybe we could-’ 
   
 ‘I’m going home,’ Harper said, and she walked away without a backwards glance. 
   




Twenty-Nine

   
   
 ‘So what the hell have I missed?’ Olivia demanded on Monday morning. Gina didn’t even have her coat off yet, and she’d been called into Olivia’s office like a naughty schoolgirl. ‘What do you mean?’ Gina asked, standing in front of her desk with her hands on her hips.  
   
 ‘It didn’t click at first, but now I know I missed something. Something with Harper. Like she’s referring to something we talked about. Only, we didn’t talk about it. Which means I’ve had a bang on the head, or you talked to her, as me. And I missed it somehow. I checked the text conversation. I can’t find it. So I ask again. What the fuck am I missing here?’ 
   
 Gina’s shoulders slumped. ‘Olivia, I’m sorry.’ 
   
 ‘For what?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘I deleted it. Because I didn’t… I guess I was trying to avoid your feelings getting hurt.’ 
   
 ‘By what?’ Olivia asked, angrier by the second. 
   
 Gina took a deep breath. ‘She told me that she lied. About having to go home and feed the cat the first-time you guys kissed. She doesn’t even have one.’ 
   
 Olivia’s face fell, her anger leaking away, replaced by gloom. ‘Why would she do that?’ 
   
 ‘Because she wasn’t ready. She needed more time before anything like that happened. Kissing and everything.’ 
   
 Olivia slumped down in her chair. ‘You’re trying to tell me that she told you - told me - she didn’t fancy me, aren’t you? She wasn’t into it. Oh my god, I’m so fucking stupid. Of course she wasn’t.’ 
   
 ‘No. No. No,’ Gina said quickly. ‘Like I said. She just wasn’t quite ready.’  
   
 Olivia looked tired. ‘Well, that’s fine, I guess.’ 
   
 ‘Is it?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I screwed it last night anyway.’ 
   
 ‘What? When?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘She was pissed off because of that thing that happened. With your date.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Gina asked, trying not to sound too interested.  
   
 ‘Yeah, I thought the drink thing was a bit much. And I told her so.’ 
   
 Gina didn’t happen to agree. She’d been a bit surprised that Harper had flung a drink at her in response, but not unpleasantly so. Good for her. Alison had a nerve thinking Harper would have ever taken her up on that grubby little offer. A drink in the face was a concise and appropriate reply.  
   
 She’d wanted to tell her so, but she couldn’t look at her after that. She’d had to leave. Imagine being unable to hold the attention of someone like Alison for even an hour. The shame of it. 
   
 ‘Look, just apologise,’ Gina told Olivia. 
   
 ‘I already did. She still left. It’s over.’ 
   
 ‘Harper’s not going to ditch you over one little disagreement. She’s not a flake,’ Gina told her. 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t think so?’ 
   
 ‘Come on, Olivia. Of course she isn’t,’ Gina said, somewhat irritably.  
   
 Olivia chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘Maybe you’re right. I keep thinking every mistake is going to blow this.’ 
   
 ‘You’ve got to stop thinking like that. You’re both just people. She’s not perfect either. She did fib.’ 
   
 Olivia went quiet for a moment. ‘Yeah, well. There’s imperfect, and then there’s me.’ 
   
 ‘Why did you take that idiot Alison’s side, anyhow?’ Gina asked.  
   
 ‘It wasn’t that. I just didn’t think the scene was necessary. Everyone was looking.’ 
   
 ‘So?’ Gina shrugged. 
   
 ‘So, it made me feel awkward.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, well, everything makes you feel awkward,’ Gina said impatiently. The second she said it, she knew it was too far. She half expected to get fired but Olivia was simply looking at the ground like a child getting told off. Gina’s heart went out to Olivia despite herself. Gina groaned and held out her hand. ‘Gimme your phone.’ 
   
 ‘What are you going to do?’ Olivia asked, already getting it out. 
   
 ‘I’m going to sort it out,’ Gina told her as she handed the phone over. She wasn’t sure why she was doing this. Olivia wasn’t even asking this time. ‘Look, you’ve got a meeting downstairs with the art department in five minutes. Go. I’ll do what I can.’ 
   
 Olivia pepped up considerably. ‘Really? You think it’s not too late?’ 
   
 ‘I’ll deal with it. Get to the meeting.’ 
   
 Olivia, her back now straighter, smiled at Gina. ‘You’re really something else. I hope you find someone better than Alison.’ 
   
 ‘I’d struggle to do worse,’ Gina said with a dry smile. But underneath the sarcasm, she wondered if she genuinely deserved better than Alison.  
   
 Olivia paused at the door. ‘What are you going to say?’ 
   
 ‘Whatever it takes.’ 
   
 Olivia looked like she might like to give a note but seemed to think better of it. She left. 
   
 Gina went back to her adjoining office, thinking about how to do this. It should be easy. The words on the page would be attached to Olivia’s persona, so embarrassment was off the menu. She wouldn’t need to feel trapped by her own personality. She could say whatever felt right. 
   
 Gina sat down behind her desk and opened the phone. She didn’t even think. She just started typing.  
   




Thirty

   
   
 The apology was unequivocal this time. 
   

Harper, I’m sorry for not having your back last night. I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I think I was just being uptight because I find scenes like that uncomfortable. But that’s my stuff. I shouldn’t have put it on you. What you did was, in retrospect, perfectly valid. What that woman said was disgusting and merited a drink in the face. 

   
 Harper thought for a second, and her reply came quickly. 
   

Thank you. But as I told you last night, I didn’t do it because I was offended. Not for me anyway.


 

 There was a slight pause and then a reply.  
   

Right. But whatever the reason, I should have had your back. I know you didn’t do it to cause a scene. I know you’re not like that.


 

 Harper sighed. There was only one honest response. 
   

Why is it always like this? Why do you seem able to talk to me like this sometimes, and then other times, you seem to disappear. You’re right there, and then you’re a million miles away. I don’t feel like I understand who you are.

   
 There was a very long pause. 
   

I think I just need time to find my feet with you. But it’s up to you if you want to give me that time. I understand that investing time in someone when you’re uncertain isn’t a small ask. But I care about you. I want you to know that. I really do.


 

 Shit. This was the kind of thing that kept hooking Harper back in. This ability Olivia had to say what she needed to hear just when she was ready to walk away. 

 

 Harper sat for five minutes thinking about what she wanted to say next. She tapped out a message. 

 


Look, I don’t really know what I want anymore. So I think it might be best for me to step back from this. I like you, but I don’t know if this could go anywhere.

   
 She stared at the message for a while. She wasn’t sure whether to send it. Why was she doing this? Gina was never going to look at her twice. But that wasn’t the point. If Harper found her compass pointing towards someone other than the person she was dating, she had to walk away.  
   
 But this conversation was giving her such enormous pause. This version of Olivia - the one that only popped out sometimes - gave her this feeling that serious potential still existed. She worried that if she didn’t give it a chance, she might miss something extraordinary in the long run.  
   
 Harper stared at her draft, and she couldn’t quite seem to hit send. It shouldn’t be this hard, should it? This choice? It should be easy. Yes or no. She’d never struggled with a fledgling relationship like this before. What the hell was the problem? Why couldn’t she seem to go all in or walk away?  
   
 A message popped up.  
   

I’ve been watching these three little dots for a while now, so either you’re writing me an essay or not sure whether to send something you’ve already written. Just talk to me. 


 

 Harper deleted and retyped. I’m feeling confused.


 


What about?


 


Us. I really don’t want to lead you on if it’s not gonna go anywhere.


 


Does that mean you’re out?


 


That’s the thing. I do like you. But you baffle me. I can’t tell if this is going to work or not. 


 


How do you feel right this minute?


 


Right now, I feel like I can just be honest with you, which is good. Great even. But other times, I feel like you can’t handle it. I never know which version of you I’m going to get at any given time.


 


Maybe that’s because you make me want to be the best version of myself. But she’s hard to find sometimes. 


 

 Harper had to admit, that made her feel something.
But Olivia wasn’t done.



 


Sometimes it’s easier when I don’t have to look you in the eye. I can just type out the truth and throw it into the void (aka WhatsApp). I know that’s not very mature. I’m trying to work on it.


 

 Harper shook her head at her phone. Olivia was the most maddening person she’d ever met in her life. Cold one minute, vulnerable the next. It was enough to make you lose your marbles. And maybe your heart. 
   




Thirty-One

   
   

Sometimes it’s easier when I don’t have to look you in the eye. I can just type out what I want to say and throw it into the void (aka WhatsApp). I know that’s not very mature. I’m trying to work on it.


 

 Gina had typed those words in a blur. But it was getting harder and harder to pretend this wasn’t what it was. This was Gina, and it was the truth. It hadn’t been Olivia for a while. Talking to Harper like this was the worst idea, and she couldn’t seem to stop it. It was nourishing something she didn’t know was hungry. And now that it was getting a taste of Harper, it couldn’t be halted. It was awake, and it demanded to be fed.  
   
 A message from Harper came through. Then let’s talk now like this. Let me get to know you.


 


I don’t know where to start.


 


Just… I don’t know. Tell me something about you that you don’t want me to know. 


 


And she comes out swinging.


 


You don’t have to.


 

 But Gina did want to.  
   

I’m not happy where I am in life. I thought I could ignore it, but I’m not so sure.


 

 There was this enormous pause. Gina started to panic. And then it came. 
   

I feel exactly the same.

   
 OK, wow. Gina had not seen that coming. Harper seemed like a person who was exactly where they were supposed to be, doing exactly what they were supposed to do.  
   

What’s wrong? Gina asked.  
   

I’m not sure I was supposed to be a book agent. Not because of the books. I love that side. It’s the agent part. I don’t think it’s me. I guess I just fell into it because of my mother. 


 

 That was huge. Big life stuff. Gina hoped she could find the right words to acknowledge it.  
   

If you weren’t meant to do it, then god help us all if you find what you ARE meant to do because you’re one of the most skilled book agents I’ve ever known. That said, if you want to do something else, do it. People change jobs all the time. The world’s your oyster.


 


That’s kind.


 


It’s not kind. It’s what I think. 


 


Look, I don’t want to sound ungrateful. I know a lot of people would like to be in my position. And I know I’m only here because of who my mother is. But maybe that’s a blessing and a curse because I was so grateful to be handed this that I never decided if I even wanted it.


 


It’s not ungrateful to choose your own life. 


 


Tell that to Brenda. She’d kill me if I left her. The thought of even trying to have that conversation chills me to the bone. 


 

 Gina laughed. Because frankly, even she’d have shit herself to have to tell Brenda she was leaving her. But Gina knew an evasive joke when she saw one. 
   

She’s a handful, but I know you’re not really afraid of her. Because I know that you see what I see in Brenda. All that shouting, she’s the scared one in reality. That’s not what’s stopping you. 


 


Christ, you're worse than my therapist. 


 


I’m going to take a compliment from that, whether intended or not.


 


You do that.


 

 A minute passed, and Gina thought, OK, now I’ve done it. I’ve gone too far. Line crossed. She’s shutting down. And then the three dots came back, and Gina waited with bated breath. 

 


OK, I know that what you’re saying is the truth. But somehow, it doesn’t feel true to me. It feels like I was given an advantage that I’m trying to spit on.


 


You don’t need anyone’s permission to do what you want.


 


Don’t I? A second later, she added, Joking. Sort of.


 

 Before Gina could respond to that, Harper said, I know what you’re doing.

   
 Gina felt prickles rise all over her body. She was caught. Harper knew.  
   

You were the first to say you weren’t happy where you were, and then you made it about me. And I let you. So come on, let’s talk about you now. 

   
 Gina took a moment to calm down from the fright. She knew it was guilt that had made her read into Harper's message like that. Gina suddenly felt confident that the beating of her guilty heart was going to give her away. What the hell was she doing? She had to stop now. It wasn’t too late. If Olivia came in now, she could get her up to speed and say, ‘Here. Go along with this. Don’t fuck it up.’ 
   
 But Olivia didn’t walk through the door. Only Gina had that phone in her hand. And Harper was asking a question. One that she couldn’t answer. Because Olivia was happy where she was, right? She was the saviour of the company. Probably. Well, they’d see.  
   
 Regardless, what the hell could she say now? It was hard to ignore how good it would feel to confide in Harper. Gina knew that much. She’d make you feel better just by listening. Gina had learned that about her in the small amount of time they’d had together. Harper heard you.    
   
 Gina craved that so badly. To speak and to be heard. She wasn’t sure when she’d stopped expecting that. How Harper had woken it up, she didn’t know. Gina nearly hated her for it. Because this was impossible, she needed to stop. Now. Right now. Just stop. Make an excuse. Put the phone down. Leave it alone.  

 


I think I’ve been unhappy for a long time because I let myself slip along on a track I never belonged on, and now I feel like I’m looking around me, and I don’t know where I am. I was supposed to be something else too. I’m not sure how I let go so easily. I’m starting to wonder if that was a mistake. 


 

 She looked at what she’d typed. She hadn’t hit send yet but there the words were, in black and white. She’d fought so hard not to see how unhappy she was. But when it was written down, it was real. She’d forgotten how that used to happen. 
   
 Within this absurd falsehood, Gina was telling the truth to herself. And Harper. It was a lot to process.  
   
 She hadn’t hit send yet, so it was fine. She could just delete it. And this time, she was definitely going to do that. She’d deal with her existential crisis later. Maybe over lunch. Her finger went to the delete button. 
   
 ‘Hey, how’s it going in here?’ Olivia asked eagerly, practically running into the room. 
   
 ‘Oh!’ Gina exclaimed, surprised. And then she heard a whooshing noise. She looked down. Sent.  
   
 Oh fuck. 
   
 ‘Olivia, hi,’ Gina said, feeling sweat break out on her back. ‘Umm, yeah, so, it’s gone great. I think, er… Yes. It’s good. It’s not over.’ 
   
 Olivia punched the air. ‘Yes! You’re the best, Gina.’ 
   
 ‘Well, don’t thank me yet. I kind of had to… She wanted to talk about stuff. Like serious stuff. So I kind of… You weren’t here, as you know.’ She licked her lips anxiously.  
   
 ‘I do know that, yes,’ Olivia said, confused. 
   
 ‘So, I just kind of had to make up stuff for you. Like I sort of, kind of made up… a deep ennui for you.’ 
   
 Olivia blinked. ‘You gave me ennui?’ 
   
 ‘I did, yes,’ Gina said, starting to panic. ‘I was spit-balling.’ She sighed. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
  Olivia chewed the inside of her mouth for a moment. ‘OK, can I just see what you said?’ 
   
 Gina handed over the phone without eye contact and waited.  
   
 After a few moments, Olivia said. ‘This is fine. I can work with this.’ 
   
 Gina hiked up a very sharp eyebrow. ‘You can?’ 
   
 ‘I reckon, yes. I think you did a great job. This is… She trusts you. Me. This is good. This is progress.’ 

 

 Gina was off the hook. She should have been relieved. She didn’t feel that way at all, though. ‘You can just make that your own, you think?’ she asked incredulously.  
   
 Olivia shrugged. ‘I mean, why not? I can connect to it. I never expected to be here, trying to pull the company back from disaster. I never wanted to run this place. I think I’m doing OK, and I’ve adjusted, but there was a moment of transition. So, I don’t know where you pulled this from, but I think you found me in it,’ Olivia told her. 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Yeah, OK. Good. Great. That’s… Yeah.’ She stood up. ‘I need to go. I’ve got to go. It’s lunch. I’m hungry. Hangry. Need carbs, protein, caffeine. Maybe some meth.’ She laughed semi-hysterically. ‘I’m just kidding. I can’t afford a meth habit. The start-up costs seem manageable, but I could never afford the dental repair needed in the long run.’ 
   
 Olivia frowned. ‘Gina, are you alright? You seem a bit upset.’ 
   
 ‘Upset? No. No. I just need a sandwich.’ She walked out without another word. She was upset. Very upset. And very stupid. This had gone too far. She was putting Olivia together with someone she connected with deeply. In doing so, she’d revealed something she couldn’t deny any longer. Her life sucked. Now she knew that, she wasn’t sure how to keep living it. 
   
 Shit, man. Big realisations were so annoying.  
   




Thirty-Two

   
   
 Harper was jubilant. This connection was real. Olivia understood Harper. She could feel that. Harper thought she knew Olivia too. They needed time, but love could bloom. They might just get there. 
   
  But there was something she needed to do to know for sure. She needed to take it to the next level in the physical department. She had to be ready now. She’d never been so bloody chaste before. Well, it was time to go there. They would have their big kiss, and it would be great this time; Harper just knew it. Hopefully, the chastity belt could be hung up shortly thereafter.  
   
 She would grab the bull by the horns today. No more hesitating. She would surprise Olivia at her office at the end of the workday and whisk her off for an early dinner. No time to worry or overthink. They were just going to jump in.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 It was just gone five when Harper arrived at Parker, confident that Olivia would be working late because that was what she did. This would be a romantic shake-up, Harper hoped. She would turn up and be like, ‘Hey, let’s go,’ and Olivia would say, ‘Yes, there’s more to life than work.’ It was gonna be nice. Right? Yes, people did this, Harper thought. Olivia would love it.  
   
 When she arrived at the office, she put her head around Olivia’s office door, ready with a smile. ‘Hey, how do you fancy…’ She stopped, realising she was looking at an empty desk. ‘Oh.’ 
   
 Gina’s adjoining office door was open, so she saw the whole thing. ‘Harper?’ 
   
 Harper was mortified. ‘Um, I was just…I was just… Is Olivia around?’ she asked, walking properly into the office but staying on Olivia’s side. 
   
 Gina got up from her desk and came to stand in the doorway. ‘No. She’s doing a drinks thing, schmoozing some new author or something, I don’t know.’ 
   
 Harper frowned, feeling stupid. ‘Of course she is. She’s a busy woman.’  
   
 ‘Did you guys have plans?’ Gina asked.  
   
 ‘No, I was gonna… I was just passing, and I thought I might as well swing by…’ She stopped. ‘That’s a lie. I came massively out of my way. I was hoping to surprise a date on her. What a tit.’ 
   
 Gina half-smiled. ‘I’m sure if she’d been here, she’d have been pleased.’ 
   
 ‘I guess we’ll never know,’ Harper said. She shook her head at herself. Gina didn’t say anything. Harper was desperate to change the subject. ‘Brenda’s book is going great, by the way. The first few chapters are serious page-turners. And I checked out the outline. It’s gonna be a great book.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘I had a look myself. I was actually annoyed when I ran out of pages. Thank God she writes fast.’ She remembered something. ‘Speaking of which, I don’t know if Olivia mentioned it, but she wants to have a reading.’ 
   
 ‘Isn’t that a bit early?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘It’s not usual to do it this soon. But I think Olivia wants to get some early press out there to reassure the shareholders that money is coming.’ 
   
 Harper chewed it over. ‘Well, I guess if Olivia thinks it’s a good idea, I’ll talk to Brenda. See what she thinks.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Luckily, you can just tell her what she wants to hear, and it will be the truth. That a reading will get people chomping at the bit for the release.’ 
   
 ‘It’s always great when it lines up like that,’ Harper smiled. ‘I don’t want to speak too soon, but I think everyone’s jobs here will be safe.’ 
   
 Gina nodded with an odd air of sadness. ‘I’m glad for them.’ 
   
 Harper felt something off. ‘Them?’ 
   
 Gina tried to wipe the sadness from her face and did pretty well. ‘Yeah. I mean, for everyone. Olivia. Vincent, maybe. Everyone.’ 
   
 Harper raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s going on?’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 Harper forgot to be self-conscious for a change. ‘I mean, what’s going on? With you.’ 
   
 Gina looked away, hiding behind her glossy dark mane of hair. ‘Just kind of… assessing. My situation. I don’t know if it might be time to move on.’ 
   
 Harper was horrified. ‘Gina, shit! What?! You’re leaving?’  
   
 Gina looked surprised. ‘I mean, it’s just a job. Plenty of other assistants in the world. Olivia will just get someone else.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think she’s gonna see it that way.’ Harper shut the main door. She didn’t want the office to hear her attempt to talk Gina out of leaving. ‘Is there an offer yet? How much is the raise? Who’s trying to poach you? Is it Jack at Mason? He’s always on the lookout for new talent.’ 
   
 Gina started laughing. ‘What? No one’s trying to poach me. Who the hell is Jack at Mason?’ She seemed to find the very idea hilarious. 
   
 Harper was relieved. ‘Look, I realise you’re probably ready to stop being an assistant. But you could get promoted here. You realise that, don’t you?’ 
   
 Gina looked perturbed. ‘I was never trying to be more than an assistant. I don’t even get why you’re working so hard to try and talk me out of leaving. You don’t work here.’ 
   
 Gina had a point. ‘No, but… I’m here a lot. And I know Olivia would hate to see you leave. And I…’ Harper swallowed. ‘…I like dealing with you.’ 
   
 Gina walked into Olivia’s office properly and perched herself on Olivia’s desk, her legs dangling. She seemed tired. ‘Look, that’s kind. I guess. But I just think I might be done here.’ 
   
 ‘But you’re leaving to do what, though?’ Harper pressed. 
   
 ‘I really don’t know. I hadn’t gotten that far.’ 
   
 ‘So you don’t want to go anywhere. Which means you just don’t want to be here?’ Harper asked, sitting next to Gina on the desk. 
   
 Gina didn’t say anything for a long moment. ‘I guess so.’ 
   
 ‘What’s wrong?’ 
   
 ‘Nothing. Everything. Probably just a quarter-life crisis.’ She tried to laugh, but it faltered. 
   
 ‘Life led you the wrong way. It does that,’ Harper said. 
   
 Gina heaved a deep sigh. ‘It sure does.’ 
   
 Harper’s hand did something strange then. It shot out of its own accord, and Harper found she was holding onto Gina’s wrist. Harper didn’t think she’d ever touched Gina before, but by Christ, she was doing it. Gina’s delicate wrist, in Harper’s hand. ‘Whatever’s going on for you, you could tell me,’ Harper stuttered, feeling like this was too much. Gina would snatch her wrist away any second, give her a stern look, and say, ‘I’m fine.’ 
   
 Only she didn’t. She let her hand stay there. She didn’t look at Harper, say anything, or move, for a long time. Harper was silent too. At any moment, someone should have broken it up. But they were just frozen in space and time. Barely a breath could be heard. 
   
 After an eternity, Gina looked up, meeting Harper’s eyes. Still, she didn’t speak. Though she was saying something, the same thing Gina was always saying with those dark, enigmatic eyes, something electric, magnetic. Harper felt like she was falling into those eyes, and she desperately needed to climb back out because Gina was aloof and puzzling, and Harper could never really get anywhere with her. Only she was getting somewhere because she was leaning in, and Jesus Christ, it was happening, it was happening, it was happening. Lips on lips, skin on skin, body on body on the desk. Erotic, confusing, red-hot, terrifying.  
   
 She felt Gina’s hands reaching around, pulling her tighter. Harper’s body wanted to go there, and it did. No light could have leaked from between them, every contour fitting like puzzle pieces. Everything went away at that moment. The world outside of Gina didn’t exist. She was a black hole pulling a universe of feelings into this moment.  
   
 Until someone knocked on the door.  
   
 Harper and Gina immediately fell off the desk. ‘Oh shit!’ Harper yelled as she hit the floor, pulling a raft of crap off the desk -- papers, pens, and a damn laptop, all crashing around her and Gina. Vincent popped his head around the door and saw the women splayed on the floor. ‘Uhh…’ he said. 
   
 ‘We were just…’ Gina said, wide-eyed with horror. What they’d been doing was written on her face in indelible ink. 
   
 ‘Fighting,’ Harper said wildly. 
   
 ‘What?’ Vincent asked reasonably.  
   
 ‘I had a spider on my face,’ Harper said crazily. ‘Gina slapped it away, and there was some confusion.’ 
   
 Gina nodded, managing to find her voice again. ‘Yeah. I probably should have warned her that I was gonna do it. She thought she was being attacked. Lunged at me. But we worked it out. So it’s fine. No one’s pressing charges.’ 
   
 ‘Good?’ Vincent said.  He blinked. ‘What the hell did I even come in here for?’ he asked himself. He shrugged and left.   
   
 Harper turned to Gina amid the detritus. ‘You think he bought it?’ 
   
 ‘He told me once that he thinks all cats are girls and all dogs are boys. We’re good,’ Gina said, looking dazed.  
   
 In the quiet, reality returned to Harper like the slap across the face she’d just made up. She sighed. ‘What have we done?’ 
   
 Gina stood up quickly. ‘Nothing.’ She walked into her office and closed the door with a slam. 
   
 Harper, still on the floor, was shocked. Appalled even. How was she alone now? What had she done? How had it happened? What should she do now? 
   
 Eventually, she did the only thing she could. She got up off her arse, picked all the crap up off the floor and placed it carefully on the desk in what she hoped was close to its original order. That done, she left Olivia’s office via the main door. She took the lift down to the lobby and walked out of the building. Her mind was blank. She wasn’t sure if she was in some kind of shock. Was that something that could happen? Could your mind close down to protect you from your own actions? 
   
 Because she’d done a bad thing, she knew that. She had made that kiss happen out of nothing. But she was floating away from it like it hadn’t happened. Drifting away from wrongdoing. It couldn’t last, she knew. She wasn’t equipped. She’d never done anything like this before. She hadn’t thought she could.  
   
 There was, of course, a case to be made in her favour. Exclusionary facts. Had she and Olivia ever said they were exclusive? No. Were they even officially dating? No. Did any of these excuses matter? No. Because her gut was telling her that she was a piece of shit. 
   
 Gina clearly felt the same. She’d walked away in disgust. That was right. It had fucking hurt, though. Harper couldn’t possibly imagine how it had come about in the first place now. What had Gina thought when she let her kiss her? Harper knew it was crazy to attempt to figure that out. The woman had always been and would always be beyond her understanding. Any moment they’d appeared to have, had been made up in Harper’s mind. It had to be. How did you walk away after that kind of earth-shattering kiss?  
   
 Simple. It had only shattered Harper. 
   




Thirty-Three

   
   
 After Vincent had finally buggered off, Gina was left alone on the floor with Harper, dazed. She didn’t know where to look. And then Harper said, ‘What the hell have we done?’ And Gina understood what was expected of her. She said, ‘Nothing,’ and went into the other office, where she sat with her head in her hands. When she heard Harper leaving next door, Gina opened her laptop. She wrote a swift and unremarkable resignation letter. She sat staring at it for a long time. The sun set on her, still looking at it.  
   
 It was fine. Gina would have had to do this anyway. Better sooner than later. If she was out of the way, she couldn’t cause any more problems.  
   
 She refused to make the kiss into something it wasn’t. She’d been a bit maudlin, and Harper had given her sympathy. Gina had lost her head and turned it into something it shouldn’t have been. A very hot mistake.  
   
 Harper had regretted it immediately. She’d had a small system error and quickly performed a hard reset. ‘What the hell have we done?’ It was better than saying, ‘We should never have done this, and we must forget immediately.’ But the meaning was the same. The hard drive had restored its original settings, and all would be well as long as Gina removed herself. Which she was doing before she made this worse for herself. Or anyone else. She’d promised to help Olivia. This was not helping Olivia. This was fuckery. This was selfishness. She was out.  
   
 Speaking of Olivia, what in the hell was she going to say to her? Would Harper say something about this? Probably. She was probably on the phone with her now, telling her that her assistant was sexually unhinged. Maybe Olivia would sack her before she could send this email? Just in case, Gina went ahead and hit send. That way, HR couldn’t technically say she was fired, and it wouldn’t completely ruin her job history.  
   
 Gina went home that night and slept horribly, wishing the morning wouldn’t come. But of course, it did. It was a fucker like that. 
   
 It was time to face the music. 
   
 She covered her eyebags as best she could and trudged into work. She went straight to Olivia’s office and knocked on the door. 
   
 ‘Come in,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Gina took a deep breath and went in, shutting the door behind her. ‘Did you get my email?’ she asked quickly. She was trying to get this over and done as swiftly as possible. She’d take whatever came in the way of rude words or slaps.  
   
 But Olivia was staring at the screen like she’d received word of a death. ‘You’re leaving?’ she asked, stunned. 
   
 Gina hadn’t quite expected this particular reaction. ‘Um, yeah. Sorry. I… I’m going. Yes.’ 
   
 Olivia blew out a heavy sigh. ‘Why?’ 
   
 Olivia knew nothing. Gina didn’t know if that was for the better or worse, but she rolled with it. ‘I just need to move on. I’m sorry.’ 
   
 ‘It’s my fault, isn’t it? I’ve been leaning on you too much.’ 
   
 Gina sighed. ‘It’s… There’s a lot to this. It’s personal.’ 
   
 ‘Personal?’ Olivia asked suspiciously.  
   
 ‘Yes. Being here has become too painful.’ Gina’s eyes strayed to Olivia’s desk, and she forced them to look back up at Olivia. ‘I landed this job in the middle of a rejection. I should never have taken it. I was a writer once, and I wanted that part of me to die. Being here was me trying to do that. But it’s made everything worse.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I thought I could forget what I wanted and settle for a different life. But I can’t. Being here, watching people do what they do, watching writers at work, books coming to life, it’s become some sort of sick penance for giving up on myself. I need to leave and go and do something else.’ 
   
 ‘You’re going to… What? Write again?  
   
 ‘I don’t know. Maybe not,’ Gina said honestly. ‘I don’t know what the hell I’m gonna do. But I can’t do it here.’  
   
 ‘For fucks sakes. I should have seen this coming. I’ve known enough writers. You can’t give it up, can you?’ 
   
 ‘I told you, I don’t know about that. Maybe I just need to stop being around writers. Maybe I’d feel more at peace with giving it up,’ Gina told her.  
   
 ‘Gina, this is crazy. Please don’t leave. I can help you!’ Olivia exclaimed.  
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ Gina frowned. 
   
 ‘I think you’ve got it backwards. You shouldn’t leave. You just need to move forward. Move up. You could be an editor! Christ knows you’re good at working with the writers already.’  
   
 Gina bit her lip. ‘I don’t even know if that’s something I want.’ 
   
 Olivia stood up from behind her desk and walked around to Gina, clapping her hands on her shoulders. ‘Gina, I’ve always known you were a find. And I knew I couldn’t hang onto you forever. But I always assumed I’d mentor your growth. Whatever department, you’re a star. You should rise. Here.’ 
   
 That was an attractive pitch; it had to be said. Gina didn’t know what the hell her life was supposed to be. The idea of Olivia simply deciding for her was rather appealing. But none of this could cancel out what she’d done. ‘It’s not just a question of development,’ Gina said. ‘Things have become a bit too complicated in other ways.’ 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘Yes, I know. I realise now that must have taken a toll. I was an idiot to utilise you like that. My only excuse is that I was desperate. I like Harper too much.’ 
   
 Ouch. 
   
 ‘I didn’t think I could just get her to like me for me.’ Olivia confessed. ‘But you’re right, that’s got to stop now. I’ve got to do this alone.’ 
   
 ‘Have you… spoken to Harper recently?’ Gina asked carefully. 
   
 ‘No. I’ve been swamped. I’ve been schmoozing everyone, making sure everyone will be talking about Brenda’s book. But I’ve got to prioritise Harper now. I need her to know that she’s what I want.’ 
   
 Gina had been swayed for a second there, but this would blow up in all their faces any minute. She couldn’t stay. 
   
 ‘I can see you’re hesitant,’ Olivia said. ‘Let me prove that I’m going to do better.’ 
   
 That made Gina nervous. ‘How?’ 
   
 ‘I’ll call her and ask her out on a date.’ Olivia went back to her desk and picked up the phone. 
   
 ‘Olivia, I- What, now?!’ But it was too late. Olivia was making the call. On speakerphone, no less. 
   
 Three rings and Harper picked up. ‘Olivia, hi,’ Harper said with evident anxiety.  
   
 Olivia, somehow, did not hear it. ‘Hey, how are you doing?’  
   
 ‘Err…’ Harper began. 
   
 ‘Great,’ Olivia said. She was laser-focused on the reason she’d called and went straight into it. ‘So I assume Gina told you we want a reading of those early chapters?’ 
   
 There was a pause. ‘She did mention it.’ 
   
 ‘We’re thinking next week?’ 
   
 ‘Wow. That’s quick.’ 
   
 ‘Can you talk to Brenda today? Get her on board?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘She’s my next call.’ 
   
 ‘Great. I’ll be slammed with work until then, but I was hoping you and I could go out after the reading for a late dinner?’ Olivia said with a wink to Gina. Gina wanted to ram her head into a wall but opted to give Olivia a thumbs up. 
   
 There was a slight pause, and Harper said, ‘Yes, alright. Let’s do that.’ 
   
 Gina thought that sounded shaky. Which tracked, Harper wasn’t a psychopath. What had happened had to have affected her. But she hadn’t confessed to Olivia last night. That much was clear. And today, she was saying yes to a date. She was moving past it. Gina didn’t blame her. It was a few minutes of lip-locking. A good compartmentaliser could erase that if they wished. Gina had been in possession of that skill until recently - able to separate desire from her life - so she could imagine how that could be done.  
   
 Maybe she still could. 
   
 ‘That’s great. See you at the party,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘OK, see you then.’ Harper hung up, not even a goodbye. Gina, again, thought that would have set off some alarms in Olivia. But she was happy as Larry. ‘See? I can do it. You’re officially released from all that.’ She smiled confidently. ‘It’s gonna be OK. Everything is going to be OK. The book is going to save the company and I’m going to make it work with Harper. And you are going to go far here. Everything is going to be alright.’ 
   
 Olivia’s confidence in the future, her vows of a rainbow with a pot of gold at the end, it was hard not to want to believe it. So, Gina did. She decided to float with the tide. And who knew? Maybe she would find success here, which would fix what felt wrong inside her. The only problem was that she wouldn’t be able to avoid Harper as easily. She would be around. Gina would have to work not to see her. Maybe it wasn’t impossible, though? 
   
 ‘Look, all this stuff with Harper, I can’t be involved any more,’ Gina said. 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘Yes, I know, that’s already taken care-’ 
   
 ‘No, that’s it,’ Gina said decisively. ‘I don’t want to ever hear about her. And she makes her appointments directly through you,’ Gina said. ‘It’s gotten too awkward. I can’t look her in the eye anymore,’ she added, which was the truth.  
   
 ‘I… Oh. Sure. I didn’t realise… Yeah. Of course,’ Olivia said dismissively. ‘So, after the party, I will keep you separated.’ 
   
 ‘After the party?’ 
   
 ‘It’s a big deal. I’m gonna need you. And Harper needs to be there too. Someone has to manage Brenda.’ 
   
 For the love of fuck. Olivia had offered her a lot in the last five minutes. Gina had no choice but to give this little thing. ‘Yeah, OK. Sure.’ 
   
 ‘Fantastic. Let me get this book released, get Parker rock solid, and then we can sit down and talk about where you go from here. OK?’ 
   
 ‘Great,’ Gina said without enthusiasm. ‘So… I guess I’ll just go back to work.’  
   
 ‘Awesome. Oh, by the way, can you let promotions know about the reading? Apologise for the last minuteness for me?’ 
   
 ‘Of course.’ 
   
  ‘Thanks, Gina. You’re a star.’ 
   
 Gina went into her office to ring up the promotions manager, trying not to think about how relieved she had been to leave. How much weight it would have taken off her back to know she’d never have to think about or see or talk to Harper again. 
   
 Because she wanted to do those things so badly, it was almost a physical pain. One she would have to bear again at that reading.  
   




Thirty-Four

   
   
 Harper walked into the large bookstore, done up with banners containing early artwork for Death Do Us Part. Harper wasn’t enormously impressed with the choices. It was very generic, obvious stuff. Shadowy knives and such. Harper hoped it wouldn’t end up being the final cover for the book. However, it wasn’t at the top of her worries list. 
   
 There was complimentary champagne in the corner. Harper made a beeline for it. She was going to need a bit of help tonight. She was ending it with Olivia.  
   
 The waiter with the drinks smiled. ‘Hi, would you like-’ 
   
 Harper took the glass, poured its contents down her throat, and then panted out, ‘Could I have another?’ 
   
 The waiter was a bit taken aback, but he hid it well. ‘Of course.’ He handed her another. She only drank half of that one. She wasn’t trying to get sloshed. She just needed to blur the edges. ‘Thanks,’ she said and turned to take in the vibe. People were milling about, the general public mixed in with journalists, book influencers and the like. And here came Olivia, looking happy to see her. Harper didn’t want to see that at all. Not when she was here to explain that she was breaking it off.  
   
 ‘Harper, there you are!’ Olivia said. 
   
 Harper tried to paint on a smile, but she could feel how shaky it was. ‘Here I am,’ she declared erratically.  
   
 Olivia glanced around her, luckily too distracted to notice Harper’s jumpy vibe. ‘Good turnout, I think. Not sure about this grub, though,’ she frowned, eyeing up the trays going around the room. ‘I actually saw a tray of mini pizzas a minute ago.’ 
   
 ‘Is that bad?’ Harper asked, taking another swig of champagne. 
   
 ‘I wasn’t expecting swanky – we put this together quickly - but Jesus, really?’ Olivia complained.  
   
 ‘I quite like a mini pizza,’ Harper muttered, looking out for the tray. Carbs and cheese wouldn’t hurt right now. But as her eyes moved around the room, they did not find savoury, doughy goodness. They found Gina. They found a split second of eye contact.  
   
 And then Gina turned a hundred and eighty degrees and walked off around a bookshelf. It stung. But it wasn’t unexpected. Gina didn’t want to deal with this mess. Hopefully, some of that mess would be cleaned up by the night's end. They were all entangled with Brenda’s work, which might not change immediately, but Harper could simplify things to some extent.  
   
 She wasn’t planning to confess. She might have had she snogged anyone other than Olivia’s assistant. Gina did not have to go down on this sinking ship if it could be helped.  
   
 Brenda suddenly appeared in front of her and Olivia. ‘Can you see my sweat patches on this top?’ she asked, raising her arms. Two enormous dark, moist circles presented themselves to Harper. 
   
 ‘Umm…’ Harper began. 
   
 ‘That’s a yes,’ Brenda groaned, lowering her arms. ‘I thought wearing brown would cover it.’ 
   
 ‘Just keep your arms down,’ Olivia suggested. 
   
 ‘While I’m reading from a book in front of a hundred people?’  Brenda snapped. ‘How the bloody hell is that going to work? I told you it was too soon for this!’ she hissed at them. 
   
 ‘OK, look, the shops are still open. I can get you a new top ready for the reading if that would help?’ Harper suggested. 
   
 Brenda chewed it over. ‘You could?’ 
   
 Olivia interjected. ‘Harper, that’s a great idea. But don’t you go. Let me send Gina.’ 
   
 Harper’s eyes went round with alarm. ‘What, no, I can do it my-’ 
   
 But Olivia was already gesturing across the room, and Gina was coming. She looked like she was walking to her execution.  
   
 ‘Yeah?’ she asked Olivia, completely ignoring Harper.  
   
 Olivia leaned in discretely. ‘Brenda’s having a slight wardrobe issue. Could you go round the corner and pick her up a new top?’ she asked. ‘And maybe a stick of deodorant?’ 
   
 Gina replied, dead-eyed, ‘Why not? Swiss army assistant.’ 
   
 Olivia produced a credit card and handed it to Gina. Gina turned to Brenda. ‘What’s your favourite colour?’ 
   
 Brenda shook her head. ‘I’ll come. You wouldn’t be able to pick my style.’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘Fine. Come on, then.’ 
   
 Gina turned and made accidental eye contact again. She broke it quickly. She walked away, Brenda trailing behind with her arms jammed down by her sides. 
   
 ‘Problem solved,’ Olivia smiled, grabbing a drink and taking a sip, pleased with herself. 
   
 Harper wished her own problems were fixable by something as simple as a new blouse and some Dove. She just had to get through this party with her best fake smile before she plunged into the dumping.  
   
 What a fun night. 
   
   




Thirty-Five

   
   
 A few minutes down the road from the reading, Gina and Brenda were in a high street clothes shop. Brenda was sliding tops along a rack, metal screaming against metal every time. ‘Too light, too tight, too shiny, I could never wear that, I wouldn’t be seen dead in that, who the hell could wear this one, Liz Hurly thirty years ago?’ She paused. ‘I suppose I could try this.’ She grabbed a basic black blouse that wouldn’t look out of place at a funeral (which Gina thought spoke to Brenda’s state of mind this evening) and stomped off to a changing room.  
   
 Halfway there, she turned and yelled, ‘Are you coming? I might need a second set of eyes on it!’ 
   
 ‘I’m just here to pissing pay for it. I’m not bloody Tan France,’ Gina muttered to herself but followed her anyway.  
   
 A minute later, Brenda walked out of the changing room with the top on and a face like thunder. Gina thought she looked alright and told her so. 
   
 ‘I look like a bin liner full of crap. Stick me on the kerb and wait for collection!’ 
   
 ‘Brenda, I know you’re stressed about the reading, but the top is honestly nice,’ Gina said flatly. 
   
 Brenda’s eyes blazed. ‘I’ve done dozens of these things. I’m fine.’ 
   
 Gina arched an eyebrow at her. ‘My bad. Please continue comparing yourself to a bag of rubbish.’ 
   
 Brenda looked down at herself. ‘Fucking subtext,’ she said and started crying. 
   
 A woman coming out of the opposite dressing room wearing an unflattering dress gasped. ‘Oh my god, is that Brenda Kildare?!’ 
   
 Brenda, mascara-tinged tears running down her face, glared at the woman. ‘Oh my god, could you fuck off?’ 
   
 The woman’s face fell. ‘Your last book was crap.’ She stomped out of the dressing rooms. 
   
 ‘I know!’ Brenda yelled after her. ‘My next one’s even worse.’ 
   
 Gina shoved Brenda back into her dressing cubicle and shut the door behind them. ‘Brenda, what the fuck’s going on?’ she asked quietly.  
   
 ‘I just told you, weren’t you listening? I bloody yelled it.’ 
   
 Gina was perplexed. ‘I thought you were happy with the book?’ 
   
 ‘I was. At the time. And now I think it’s rubbish.’ 
   
 Brenda turned away from her to look in the mirror, getting out a tissue to dab away the tracks down her face. Gina watched her reassembling herself like nothing had happened and felt strongly that the universe had sent Brenda to show her what a terrible life she could have had. Writing was a mental health ruiner. Brenda was forever in some heightened state of emotion. The woman never knew simple contentment. And she was successful. ‘Brenda, can I tell you something?’ 
   
 Brenda looked at her in the reflection of the mirror. ‘If it’s a pep talk, don’t bother.’ She got out some powder and began to dab it on. 
   
 ‘It’s not. I just want to tell you that you don’t actually have to do it if you hate writing this much. You could just take the money you’ve got, buy a patch of land, get some sheep, and chill the fuck out.’ 
   
 Brenda turned to look at her, astounded. ‘What are you talking about? I love writing. It’s the only thing that makes me happy.’ 
   
 Gina was sceptical. ‘Every time I see you, you’re losing your shit.’ 
   
 Brenda rolled her eyes. ‘That’s not a writing thing. That’s just life. If I had some sheep, you don’t think I’d be losing sleep thinking one of them might wander off?’ 
   
 Gina stared at Brenda. ‘Do you understand that you just had a small breakdown?’ 
   
 Brenda rolled her eyes. ‘Jesus. You kids today. Scared of a bit of emotion. You want to get some therapy. Get in touch with yourself.’  She turned back to the mirror and straightened her top. ‘Actually, I think this will do fine. Shall we go and pay for it?’ 
   
 Brenda swept out of the cubicle, and Gina followed her. Gina didn’t understand how she could look completely normal now. Perhaps the meltdown had done her some good.  
   
 Gina had to admit that Brenda had a point. Gina was scared of emotion. Who wasn’t? It was scary stuff. She wondered if it was the real reason she’d given up on writing. Had it really been the scrapped deal that had finished her? Or was it the work, what it connected you with? 
   
 Gina would have liked to escape the emotional rigamarole and live in a flat, grey landscape. Like a psychopath. One of the non-violent ones. She could go and work in banking, make a ton of money while she was up to her tits in coke and not give a shit. It would be fantastic. And she wouldn’t care what she’d done with Harper. She’d have done a lot worse. She might even be with her now, not caring who it hurt—just taking exactly what she wanted.  
   
 Then again, Harper might have had something to say about that. She’d made her choice. She was standing next to that choice this very second, having a lovely time.  
   
 Gina was less than thrilled to go back to the reading to see them together, but if Olivia kept her word, this was it. The final few hours of painful interaction. She knew she was behaving like a child by ignoring Harper. But she didn’t see another way to be in the same room as her anymore. Damn that woman and her lips. They’d ruined her life as much as anything else had.  
   




Thirty-Six

   
   
 Harper was relieved to see Brenda walk back in, looking calmer. Gina was quick to peel off from her as they entered, going off to put out some other fire, no doubt.  
   
 Harper wondered if Brenda had thrown her customary breakdown. She did it every launch, every reading. Many’s the time Harper had awkwardly patted her back while she’d cried in a toilet just before it was time to face her public. That job may have landed on Gina’s slender shoulders tonight. Harper sometimes thought her actual job was running a writer’s creche. And she wasn’t even that good at it. Yet more evidence Harper was in the wrong career.  
   
 Brenda approached breezily. ‘Right then, is it go time? Because I’m hot.’ 
   
 Harper examined her. ‘Temperature-wise or…?’ 
   
 ‘I’m in the zone,’ Brenda said with a tut. 
   
 ‘Let me just find Olivia. She’s going to MC you,’ Harper said, looking around. She spotted her having a quiet yet tense discussion with a guy across the room. She was brandishing something small in her hand that Harper couldn’t make out. 
   
 ‘I think I’m just gonna let her finish up her conversation,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘Well, I wanna go in the next five minutes,’ Brenda said. ‘I’m primed.’ 
   
 Harper nodded. ‘I’m on it.’ 
   
 Luckily, Olivia broke off the conversation seconds later and came through the bustling crowd to them. ‘That bloody caterer,’ Olivia snarled. ‘I’m taking him off the vendor list. Blacklisting him, in fact.’ She held up the item that she had been waiving at the man. ‘Cheese and pineapple on sticks? It’s not a ten-year-old's birthday party!’ 
   
 Harper was surprised that Olivia would be holding pineapple in her hand, considering her allergy. But the itchiness was possibly confined to her consuming the stuff.  
   
 ‘Olivia, I want to read now, so can we get cracking?’ Brenda demanded. 
   
 Olivia forced a smile. ‘Sure.’  
   
 And then Olivia did a truly astonishing thing. She popped the cheese and pineapple in her mouth, chewed, swallowed, and said, ‘Right. I’ll do your intro.’ She walked off like she hadn’t done anything strange. And it was strange. What the hell was Olivia thinking? She was going to break out in hives! 
   
 Olivia went to a mic stand next to a stool and began to talk to the room. But Harper wasn’t listening to her. She wondered if she should find a chemist and buy whatever cream would ease the suffering that Olivia had thoughtlessly inflicted on herself. Why had she done it? Had she forgotten? That didn’t make sense. If Harper remembered it and she’d only been told once, how had Olivia, the sufferer, forgotten? 
   
 Olivia addressed the crowd with enthusiasm. ‘Hi everyone, thanks for coming. I know you’re all excited for a taste of Brenda’s new work - and rightly so. Brenda’s written some fantastic books for us at Parker, but this book is Brenda at the absolute top of her game, and we can’t wait to share the finished book with you later in the year. Until then, please welcome Brenda Kildare to share her first two chapters.’  

 

 Brenda accepted her applause with a smile, and Olivia stood to the side while she took her seat, collecting the pages left for her on a small table. ‘The woman in grey sat patiently in the café across from a bad hotel, the kind built for afternoon liaisons. She was waiting for a particular someone to come out. And if they did, she knew one thing. She would have to do a terrible thing...’ 
   
 Harper tried to listen, but she was watching Olivia. Awaiting a scratch or shuffle or a twitch, some sign of a skin eruption. But as Olivia stood listening, she was happy as Larry. Not a solitary indication of discomfort.  
   
   
 *** 
   
 The reading lasted about fifteen minutes. When it was over, everyone clapped while Brenda preened. She left the stage regretfully, and Olivia followed her back to Harper. ‘How was that?’ Brenda asked Harper. 
   
 Harper had barely taken in a word. ‘Riveting.’ 
   
 Brenda beamed. ‘It went alright, didn’t it?’ 
   
 ‘It certainly did,’ Olivia jumped in. ‘It’s gonna be a hit. I know that much.’ She turned to Harper. ‘Harper?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, yeah. No doubt at all,’ Harper said. Valid words, but she put no feeling into them because she was still thinking about the pineapple.  
   
 Brenda cleared her throat. ‘Well, I think I’ve earned a gin.’ She went over to the bar. 
   
 ‘She did well, didn’t she?’ Olivia said to Harper. 
   
 Harper nodded. ‘Yeah, probably.’ 
   
 ‘Probably?’ Olivia asked, surprised. 
   
 ‘I was a bit distracted, to be honest.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I was just… Are you feeling OK?’ Harper asked Olivia. 
   
 Olivia looked confused. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘Because you-’ 
   
 Abruptly, a man cried, ‘Olivia!’ and Olivia turned to him. ‘Oh my god, Frank, you made it!’ 
   
 Harper stood there like a plank of wood, transfixed on Olivia while she chatted up an old-media reviewer who had a lot of juice with readers. It had been a while since she ate the pineapple now. But it didn’t matter whether the reaction had started yet. It could take hours for all she knew. It was the fact that she’d unthinkingly eaten it that bothered Harper. Had she made that story up? Why the hell would she do that? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘I think I’ll go for the monkfish,’ Olivia told a young waitress while Harper observed her carefully.  
   
 ‘And for you?’ the waitress asked. 
   
 ‘Oh!’ Harper turned to the waitress, taken by surprise. She’d been completely fixated on Olivia. ‘I’ll have the, err…’ She’d barely looked at the menu, so she picked the first thing she saw. ‘Maybe the crab?’ She paused. ‘Wait, is there shellfish in that? Because I’m allergic. To shellfish,’ she said pointedly, looking at Olivia.  
   
 The waitress looked like she was trying not to show that this was the stupidest question she’d ever heard. ‘Is there shellfish… in the crab? I would think so, yes.’ 
   
 ‘Cool. I’ll just have the artichoke salad then. Thanks.’ 
   
 The waitress took the menus. Olivia smiled. ‘I didn’t know you were allergic to shellfish.’ 
   
 ‘Yep. Brings me out in a rash,’ Harper lied, waiting for the penny to drop. 
   
 ‘Huh.’ Olivia took a sip of wine. The penny was not dropping.  
   
 ‘So, umm, how did you find the food at the event tonight?’ Harper asked.  
   
 ‘Never have I ever seen such low-grade event food in my entire life. I’m furious. I’m thinking of demanding a refund,’ Olivia ranted. 
   
 ‘Yes, but…’ 
   
 ‘Sausage rolls. Sausage fucking rolls.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, but also, they had those little sticks with the-’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, that was even worse! Food on toothpicks?!’ Olivia interjected, getting up a head of steam. ‘I’m trying to make us look like we’re thriving in the middle of a bloody scandal, and things like that make us look like we’re going down, doing things on the cheap.’ 
   
 ‘I’m sure nobody thought that,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘People were looking to sniff out failure tonight. I guarantee it. No one said it to my face, but I heard people talking and distinctly heard the words…’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘…Chapter eleven.’  
   
 ‘You imagined it. Tonight went brilliantly,’ Harper assured her before she realised she’d gotten side-tracked. ‘But anyway, I was just wondering…’ She took a deep breath. ‘I wanted to ask you about-’ 
   
 Olivia’s phone beeped, and she grabbed it. ‘Oh my god, Frank’s just texted. He’s asking for a copy of the book the second he can have it.’ Olivia blew out a breath. ‘That’s good. That’s good. It’s gonna be… I think it might be alright. Do you think it’s going to be alright?’ 
   
 ‘I can’t see Brenda’s book failing if that’s what you mean. But I mean, I hope you have other books coming out?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Of course we do. But, not to be crass, Brenda’s the cash cow. It’s mostly been on her. Thank God you got her there with this one.’ 
   
 ‘I can’t take that much credit. A lot of it was…’ Harper paused with Gina’s name in her throat. She suddenly remembered what she was supposed to be doing right now before she’d gotten sidetracked by all this allergy business. She’d let herself get caught up in the mystery. But what did it matter? It wouldn’t be her business soon enough. 
   
 ‘You know what, we should get some champagne,’ Olivia said, excited. ‘You’re right. Tonight was a success.’ She saw the waitress passing. ‘Hey, could we have a bottle of champagne?’ The waitress nodded and went to fetch it. Harper felt trapped. The champagne was about to come, and when it came, it would be popped, poured, glasses would be clinked, and they would officially be celebrating. Once they got past that point, there was no way Harper would feel able to dish out the bad news. She had to do it now. 
   
 ‘Olivia, I need to talk to you about something,’ she said in the appropriate tone.  
   
 ‘Sure, what’s up?’ Olivia said breezily. The woman honestly couldn’t read her tone for shit. 
   
 ‘I’m er…’ Harper spotted the waitress coming out of a door with the bottle, and she sped up. ‘I just think that maybe it’s not a good time…’  
   
 The waitress crept ever closer with the bubbles.  
   
 ‘Good time for what?’ Olivia asked, confused. 
   
 The waitress drew level.  
   
 ‘I don’t think I can date you!’ Harper spat. 
   
 The waitress’s eyes widened, and she sped up, walked right past the table, lapped her way around the restaurant and went right back into the kitchen with the bottle. 
   
 Olivia was stunned. ‘What?! You don’t… You don’t want to do this? But I thought… I thought we were… I thought we worked. I thought we connected.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I… I mean, we did. But I think that has to be as friends,’ Harper said, disgusted at her own words. Was she really going the friends route? She’d been broken up with like this and found it cowardly and dishonest. But it was the most amicable way she could think to say this in a desperate moment. She supposed there was a reason it was a classic. 
   
 ‘But, but… I…’ Olivia said, looking shell-shocked. ‘What did I do? Didn’t I do it right with you? Because I tried. I really tried. You wouldn’t believe the lengths I went to for you.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ Harper asked.  
   
 Olivia swallowed and glanced away. ‘I mean, I just had to work through some stuff and learn how to… I was trying to work on myself. That’s what I mean. To be better for you.’ 
   
 Harper sighed. ‘Yes, I know. I appreciated it. More than you know.’ 
   
 ‘Not enough, apparently,’ Olivia snapped. ‘You’ve led me a merry bloody dance. Blowing hot and cold, making me chase you, work for it. And it was for nothing.’ 
   
 ‘I wasn’t doing any of that intentionally. I wasn’t sure how I felt. I tried to be honest about that,’ Harper said with a lump in her throat. 
   
 ‘But… I thought you liked me.’ 
   
 Jesus, this was hard. But Harper knew it should be. ‘I did. I do. I’m sorry. I just think we’re not a good fit.’ That was a lie. Harper had thought they might fit. Until she was fitting her mouth onto Gina’s.  
   
 ‘I don’t understand what went wrong. I mean, what even changed…’ Olivia’s voice trailed away, and she narrowed her eyes. ‘Did you… Did you meet someone else?’ 
   
 Harper should have seen that question coming. But somehow, it had surprised her. ‘No,’ Harper replied, but her eyes flicked away. Olivia chose that moment to become observant. ‘Good Christ. You have. You’ve met someone else. You could have warned me that you were still dating. It would have been nice to know.’ 
   
 Harper couldn’t help but be incensed at that accusation. ‘I’m not, though. I wasn’t. I’m not dating anyone.’ 
   
 ‘How the hell did that happen if you weren’t dating anyone? Answer me that!’ Olivia said, and now she was becoming quite angry. And a little bit frightening. Harper had forgotten there was this side of Olivia. The powerhouse who commanded rooms. Who saved companies from going under. Who could shift the world with her will. The other side to that was someone who did not deal well with rejection. And that side was coming right at her. ‘So who is this person? You owe me that much.’ 
   
 ‘I never said there was anyone else,’ Harper lied weakly. 
   
 ‘Don’t treat me like an idiot, Harper. I’m a lot of things but I don’t think I’m that.’ 
   
 ‘I know,’ Harper said truthfully. But she couldn’t tell her. She simply had to bear through this uncomfortable situation and take every bullet Olivia had to fire. ‘But please understand that I’m not ending this to be with anyone else. Seriously.’ That was true. She wasn’t going to end up with Gina. 
   
 Olivia blew out through her nose like a bull about to charge. ‘So you’re just ending it for no reason. I just suck?’ 
   
 Harper didn’t know how to answer that. What would make her less mad and hurt? That there was a good reason? Or that there wasn’t? ‘Olivia, please, don’t-’ 
   
 Olivia stood up and walked away from the table. Harper watched her stride over to the bar and say something to the bartender. Harper got up and followed her. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked quietly.   
   
 ‘I’m cancelling dinner, settling the bill, and leaving,’ Olivia said without looking at her. 
   
 ‘Does it need to be like this?’ Harper asked. ‘Can’t you just try to understand-’ 
   
 Olivia put up a hand, silencing her. ‘Understand what? You’re bullshitting me. I can’t be friends with someone who doesn’t even do me the courtesy of a little break-up honesty.’ 
   
 The waiter came with the machine, and Olivia tapped her phone on it. That done, she walked out without hesitation. Harper watched her go, immobile. After a minute, she turned to the bar and ordered a drink. And there she sat, for a good long while, drinking that drink - and a subsequent one - wondering how she’d ended up at this point. Was Olivia right? Was Harper really such an arsehole? Why had she been so utterly confused about what she wanted from Olivia? And why had it taken Gina to show Harper how confused she was? She couldn’t remember ever making a mistake like this with anyone before. Why now? 
   




Thirty-Seven

   
   
 Gina was at a photocopier miserably watching a bunch of documents slide out. She couldn’t even remember what they were.  
   
 What she had to remember was that the worst had passed. Ninety-nine problems, but Harper wasn’t one. They would not have to interact again. Gina could focus on forgetting her, which was going to happen soon. It might require her to bash herself over the head with a frying pan, but better her head hurt than her heart. 
   
 The photocopier ground to a halt, and Gina collected the pile and took it back to her office. She heard Olivia arrive next door very loudly. Gina popped the door open to see her slamming her bag down and throwing herself down into the chair like she was trying to kill it.  
   
 ‘OK, boss?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘Fantastic. Life is gorgeous, thanks for asking,’ Olivia said in a tone that didn’t feel entirely sincere. Possibly because she was almost screaming it.  
   
 ‘Olivia, is there any chance you’re not being completely straight with me right now?’ Gina asked plainly. 
   
 ‘Nothing gets past you, does it?’ Olivia asked sarcastically. 
   
 Gina raised an eyebrow. ‘The signs are subtle. I’ll grant you.’ 
   
 Olivia shook her head. ‘Sorry, sorry. I’m an arse.’ 
   
 ‘It’s fine.’ Gina wasn’t looking to be anyone’s agony aunt, but she was curious about what was going on. Olivia had floated out of the reading last night on a cloud. What had brought her back to earth? ‘So, err, shall I ask what the fuck or…’ 
   
 ‘Got dumped,’ Olivia spat. ‘That’s it. Game over. Sorry to have wasted your time.’ 
   
 To say Gina was floored was putting it lightly. ‘What? Are you serious?’ 
   
 ‘Yep. She was being cagey, but I think there was someone else.’ 
   
 Gina felt like she might be sick. ‘Someone else?’ 
   
 ‘Yep. Why else would she piss me about like this? She said she wanted to be friends. Can you believe that bullshit? All this effort. We did everything we could for her.’ 
   
 Gina wanted badly to sit down. Her legs felt like they would make that decision for her in a second. ‘So, she didn’t mention any names.’ 
   
 Olivia looked at her. ‘No. Why? Do you know something? You’ve been working with her? Is it…’ 
   
 Gina’s whole body clenched. 
   
 ‘…One of her authors?’ Olivia finished. 
   
 ‘I doubt it,’ Gina said. ‘Unless it’s Brenda,’ she added for levity that she didn’t feel. 
   
 Olivia looked for a moment like she was considering the possibility. Gina could have laughed if she weren’t concerned it would turn into vomiting.  
   
 ‘They are always arguing,’ Olivia pondered. ‘What if it’s been sexual tension the whole time?’ 
   
 Gina frowned at her. ‘Olivia, get hold of yourself. Harper isn’t shagging Brenda. She’d murder her first.’ 
   
 ‘Sometimes sexual tension looks like that,’ Olivia defended. Gina simply stared at her until Olivia leaned back in her chair. ‘Yeah, I suppose that’s silly. I just wish I understood what happened.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. It’s a stumper,’ Gina said, looking at Olivia’s desk, trying to fight a flash of memory that exploded in her mind. Her brain felt like it might explode with all the confusion and guilt coursing around her neurotransmitters. And she couldn’t show a bit of it, not in front of Olivia. Because Olivia was trying to pinpoint a villain of the piece, and Gina hadn’t crossed her mind. Probably because Olivia thought she was her ally, her friend. Gina wanted to vomit again. ‘I’m sorry, anyway. Really.’ 
   
 Olivia chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘I’m sorry too.’ 
   
 Gina frowned. ‘What are you sorry for?’ 
   
 Olivia gave a nervous little laugh. ‘Well, you know how I promised you wouldn’t have to deal with Harper…’ 
   
 Gina gave Olivia a stern look. ‘No. Olivia, no.’ 
   
 ‘I mean, it’s different now, isn’t it? It was awkward for you before, but now it’s all over; it’s only awkward for me, right?’ Olivia said sadly. 
   
 Olivia’s logic was a bit tough to argue with. She had been dumped, which made her the injured party in this scenario. Beyond any stress that Gina could now claim.  
   
 ‘Gina, I just need you to take any meetings with her that she might request. And answer all her emails. And never pass her calls to me.’ 
   
 Gina pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Jesus, Olivia. Isn’t that a bit… I mean, she’s our top author’s agent. We need her.’ She cleared her throat and added quickly, ‘Them. Brenda.’  
   
 ‘It’s not forever. I just need to have this not be rubbed in my face for a bit. I need a chance to, I don’t know, heal or something.’ She paused and looked away. ‘I feel so stupid, Gina. I thought she liked me too.’ 
   
 Gina, as ever, couldn’t think of any way to argue with Olivia’s plea. ‘For fuck sakes,’ Gina said tiredly. ‘Alright.’ 
   
 ‘Gina, you’re the absolute best,’ Olivia said with relief. ‘I won the lottery getting you as my assistant.’ 
   
 That made Gina feel even worse because she didn’t know exactly what had gone down last night, but she felt in her bones that she was mixed in with the problem. ‘It’s fine. I’ve got you.’ 
   
 She went back to her office and sat down to an email from Harper, the devil herself. The sight of her name made electricity shoot down Gina’s legs. 
   

Hey, I just wanted to check if you had any informal reviews from the bloggers, etc. She’s chomping at the bit this morning. 


 

 It was straight to the point. Practically cold. Harper probably blamed her for throwing a spanner in her and Olivia’s works. It had taken two to cha-cha, but Gina could understand that Harper might feel like Gina had been the ruinous succubus in the situation because that was how she felt. Like a sex maniac who had taken advantage of a problem and ruined a few lives in the process.  
   
 Gina wrote out a brief reply. Reading was well received. Everyone requested advance copies. She didn’t even sign it. She felt dizzy hitting send. She hated it. She hated all of this.  
   
 The worst thing was that she couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. No matter what destruction it had wrought, no matter how much guilt she felt, it would not stop playing like a gif in her head, round and round, catching more detail each time, enhancing little moments, touches, sounds, and smells. Gina couldn’t remember the last time someone had kissed her like that. Maybe they never had.  
   
 And now they were exchanging terse emails. It was baffling to Gina. She didn’t know how to work it out. She was utterly stuck. She couldn’t leave this limbo, and worse, she’d assisted in its construction. 
   
 She fully expected to spend the next few months until the book was released just this way. Both of them treating each other like strangers every time they had to interact. It was going to be pure hell.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 And for a while, it was everything Gina feared. Emails went back and forth about the book’s progress, Brenda, interviews, and every last one was cold and terse.  
   
 Olivia never spoke of her, ever. Gina assumed she was hurting and let her have silence on the subject of Harper. Not that she was desperate to chat it up about her. 
   
 So it seemed for a time as though everyone was quietly trying to let things die down. Gina told herself that she was letting it go. Every one-line email was not remotely a bullet in her heart! She was doing great, moving on. Or, at the very least, moving sideways. Staying in place? Possibly. But staying in place was underrated. Staying in place meant not falling into oblivion. There was something to be said for that. Gina had forgotten that for a while before she’d gone and started having bloody feelings. But that was before she’d had a quick peek into the abyss and decided she was better off sealing it up and going emotionally numb.  
   
 Gina nearly had it, she thought some weeks later. She was waiting in the snow for the coldness to come, and it had to be just around the corner. Until the phone rang and she picked it up to hear Harper saying, ‘Gina. I’m sorry to bother you, but I need a favour.’ 
   
 ‘Harper?’ she asked, knowing who it was from the electric shock that had just run through her body. 
   
 ‘Sorry, yes, it’s Harper,’ she said anxiously. ‘Umm, yeah, so, it’s… I’ve got this writer, and she’s about to lose her deal. She’s stopped replying to my phone calls, emails, texts, everything. I think she’s actually gone into hiding in her flat. And I think… I need you.’ 
   
 Gina nearly dropped the phone. 
   




Thirty-Eight

   
   
 Harper was managing. Just about. 
   
 She’d fallen into a holding pattern with the whole Parker Press situation. Things were rolling along without much outward trouble. Olivia had not been in touch, and every communication was down to a bare minimum with Gina. It was rough, no doubt. She was hurting. But it was probably fair to suffer for her crimes like this. 
   
  She’d been worried about mixing her work with her personal life and told herself it would be ok to take a chance just this once. Well, lesson learned. Don’t take a shit on your own doorstep. Next time she decided to get herself into a romantic mess, she’d make sure it was one she could at least walk away from. God, she felt dumb. Worse, she was the villain. She’d never been the villain before. She didn’t care for it. She couldn’t wait to have this whole thing in her rear view. She wasn’t sure how long that was going to take. She just had to bear down until she stopped thinking about Gina. And Olivia.  
   
 But mostly Gina.  
   
 But that made sense. You didn’t forget the kiss of your life in a few weeks. Maybe a few months? A couple of years tops. It couldn’t last forever. The thoughts of Gina’s lips would one day pass. As long as they kept things between them cold. It was the only way. Harper felt like she was doing quite well. There had been an occasion when she’d found herself scribbling a portrait of Gina on a coffee shop napkin, but the second she realised what she’d done, she screwed it up and chucked it into a bin. A fitting allegory. 
   
 Until Sarah Fletcher - a journalist who’d been waiting years to get a true crime book deal and finally clinched it - had gotten herself in trouble.  
   
 Harper was no stranger to procrastinating authors. She routinely waited an entire fortnight for a reply to her emails and didn’t flinch. But Sarah Fletcher hadn’t been reachable for a month. Harper had checked her social media to confirm she hadn’t died and saw her posting about some breed of monkey going extinct; she relaxed on that front.  
   
 But then a deadline came and went. Sarah’s publisher, Atlantic House, wanted answers that Harper could not give. Shit was about to get real. Taking back the advance real.  
   
 Now, Harper hadn’t brought Gina in for this one earlier (before the kiss that broke the camel’s back) because there wasn't much point if she couldn’t arrange a meeting. She wasn’t going to send her to Sarah’s to bang on her door. 
   
 Only that was precisely what Harper had to do now. She needed the big guns. She needed Gina. 
   
 So with knocking knees, she made a call to the woman herself. ‘Gina. I’m sorry to bother you, but I need a favour.’ 
   
 ‘Harper?’ Gina asked, surprised. As well she might be. 
   
 ‘Sorry, yes, it’s Harper,’ she said. Why did she never remember basic etiquette with Gina? ‘Umm, yeah, so, it’s… I’ve got this writer, and she’s about to lose her deal. She’s stopped replying to my phone calls, emails, texts, everything. I think she’s actually gone into hiding in her flat. And I think… I need you.’ 
   
 Gina didn’t say anything for a good long while, and Harper felt like she should say more. ‘Look, this wouldn’t be like before. She wouldn’t even know we were coming. We’d be surprising her. I know that’s maybe not… I’ll double your usual fee.’ 
   
 Gina paused and then said flatly, ‘Well, I could use the money. What’s the plan?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Harper was waiting in the rain for the woman whose lips had ruined her life. Awkwardly, they’d never talked about it. And they would most likely continue not to talk about it today. Harper was glad about that, and it killed her too. But it wasn’t the point of today. Gina would do her writer superhero bit and save Sarah Fletcher from herself. And Harper would thank her with a cheque. She wouldn’t act like a god damn moony teenager who couldn’t take a hint. She would be confident and business-like. 
   
 ‘Hi!’ Gina said, coming from the opposite direction than Harper had expected, causing her to jump and let out a little scream of alarm. Great start. 
   
 ‘Sorry,’ Gina said, and Harper waited for her heart rate to return to normal. Which it wouldn’t do because Gina was one of those people who looked sexy in the rain. Her glossy black hair moist, her face dewy. 
   
 ‘You’re getting wet,’ Gina said. 
   
 Harper felt faint. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Your umbrella isn’t covering you,’ Gina said quickly. 
   
 Harper glanced up to see that her umbrella had drifted slightly. ‘Oh. You too. I mean, you’re not dry either,’ Harper replied over the loud bang of her heart, shoving the umbrella over them both. Unfortunately, Gina had to step in closer to Harper to get the benefit. There were inches between them. It was difficult proximity, but Harper decided to push on. ‘OK, so I’m going to knock on the door and announce myself, and if she doesn’t answer, I’m just going to let you do your thing through the door. OK?’ 
   
 ‘How do we know we wouldn’t be talking to an empty flat?’ Gina asked. 
   
 Harper pointed up at the second-floor window of a converted Victorian house, at maroon curtains. ‘I’ve been watching her window for the last ten minutes like a creepy stalker, and I just saw some movement. She’s in there.’ 
   
 Gina looked up at the window. ‘You know this one might be beyond what I can do, don’t you?’ 
   
 ‘I think if anyone can do it, it would be you. Just do what you can.’ 
   
 Gina sighed. ‘Have you thought that is probably beyond what an agent can do? It’s possible she needs an actual doctor if she’s hiding from the world.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe. But I don’t know anything until she talks to me. I’m hoping she’s just deeply blocked and avoiding telling me because she’s gone into denial about the situation. My mother told me stories about things like this happening.’ 
   
 ‘And how did she handle it?’ Gina enquired.  
   
 Harper hesitated. ‘She let them break contract and watch them forced to pay back the advance and then sued them for the cut she should have gotten.’ 
   
 Gina was shocked. ‘That’s cutthroat.’ 
   
 ‘I’d like to argue with you, but I can’t.’ She glanced nervously at Gina. ‘I wouldn’t take a page from her playbook if you were wondering.’ 
   
 Gina half smiled at her and looked back up at the window. ‘I wasn’t. That’s not your style.’ 
   
 Despite the situation, Harper appreciated the compliment. More than she wanted to. ‘Thanks.’ 
   
 ‘Come on. Let’s do this,’ Gina said and walked out from under the umbrella, jogging across the road to the building. Harper followed her.  
   
 ‘Which flat?’ 
   
 ‘Three.’ 
   
 Gina hit the buzzer for three. ‘Hello?’ came a crackly noise. 
   
 Harper opened her mouth, and Gina held a hand up. ‘Package for Sarah Fletcher?’ she said in a ridiculously deep voice. 
   
 The door buzzed, and Gina pushed it open. Harper looked at Gina with some surprise. ‘I just want to get the door open. I feel like she’s less likely to tell us to fuck off if she has to look us in the eye while she says it.’ 
   
 ‘But why the voice?’ 
   
 ‘That part was panic,’ Gina said. 
   
 Harper followed Gina up the stairs. The door to Sarah’s flat was already open and a middle-aged woman who looked like she could do with a shower, a good night’s sleep, and a clean cardigan peeped her head out. ‘Harper?’ she goggled. 
   
 Harper gave her an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry for the fib, Sarah. I just wanted to talk to you, and I haven’t been able to get hold of you for ages. We need a chat.’ 
   
 Sarah looked like a deer in the headlights. ‘Who’s this?’ she asked of Gina. 
   
 Gina didn’t wait for an intro. ‘I’m Gina. I talk to writers sometimes when they’re stuck. Harper was hoping I could lend a hand.’ 
   
 Sarah’s eyes widened. ‘So you’re not here to tell me I’m gonna have to give the money back?’ 
   
 Harper didn’t want to say that until she had to. ‘Sarah, it doesn’t have to come to that. We can work it out.’ 
   
 Sarah broke down crying. ‘I thought I was fucked.’ Harper put a hand on her shoulder. She wiped her tears and gave an enormous soggy sigh. ‘OK, come in. I’ve got cake.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘You were not kidding about the cake,’ Harper said quietly, looking around Sarah’s kitchen. Cakes, scones and cupcakes were stacked around the kitchen in Tupperware.  It looked like a bakery that was in serious need of customers. 
   
 ‘I’ve been baking a lot lately,’ Sarah sighed. ‘Well, obviously.’ 
   
 Harper knew a coping mechanism when she saw one. ‘Well... Hobbies are good.’ 
   
 ‘Let me put some out. What do you guys like? No, don’t tell me. I’ll put out a selection. Grab some towels from the bathroom and sit down while I put the kettle on,’ she said skittishly, moving around the kitchen.  
   
 Harper and Gina did as they were told and sat down in the dingy living room to wait for Sarah, dabbing at themselves with towels. ‘She’s a mess,’ Gina said quietly. 
   
 ‘Yeah,’ Harper agreed. 
   
 ‘But I wouldn’t count her out yet,’ Gina added. 
   
 Harper was pleasantly surprised by the optimism. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘She went into a panic and then denial, as you thought. I think she just needed someone to tell her she wasn’t in trouble.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know if it’s that simple. That was so much cake.’ 
   
 ‘There’s no such thing as too much cake,’ Gina said with a cheeky smile.  
 Harper couldn’t help but smile back but then she realised she was sitting there smiling at Gina, and Gina was smiling at her. In a heartbeat, the room got tense. They both looked away.  
   
 ‘It’s a lot,’ Sarah said, coming into the room with a tray filled with various baked goods and a teapot and cups. ‘Maybe you could wrap some up and take it home. Take as much as you can. It’s gonna go bad otherwise.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll rent a truck and take the lot,’ Gina said.  
   
 ‘You haven’t tasted it yet,’ Sarah said.  
   
 ‘You don’t have to eat a cake to know it’s gonna be a banger,’ Gina told her. ‘I mean, look at that flower design on the cupcake. Paul Hollywood would shake your hand if he saw that.’ 
   
 Sarah smiled shyly, and it felt like an excellent start to the meeting. This was the thing about Gina. Someone else could say something like that, and it would smell like bullshit. But Gina didn’t kiss arse. Even Sarah, meeting her for the first time, would feel that about her. If Gina said something nice, she damn well meant it.  
   
 Sarah plonked the tray on her coffee table, and there was dishing and pouring and munching for a few minutes before anyone approached the taboo topic. 
   
 Gina polished off a fairy cake and said, ‘So, let’s talk about the book.’  
   
 Sarah’s shoulders dropped. ‘If you want to talk about progress-’ 
   
 Gina shook her head. ‘I don’t. I just want to hear what it’s about.’ She picked up another tiny cake and took a bite. ‘God, this is moist.’ 
   
 Sarah perked up slightly. ‘Well, it’s a biography of a woman called Jane Morris who kidnapped her boss and ran his company while she pretended he was taking a break abroad, making people think he was running things via email. Nobody cottoned on for six whole weeks, and by that time, she’d implemented a lot of improvements within the company. A creche, raises across the board, working from home. People had never been happier.’  
   
 Gina raised an eyebrow. ‘Tell me if I’ve got this wrong, but isn’t that the plot of Nine to Five?’ 
   
 Sarah laughed. ‘That parallel is what drew me to her story. The funny thing is, Jane claims she’d never even seen that movie.’ 
   
 Gina burst out laughing. Harper had never seen her laugh that way. She was unable not to find it sexy. She was very angry with herself about that.  
   
 Sarah looked at Harper. ‘How bad is it, though? How angry is Lauren?’ 
   
 Harper decided not to answer that question. It was better to keep it positive. ‘Well, they just want to see something. If they have something, I think I can renegotiate the deadline.’ 
   
 Sarah only looked semi relieved. ‘But… I mean, I do have some stuff… But I just kind of stopped. I don’t know if I can finish it.’ 
   
 ‘That’s what I’m here for,’ Gina said. ‘I’m gonna help.’ 
   
 Sarah looked like she might burst into tears again. ‘How? You can’t write it for me.’ 
   
 ‘No. But I think I can get some jumper leads on you, get you going again.’ 
   
 ‘How do you know you can do that?’ Sarah asked. ‘I mean, how can you be so sure I can even write a book?’ 
   
 Gina didn’t look remotely rattled by that question. ‘You were a journalist for years. You can’t do that without meeting a lot of deadlines. I’m guessing you just got a bit intimidated by the size of this project and got blocked. It could happen to anyone. It has happened to a lot of writers.’ 
   
 Sarah looked ready to ask Gina to adopt her. ‘That’s it. That’s what happened,’ she said shakily.  
   
 Gina popped the last bite of her second fairy cake into her mouth and washed it down with a sip of tea. ‘OK, here’s what we’re going to do. You email Harper what you have so she can sort out the publishing side. That’s her job,’ she said dismissively, as though that part of the problem was a mere annoyance. Gina felt that was precisely the right approach. The deal had been poison to Sarah’s work ethic. Gina was sucking it out. ‘And I will stay here with you all weekend and help you do yours. We’ll talk, we’ll plot, we’ll make a lot of notes. We will drink endless coffee, eat endless cake, and push through the block. You’ll be writing before you know it. I won’t leave until I know you’re OK.’ 
   
  Sarah looked truly happy. But this was way beyond what Harper had asked her to do, and she was beyond grateful. ‘Gina, are you sure you can spare the time?’ she had to ask. 
   
 Gina smiled. ‘I might have to cancel my plans to clean my oven, but I think I can swing it. Now go. We’ve got work to do, and I’ve got cake to eat.’ 
   
 Harper stood with a smile. Gina started cutting a piece out of a large square cake, getting comfortable.  
   
 ‘Oh, Harper, you need to take one of those. I’ve got way too many pineapple upside-down cakes. They’re such an easy make,’ Sarah said. She looked unmistakably more relaxed.  
   
 Gina paused with the fork at her mouth, looking at the caramelised fruit on the top with wariness. ‘This is pineapple?’ she asked.  
   
 ‘Yeah. Are you allergic or something?’ Sarah asked. 
   
 Gina paused, her eyes flicking to Harper. She looked strange. Guilty. ‘No,’ Gina said. She cleared her throat. ‘I just don’t… It’s not my cup of tea.’ 
   
 ‘Well, there’s plenty of others. You should try the lemon drizzle. That’s a cracker if I say so myself. Harper, let me grab a selection to take,’ Sarah said.  
   
 ‘Thanks, that sounds lovely,’ Harper said as Sarah went out to grab the cake. Harper cast a glance at Gina. Gina wasn’t looking at her. She was pouring a cup of tea. She looked pretty much normal now.  Harper wasn’t sure what she’d even seen. 
   
 ‘Gina, thanks for this,’ she said quietly so that Sarah couldn’t hear. ‘I can’t explain the amount of my bacon you have saved today. This could have really gone another way. I would have hated to see this book disappear.’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘Yeah, well, so would I. Sarah seems cool. And the book sounds like a riot.’  
   
 Harper nodded. ‘I think it will be. I’m really glad you came. I realise that might have been… difficult.’ 
   
 Gina licked her lips. ‘Yes. Well.’ She took a sip of tea. And that was it. All she had to say on the topic of a hot and heavy make-out sesh that had made Harper's body feel like it had been struck by lightning. Yes. Well. 

   
 ‘I’ve got you a pineapple and a carrot cake. And I threw a couple of fruit scones in there too,’ Sarah said, walking in with a stack of Tupperware.  
   
 ‘Good god!’ Harper said, taking the pile. 
   
 ‘You can freeze it. But my Bosch is jam-packed, so I appreciate you lightening my load.’ Sarah sighed. ‘In every sense.’ 
   
 Harper, balancing about five thousand calories worth of cake, smiled at Sarah with kindness. ‘It’s gonna be fine.’ She turned to Gina. ‘We can debrief later.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Yes, boss.’ 
   
 Harper hated Gina calling her that but tried to look neutral. ‘Well, bye then.’ 
   
 She left the two of them - who she could hear getting down to business - and let herself out of the flat while trying not to drop her cake pile. She went down to the street where it had stopped raining, and ordered a cab, which came quickly. She loaded the baked goods in the back while giving the driver her address. On top of the pile, she could see the pineapple upside-down cake in its clear box. She climbed in next to it, and the car pulled out while Harper looked at the cake, remembering the strange little moment with Gina a few minutes ago. 
   
 Harper didn’t understand what the hell she had seen. Why was Gina acting so guilty? It was just a pineapple…  
   
 Wait. This was odd. Pineapple again. What the hell did it mean? 
   
 Harper checked her emails while the car took her home. Sarah had already sent her something, and she had a look at it, finding half a book.  
   
 At home, she speed read Sarah’s half a book, just on the off chance it devolved into Sarah writing the words, ‘All work and no play makes Sarah a dull girl,’ repeatedly. But it was good stuff. 
   
  After that, Harper called Atlantic to apologise for what had happened and reassure them that the book was in hand and that half of it was already in their inbox. There was some back and forth, but Harper was able to coax a few more months out of them. She knew she was putting her reputation on the line promising something she couldn’t be sure would be finished. But she believed Gina could make it happen.  
   
 When that was all done, she sat down in front of her TV, ordered some food and relaxed. Or, she tried to. But her brain was still going at a hundred miles per hour. But not about Sarah. About the bloody cake incident. One little odd look. She couldn’t get her mind off it. 
   
 As she turned it over, the seedling of a dark idea implanted itself within Harper. An entirely crackers, batshit idea that couldn’t possibly be true. Yet, in its bonkers way, it was the only thing that made any sense. 
   
 Or did it? Harper couldn’t know. She might simply be going mad.  
   
 So she did something a bit bananas. She rang someone for help, the only expert she knew on mysteries. ‘Brenda. How’s it going?’ 
   
 ‘Great. Is something wrong?’ Brenda asked immediately.  
   
 Harper laughed. ‘No. Not for you. It’s all good. I just have this… I need help. With my own mystery. Is it weird to ask you for your take?’ 
   
 ‘Mystery is my bag, Harper. Tell me the details, and let’s puzzle this bugger out.’ 
   
   




Thirty-Nine

   
   
 The second Gina realised she was about to put the dreaded pineapple into her yap, she panicked.  
   
 If she hadn’t overthought it, it probably wouldn’t have mattered. If Gina had been a born liar, she would have just said, ‘Yeah, I’m allergic.’ And then Harper might have said, ‘That’s funny, so is Olivia.’ Gina would have replied, ‘That’s a weird coincidence.’ That would have been the end of it.  
   
 But instead of being smooth and easy, Gina had acted like a guilty person. Probably because she was one. She’d seen Harper see it, her guilt-ridden face. She didn’t know whether it mattered. How the hell would Harper put the pieces together? It was one story, told one time. It was nothing, she told herself.  
   
 But a little voice, maybe the voice of Gina’s shame, whispered something else into her ear. ‘She’s rumbled you.’ 
   
 Gina was lucky that she didn’t have time to fill with paranoia and fear. She had an author to unblock. And it took the entire weekend. Sarah needed a lot of help; she was truly stuck in the mud. Even though she knew how the story ended, figuring out the best way to tell it was fucking her up. Having it based on a true story might have made it worse. The responsibility to represent the facts while keeping it entertaining was the mud her feet were stuck in.  
   
 They talked all day and into the night. Gina was given the sofa at one in the morning. At seven the following morning, Sarah woke her up with a fresh set of worries. Another day of talking, planning, more talking, a lot of cake, and many post-its followed. But about five, Sarah said, ‘OK. You can go now.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. The sooner, the better. I’m itching to start work,’ Sarah said, rubbing her hands together.  
   
 Gina was out of the flat in under two minutes. As she let herself out of the door, she heard typing. It sounded decisive and determined. She shut the door quietly and went home smiling, gratified to have done some good. 
   
 But underneath that satisfaction, she worried about the Harper thing.  
   
 Harper called her that evening. It wasn’t unexpected, but it jangled her nerves all the same. ‘Hi,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘Hello,’ Gina said, trying to sound breezy. ‘So, I assume you want to know if Sarah’s banging it out?’ 
   
 Harper laughed nervously. ‘Yes, please.’ 
   
 ‘I left her going at it hard. I’d give her a few days and then call her. I think you’re gonna be happy.’ 
   
 Harper let out a moan of relief. ‘Thank fuck.’ 
   
 ‘What happened with her publishers?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘They’ve extended the deadline. She’s got a few more months to finish the first draft. Do you think that’s going to be enough?’ 
   
 ‘I’d say she’s got a good shot. I think we broke the back of her problem.’ 
   
 ‘That’s good to hear,’ Harper said. ‘I don’t know how to thank you.’ 
   
 ‘Cash is fine,’ Gina replied. She felt like a dick for saying it. It had just come out. ‘Plus, she gave me an absurd amount of cake,’ she added quickly, hoping to take the edge off what she’d just said. The comment was met with a pause so long that Gina thought she’d hung up.  
   
 But eventually, Harper said, ‘But not the pineapple upside-down cake, right?’ 
   
 Gina’s stomach turned over. ‘No. Not my cup-’ 
   
 ‘…Of tea. Yeah. You said. Shame. I had some yesterday. It was delicious.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll have to take your word for that,’ Gina said quickly. 
   
 ‘Mm. Hey, you know what’s funny? Olivia’s allergic to pineapple. She told me this crazy story about it.’ 
   
 Gina’s lips went dry. ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. Maybe she told it to you?’ Harper asked. It had the tone of an innocent question and it probably was. But when Gina tried to answer it, her throat had gone dry, and a weird little squeak came out. 
   
 ‘Sorry, did you say something?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Umm, yeah, I was just saying no. I don’t think she ever told me about… that.’ 
   
 ‘You should ask her. It made me laugh. While I’ve got you, I guess we should set something up for next week? The artwork’s ready, right?’ 
   
 ‘Ah, yeah. I’ll email you about that.’ 
   
 ‘Cool. See you then.’ 
   
 They said goodbye. Gina put the phone down, picked up a sofa cushion and screamed into it. She knew in her gut that she was thoroughly fucked.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 When Harper came in the following week, it seemed OK. At first. Nothing felt obviously wrong when Gina went to reception to fetch her and Brenda. ‘So, will Olivia be joining us today?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Umm, no. Sorry. She had a family emergency today,’ Gina said, not trying hard to sell the lie.  
   
 ‘Sorry to hear that,’ Harper said with mild venom. Gina didn’t blame her in the slightest. Olivia’s cowardice was not OK under these circumstances. For all her talking about how Brenda was the company's saviour, to bail out of meetings was kind of fucked up. Some things were more important than a bit of shame. And Gina should know. She was positively shitting her knickers to take this meeting but taking it nonetheless.  
   
 Gina took Harper and Brenda into the conference room, coffee and pastries ready and waiting. They sat down, and Brenda poured a coffee casually, uncharacteristically restrained today. Every meeting Gina had ever had with her, she’d come in red hot. Yet today, she was positively chilled. It was unnerving.  
   
 Harper looked a little less relaxed, however. Kind of jittery. She tried to pour some milk into her coffee and spilt it. Brenda laughed and said, ‘Well, can’t cry over it.’ Gina and Harper both tried to laugh at the pun while Harper mopped it up with a napkin.  
   
 ‘Right, so, we’ve got some gorgeous artwork to show you,’ Gina said once everyone was settled. She picked up her iPad and unlocked it, ready to show them what the art department had sent up. 
   
 Brenda cleared her throat. ‘We’ll get to that. First of all, I’d like to chat about something else.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Gina asked, pausing mid-swipe. She wondered if Brenda was about to ask for a bonus or something, which she’d probably get. Brenda’s book was helping without even being out yet. Olivia had had another conference with the majority shareholders about how hotly anticipated the book was and the money they could reasonably expect to make. No one was talking about shutting down anymore. Confidence in Olivia was high. So Gina had been permitted to say yes to all manner of asks right there in the room. 
   
 But Brenda didn’t ask for a bonus. 
   
 ‘I’d like to have a little chat about your boss. And what the hell she’s been playing at with my agent. And how you’re involved.’ Brenda sat back, laced her fingers together, and waited.  
   
 Gina looked at Brenda wordlessly. Then she looked at Harper. Harper was leaning in with interest. She’d known this question was coming. They were a team. And they were playing versus Gina, alone. 
   
 Gina wanted to faint. But annoyingly, she stayed completely conscious. And about to face the firing squad.  
   




Forty

   
   
 ‘OK, so here’s what we know,’ Brenda said. She was standing in front of a whiteboard fixed to her tiny study wall, waving a marker pen for emphasis. Harper had been placed on a stool to watch the performance. She wasn’t sure they needed the rigamarole, but she appreciated how Brenda had jumped in with both feet on this thing. Harper needed another perspective. Even Brenda’s.  
   
 Brenda started writing, the pen squeaking across the whiteboard. ‘First off, Olivia sleazes her way into your knickers.’ The words SLEAZE and OLIVIA were in big letters. 
   
 ‘We never slept together,’ Harper corrected her, tucking her knees in so that Brenda didn’t trip over her. 
   
 ‘What? Why not?’ Brenda asked her, slightly appalled. 
   
 ‘Because I wasn’t sure about it. I wanted to feel certain before I took that step with her,’ Harper explained.  
   
 Brenda snorted. ‘I had no idea you were such a puritan. Anyway, she told you some story about a deadly nut allergy.’ She wrote the words ‘NUT ALLERGY’ on the board.  
   
 ‘It was pineapple, and it just made her extremely itchy,’ Harper corrected.  
   
 Brenda tutted and started to rub the word nut out. It didn’t shift. ‘Oh shit, this is a permanent marker!’ she cried. ‘You owe me a new whiteboard.’ 
   
 Harper didn’t have the energy to question how it was her fault. ‘Fine.’ 
   
 Brenda crossed out the word ‘NUT’ and put ‘PINEAPPLE’ in much smaller letters to make it fit. She stood back to look at it. ‘The board is already a mess. This part looks a lot easier on detective shows.’ 
   
 ‘Can we push on?’ Harper asked. She was starting to regret this. 
   
 ‘Alright, hold your horses! So then you see her eat a pineapple like it’s no big deal. But you broke up with her because… OK, this bit is a lot less nun-like.’ She wrote the words, ‘SHAGGED GINA ON A DESK.’ 
   
 Harper sighed. ‘We didn’t… It didn’t go that far. It was only a kiss. A big one, but...’ 
   
 Brenda tutted and turned the H into an N and the A into an O to read a messy ‘SNOGGED’. ‘OK?’ she asked sarcastically. ‘Are we accurate now?’ 
   
 ‘Thanks, yes,’ Harper said.  
   
 ‘So then you broke up with Olivia after my reading? I’ve got that right?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘And then you saw Gina reject some pineapple?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ She said, starting to feel a bit silly. ‘But she looked shifty, Brenda. It was weird.’ 
   
 Brenda nodded. ‘I think that’s the key to cracking the whole case. Without it, I don’t know that there would be one. Just making sure I get the timeline in order.’ She stood back and looked at her messy notes. ‘So, it’s over with both of them, romantically. But you just need some answers.’  
   
 Harper nodded. ‘I know it sounds-’ 
   
 Brenda held a hand up. ‘No, this part you don’t need to explain. After Sam left me, I needed to know what had happened. Even if it changed nothing. The truth is all you have left when you feel like a prize fool.’ 
   
 Harper smiled gratefully. ‘That’s about the size of it.’ 
   
 Brenda rubbed her chin thoughtfully. ‘OK. Well, my professional opinion is that your hypothesis has merit.’ 
   
 ‘It does?’ Harper asked. ‘I’m not just losing my marbles?’ 
   
 Brenda shook her head. ‘It all adds up. But to be sure, I’ll need to interrogate the suspects.’ 
   
 Harper raised her eyebrows. ‘I beg your pardon?’ 
   
 Brenda rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not going to beat anyone with a phone book or anything. Calm down. I don’t even know where I’d find one now. Which is annoying because I still liked having one about. Sometimes those algorithms aren’t as effective as the old noodle-’  
   
 Harper snapped her fingers at Brenda. ‘Brenda, stay with me. Interrogate?’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Yes. If you want to know for sure, I will need to go full Poirot. Or Miss Marple. Maybe Perry Mason. Will you let me do it?’ she asked excitedly. 
   
 Harper had nervously agreed, which was how they’d decided to turn an artwork meeting into a knock-off Line of Duty. Harper had hoped they could put Olivia under the spotlight too, but she’d cried off with an excuse that Harper didn’t buy for a second. Olivia had been avoiding her since the dreadful breakup dinner  
   
 But on the upside, there were benefits to tackling them individually. Because Gina had always struck her as pretty upfront. And Harper had seen Olivia lie a bit too smoothly back when Michael Phelps had been carted off. Gina was the egg to crack.   
   
 Brenda went in hot from the off. ‘Well, I’d like to have a little chat about your boss. And what the hell she’s been playing at with my agent. And how you’re involved.’ 
   
 ‘Umm. What do you mean?’ Gina asked with such a poor attempt at casualness that Harper nearly laughed. 
   
 Brenda stood from her seat and began to pace back and forth, silent. If Harper was being honest, it was a bit much, but she had to let her do her thing.  
   
 ‘So, here’s the details. Your boss attempted to…’ Brenda paused and smirked at Harper. ‘…Romance my agent, Harper Blake. I’m sure you’re aware of that fact?’ 
   
 Gina’s eyes flicked to Harper and back to Brenda. ‘Yup. So what?’ 
   
 ‘I’m just confirming your knowledge of that.’ 
   
 ‘OK, you confirmed it. What the hell is this?’ Gina asked, getting mad. It made Harper slightly nervous. But that was another bonus to Brenda handling this. She had never been scared of Gina. Even now, she was only smirking at Gina’s anger. ‘Because several things made Harper suspicious about Olivia’s behaviour. But one thing, in particular, caused her to have some serious questions about the nature of your involvement.’ 
   
 ‘I wasn’t involved. At all. What are you talking about?’ Gina asked. Her left eye had developed a mild twitch. 
   
 ‘No? What about the sizzling-hot sexual encounter that occurred mere feet from here?’ Brenda asked. 
   
 Gina was aghast. ‘Shhhh!’ She looked through the glass wall of the conference room and didn’t see anyone close enough to hear. Satisfied, she looked at Harper. ‘Harper, what in the fuck is she doing?’ 
   
 Harper felt a twinge of doubt. Gina might still be innocent. Harper might have made this whole thing up and invited a lunatic to back her up. Well, she was in it now. The toothpaste wasn’t going back in the tube. ‘That’s what I want to know, Gina. You see, I have a theory about something. But I don’t expect you to admit it just like that. So I told Brenda she could have at you.’ 
   
 ‘What theory? Wait, have at me?’ Gina said, looking quite frightened now. Harper had never seen that emotion before in Gina. It was rather pleasing. 
   
 Brenda reached into her bag and pulled out a small clear supermarket snack pot of pineapple. ‘OK. Right. So to start, I need you to eat this.’ 
   
 Gina looked at the pot and then up at her interrogators. ‘Are you two out of your fucking minds?’ 
   
 Harper wasn’t sure about this part. It felt a dash Guantanamo. But Brenda had insisted on it and wouldn’t waver. ‘Eat it,’ Brenda said firmly. 
   
 ‘Why?’ Gina demanded reasonably.  
   
 ‘So we can see if you break out in hives.’ 
   
 ‘No. OK? No. How about that?’ Gina said with an aggressively casual shrug.  
   
 ‘Why not?’ Brenda asked.  
   
 ‘Because I don’t eat fruit cups on demand,’ Gina said. ‘And I don’t like pineapple.’ 
   
  ‘Because you’re allergic,’ Brenda smirked.  
   
 ‘I’m not allergic,’ Gina said, laughing nervously. ‘And what if I was?’ 
   
 Brenda sat back down in her chair and leaned across the table to Gina, who leaned back slightly. ‘Well, here’s the thing. Your boss told a story to my agent about a pineapple allergy. For god knows what reason, Harper found it charming. Along with a lot of other things she said. In person and over text. But she kept getting this feeling.’ Brenda paused for effect. Harper had to hand it to her. She was really in her element. ‘The feeling was there were two very distinct sides to Olivia. One of them was someone she thought she might be romantically interested in, funny, charming, emotionally mature, open, all that jazz. What the kids call girlfriend material. The other was an uptight cold fish with control issues.’  
   
 ‘Brenda, steady on!’ Harper said. ‘I never said that.’ She turned to Gina. ‘I never said that,’ she repeated. 
   
 Brenda didn’t pay much heed to that; she was in it now. She leaned in even closer to Gina. Gina leaned even further back. ‘And I think she was feeling that confusion because she was talking to… two different people!’ Brenda finished melodramatically.  
   
 Gina’s face didn’t change. Harper was disheartened. Because it was the big reveal and Gina’s reaction should have told them whether Harper was right or stark staring bonkers. But there was nothing. She was stone-faced.  
   
 Brenda was undeterred. ‘And the reason that I’ve, that we’ve drawn that conclusion, the reason this whole scheme came unstuck, was because Olivia was thoughtless and demonstrated that she had no such allergy.’ Brenda gave a light laugh. ‘Now, it would be easy to say that you told her that story, and then she just adopted it as her own. People do that all the time, not much of a scandal.’ 
   
 Gina nodded. ‘Yeah. That’s probably what happened. Can I go now-’ 
   
 ‘Except that you told us quite specifically that you don’t have an allergy!’ Brenda declared. 
   
 Gina paused. ‘Err…’ 
   
 Oh wow. Brenda was killing this. She’d trapped Gina in her own words. There was a lie here. Harper hadn’t imagined it. 
   
 ‘And that’s not all,’ Brenda went on. ‘You were offered the exotic fruit in Harper's presence and apparently, had quite the reaction. Guilt face. Was that what you called it?’ she asked of Harper.  
   
 ‘That’s what I called it,’ Harper confirmed, looking at Gina. But Gina wouldn’t look at her. She was fixed on Brenda.  
   
 ‘Which tells me that you, Gina, were in on it from the beginning,’ Brenda proclaimed. ‘You were feeding Olivia lines from the start. Not only that, but we believe that you coached her throughout several dates. Furthermore, we suspect that you handled some text communications pretty much solo, based on the fact that there were several occasions when Olivia acted like she didn’t remember rather crucial conversations between them.’ 
   
 Gina shook her head sadly at Brenda. ‘I helped you get unblocked,’ she pled. 
   
 Brenda smiled warmly at Gina. ‘And I appreciated it. Now eat the pineapple.’ 
   
 Gina glared at Brenda like she might deck her. ‘Oh for fucks sakes!’ she exclaimed, grabbing the pineapple pot, ripping the top off and pouring the entire contents into her mouth, juice splattering down her neck and top. She chewed for several seconds while Harper watched her in disbelief. She’d never really believed Gina would eat it.  
   
 But Gina was going for it, moaning between chews, ‘God, that’s fibrous!’ Eventually, she’d swallowed the lot, and she sat there panting from the exertion, juice spattered and angry. She belched loudly and said, ‘Happy? It’s just a fucking fruit that I don’t like very much, you absolute pair of bloody lunatics-’ She stopped mid-sentence and twitched slightly.  
   
 ‘Well, that kicked in quick,’ Brenda said with a contented smile.  
   
 ‘What are you talking about?’ Gina asked, her shoulder jerking quite obviously. 
   
 Harper didn’t want to do this anymore. ‘Gina, I don’t think… How bad is it?’ she asked. ‘Do you need to go to the hospital or anything? 
   
 Gina, fists clenched, laughed maniacally. ‘You’re being ridiculous. I’m fine. I told you, I don’t-’ She stopped and stood up. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I just need to use the bathroom,’ she said with odd formality.  
   
 Harper was happy to let it go. This was too far. But Brenda stood too. She raced Gina to the door and blocked it with her arms outstretched. ‘You’re going nowhere, Twitchy!’ 
   
  Gina’s eyes popped. ‘Brenda, get the fuck out of the way.’ Her entire body was constricted, little twitches breaking out. ‘I’m not messing about.’ 
   
 Brenda grinned evilly. ‘God, just imagine how good it would feel to scratch right now. Just get those fingernails and really go to town.’ 
   
 Gina clenched her teeth, advancing on Brenda like she was considering murder. ‘You… You… You…’ She gave a guttural cry of rage, and then - in the glass-walled room that people could see into, and in front of Brenda and Harper - Gina ripped open her shirt, buttons popping everywhere, and fell on the floor in her bra, to reveal tiny red spots covering her torso. She began scratching herself all over, wild-eyed and angry, yet clearly getting some relief. ‘Brenda!’ she yelled, lying on her side so that she could rake her fingers across her stomach and back simultaneously. ‘You’re a monster!’ 
   
 ‘And you’re a liar!’ Brenda retorted, stepping away from the door, looking a bit less self-righteous and more nervous about where this had gone. 
   
 ‘Get me an antihistamine, you heartless bastards!’ Gina screamed.  
   
 Harper snapped into action, slipping past the now unblocked door and running out into the main office. ‘Where’s the first aid kit?’ she asked no one in particular. Several people turned to look at her in confusion. Vincent appeared out of nowhere. ‘You need a plaster?’ 
   
 ‘I need something for an allergic reaction.’ 
   
 Vincent grabbed a first aid box from behind the reception. ‘Is it nuts? Because I knew this boy at school, and if he even got in the same room as a macadamia nut, he’d throw up like The Exorcist.’ 
   
 ‘What? No! Just get a cream or something. It’s a skin thing.’ 
   
 Vincent opened the box and started digging around. ‘There’s no cream in here. But I’ve got a Yoplait in the fridge if that’s any-’ 
   
 ‘Forget it!’ Harper cried and ran off to find the nearest chemist. 
   




Forty-One

   
   
 Gina was about ready to tear her skin off. She hadn’t touched pineapple in over a decade, and she’d forgotten how banana’s her body went in reaction to it. Gina didn’t think anyone had been this itchy in human history. Plus - and this was low on her priorities but still counted - she was half-naked in public. She’d had a nightmare like this once. Though to be an accurate reconstruction, Abraham Lincoln would have to come in and give her a Pap smear. 
   
 ‘I hope your new book is a massive success because I’m gonna sue you and take every penny!’ Gina called to Brenda as she tried to fight the prickles all over her body. Probably a lie, but maybe not. ‘And I’m gonna buy a yacht and call it Fuck you, Brenda Kildare!’ 
   
 Brenda looked a lot less smug than she had a few minutes ago. ‘I didn’t force you to eat the pineapple!’ 
   
 Gina raked her fingers across her stomach, which was fighting for the title of the itchiest part of her body. ‘You forcefully - ooh Christ! -  blocked me from receiving medical – hnngg hnnnnnng – treatment!’  
   
 Before Brenda could argue, Harper exploded back into the conference room, waving a small paper bag with a pharmacy cross on it. ‘Got pills and cream!’ she announced. 
   
 She kneeled next to Gina - now trying to drag her body across the slightly rough carpet to get some all-over relief - and tipped the bag upside down. She fiddled a pill out of the blister pack and said, ‘Brenda, pass me that water.’ 
   
 Brenda grabbed some water from the table and handed it to Harper, who said to Gina, ‘Sit up and take this.’ 
   
 Gina paused her scratching and took the pill and the water, necking it quickly while Harper was slathering cream onto her hands. ‘I’m gonna rub you down, OK?’  
   
 Gina, the pill in her, nodded. Harper set to work. Gina didn’t look at her as she rapidly spread the cream all over her torso. Gina wanted to scratch, but she willed herself to stop. She was starting to feel a little less manic. Her body was calming down with the application of the cream. It would take a while for the antihistamine to kick in, but she felt less like she was prepared to flay herself alive. Gina took a long deep breath of relief as Harper kept going. It was a very different vibe from the last time Harper had run her hands all over Gina’s body, that was for sure. 
   
 Gina was starting to realise how embarrassing this truly was. And that was before she looked up and saw the entire office standing outside the glass wall of the conference room, watching her. ‘I’m fine now, everyone go back to work!’ she yelled.  
   
 People dispersed reluctantly. Except for one person who’d slipped in among the chaos. Olivia. She walked into the conference room and took in the scene. It was a lot. Brenda was standing in the corner, biting her nails and googling lawyers. Gina was sitting on the floor, dazed, half-naked, covered in tiny red spots and long red scratches. Harper was slathering her up with Eurax.  
   
 ‘What the hell is going on?!’ she demanded of everyone, for the moment forgetting that she was addressing the person she’d vowed to avoid at all costs. 
   
 ‘She had an allergic reaction,’ Brenda said quickly. 
   
 ‘We induced it,’ Harper added with shame. 
   
 Olivia took a long and understandable pause. ‘Can you say that again?’  
   
 ‘Don’t worry, I deserved it,’ Gina muttered. Harper stopped rubbing and looked at her. Gina did not meet her eye. 
   
 Gina grabbed her top and slipped back into it. The buttons were gone. She had to hold it together with her hands. She stood up and looked at Olivia. ‘The short version of this story is that it’s out. It’s all out.’ 
   
 Olivia was a block of ice. ‘What’s out?’ she asked, looking believably like she didn’t know what was happening.  
 But Gina wasn’t taking her lead today. ‘I’m not lying about this anymore.’ 
   
 Olivia’s lips parted, and her eyes flashed a subtle warning that Gina had no intention of heeding. ‘I’m sorry, Olivia. I just can’t.’ 
   
 Olivia glanced at Harper and sighed. ‘Ahh fuck. I guess it doesn’t much matter now anyway.’ 
   
 Gina gathered all her strength to turn and look at Harper. ‘It’s all true. I’ve been coaching her on dates. Giving her stuff to say, little jokes, encouraging her to open up. The pineapple story, obviously,’ she added, rolling her eyes. ‘Just like Brenda said. And it was me over text.’ 
   
 It was funny because Gina knew that Harper had already figured this all out. And yet, when Gina said it out loud, the look of shocked hurt in Harper’s eyes was awful. ‘Why the hell would you do that?’ 
   
 Gina looked at Olivia. ‘Because she needed help, and she asked. I wasn’t exactly buzzed to do it. But she liked you.’ 
   
 Olivia put her hands on her hips. ‘The fuck do you care now anyway?’ she asked defensively. ‘You ditched me.’ 
   
 Harper looked at her furiously. ‘I broke it off with you because I was very fucking confused about what was going on. I knew something was wrong. I mean, I didn’t know it, but I did. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have…’ She glanced at Gina. Gina thought she was about to be hung out to dry for kissing her. But Harper paused and then turned back to Olivia. ‘Something didn’t add up, and that was making me crazy. That’s why I ended it. And that’s why you don’t manipulate people like that! I felt like I was losing my mind.’ 
   
 ‘I wasn’t trying to manipulate you. I just needed some help. I was intimidated by you!’ Olivia said, aghast. 
   
 Harper was blazing mad now. ‘Don’t give me that. You had Gina handling entire conversations by herself. Conversations in which I… I opened up. Do you understand how humiliating that is now?’  
   
 ‘It wasn’t like that,’ Harper said defensively. ‘Gina told me that she opened up too,’ Olivia said. Gina groaned loudly. Not only did Olivia think that was an airtight defence, but she’d also hung Gina out to dry. She wanted to go back to trying to rip her skin off. 
   
 And she didn’t like the fact that Harper was looking at her now with probing eyes. Those damn eyes. They were like searchlights. Nothing could remain hidden in their beam. ‘What does she mean by that?’ 
   
 Gina gave a moment's consideration to telling her the truth. Harper deserved it. But in the end, spinelessness won out. Gina pulled her shirt tighter and headed out of the conference room. ‘I’m taking the rest of the day off, Olivia. Sack me if you want. In fact, fuck it. I quit.’ She walked out without looking back. 
   
 Gina strode through the office, and she could feel everyone trying not to stare at her. They didn’t know what the hell was going on, thank fuck. Every last one of them would have been shocked to hear the facts. Because it was shocking. Cards on the table, Gina saw it now for what it was. A shitty, devious thing.  
   
 As she kept walking, she realised she’d just quit her job. She probably shouldn’t have done that. No, wait, it was good. No, actually, she was a fucking idiot who had thrown her job away rather than look Harper in the eye and tell her she had feelings for her. She was a coward. An unemployed coward. 
   
 She didn’t care. She needed to get out of this building and never see any of these people again. Especially Brenda. No, especially Olivia. Actually, especially Harper. Gina couldn’t see that person as long as she lived. She wanted to run far, far away and never let her see how devastated she felt by this whole damn thing.  
   
 It was a workable plan until Gina got into the elevator. The doors were closing, and Harper suddenly leapt in before they could meet. ‘You forgot the cream. You might need it,’ she said, handing it to her. The elevator moved off.  
   
 ‘Harper!’ Gina exclaimed, shocked, holding the cream in one hand and her top closed with the other. She was supposed to be free. She was supposed to be getting the fuck out of this mess. But the mess had just jumped into a four-by-four box with her.  
   
 ‘Yeah, I know, you don’t want to talk to me,’ Harper sighed. ‘And I probably should respect that. Being as Brenda and me, you know…’ 
   
 ‘Stripped me of my human rights?’ Gina asked, trying to sound as bitchy as she could muster.  
   
 ‘I never gave her permission to go that far. And I never thought for a second that you’d neck that fruit pot,’ Harper said, shaking her head, looking at the elevator doors. ‘If you want to sue Brenda, go for it. She went completely power mad.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘I think if the Stanford Experiment had been stocked with a load of Brenda’s, it would have been a lot worse,’ she noted.  
   
 ‘I’m not going to sue her. I can’t be arsed,’ Gina replied, squeezing a bit of the cream out and slipping it into her top to spread it on her still rather itchy ribs whilst trying not to show Harper her breasts again. ‘But you should have realised that Brenda was always gonna do Brenda. The woman lives at eleven.’ 
   
 Harper nodded, ashamed. ‘Can’t argue that. It was an epic error in judgement. I don’t know what I was thinking.’ 
   
 ‘There’s a lot of that going around,’ Gina muttered, feeling an itchy patch under her belly button making an irritated comeback. She smoothed on some cream and put the tube into her pocket to utilise both hands in the critical job of keeping her tits fully concealed. 
   
 ‘So you’ve quit?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘Yep,’ Gina said, looking at the floor. 
   
 ‘Why?’ Harper demanded. 
   
 ‘I feel like that’s obvious,’ Gina told her.  
   
 ‘Nothing about this is obvious.’ 
   
 ‘I explained what happened,’ Gina said irritably. 
   
 Harper shook her head and said quietly. ‘No. You really didn’t.’ 
   
 The elevator stopped at the ground floor, and the doors slid open. It was Gina’s chance to flee and never look back. Only, she couldn’t seem to make her feet move. She stood there so long that the doors shut again. 
   
 ‘You didn’t get out,’ Harper noted. 
   
 ‘No.’ Gina took a deep breath and turned to face Harper in the small space. ‘Because I think I have to do something that I don’t want to do. But you deserve it. The truth.’ 
   
 Harper’s dark eyes looked nervous as she turned to Gina. But she nodded. ‘OK. I’m listening.’ 
   
 Gina hadn’t known she was going to do this. Had been positive she wasn’t going to. But she had to. Standing in this small space with Harper, the wall she had built so high and wide was crumbling. 
   
 ‘As I said, this started because she asked. Begged, actually. I don’t know why I went along with it. I guess I just felt sorry for her. It was little things at first. A message on flowers, help with a text. Then I was listening in on your first date, and every time she tried to fuck it up, I pushed her in the right direction. I wasn’t trying to feed her words at first. But that did end up happening. But she was still struggling, so I just… Took over. Talked to you over text.’ 
   
 Harper frowned. ‘I know that stuff.’ 
   
 Gina’s heart was racing as she said, ‘But what you don’t know is that as it went on, I wasn’t talking for her anymore.’ She licked her lips nervously. ‘It was me. I was being real. In a fake way.’ Harper’s reaction was hard to read, but it didn’t matter. Gina had started, and she had to finish. ‘I know that doesn’t make any sense but the more time we spent together, the more I wanted to say that stuff for myself. But Olivia liked you. She had dibs.’ 
   
 ‘Dibs?’ Harper repeated. 
   
 ‘You know what I mean. You were dating her. You weren’t dating me.’ 
   
 Harper’s eyes flashed surprise. ‘Is that what you would have wan-’ 
   
 The doors pinged open. A man in a wrinkled suit looked in. ‘You getting out?’ he asked. 
   
 ‘No,’ Harper said and hit the button for the top floor. The guy’s surprised face disappeared, and Gina was alone with Harper again as the elevator went back up. 
   
 ‘I don’t understand this,’ Harper breathed. ‘But what I really can’t understand is… You’re the last person I can imagine doing something this dishonest. You’re always so direct. It’s what I’ve always liked about you.’ 
   
 Gina was far too terrified to accept the compliment. This whole thing was overwhelming. She didn’t know how she was still talking. ‘I shocked myself,’ she admitted. ‘But the more I think about it, the only thing that makes any sense to me is that I did this because, on some level, it was the only way to do what I wanted to do. Be with you. But by the time I’d started to see that, I was so deep in this mess that I didn’t know how to get out of it.’ Gina took a deep breath and let out the most authentic truth. ‘But you need to understand that every word I passed through her was mine. They were all my words. And they were for you.’ Gina stopped there, breathless. She waited for Harper’s reaction.  
   
 Harper was blazing angry. ‘I want you to know that all this was so, so fucked up,’ she yelled at Gina. 
   
 Gina nodded, more scared than ever. She’d never seen Harper look so enraged. ‘I know, Harper. I do. I’m completely asham-’ 
   
 She never got to the end of that sentence because Harper was kissing her ferociously.  
   




Forty-Two

   
   
 Of course Harper was angry. She was fury itself. Because she knew now that she’d been fooled, which meant she was a fool. Olivia and Gina had done that to her. Made her a class A dipshit. And Harper felt quite sincerely that there were very few things worse to be than that. 
   
 She’d been expecting confirmation of her stupidity when she’d walked into that conference room. She had not been expecting to learn that it wasn’t as simple as a scam. Though it was that, certainly. But Olivia was the only scammer. She had been using her assistant to deal with every part of dating she couldn’t be bothered to handle herself. It was an inconceivable abuse of her position.  
   
 But Gina? That was a little more complicated. The fact that they had kissed had somehow not tipped Harper off to the possibility there could have been some feelings mixed in with all this.  
   
 But Gina was telling her that’s what had happened. Gina had feelings for her. Harper had never thought that was a possibility. Probably because of Gina’s general attitude. But now she knew that every time she’d felt a connection with ‘Olivia’, she was connecting to Gina. Gina, who Harper’s body had been pulling her toward. She’d been the one all along.  
   
 Harper was happy, and she was angry and confused. She wanted to throttle Gina, and she wanted to kiss the hell out of her. In the end, the last instinct won out. Once she threw her lips on Gina, the complicated feelings faded out. Because Harper had Gina pinned against a wall, ripping open her already broken shirt, going at each other wildly. What the hell was this magic Gina had? Every time they kissed, Harper felt like she wanted to throw the woman down and get naked on the spot. 
   
 There were two reasons that didn’t happen. One, they were in an elevator with a hygienically questionably floor. The second reason was that the elevator doors opened, and Olivia yelled, ‘What the actual fuck!?’ 
   
 Harper and Gina jumped out of the embrace and turned to her. ‘Olivia-’ Gina began, looking ashamed.  
   
 ‘Oh my god, of course this would happen! Of fucking course!’ Olivia bellowed.  Harper stepped out of the elevator, followed by Gina, pulling her shirt back together. Heads poked out of every office. Brenda appeared from the kitchen, drinking a cup of tea. People from the art department, accounting, editors, a janitor, they’d all assembled for the latest spectacle. It was probably a coincidence, but Vincent was eating a bag of popcorn. 
   
 ‘I CANNOT BELIEVE YOU’VE DONE THIS TO ME!’ Olivia yelled at Gina.  
   
 ‘Hey, don’t shout at her!’ Harper warned her. ‘She’s not the only person to blame here.’ 
   
 ‘You have no right to defend her!’ Olivia said, aiming her white-hot rage at Harper. ‘She betrayed me. I thought she was my friend.’ 
   
 ‘Did you?’ Harper asked. ‘Because I don’t think what you asked of her sounded like it was a normal friend favour.’ 
   
 ‘So now it’s all on me because you’ve decided to jump on Gina? She’s the innocent party? I’m the big bad wolf?  That’s how we’re gonna spin it now?’ Olivia demanded. 
   
 ‘I’m not innocent,’ Gina said quietly. ‘I know that.’ 
   
 ‘No. You’re not!’ Olivia agreed. ‘You went along with it. And now I know that all along, you were biding your time. Waiting to make your move while you pretended to help me.’ 
   
 ‘It wasn’t like that,’ Gina said. Harper was shocked to realise she was tearful. ‘I never meant for this to happen,’ Gina wobbled.  
   
 ‘Fuck off,’ Olivia said. ‘Fuck right off with that shit.’ 
   
 A few gasps went around the employees of Parker Press. They were having a great time at Gina’s expense, and Harper wanted to tell them all to piss off. But she knew doing that would only add to the drama and heighten everyone’s fun. So she did the next best thing. She tried to shift the scene out of public view. ‘Let’s talk about this in your office,’ Harper said as calmly as she could. 
   
 Olivia glared at her. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ 
   
 ‘I would, yes. That’s why I suggested it,’ Harper replied.  
   
 But Olivia didn’t hear her. She was upset and shocked by what she’d seen in the elevator, and she was working herself into quite a state. The kind of state that doesn’t care who hears and sees the stuff that should be said behind closed doors. ‘You know what? You’re fucking done here.’ 
   
 Harper paused. ‘What does that mean?’ 
   
 ‘It means you NEVER sell a book to this company ever again.’ 
   
 Brenda started choking on her tea. ‘I beg your pardon?’ she gagged 
   
 Olivia turned to her. ‘Brenda, you’re fine. You just need new representation. We don’t deal with Harper anymore. She’s blacklisted. And Gina? I will make sure you never work for a publisher again; do you understand me? I’m going to email everyone I know to tell them you can’t be trusted.’ 
   
 Gina shrugged philosophically. ‘Yeah, I was kind of there anyway.’ 
   
 Harper would have been OK with taking a hit like that from Olivia. But the way Olivia turned on Gina was astonishing. ‘What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t drag your personal issues into business. It’s illegal.’ 
   
 ‘Watch me,’ she said coldly. ‘Vincent? You’re my assistant again. Take a letter.’ 
   
 Vincent perked up. ‘Do what?’ 
   
 ‘It means take dictation.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Like, with a pen?’ Vincent asked, baffled.  
   
 ‘Oh for fucks sakes, with whatever!’ Olivia screeched. 
   
 He grabbed a pen and a pad from the closest desk, putting his popcorn down. 
   
 ‘To whom it may concern-’ Olivia began. 
   
 ‘Vincent, do not write down a fucking word,’ Brenda suddenly announced, and all heads swivelled to her. ‘Olivia, you do this, and you can kiss goodbye to my next book. I’ll take it elsewhere. And I’ll be sure to make you the villain. Since you’re doing that yourself anyway.’ The support quite touched Harper.  
   
 Olivia arched an eyebrow at her. ‘Don’t you dare try to blackmail me! I built you from the ground up!’ 
   
 Gina heaved a giant, tired sigh. ‘Can everyone please calm the fuck down? The melodrama is getting out of control. Olivia? I’m sorry. I never intended for any of this to happen, and I’m leaving now, OK? I’m the one that fucked up here. Whatever vengeance you want to pour down on me, I probably deserve it. But don’t undo what you’ve done here. This company is just getting back on its feet.’ She turned to the elevator and went to hit the call button. But before she could, the elevator - which by now had been around the building and come back again - opened to reveal the man with the wrinkled suit from downstairs. He looked at everyone. Everyone looked at him. 
   
 ‘Umm, I just need to, err...’ he muttered.  
   
 ‘Can we help you?’ Gina asked. Even under these circumstances, Harper was slightly amused that Gina had snapped into work mode when she had quit about fifteen minutes ago. 
   
 ‘I’m looking for Olivia Noble?’ the man said. 
   
 Olivia raised a hand. ‘That’s me.’ 
   
 He turned and saw her. ‘Oh, yes. There you are. How did I miss you? I’m Simon,’ he told her and waited for her to greet him. But Olivia stared blankly. ‘Yes?’ 
   
 Simon didn’t take it much amiss. ‘We’ve met before, but perhaps you don’t recognise me. I don’t blame you. Since my husband's legal troubles began, I’ve aged quite a lot.’ 
   
 Olivia’s eyes widened. ‘Simon. Jesus. Of course,’ she said. She swallowed thickly. ‘Is there something… Did you need something?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. I just came to tell you that Michael wanted me to pass on a message. He can’t come himself. The bracelet around his ankle has made sure of that. But he wanted this particular message delivered in person so I could tell him how it was received. He said to say that you made him a promise and you broke it. So now he can break his.’ 
   
 Olivia’s eyes popped wide.  
   
 ‘Now this is melodrama,’ Brenda said, picking up Vincent’s popcorn and munching down a mouthful.  
   
 Olivia was practically trembling. Harper had no idea what was about to happen, but she knew an undetonated bomb when she saw one.  
   
 ‘Even when you wouldn’t testify for him, he understood,’ Simon said. ‘He knew you had to save face for the company. But we were served the suit this week. You promised you wouldn’t do that. You said you’d be there for him,’ Simon said quietly. He could have whispered it. It wouldn’t have mattered. He had the room. ‘And you piled on.’ 
   
 ‘I had to do that. It was only right,’ Olivia said nervously, her eyes flitting around the room. ‘He nearly took the whole company down.’ 
   
 ‘You told Michael you’d be there for him?’ Harper said. ‘Why the hell would you do that?’ 
   
 ‘Because they were partners in crime,’ Simon told everyone. ‘They stole it all together.’ 
   
 Vincent was almost swooning with delirium. ‘What?’ he screeched. ‘You were ripping this place off together?’ 
   
 Harper put a hand to her forehead in shock. ‘Are you serious?’ she asked Simon. 
   
 Simon nodded. ‘In fact, Olivia, can you settle a debate? I’ve been telling Michael that you turned him in so you could usurp his position. He doesn’t think you’d have gone that far. Am I right, or is he?’ 
   
 The room turned to Olivia. Gina, who had been a statue since Simon’s accusation, asked in a softly devastated tone, ‘Well? Is he?’  
   
 Olivia looked around the room, her gaze coming to rest on Harper for some reason. ‘He’s oversimplifying it.’ 
   
 ‘Oh wow. This place is like pure drama,’ Vincent muttered to himself, but no one was looking at him. They were waiting for Olivia’s next move. Olivia decided that move was to pour all her rage onto Vincent. ‘Do you ever shut the fuck up-’ she screeched before breaking off. ‘Wait, what are you doing with that phone.’ 
   
 Vincent looked up from his iPhone. ‘Umm. Nothing.’ 
   
 ‘Tell me you didn’t tweet this,’ Olivia asked shakily. 
   
 Vincent laughed nervously. ‘Oh shit. There was that rule, wasn’t there? Or wait, does it still apply? Like, are you still the boss now?’ She didn’t answer, and he glanced back at his phone. His face lit up. ‘Oh wow. That’s a lot of retweets.’ 
   
 Olivia looked a little moist in the forehead region. ‘I need some air,’ she said. She went in the direction of the lift before she realised it was pretty crowded over there. ‘I think I’ll take the stairs,’ she said and left via the fire exit. Harper listened to her footsteps gathering speed down the stairwell. Olivia was going at a serious clip. A door banged at the bottom of the stairwell, and she could be heard no more.  
   
 Simon smiled at the room. ‘Thanks for listening. I’ve got an appointment with the Crown Prosecution Service to be getting to, so I better head off.’ He got back into the elevator and hit the button, vanishing behind the closing doors.  
   
 Once Olivia and Simon had gone, it sucked the oxygen from the theatrics. Everyone looked around at one another.  
   
 ‘What the hell do we do now?’ Vincent asked. 
   
 ‘Well, I’m going home to see if I can figure out a way to turn this into a murder mystery,’ Brenda declared. She waited for the elevator to come back, and she hopped on happily.  
   
 ‘Just go back to work, everyone,’ Gina said. ‘I’m gonna call some people and see what happens next.’ 
   
 Everyone accepted that answer, and they all wandered off. However, there wasn’t a chance any of them would do any work in light of what had been learned. They were going to gossip their heads off, and fair enough. Their jobs were hanging by a thread, so it was anyone's guess if they even had work to do now. 
   
 Gina began to walk back to her office, and Harper followed her. She was still processing. She’d thought everyone had misbehaved, but she didn’t see it as anything other than a comedy of errors. Painful human error, to be sure. But only ever that.  
   
 This was something else, though. Who the hell was Olivia? 
   
 ‘This is utter madness,’ she muttered.  
   
 ‘Yep,’ Gina agreed. She grinned in a way that seemed like maybe she’d lost a few marbles this afternoon. ‘It’s a real shit show.’ 
   
 ‘Lucky you’re here to fix it,’ Harper told her.  
   
 Gina wasn’t accepting compliments. ‘I can’t fix shit. All I can do is put out the fire. Or call the fire service. I haven’t thought this metaphor through all the way.’ She rang a number and asked to be put through to a Delia Carter, a name Harper vaguely knew as a board member for Parker. While Gina was on hold, she turned to Harper, and it was the first chance they’d really had to look at each other since the elevator. ‘How did she do this?’ Gina asked. 
   
 ‘Which this do you mean?’ Harper had to ask. 
   
 Gina paused, and Harper thought she might cry. But then she seemed to get her strength to speak. ‘How did she fool me like this? I thought she was just this uptight dork with a decent heart.’ 
   
  ‘You’re asking the wrong person.’ 
   
 Gina looked away. ‘Yeah.’ The phone was still on hold. ‘I’ll never be able to make what I did right. I want you to know that I get that.’ 
   
 Harper reached out and gently turned Gina’s face back to her. ‘Does that mean you’re not going to try?’ 
   
 Gina looked at her timidly. ‘Would I have the chance?’ 
   
 ‘Do you want the chance?’ Harper asked. 
   
 Gina smiled nervously. ‘We have to stop talking in questions.’ 
   
 ‘One more question. Did you know that I’ve always liked you?’ Harper asked.  
   
 Gina was shocked. ‘You have?’ 
   
 Harper nodded. ‘I thought it was obvious.’ 
   
 ‘But… You don’t know me.’ 
   
 Harper raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t?’ She thought it over, and she understood what Gina meant. ‘Well, how about this? I liked the cool assistant who knew my coffee order. I liked the person I watched rescue authors out of their own personal hells. I liked the person in that text conversation who didn’t judge me. The person who came to my flat to take care of me when I needed it. The person who rocked my world on Olivia’s desk. The anxious mess sitting in front of me now. Even the itchy maniac. All those pieces of you. I liked them all.’ She shook her head at herself, thinking about how she’d never really known how to start to put those pieces together until today. That anger that she’d felt at Gina, she was astonished to realise that it was dying already. ‘You never had to hide,’ she told Gina. 
   
 Gina looked as though she’d been waiting her entire life to hear precisely that. She was trembling and afraid. And it was easy for Harper to see how you could fall in love with a person in a second, the right second. This second. 
   
 Gina put the phone down. 
   
 ‘Weren’t you on hold?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘I’ll call them back.’ She took Harper’s hand. ‘I got all this so wrong. I couldn’t have made more mistakes with you if I’d been trying to fuck this up.’ 
   
 ‘We can let that go. If you get it right now,’ Harper told her firmly.  
   
 ‘Then I’ll get it right,’ Gina vowed.  
   
 ‘You seem sure.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have a choice. I’m starting in the red with you,’ Gina told her. 
   
 ‘You’re not in the red with me,’ Harper said, rolling her eyes. ‘Don’t see it like that. All I want you to do is just be yourself and look me in the eye while you do it.’ 
   
 Gina gave a surprised laugh. ‘You’re incredible,’ Gina told her, awestruck. 
   
 Harper giggled anxiously. ‘I don’t know about that.’ 
   
 ‘I do. You think you could ever forgive all this?’ 
   
 Harper looked at Gina with kindness. ‘I think I already have. I mean, I’m starting to see how unwilling a participant you were in all this anyway.’ 
   
 Gina smiled slowly and thoughtfully. Those dark eyes, filled with sadness only moments ago, glowed with happiness. ‘I think Brenda’s wrong.’ 
   
 ‘Usually. But about what?’ Harper asked. 
   
 ‘The genre of this story,’ Gina told her. ‘This isn’t a murder mystery. I’ve got to make it a romance.’ She took hold of Harper and kissed her deeply. Harper felt like, at last, the parts of Gina had slotted together to form this beautiful, complicated woman. And as Gina kissed her passionately, Harper wanted every last piece of her. 
   




Forty-Three

   

Three Months Later

   
   
 Gina was sitting on her little sofa in her tiny flat, watching TV. It was gripping stuff. Gina wasn’t a big news person usually, but it wasn’t usual to see Olivia being perp-walked into a police station while a gang of paparazzi almost blew her pupils out with their flashes. Olivia was trying to look neutral, but she was clearly furious. Though immaculately dressed in a power suit. She was, after all, still Olivia. 
   
 ‘Harper, you’re missing it!’ Gina called through to the bathroom. There was a quick flush and running water, and out Harper ran. She threw herself on the sofa while Gina rewound the story and hit play. They watched Olivia go into the station. She was only on the screen for about two seconds. But those seconds were grimly fascinating to the two women who’d been fooled by her, along with practically anyone who knew her from what they now understood.  
   
 ‘Miss Noble is alleged to have been involved in the fraud that Michael Phelps was recently convicted of in the Parker Press Scandal. After evading arrest for several weeks, she was apprehended trying to leave the country using a forged passport at Gatwick Airport. She stands accused of eighteen different counts of financial wrongdoing.’ 
   
 ‘Eighteen?!’ Gina and Harper cried out together. 
   
 ‘Her trial commences in two months. She’s expected to plead not guilty,’ the reporter ended. 
   
 ‘Pah!’ Harper sputtered, turning off the TV. ‘Good luck, Olivia.’ 
   
 Gina didn’t say anything to that. Three months since the day she’d found out what a mug she was, she still couldn’t fully wrap her head around it. She’d never seen the real Olivia for a moment. It had shaken her to the core.  
   
 Gina could only count her lucky stars that she’d fallen into the arms of the realest person she could ever hope to find amid the awful revelations. One who told her that what she hadn’t seen was to her credit. That her compassion had blinded her to the truth. That Olivia had played the love-struck clown because she’d understood that it would appeal to Gina’s essential decency. The woman was terrible, but she knew goodness when she saw it. If only to exploit it. 
   
 It was a sweet way to see things. Coming from Harper, Gina even sort of believed it. Though, trying to see herself through Harper's eyes was quite the challenge because Harper saw Gina through kinder eyes than she’d ever seen herself. That worried her because she feared disappointing Harper more than anything. But Harper said as much about herself, that she was scared she might not be good enough for Gina. They were a couple of messes, and they were trying. Gina thought that might just be enough. 
   
 They’d been glued together this entire time, addicted to each other, spending whole weekends in bed, and only half of it was ridiculous sex. They couldn’t talk to each other enough, it seemed. It felt amazing to see Harper never flinch from her messy self. 
   
 It went without saying that Gina was very much in love with Harper. She’d never known this kind of love before. Gina often wondered now if she’d been so walled off to Harper when she first met her because part of her had known she would fall for her and how scary that would be. Well, that part of her was a cowardly idiot. Gina was prepared to fight that coward every day if she had to. Because it took guts to be in love. To let someone see you and make you feel so much was the bravest thing she could imagine. So she would be brave for Harper and herself.  Harper was the sun, and she was shining on Gina’s face. That was a thing you didn’t look away from, even if you risked your eyes to look right at the light. 
   
 One small problem. Gina hadn’t actually said those three little words. The cowardly idiot inside Gina had been telling her that she shouldn’t admit that she loved Harper. The cowardly idiot had her worried that she wouldn’t hear it back. And God damn, but that arsehole was loud.  
   
 But Gina never forgot the promise she made to Harper not to fuck this up. So the coward had to be fought. As she watched Harper replay the walk into the courtroom, shaking her head at Olivia’s nerve, it was on Gina’s mind. Gina felt her heart trying to get out of her chest, and she told it to attempt some chill. It didn’t listen. 
   
 Harper’s phone buzzed, and she checked her texts. ‘Brenda’s asking if we’ve seen it,’ she said, nodding at Olivia, paused, a vision of restrained fury in Chanel.  
   
 ‘I should have known she’d be on it,’ Gina noted. ‘She loves the drama.’ 
   
 ‘You know, I read an interview with her the other day, and she said she was always suspicious of Olivia,’ Harper said, shaking her head. 
   
 ‘She’s so full of it,’ Gina said with a laugh. 
   
 ‘I know. But Brenda loves everyone to think she’s an actual sleuth. Let her live her fantasy, I say,’ Harper shrugged, grinning. Her phone buzzed again. ‘OK, now she’s telling me they're announcing the new CEO of Parker tomorrow. Word has it it’s going to be an outside hire.’ 
   
 Gina snorted. ‘Good choice. Though I’m amazed the place is still standing.’ 
   
 ‘It’s making too much money. No one could walk away. Even with the scandal. Or maybe especially with it. Death Do Us Part has been at number one since it came out. And everyone knows she’s doing a thinly veiled fictional account of Olivia’s story. Reese Witherspoon has personally rung her to ask for the option, and the bloody thing’s not even written yet. And what with Vincent’s bloody tell-all about his time as her assistant about to come out, it’s a money-printing factory,’ Harper added. She snorted. ‘Say what you want about Olivia, but she did save the company in a funny way.’ 
   
 ‘That she blew up in the first place,’ Gina remarked dryly. ‘I still cannot accept that dork Vincent got a book deal,’ she added irritably. 
   
 ‘He broke the story, technically. Anyway, what do you care?’ Harper asked with a playful rib nudge. ‘You’ve got a book deal too. For a real book. Not some ghost-written bullshit slapped together in five minutes.’ 
   
 Gina shrugged. ‘I guess.’ She was trying to be cool, but she was actually jazzed as hell about that. The book was, of course, not with Parker Press. A completely different, less wormy apple had taken her on. It was all down to Harper. She demanded that she be allowed to tout Gina’s first novel around. Gina said no. Harper wouldn’t take no for an answer. Gina still said no. Harper begged. And eventually, Gina relented, unable to resist how much belief Harper had in her. Harper took that book everywhere and sold it as hard as she could.  
   
 And no one wanted to buy it. 
   
 But that wasn’t the end of the story. A few companies had felt that there wasn’t much of a market for this particular book, but they liked Gina’s style. Two asked to see a sample for her next book. But she had to write the bloody thing first. 
   
 Gina had never been sure she even had a second book in her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know either way. She might have just left it at that, given up for good. But things had changed. She’d had the attention and affections of Harper lavished upon her, and that was quite a thing. It had relit the torch that had once burned. Just a little spark. But it was enough.  
   
 One particular morning of her new unemployment, she’d been making a cup of tea and switched on the kettle. For whatever reason, the seed of an idea popped into her head. By the time the kettle clicked off, it was a real idea. She’d banged out three chapters and an outline at shocking speed. Harper took it back to the publishers. Both of them wanted it. Gina picked one of them at random, and that was it. She was a paid writer. 
   
 Once the book was sold, Harper gracefully retired from the business and gifted all her clients to the best agents she knew. Brenda had shat a solid gold brick when she was handed off to Laura Huang, during which Harper received many angry calls demanding that Harper take her back. After a period of adjustment, Brenda settled down with Laura. Who occasionally texted Harper to ask if Brenda had always been like this or should she call someone? 
   
 As for Gina, she was under a young guy called Mikey, who was a newbie to the business, but mostly left Gina alone to get on with her work. It was a big selling point. She was a writer again. She had no interest in the business side anymore. 
   
 Once Gina was squared away, it was Harper’s time to spin out about her career. What did she want to spend her days doing? What could she be good at? The answer alluded her. 
   
 Until the day Gina and Harper popped into a local bookshop on their way to lunch. They were perusing the aisles when Harper said, ‘Jesus, look at this cover. It’s bloody terrible.’ She handed the book to Gina. Gina thought it looked OK. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ 
   
 ‘The font is shocking for a start. And the colour pallet is all over the place. Burgundy red and swamp green? Horrible.’ 
   
 Gina looked again. ‘Yeah, I guess it is.’  
   
 ‘Even I could have done better,’ Harper muttered. 
   
 ‘I’d like to see that,’ Gina said. 
   
 Harper laughed. 
   
 ‘I’m not kidding. ‘Your work is great.’ 
   
 ‘How do you know? I never show you anything,’ Harper said. 
   
 ‘I know, but you leave sketches everywhere,’ Gina shrugged. 
   
 ‘I do?’ Harper said, shocked. 
   
 ‘I found a flattering portrait of myself in the margin of a takeaway menu the other day. I wanted to have the world's tiniest frame made for it,’ Gina said, grinning. 
   
 Harper blushed. 
   
 ‘And you know the book business inside and out. Why the hell couldn’t you pivot to artwork?’ Gina continued.  
   
 Harper rolled her eyes. ‘You need a graphic design degree for that.’ 
   
 ‘So get one,’ Gina shrugged. 
   
 Harper looked at her in astonishment. ‘I can’t do that.’ She paused. ‘Can I?’ 
   
 Not even a month later, she was a student of graphic design. She had less money these days, but she was a hell of a lot happier. Gina and Harper didn’t need much money anyway. The basics - like cuddling while they watched Olivia getting hauled off - were all they needed. 
   
 ‘God, I’m starving,’ Gina said. ‘Pizza?’ 
   
 ‘I could eat,’ Harper said. Then she paused, and the slightest smirk appeared. ‘Hawaiian?’ 
   
 Gina turned to her with faux annoyance. ‘Oh, the hilarity! You should have been a bloody stand-up.’ 
   
 Harper exploded with pent up laughter. ‘I can’t help it. It’s low hanging fruit.’ She stopped; her eyes went wide. She started guffawing again. ‘I WASN’T EVEN TRYING THAT TIME!’ she howled through tears of laughter. 
   
 Gina watched her laughing, her green eyes shining with tears of delight, and she knew something. The coward was about to lose. 
   
 ‘Umm, by the way, I love you,’ Gina told her. 
   
 Harper stopped laughing immediately. ‘Did you just say what I think you just said?’ 
   
 ‘If you heard me say I love you, then yes,’ Gina repeated, fighting the urge to run to the bedroom and hide under her duvet. 
   
 Harper started laughing again. Gina was shocked and hurt. She immediately tried to sarcasm her way out of it. ‘Well, I guess you could have reacted worse. You could have stabbed me in the face.’ 
   
 ‘No, no, wait!’ Harper said, and she ran off to the hall and reappeared with a book. She handed it to Gina. She examined it. It was a beautiful cover, swirls of colour and light. And it had her book title and her name on it.  
   
 ‘But it doesn’t exist yet,’ Gina exclaimed. She opened the book to the middle. Blank pages. 
   
 ‘I know it’s not a real book yet. But I wanted to create a cover the way I see it so that you could hold it and it would feel real. It’s only an idea. The art department at your publisher will do something a lot better.’ 
   
 ‘No, they won’t,’ Gina told her with confidence. ‘They’re going to use this one. It’s perfect.’ 
   
 ‘They won’t want to do that,’ Harper said dismissively. ‘They’ve got their own people for that. Experienced people.’ 
   
 ‘Nothing better will ever exist. This is it. It’s perfect. I’m gonna show them, and they’ll agree. You’ll see.’ Gina looked at it again, astounded. This would be her book. A real thing that existed outside of her head. ‘Thank you. It’s a beautiful gift-’ 
   
 ‘That’s not the gift,’ Harper said. ‘Open it. To the first page.’ 
   
 Gina opened the cover. On the inside page was an inscription in Harper’s exquisite handwriting.  
   

Before this book is filled with your beautiful words, it contains just a few of mine. The ones I’ve been too scared to say. I love you.

   
 Gina looked at those words for a long time before she could lift her head. She was furious to realise she was crying. She felt like a child. 
   
 ‘Oh my god. I didn’t mean to break you,’ Harper said, stunned.  
   
 ‘Well, you did,’ Gina said through hot tears. ‘In a lot of ways. And it was the best thing that’s ever happened to me.’ 
   
 Harper beamed. ‘Oh, for gods sakes, now I’m going.’ She wiped away a quick tear. 
   
 Gina was not used to this much emotion, and though she was trying to grow into someone who could handle it, she’d reached a limit for the day. She wiped her face and got her shit together. ‘So, we’re in love. Cool. Now, about that pizza?’ 
   
 Harper smiled at Gina. Gina knew Harper knew her well enough to understand that she wasn’t brushing past this, that it was simply a lot for her. She could read Gina like a book. ‘Yes, we’re in love. And I’d also love some pepperoni.’ 
   
 ‘That’ll work.’ Gina put the order in.  
   
 They turned off the news and put on Netflix, snuggling happily while they waited for the pizza. Gina thanked the universe for aligning to place her in the employ of a couple of incompetent fraudsters. Without their selfishness, she wouldn’t be where she was—on her shitty old sofa, waiting for a pizza, with the woman of her dreams.  
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed the book and you have a moment, the author would very much appreciate it if you'd leave a review on Amazon.
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