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One

   
   
   
 When Nicole Penrose first met Alex Torrence, it wasn’t exactly love at first sight. How could it have been? The way Nicole met Alex, it was lucky it wasn’t murder at first sight. 
   
 What happened was this: 
   
 Nicole was having a day of it. She was supposed to visit her younger brother, six hours drive away, and stay for the weekend. His wife had just popped out their first kid, and Nicole was dutifully going to inspect her nephew and pay him the requisite compliments. Until the car decided that wasn’t going to be the case at about the ninety-minute mark. It stopped without warning on a small B road. Phut, phut, phhh. Nicole could barely get it to the side of the road before the engine gave up the ghost. 
   
 Nicole got out and looked at her dead car. She’d bought it brand new—the first time she’d ever been in a position to do that. She wasn’t sure why she’d bothered now. It had been sold on the basis of bells and whistles, and nothing should happen without warning, including running out of petrol. And she was pretty sure that was the problem. It had been a bit on the low side, but she’d trusted the car to say, ‘Hey, fair warning, time to put some juice in this bitch and sharpish.’ But not a peep. Just car death. 
   
 She dreaded telling her husband Ethan about this. He’d said this car was no good, and she’d be silly to get it. But she’d wanted to treat herself, something she never did. Just once, a big silly purchase. Something for her.  
   
 But she should have listened to Ethan. However, he wasn’t really that guy. He was not handy or techy, nothing physical. He was more of a thinker, a delegator, a caller of that guy. But clearly, he knew something she didn’t about the subject of cars. 
   
 He was going to love this. He’d laugh at her for days, weeks, possibly years. It wasn’t mean. He was just being his usual sarcastic self, and Nicole would try to see the funny side, but she couldn’t always quite manage it.  
   
 She got her phone out of her pocket, thinking she should call her brother and let him know… For God’s sake, her phone had died too? And with the car out, she couldn’t charge it. Ethan was right. Creatives truly did have their heads in the clouds.  
   
 Though she didn’t think it was completely fair to call her some ditzy artist. She was a TV director and a pretty fair one, she felt. She was never unemployed for any real stretch, at least. And though she was in a creative role, there was an enormous practical component to the work.  
   
 Ethan, however, was a TV producer and, as he put it, the one who made it all possible. ‘Try shooting a TV show without someone keeping the money flowing in and see what happens,’ he often warned. He was an executive producer of Channel Seven’s biggest show, Foundations. It was a show about newly qualified doctors at a large hospital, grappling with life and love, in addition to the pressures of practising medicine.  
   
 Nicole privately thought it was a little broad. Lucky for her, she and Ethan had an agreement to keep their professional lives separate, so she’d never had to turn down an offer to work on it. But the show made a lot of money, so what the hell did she know about it? She was just a jobbing director, never permanent, always onto the next show. Ethan’s show was all his, and that’s why he made the big bucks and drove a Porsche that purred like a kitten. And here Nicole was, wasting her significantly smaller earnings on a stupid, shitty, bad car. She was livid at herself. 
   
 She couldn’t call the AA. She couldn’t call her brother. She couldn’t call her husband. She didn’t even know precisely where she was. She only vaguely recalled the way she’d come. It wasn’t a route she’d ever had cause to use before.  
   
 Had she driven past a petrol station recently? Wait, yes, she had, she remembered now. Because Nicole had thought (and she was nearly laughing recalling this) that even though she was low, she still wanted to get a bit more road behind her before she stopped.  
   
 When Nicole thought back later, that was the moment. Deciding not to fill up was her villain origin story. That was what set the whole thing off.  
   
 But anyway, before any of that happened, Nicole decided to trek back to the petrol station. It turned out to be about three miles, in the heat, in nice-ish shoes that were OK for driving but not made for walking. Nicole was a sweaty, tired, blistered mess by the time she arrived at the petrol station. 
   
 She entered the station to find a teenage boy with floppy black hair, a band t-shirt that Nicole didn’t know, and badly applied eyeliner, talking on his mobile behind the counter. His name tag read Jayden.  
   
 ‘So, I was like, if you think I’m gonna stop hanging out with Blue because you feel threatened, you can think again. She’s my best mate. And she said, “Well, I have it on good authority that you were snogging her at that gig last Friday.” And I was like, “Who the hell said that!” Because I made sure no one I knew was there, so I think she’s just throwing lies and hoping one of them sticks.’ He paused. ‘Yeah, well, that’s not the point. I did snog Blue when I was drunk, but she couldn’t know that.’ 
   
 Nicole went to the fridge and got out some water before she remembered she didn’t have her credit card or cash. She paid for everything on Apple Pay, which was on her dead phone. She put the drink back and went to the counter. ‘Excuse m—’ 
   
 The kid shot Nicole a look. ‘I’m on the phone.’ 
   
 Nicole didn’t much like him, and she would have loved to tell him that, only she needed a favour. She wasn’t really big on conflict, anyway. 
   
 ‘She said that to you too?’ the kid asked his phone buddy. ‘Jesus, she’s trashing me to anyone that will listen. That’s so fucked up to lie about me like that.’ He listened for a minute. ‘Yeah, but she doesn’t know for sure, so it technically is a lie.’ Nicole was about ready to scream. Luckily, Jayden’s chat reached an abrupt end. ‘Oh yeah? Fuck you, then, man!’ he snapped and hung up. He turned, at long last, to Nicole. ‘Yeah?’ 
   
 ‘Hi. I just broke down, and I need your help,’ she said hopefully.  
   
 Jayden flicked his hair out of his eyes. ‘Right?’ 
   
 ‘My phone’s dead. I need to charge it.’ 
   
 He gestured at the chargers on the display at the side of his till. ‘Right here. Ten quid.’ 
   
 Nicole gave a nervous laugh. ‘OK, well, that’s great, but, umm, would it be possible to pay for the charger once my phone has charged a bit? In one of your plugs?’ 
   
 Jayden sighed. ‘I don’t think my manager would like that.’ 
   
 ‘Is your manager here?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘So, then, could you just do me this favour? I’ll pay—’ 
   
 ‘Look, if I let you rip open the packaging without paying for it, and then you do a runner—’ 
   
 ‘I could do that anyway. I could just steal it and run. Why would I go through this rigmarole?’ Nicole asked reasonably.  
   
 ‘It’s not my job to ask those kinds of questions. I just ring shit up. So, are you buying the charger or not?’ the little shit demanded.  
   
 ‘Yes. But as I explained, I just need to use it for a few minutes first,’ Nicole repeated, feeling frustrated, tempering it.  
   
 He sighed, ‘And like I said—’ 
   
 ‘I can give you my driver’s license first,’ Nicole said desperately. ‘You’d have it if I tried anything, and then you could hand that over with your security footage.’ 
   
 ‘That’s a lot of trouble for me to have to go to,’ he said. He looked exhausted at the thought. 
   
 ‘It would be a lot more trouble for me if the police show up on my doorstep later.’ 
   
 ‘What if it’s a fake license?’ he shrugged. 
   
 ‘It’s got the hologram on it,’ she said, taking it out of her purse and holding it up for him to see. ‘Look at it. It’s clearly real.’ 
   
 Jayden rolled his eyes. ‘Fuck sake. Gimme the bloody phone.’ 
   
 Nicole handed over her phone, and he grabbed a charger, unwrapped it roughly, and plugged it in behind the counter. The apple symbol appeared on Nicole’s phone as Jayden scanned the charger box. ‘Get your thumb on this thing,’ he said and handed it back to her.  
   
 She got Apple Pay primed up and paid for the charger, adding a cold drink. Jayden started to unplug the phone. ‘Can you leave it in?’ she said, hating how begging her tone sounded. But this kid was holding all the cards. ‘I need to call someone about my car.’ 
   
 Jayden sighed again as though this was all too much for him, and he would need a really big lie down when it was over. He left the plug in, and she called her husband first.  
   
 If Ethan could come and pick her up, that would be the easier way to get home, but he didn’t answer. She tried him again… nothing. She gave it one last go, then called AA. They said they’d send someone out, but her coverage didn’t extend to a hire car. She’d have to find her own way home.  
   
 She called her brother to apologise for her incompetence, vowing that she’d come and see the baby when she had her shit together. After that, she texted Ethan to let him know what had happened. But she didn’t call him again. He was obviously busy.  
   
 Finally, she cracked open the water and drained it in one go, thinking, ‘Wow, talk about a shitty day.’ 
   
 She didn’t know the half of it.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The Uber dropped her off at home, and she decided the first thing she was going to do was shower. She smelt like a wet dog. After that, she was going to drink every beverage the fridge held and— 
   
 She paused on the driveway of the large three-bed detached house she shared with Ethan. His car was there. Why was he at home? He should have been at work. She’d watched him leave for the morning. He’d straightened his tie, kissed her goodbye, and off he’d gone. 
   
 That was around the time Nicole started to have a really bad feeling in her gut, but she decided to ignore it. What the hell did her gut know, anyway? It didn’t even know when to put petrol in a car. Because as angry as she was about false advertising, it wasn’t the car’s fault, was it? It was Nicole’s. She knew cars needed petrol, and she’d ignored that fact as though it was the car’s responsibility to replace her own common sense.  
   
 She carried on up the drive to her home, her life, the whole kit and caboodle, and approached the front door. But she didn’t put the key in because she could hear a sound coming from within. 
   
 Laughter. A woman’s laughter.   
   
 She told herself a quick story. That Ethan was in there with his sister, Michelle. She’d had a blazing row with her boyfriend and needed a place to cool down for a few days. Ethan had offered her the spare room and come home to get her settled. That was also the reason he hadn’t picked up his phone. He’d been busy being a good sibling. Another thing she’d failed at today. 
   
 It was a nice story. It made sense. Shame it wasn’t true. And in Nicole’s heart, even she didn’t believe it. Because she wasn’t putting her key in the door. Instead, she was creeping around to the front window.  
   
 When she got there, she saw her right away. A woman she would come to know well in time. But at that moment, all she saw was a stunning woman with an easy way about her, standing in her living room, getting amorous looks from the person who had made a vow to love her and her alone.  
   
 The woman was everything Nicole wasn’t. Tall, blonde, young, slender, an obvious beauty. Nicole knew precisely what that beautiful young woman was doing there. She was there to wreck her marriage. Nicole hated that woman with every cell in her body—Ethan, too. But her more. Fair? No. But it was what it was. 
   
 What the hell should Nicole do about it? Many ideas came to mind. In a parallel universe, she picked up a plant pot from beneath the window and put it through the glass. In another, she walked into the house with the plant pot and bashed both of them over the head. In yet another, the plant pot didn’t come into it, and Nicole merely tapped the window and waved at them both. Then drew a finger over her throat. 
   
 But she didn’t do any of that. Because even now, Nicole wasn’t the type to act rashly. She kept her hurt inside and thought and thought and sat on it until it went below the water line of her rage. Today was no different. Nicole backed quietly away from the window and walked down to the street, unseen. She ordered another Uber and let it take her to a budget hotel. She didn’t notice until she got out of the car that she’d lost a shoe somewhere.  
   
 In the cheapest room, she sat down on the bed and slumped backwards. She stared at the white cladding ceiling while she tried to understand how this had happened. Much like the car, Nicole had believed she’d get a warning about something like this. But nothing. Not until she’d looked into her home and seen a large crack in what she had thought was a safe life.  
   
 What was she supposed to do now? 




Two

   
   
   
 Alex Torrence hadn’t been sure about this from the start. She wasn’t looking to get involved with someone from work. Everyone knew it was a hideous idea. The timing didn’t seem right either.  
   
 She was too newly single. She had a policy for that. She remained a nun for at least six months after any serious relationship ended. She was still only at the four-month mark. 
   
 But her ex-girlfriend had done a number on her. Three years of commitment—a waste. The writing was on the wall just after their second anniversary.  
   
 ‘What are your thoughts on going poly?’ Jen asked over breakfast waffles.  
   
 Alex really hoped it was a purely theoretical question. ‘Not for me,’ she answered.  
   
 ‘You’re sure?’ Jen asked. And kept asking. And asking. Before revealing that she was living poly already and had been for a while.  
   
 ‘I don’t think that’s polyamory,’ Alex had wept at the end. ‘I’m supposed to be in on it.’ 
   
 Jen was distantly sympathetic. ‘Yeah, sorry. I’ve been trying to tell you for a while. I just didn’t want to lose you. I still think we could make it work. If you could just separate your emotions… I only love you!’ 
   
 ‘You only love yourself!’ Alex screamed and kicked her out. 
   
 It had knocked Alex on her arse. What had she lacked that had made Jen go elsewhere? She didn’t want to think like that, but she couldn’t help it. She was miserable, and her self-esteem was in the toilet. She didn’t know how to get it out. 
   
 And right on time came Ethan. 
   
 She’d worked for him for four years as an assistant producer, hired by him sometime after his own promotion to the top of the ladder, after the old exec of Foundations retired from ill health.  
   
 Alex didn’t notice him, not like that. He was just her boss. Until she had found herself betrayed and at a low ebb. He seemed to understand something had happened without being told. He became sweeter to her, more complimentary, as though he knew she needed some kindness.  
   
 Alex wasn’t stupid. She knew it wasn’t pure altruism on his part. But the flattery pulled her out of a hole. It felt good to feel OK. It made her amenable to him and his eventual, inevitable pass at her.  
   
 Alex tried not to feel like it was just about her ego needing that boost. But it was hard not to notice that she didn’t feel ten inches tall anymore. She had risen back to her full height. She was herself again. Alex felt she owed Ethan a real shot for that. And she gave it to him for a month before the whole thing blew up in her face. 
   
 But before any of that happened, she was being courted, and it was nice. However, she noticed that she never went to his place.  
   
 He kept making excuses. ‘It’s being repainted.’ ‘The boiler clapped out.’ ‘I’ve got my cousin staying with me.’  
   
 She bought that… for a while. And then she began to worry that a very bad thing was happening. That Ethan wasn’t actually single. That Alex was someone’s side piece. 
   
 There had been no other clues to indicate it. He had never talked about a partner in the several years she’d known him. He didn’t have a ring on. But the house thing? It niggled at Alex. 
   
 And then, lo and behold, she was invited over on a Friday lunchtime. Kind of weird, but Ethan convinced her it was sexy. They would bunk off work for a cheeky extended lunch break, and he would make her something to eat.  
   
 Alex had an idea that it was intended to turn into a nooner, but she’d see about that. She had never really been one for the middle of the day. But she went. 
   
 He had a nice house. Tastefully decorated in light and grey, with good furniture, a large, expensive TV, everything she’d expect of him. There were only his shoes by the door, only his jacket on the hanger. No personal pictures, which initially seemed a little strange, but then maybe he considered that unmasculine or some such nonsense? Men could be silly like that. 
   
 They were sitting having a drink in his living room when Ethan reflexively checked his phone. He went slightly pale.  
   
 ‘Are you OK?’ Alex asked. 
   
 He glanced past her, looking out of the window. ‘Yeah. Yeah. It’s nothing. But I do have to, um, we need to just, can we… I need to be somewhere.’ 
   
 ‘What? Where?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘My father’s been in a car crash.’ 
   
 Alex clutched her throat in shock. ‘What?! I thought you said it was nothing. That’s not nothing!’  
   
 ‘I just meant it’s not serious, probably.’ Ethan got to his feet and put his drink down with a crack on the coffee table. ‘But I better go and check on him. He lost his leg. No, not lost it. Sorry, I don’t know what I’m saying. Must be the shock. I mean, he just broke it.’ 
   
 ‘Shall I come with you?’ she asked.  
   
 ‘No, no, no, no… No. Just… Go back to work. Sort out that editor shortage. We need a new one by the end of the week, ideally,’ he blathered. 
   
 ‘Oh. Yeah. Sure.’ 
   
 They walked out together. Alex went to her car on the street, and Ethan to his on the driveway. ‘Are you sure you’re OK to drive?’ she called to him.  
   
 He waved her off, climbing into his BMW. ‘Yeah, thanks, though. See you later!’ He pulled out, looking around wildly like he expected a car to pull out of nowhere and T-bone him, which made sense, given the news he’d just received.  
   
 Alex didn’t think he looked safe to drive. He looked downright panicked. Should she have put her foot down and insisted on driving him?  
   
 She was mulling that as she started up her banger of a ŠKODA, and her eyes happened to stray back to Ethan’s house. She noticed something in his front garden, underneath the window. She could just about see it. Alex didn’t understand what made her get out of the car. Why the hell did it matter? But she stepped lightly over his lawn to inspect the eye-catching item anyway.  
   
 It was a shoe. A small woman’s shoe. It gave her a very bad feeling. Who was Cinderella?  




Three

   
   
   
 Nicole had been in this terrible, tiny, crappy room for numerous hellish hours. During that time, she’d done the following: Watched ten hours of Selling Sunset, googled divorce lawyers, ate a six-pack of Wotsits in one sitting, gone out in her slippers and bought a replacement pair of shoes that she hated, spent five hours reading posts on a subreddit about people who’d been cheated on, cried in the shower, cried in the bath, cried on the toilet, googled poisoners who hadn’t been caught, frantically erased her search history in the hopes she wouldn’t go to prison for idly considering murder and cried in the shower again.  
   
 Something else she’d done was ignore her phone—text after text and call after call from Ethan. 
   

Are you OK?


 


Did you get home?


 


Is the car OK?


 


Where are you? You’re not at home.


 


Nicole, I’m worried. Please text me back. I’ve called you twenty times.


 


NICOLE!


 


NICOLE!!!!!


 


I just got a call from the garage. They have the car, and they want me to pick it up. Did you make it to Ben’s?


 


WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU, NICOLE!!!???


 

 Oh yeah, he was sweating alright. The last message she’d sent him was that her car had broken down, and she was trying to get home. But he couldn’t know for sure if she’d actually made it back, so he was playing the concerned husband until he had real confirmation that he was definitely fucked in the marriage department. Which he was. But Nicole wanted to let that be known on her timeline. God only knew that it was the last bit of control she had left in her life.  
   
 At one in the morning of her second night in the room, she stopped being angry at him and decided to switch her rage to the mystery woman. Standing in Nicole’s own bloody living room, bold as you please, smiling, getting drooled over. Who the hell did she think she was? 
   
 Actually, who was she at all? How had Ethan met her? Was she a work person? Some actress from the show?  
   
 There was an easy way to find out. Nicole checked the actor IMDB listings for Foundations. Nothing. Maybe she worked the other side of the camera? That seemed unlikely. She looked actress-y. But she checked anyway.  
   
 It took about three minutes to find her. Straight, white teeth. Thick dark hair with nary a split end in sight. Ruby red lips. Cat-like amber eyes. Her name was Alex Torrence. An assistant producer.  
   
 Nicole stared at her picture for several minutes. She was so angry with her; it was almost calming. Nicole was confused about Ethan. But this woman? She was a stranger who had wronged her. It was beautifully simple. Nicole hated her.  
   
 She wanted to do something with that hate. She wasn’t sure what. However, it would start with finding out her location. 
   
 Her address wasn’t to be found. But she did have social media. Though she never posted. But she was tagged. Some friend had taken a snap at a café in a park, The Beanery. Our usual Sunday haunt, read the caption. Perfect. 
   




Four

   
   
   
 Ethan had been quiet all weekend, apart from a quick text to say that his dad was alright, only a small fracture in his leg. But he’d be taking care of him all weekend, and he’d see her at the show on Monday.  
   
 Alex didn’t mind that. She quite wanted a weekend to herself. She’d forgotten how tiring dating could be. Going here and there, having to dress up all the time. It was a lot of energy.  
   
 Her childhood best friend, Andie, usually dragged her out on a Sunday morning, which was much less strenuous. They’d walk Andie’s Staffordshire bull terrier, Janet (she thought it sounded funny, and it did). Then they went and got coffee at a place in the park.  
   
 ‘You’re off,’ Andie noted as they trundled about, waiting for Janet to drop her little brown marbles.  
   
 ‘Am I?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Yeah. I know I do all the talking, but you usually chip in with a grunt now and again. Not even grunts today.’ 
   
 Alex chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘I guess… It’s silly, actually. Never mind.’ 
   
 ‘Oh yeah. I’m gonna drop this subject and never speak of it again. That totally sounds like me,’ Andie said dryly.  
   
 ‘OK, fine, you nosy bugger.’ Alex took a deep breath. ‘It’s just… You know I’ve been seeing someone recently.’ 
   
 Andie’s head whipped to face her. ‘Have you?’ 
   
 Janet squatted, and out came her spherical offerings.  
   
 ‘Yeah, I mentioned it to you,’ Alex said. 
   
 ‘Are you sure? I feel like this would be big news,’ Andie said, whipping out a little bag to collect Janet’s poop. ‘Breaking your dating policy and everything.’ 
   
 ‘I’m sure I said something…’ Alex broke off. Had she forgotten to mention Ethan? ‘Well, anyway, I’ve been seeing this guy from work. Paused the policy.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, right. Well, great! Glad you’re moving on from whatsherface.’ 
   
 Alex smiled. ‘You can say her name. I won’t break down.’ 
   
 ‘But maybe I will,’ Andie said with a touch of anger. She had not calmed down from it all yet. She still regularly pitched breaking her ex’s legs. Alex had never been sure if it was a joke or not, but she appreciated the rage on her behalf.  
   
 ‘Well, anyway, his name’s Ethan.’ 
   
 ‘Ethan. Solid name.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, it’s just something a bit weird happened yesterday, and I don’t know what the hell it means…’ Alex realised that Andie wasn’t looking at her. She was looking over her shoulder. ‘Hey!’ she said. ‘You’re not listening.’ 
   
 Andie’s eyes flicked back to her. ‘I am listening. It’s just that woman over there. She’s got my radar up.’ 
   
 ‘What woman?’ Alex asked, turning around. There was no one there. 
   
 ‘Wait, where did she…’ Andie muttered, scanning, wild-eyed. ‘Did she jump behind a bush?’ 
   
 ‘Have you had a coffee yet?’ Alex asked her.  
   
 ‘I don’t drink coffee anymore,’ Andie told her. 
   
 ‘Since when?’ Alex asked, surprised.  
   
 ‘I stopped yesterday.’ 
   
 ‘What, cold turkey?’ Alex asked. ‘You can’t do that on your level. You’ve got to take it slow. You’ll go into shock.’ 
   
 ‘I’m sort of dying, if I’m honest,’ Andi confessed.  
   
 ‘Come on, let’s get a shot of espresso in you before you start hearing voices telling you to burn down the scout hut.’ 
   
 And off they went to get a coffee, the woman forgotten.  
   
 Alex went up to the counter to order, and when she sat back down, Andi seemed to have bumped into a friend. A woman who looked like she could do with some sleep and a shower was sitting next to Andi, telling her something.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Alex said, putting the coffees down.  
   
 The woman turned to her very slowly. She stared at Alex silently for several unnerving seconds. Alex wasn’t sure how to react. She glanced at Andi and realised her mistake. She had not interrupted a normal chitchat. Andi looked confused and angry. Something was wrong here.  
   
 ‘Hello,’ the woman eventually said. ‘I’m Nicole. Though you might know me better as Ethan’s wife.’ 
   
 ‘Oh shit,’ Alex said sadly. ‘I’ve got your shoe.’ 
   
   




Five

   
   
   
 Nicole had no idea if and when Alex Torrence was gonna show up at The Beanery on Sunday morning, so she made sure to get there bright and early. She was there before the coffee shop even opened, sat on a bench in front of its entrance, glaring at the door, willing Alex Torrence to show up and face, well, she wasn’t quite sure what just yet. But something. Once again, Nicole had many ideas, and even though this time she wasn’t in shock, she still felt indecisive about the next step. 
   
 She thought she might shame Alex. She thought she might slap her. She thought she might say, ‘He’s all yours,’ and walk off with her head held high. She thought she might break down in front of her. She thought she might call the cops and tell them that Alex was stealing muffins. She thought she might watch her and say absolutely nothing. She thought she might scream the lyrics to ‘Jolene’ into her face. Her mind whirled around these plans in the hours she waited for Alex.  
   
 In the end, she decided that she’d simply have to wait and see what she did. It would be a surprise to all involved.  
   
 Eventually, Nicole spotted Alex before she got to the café, walking with another woman and a dog. They were doing laps of the park, presumably to let the dog do its business before they went to get coffee.  
   
 Nicole found herself following them at what she hoped was a safe distance. She wanted to listen to Alex’s conversation in the hopes she might hear her bragging about how she’d seduced a married man. She wanted her to be easy to hate. She didn’t think it would let Ethan off the hook. He’d made a choice. But this woman had wronged her. She deserved to feel the heat of her shitty choices, too. If Nicole could offload the worst of it, she might feel better able to deal with Ethan calmly.  
   
 But she couldn’t hear any of Alex’s chat. Worse, with every glimpse she got of Alex, she wasn’t being nearly villainous enough. Nicole wanted her to be a smirking monster, the hatefulness radiating out of her. But she couldn’t even give Nicole that. She looked… annoyingly nice.  
   
 And then her buddy with the dog started eyeing her up, and Nicole had to drop back sharpish. She was not being as subtle as she’d hoped. She hid behind an ivy shrub, regrouping. After a moment, she poked her head out to see the pair heading into the coffee shop. It was time to act, and she followed them in.  
   
 Whilst Alex headed to the counter, Nicole finally arrived at a choice. She would reveal Alex to her friend. She probably didn’t know what kind of person Alex really was. If she told the friend, it would spread. Her reputation could be ruined in mere moments. It wouldn’t be enough, but it would be something.  
   
 Nicole plonked herself at the table with the friend. ‘Hi,’ she said. 
   
 ‘You. I saw you before. What’s your game?’ the woman asked sharply. She was already on guard, which threw Nicole considerably.  
   
 ‘I want to tell you something about your friend over there,’ Nicole said quickly. She didn’t know how long they’d have before Alex came back and had a chance to run interference. Nicole had to get her story in fast. ‘Do you know she’s a succubus—’ 
   
 ‘That’s it, I’m calling someone,’ the woman said instantly. ‘You’re off your meds or something.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not. I’m quite sound,’ she said, but she wasn’t actually sure if that was true. She’d been on a mental hell ride for days, and she didn’t quite know where she’d landed. The only thing she knew for sure was that Alex Torrence was a bad person. ‘She slept with my husband. I think. In my house.’ 
   
 The woman frowned at her. ‘Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I think you’ve got the wrong woman. She’s like the squarest, most boringly noble person I’ve ever met.’ 
   
 So Alex wasn’t just a shit, but a fraud? That made sense. ‘No, you don’t know her. She’s pulled the wool over your eyes.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think so. I’ve known her since we were eight.’ 
   
 That broke Nicole’s stride. ‘You have?’ 
   
 Before she could say anything else, a chair screeched behind her, and she turned to find herself face-to-face with Alex at last.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Alex said, all friendly, smiling with her perfect teeth.  
   
 Nicole didn’t quite know how to talk to that smile. But eventually, she found her voice and came out with something that was only semi-melodramatic, which was a miracle, given the circumstances. ‘Hello. I’m Nicole,’ she announced coldly. She saw no recognition enter Alex’s eyes, but she was undeterred. ‘Though you might know me better as Ethan’s wife.’ 
   
 Alex’s smile dropped sharply. ‘Oh shit. I’ve got your shoe,’ she said. 
   
 Nicole was confused. ‘What the hell are you…’ She remembered she’d dropped her shoe outside the house. ‘How did you get that?’ 
   
 ‘I found it after Ethan kicked me out very suddenly,’ Alex said. 
   
 Nicole was befuddled. It wasn’t supposed to go like this. She had to get back on track. ‘I don’t care about the shoe. You thought I was stupid and that I’d never cottoned on to your games. Well, think again!’ Nicole stopped, not completely happy with how this was going. She sounded like a soap opera character. Actually, she sounded like someone from Ethan’s awful show.  
   
 ‘I thought I was imagining it,’ Alex said. ‘That I was being paranoid because of everything. But I couldn’t find a real sign, and I looked. I really looked,’ she said with melancholy. ‘And then the shoe.’ Her sadness quickly turned to anger as she slammed her fist down on the table. ‘THAT BASTARD!’ she said as coffee went flying. Quite a bit got on Nicole. Luckily, it was only a latte, so there was no burn. Had it been a black coffee, she’d have had her skin melted off.  
   
 ‘Oh shit!’ Alex cried. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so, so… As if you haven’t been through enough,’ she said sympathetically. 
   
 ‘Oh, you’re gonna pretend you didn’t know,’ Nicole said, standing up, not ready to accept Alex’s performance, though it was convincing.  
   
 Alex’s friend, who’d been quiet for a moment, piped up. ‘Trust me. She wouldn’t have known.’ 
   
 ‘And why’s that?’ Nicole said, rounding on her.  
   
 ‘Because her ex was a cheat. She hates cheats.’ She turned to Alex, apologetic. ‘Sorry. I know that wasn’t for me to say.’ 
   
 Alex shook her head. ‘If there was ever a time for indiscretion, Andie, I think you found it.’ 
   
 Nicole was livid. All she’d wanted was to hate this woman unreservedly, but she couldn’t even give her that. But she wasn’t ready to just give it up and believe her, even if she did seem kind of…  
   
 Nicole took a step toward Alex, leaned in—in what she hoped was an intimidating way—and said, ‘I’m not an idiot. Not anymore. Don’t treat me like I am.’ She walked out. 
   
 She stormed across the park, her heart in her stomach. She’d lied to Alex. She was an idiot. She had never felt more stupid in her life.  
  




Six


 

   
 Nicole, covered in coffee, looked Alex in the eye. Her lip was wobbling, and her eyes shone with tears that hadn’t quite breached her lids. ‘I’m not an idiot. Not anymore. Don’t treat me like I am,’ she said, her voice breaking.  
   
 Alex didn’t think she could have felt more for Nicole as she left the café.  
   
 Alex went to follow her, but Andie put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Let her go.’ 
   
 She turned to Andie. ‘I’ve got to.’  
   
 She struggled out of her grip and left the coffee shop. She burst out of the doorway and looked around wildly. It took a second to spot her. The woman was almost running, and Alex had to jog to catch her. 
   
 ‘Nicole!’ she called. The woman turned back, surprised. ‘Piss off!’ 
   
 ‘Just wait,’ Alex called, finally catching up with her. ‘I just need to tell you—’ 
   
 The woman stopped and turned. ‘What?!’ 
   
 Alex paused. ‘I know it shouldn’t matter. But I just need you to know I didn’t know he was married. I swear.’ 
   
 Nicole looked at her with disgust. She didn’t give a shit. Nor should she. Alex’s hurt wasn’t her problem. But Alex couldn’t let it go. ‘Look!’ she said, getting her phone out. ‘I’ll call him now! I’ll ask him if he’s married. You can hear it for yourself.’ Alex went into her contacts. Her phone was slapped out of her hand. 
   
  ‘No!’ Nicole cried. ‘Don’t call him.’ She sounded desperate. 
   
 Alex looked at Nicole. ‘Why not?’ 
   
 Nicole was embarrassed. ‘Because I haven’t spoken to him yet.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ Alex said. ‘You live with him.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been hiding. I’m not ready,’ Nicole admitted. She gave Alex a long hard look. ‘You were actually going to call him, weren’t you?’ Alex nodded.  
   
 Nicole heaved a sigh and picked Alex’s phone up off the grass. She looked at it for a moment. ‘Can I—’ 
   
 Alex took the phone and opened her messages. ‘Go for it,’ she said, handing it back over. ‘But it’s going to hurt you,’ she warned. While the thread wasn’t particularly graphic, there was no way Nicole wasn’t going to be destroyed by reading the messages of her husband and his ‘mistress.’ Alex couldn’t believe that term could now be applied to her.  
   
 Nicole sighed at the phone and relocked it. ‘I don’t want to read it. I…’ she took a pause. ‘I believe you.’ She looked at the ground. ‘It was all him.’ 
   
 Alex didn’t know exactly how to respond to that. She was trying not to be selfish in this. Her life hadn’t been blown up. It was a brief relationship that was never going anywhere. But she was feeling this rage bubbling inside of her, anger she didn’t recognise.  
   
 Even when Jen had left, when it all came out, Alex hadn’t had the strength for anger. Sadness had sucked her dry of the emotional energy to be angry. But she was furious now. She could feel it running through her body. Her arms were tingling, her head was light, her hands were shaking, and her heart was banging. It was as though this anger had been hiding in some dark chamber of her heart. Now, it had found a way to break free and was coursing through her. It was rushing toward freedom, toward the light. And it was aimed at Ethan Pine. ‘It was him. And I want you to know that I will do everything in my power to make this as hard and painful and embarrassing for him as it can be. That fucker deserves to suffer for this.’  
   
 Nicole looked shocked. ‘Jesus. I thought I was angry. But you look… murderous.’ 
   
 Alex took a deep breath. ‘Because I’ve been exactly where you are now. And I just took it. But you shouldn’t. You should ruin him.’ 
   
 Nicole blinked. ‘I should?’ 
   
 ‘Oh my, yes.’ 
   
 ‘But I’m the, what’s that word? Cuckold,’ she said tearfully. ‘I’m the ruined one.’ 
   
 Alex heard a dark laughter bubble out of her mouth. ‘No. No. You didn’t do anything wrong. I mean, have you broken your vows?’ 
   
 ‘No,’ Nicole muttered. 
   
 ‘Exactly. And you could have. I bet you’ve had offers.’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘I don’t know about that.’ 
   
 Alex examined Nicole. She was certainly dishevelled and needed some sleep. But it was clear that underneath the shock and pain she’d been plunged into, there was a petite brunette with soulful eyes and a kind face. Even a lack of sleep and personal grooming didn’t cloud the fact that she was a subtle knockout.  
   
 ‘Of course you have!’ Alex said. ‘I mean, you're much younger and more attractive than him—’ 
   
 ‘Not that much younger,’ Nicole broke in. ‘A bit, but not exactly—’ 
   
 Alex paused. ‘Wait, how old are you?’ 
   
 ‘Forty.’ 
   
 Alex gaped. ‘I thought you were my age.’ 
   
 ‘Why? How old are you?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Thirty.’ 
   
 Nicole rolled her eyes. ‘Of course you are.’ 
   
 Alex decided not to take offence at that. ‘That only proves my point. You could have done better. I know you must get flirted with. But I bet it hardly registers for you. Because if I were a betting woman, I’d lay money that you never even entertained it, did you? You shut any attempt at seduction down before it could be anything at all.’ Alex might have been projecting a bit here. But Nicole looked like it was clicking. ‘You were married! And it mattered to you. And then people like Jen…’ 
   
 ‘Who’s Jen—’ 
   
 ‘They just do as they please,’ Alex rolled on. ‘And the people who are left behind, they take the shame. Why does it always go like this? Why do the shits get to behave this way and then walk off without any consequences? They just get another girlfriend who doesn’t know any better. I’m fucking sick of it.’ 
   
 ‘Alex,’ Nicole said tentatively. ‘Are you OK?’ 
   
 Alex realised she had gone a little bit off-piste. ‘Nicole, I’m sorry. This isn’t about me.’ 
   
 Nicole took a long pause. ‘I think maybe… I can’t believe I’m saying this, but maybe it’s about both of us,’ she said philosophically.  
   




Seven

   
   
   
 The clarity of hatred was gone. Nicole was kind of sad to see it go. But the longer she stood here, the more she saw someone just like her. Alex was a casualty, too. And she was the angry one now, the self-hating one.  
   
 ‘We’re both victims in this,’ Nicole told Alex sympathetically.  
   
 ‘No. You were right. I’m part of this. I did this to you,’ Alex said, ashamed. 
   
 ‘You didn’t know,’ Nicole said. She wanted to deny it, but she couldn’t.  
   
 Unless Alex was Meryl Streep, there was no way the last few minutes had been a performance. The woman had handed over her phone, for Christ’s sake. She’d made herself naked in all this.  
   
 As comforting as painting Alex as the villain of the piece had been, Nicole had to let that story go. ‘It sounds like he went to a lot of trouble to make sure you didn’t,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘I should have listened to my gut. But I… I think I let it get drowned out. Because my ego needed a stroke, and I was pathetic enough to let that matter,’ she said, still angry, turning it on herself for a moment. 
   
 Nicole raised an eyebrow. ‘Because you were coming off the back of a breakup. Did I get that right? And Jen, that’s your ex's name? She did the same to you.’ 
   
 Alex looked down at the ground glumly. 
   
 Nicole sighed lengthily. ‘I think we’re both going to need a lot of therapy when the dust settles.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t need therapy. Not for this,’ Alex said. ‘And neither do you.’ 
   
 ‘No?’ Nicole asked. ‘Because I might have lost a couple of marbles these last few days.’ 
   
 ‘Here’s your therapy. Stop taking shit. End of session,’ Alex said. 
   
 Nicole smiled sadly. ‘Yeah. Maybe.’ 
   
 ‘What are you going to do now?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘I guess I’ll… The first thing is to go home and tell him I know,’ Nicole said with dread.  
   
 Alex nodded. ‘I guess so. Hey, maybe you could take my number? So that when you’ve had at him, I can have my turn?’ 
   
 Nicole laughed for the first time in days. ‘Fair enough.’ They exchanged numbers, and she saved Alex’s under ‘A.’  
   
 She wondered how Ethan had saved her name in his phone. Maybe the same way? No, it might generate too much curiosity if Nicole had spotted it. He’d probably saved her under something like a fast-food restaurant, the sneaky shit.  
   
 Nicole realised something. ‘Can I ask you one last thing?’ 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Of course.’ 
   
 ‘You worked with him for a while, right? And he never wore a ring in all that time? And no one else mentioned that he was married?’ 
   
 Alex shook her head. ‘Definitely not. Did you meet anyone he worked with?’ 
   
 ‘Never. We had kind of an agreement. About keeping our work lives separate. I’m a director, you see. Both being in the same industry, we decided to keep our marriage private in the professional world.’  
   
 Alex took an interminable pause before she tried to say what they were both thinking. ‘I guess that means…’ 
   
 It took a lot for Nicole to say it without crying. ‘He was always gonna cheat. Before you even knew him. He was set up for it. You could have been anyone.’  
   
 Alex took a deep breath. ‘I guess so.’ 
   
 Nicole tutted. ‘No, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m glad it was you.’ She paused. ‘That sounded weird.’ 
   
 Alex smiled. ‘I think I understand.’ 
   
 ‘I have to go,’ Nicole said. ‘I need to figure out how I’m gonna do this.’ 
   
 ‘I know this is going to sound odd, but if you need backup, I’ll come,’ Alex offered earnestly.  
   
 Nicole looked at Alex. ‘I was desperate to hate you, but you’ve made it impossible.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ 
   
 ‘You should. Anyway, I think I can handle it solo. I appreciate the offer, though,’ Nicole said sincerely.  
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Well, I guess this is goodbye.’ 
   
 ‘I guess it is.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled and walked away. She had the odd thought that under different circumstances, she and Alex might have been friends.   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Nicole didn’t go straight home for the inevitable confrontation. She decided to give herself the gift of one more night to calm down. She had so much new information about the person she’d married, and she felt she needed time just to stop her brain from imploding.  
   
 And that decision was yet another on the road to what came later. One night in a budget hotel changed what would have been a devastating yet simple divorce into something else entirely.  




Eight

   
   
   
 Alex didn’t hear anything from Nicole that day. Not that she expected to. Nor did she necessarily expect anything from Ethan, either. But the silence felt loud. She couldn’t turn her mind from it. She was still so very angry. She knew Ethan was going to have a hard conversation with his wife and probably have quite a stressful breakup coming his way. But it wasn’t nearly enough.  
   
 She wondered what she was going to do come Monday morning. Because she still had to work with the bastard. Should she leave? Find another job? The thought immediately pissed her off. She wasn’t the bad guy. Why should she have to go? Particularly when permanent producing jobs were gold dust.  
   
 But the thought of rubbing up against someone she wanted to strangle in a professional setting was unbearable. But what could she do about this? She wrestled with it for a day and a night. 
   
 On Monday morning, it turned out the decision was made for her.  
   
 Alex walked in at eight and headed for the offices of Foundations, where she spent the majority of her time. She went to the set when necessary, but half her job was calling people to say, ‘Hey, we’re waiting on a prop/location/actor and where the hell is it, if you please?’ so she was very office based and of course, so was Ethan.  
   
 He was practically never seen on set. He called himself a ‘Big picture guy,’ whatever that meant. But today, there was no sign of him in the open plan office where she sat with several other assistant producers. Ethan’s door was visible from her desk and wide open, empty. Alex had expected that. If there was ever a time for a personal day, it was today, with his marriage in tatters by his own hand.  
   
 But then she saw Ethan walking out of the kitchen with a coffee. He strolled past her desk without any greeting, no eye contact, like she wasn’t even there. She watched him walk past without attempting to get his attention. Why would she want to talk to him right now, here? She had unfinished business with him, but not at work. She would wait, do her job, and kill him on her own time.  
   
 He was apparently taking a similar tack by ignoring her. That didn’t surprise her. Ethan was apparently the kind of guy who was all hearts and flowers when he wanted to get in there. But once it was over, he was a stranger to you. It wasn’t Alex’s first time being ghosted. But it was her first time having it happen in person. It was a lot more disconcerting to stop existing for someone in the same room. 
   
 As Ethan passed her by, she expected him to head into his office. But he kept walking. Alex watched him head down the hall, in the direction of Viola’s office, a producer, someone whose place in the hierarchy was between Alex and Ethan.  
   
 Alex didn’t know what business he had in there, but she had a bad feeling. When he came out a few minutes later, he had the look of someone who’d done something unpleasant, yet necessary. Like killing a rat.  
   
 Moments later, Viola floated in front of her desk on a cloud of anxiety. ‘Hi, Alex?’ 
   
 Alex looked up from her emails. ‘Yes?’ 
   
 ‘How’s it going?’ 
   
 ‘Fine, yes,’ Alex said with as much of a smile as she could generate under the circumstances.  
   
 ‘Would it be possible to have a chat in my office?’ 
   
 ‘OK,’ Alex said, getting up. She could feel the eyes of her colleagues on her. They knew, too.  
   
 Alex followed Viola down the hall to her office. She left ten minutes later, sacked. ‘We’re overstaffed on assistant producers,’ was the headline. Alex didn’t hear anything after that. Her ears turned off while her mind whirred. It was bullshit. There were only three assistant producers, and they all had more work than they could handle.  
   
 Alex drove home, her blood pressure through the roof. It wasn’t hard to put it together. Ethan had done this. Not the sweet guy she’d been dating. But the real him. The person she knew he was now. He was sending her a message. ‘It’s done and so are you.’  
   
 She wished she’d explained the whole thing to Viola, the unabridged truth. But she’d been in shock. The shock was melting now, and she was left with facts.  
   
 The facts were that he was her boss, they’d slept together, and he’d sacked her. That broke employment law very clearly. And Ethan thought she’d just go away? Not a chance. He’d just started a fight. Alex didn’t necessarily expect to win it—power structures being what they were. But she wouldn’t go quietly. 
   
 The anger she’d felt on Saturday was nothing at all compared to how she felt now. Like an erupting volcano.  
   
 As she parked up in front of her apartment building, she got a text. It was from Nicole. ‘I’m going to talk to him tonight. You can have him tomorrow.’ 
   
 Alex didn’t think twice. She rang Nicole. ‘Hi, sorry to be the weirdo who responds to a text with a call, but—’ 
   
 ‘No, that’s OK. I’m sort of glad you called. I could do with some revving up,’ Nicole said with more enthusiasm than Alex might have expected. 
   
 ‘I thought you were doing it yesterday?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘I couldn’t face it,’ Nicole said miserably. 
   
 Alex couldn’t judge her for that. No one would rush to that conversation. ‘Well, he knows something’s up,’ Alex told her. 
   
 ‘I’ve no doubt. I haven’t responded to him this entire… Wait, how do you know? Has he said something today?’ Nicole asked nervously.  
   
 ‘Not directly,’ Alex responded. 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I got sacked,’ Alex told her flatly.  
   
 There was an enormous pause and then Nicole said, ‘Sweet Jesus.’ She took a breath. ‘He didn’t say anything at all to you? Just sacked you?’ 
   
 ‘Not himself, the wimp, but yes. I assumed it was revenge. I thought he knew we’d talked. That I’d thrown him under the bus.’ 
   
 ‘No, it’s not that. He must be…’ 
   
 ‘…Trying to get rid of me so I don’t cause any problems?’ Alex finished. 
   
 ‘I guess so.’ 
   
 ‘Rather stupid of him to do it like this. He could have just ended it. Why would he piss me off? When he doesn’t even know that you know?’ 
   
 ‘Because you know where he lives,’ Nicole said. ‘You might just turn up if he broke it off normally.’ 
   
 ‘Why the hell would I do that?’ Alex asked, aghast. 
   
 ‘He probably thinks you’d turn up crying for him to take you back or some nonsense.’ 
   
 Alex groaned. ‘Oh, as bloody if.’ 
   
 ‘That’s the point, isn’t it? He thinks he’s some massive stud. And a manipulative genius, to boot. Because now, if you did turn up at ours, he could say, “Oh, her? She’s a disgruntled employee that I had to fire. She’s just trying to cause me trouble by wrecking my marriage with her lies.” He’s trying to create plausible deniability. With paperwork.’ 
   
 Alex thought it over. ‘That does make sense. In a fucked-up kind of way.’ 
   
 ‘Every new layer of the onion I peel back, there’s just another layer of rotten, shitty onion. That makes me want to cry.’ 
   
 Alex forgot her own worries for a moment. ‘Look, it’s gonna be OK.’ 
   
 ‘No, it’s not,’ Nicole said. ‘But at least it’s gonna be finished. I’d better go. I have to get this over with.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry about what he did to you. I wish I could do something.’ 
   
 ‘No, this is my fight. You go ahead and fight yours. Maybe we’ll meet after the war sometime?’ Alex asked. She meant it, though she wasn’t overly hopeful. After all, Alex could only serve as a reminder of a painful time for Nicole when this was over.  
   
 ‘Yeah. Maybe we will,’ Nicole said and hung up the call. 
   
 Alex wished Nicole well. She was pretty sure that would probably be the last time she’d ever speak with her. 




Nine

   
   
   
 It was kind of sad putting the phone down on Alex. She was Nicole’s comrade, her only one. They were linked in a way that made not a jot of sense, but the link was there. But what the hell would they do after all was said and done? Go for drinks? Catch a flick on a Saturday afternoon? It didn’t seem likely. 
   
 Nicole was furious on Alex’s behalf. She couldn’t believe Ethan had pulled this. Despite what Alex had said, she wondered if there was something she could do. She could offer to have the divorce be simple if he rehired her. Would that work? It was hard to say.  
   
 She didn’t know who Ethan was anymore. She had no idea how he was going to react to any of this. She thought there might be tears. Or maybe he’d go the other way, anger. His usual way of dealing with things was avoidance or blame deflection. But today might be special. She might see something brand-new.  
   
 Well, it was beyond her control. All of this had been beyond her control from the moment Nicole had met him. She just hadn’t realised it. 
   
 She decided to keep that thing about Alex in her back pocket and see how this whole scene rolled out.  
   
 She let herself in at 10:00 AM, noting her car on the drive. Nice of him to pick it up for her, the sweetie pie. It would certainly be handy for a quick getaway later, so she had that to thank him for.  
   
 Ethan wouldn’t be back until the evening. Nicole decided to get all her clothes packed so she could be ready to go when the time came. She spent hours doing just that and put the cases in the hall closet, ready to go.  
   
 Then she realised what she was doing. She was essentially giving him the house. Fuck that. He could go. They were fifty-fifty on the mortgage and utilities. Despite his mammoth earnings, Nicole had always insisted on that.  
 Since she hadn’t done anything wrong, he could spend tonight in a shitty hotel. He might even end up in that same dreadful room with any luck. She unpacked everything and put it away exactly where it had come from.  
   
 By the time that was done, it was the afternoon, and she was tired. She lay down on the bed and wondered how many women had been in this bed unbeknownst to her. Not Alex, at least. Nicole had interrupted that. She would burn the bloody thing when he was gone, regardless.  
   
 She realised she was still wearing her wedding ring. She slid it off and placed it on Ethan’s bedside table.  
   
 She got up, deciding that she would pack Ethan’s stuff for him. That way, when she finished laying into him and he was begging her to relent, she could show him how serious she was by revealing his shit, packed and ready to go, along with his sorry arse.  
   
 She went into his side of the wardrobe and started pulling out his clothes. Armani suits, Gucci shirts, Prada shoes. She wasn’t going to pack them with care. She didn’t give a toss how much it all cost the pretentious prick.  
   
 But as Nicole was about to yank a few suits out and manhandle them good and proper, she saw some old boxes in the bottom of the wardrobe, his old family photos. He could take that with him today, too. She pulled out the box and put it near the door. As she did, the worn-out corner opened up a little gap. Through that tiny gap, she saw something odd. Something shiny.  
   
 She opened the box and what she found wasn’t a shiny object, but one that lit up. A small tablet. It had been awakened by the jiggle of the box. Nicole had never seen the tablet before. It was a cheap, off-brand unit with no fruit logos to be found. Nicole frowned at it.  
   
 Was there any chance this was an old, forgotten piece of tech? Unlikely since it was still charged. No, this had been hidden and was used in Ethan’s private moments. If she’d found this before, she might not have thought much of it. But in light of recent revelations, it felt very likely to Nicole that it probably held a lot of scuzzy little secrets. 
   
 Nicole decided she had a right to know those secrets. It was all out now, after all. Might as well plunge into the abyss. 
   
 It was locked, of course. It had a four-digit lock code. Nicole had a bash at it, trying his birthday, her birthday, and their anniversary, but after three strikes, she was locked out for five minutes. She spent those minutes thinking very seriously about what the code could be. It had to be a number that Ethan would be able to remember.  
   
 His memory was awful, so it wouldn’t be random. And on the off chance that Nicole might stumble upon it as she had today, it would be a number that she wouldn’t be able to figure out. Or at least, a number that Ethan didn’t believe she’d be able to figure out. 
   
 Nicole sat on the edge of the bed, holding the tablet, watching the unlock counter run to zero, trying to think. She happened to glance at Ethan’s bedside table. It was tidier than hers, just a couple of paperbacks and a picture of Ethan and her at their wedding. Nicole sneered at the fool in white standing next to him. ‘Idiot,’ she muttered.  
   
 But then her eye went back to his stack of books. The top book. It was a Star Wars novelisation. A dorky thing to read but each to their own. But something about it, him being a fan of that series, banging on recently about how great The Mandalorian was, the whole thing being so connected to his childhood, and how the first time he saw one of those movies, he was eight. Which meant the movie came out in… 
   
 Nicole picked up the tablet, now available for keypad numbers again. She tapped in nineteen-seventy-seven and click—it unlocked. Nicole was only briefly jubilant because the next thing she was going to do was look through this thing and find out everything. Everything she’d been locked out of for the entirety of her marriage.  
   
 On the desktop was a dating app. It didn’t surprise her to find it, but it was still a gut punch. She went in and looked at his profile. First off, he was lying about his age. Thirty-nine, her arse. Second, he was using a photo of himself that she immediately realised was a cropped version of a photo of them together. The man had no shame.  
   
 She opened the messages. They went back a long time, over a decade. It wasn’t just a few. It was hundreds. And it was continuous. He was always looking. Some were more receptive than others, but he seemed to be playing a numbers game. And there was always someone willing.  
   
 It never stopped, not even for a week the entire time she’d known him. Not a pause when they met, not a break when they married. There were messages from the week they’d been on honeymoon.  
   
 As bad as this had all been, this was worse. Nicole understood how little she meant to him with a horrid clarity. Ten years, all that time, all that affection, all that love. She’d given all she had, and it was nothing to him. All he cared about was sex with new people.  
   
 Nicole looked at the ring she’d left on Ethan’s bedside table. She picked it up and slid it back on. She wasn’t going to divorce him just yet. She wasn’t even going to leave him. Not today. 
   
 The front door banged downstairs. ‘Nicole?’ Ethan called. 
   
 Nicole smiled to herself as she thought about what she was going to do. She took that smile out to the landing and leaned over the bannisters. ‘Hi!’ she said cheerily.  
   
 Ethan looked up, relieved. ‘Where have you been?’ He ran a hand through his thinning hair.  
   
 Funny, she wouldn’t pay much attention to that usually. Now she was noticing every physical flaw. The smallness of his eyes, the yellowness of his teeth, his weak chin.  
   
 ‘I thought you were coming home Friday, what with the car and everything!’ 
   
 ‘Oh, you must have been worried!’ she said apologetically. ‘I’m so sorry. I got in touch with Ben, and he offered to fetch me. And then my phone broke, as well as the car. What a day it was!’ 
   
 ‘Why didn’t you find another way to contact me?’ Ethan asked anxiously.  
   
 ‘I did! I texted you from Ben’s phone.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t get any text,’ he complained.  
   
 ‘You didn’t? Oh. Oh shit, I must have inputted the number in wrong, missed a digit or something. I had to do it from memory, and you haven’t had it long, so…’ 
   
 Ethan’s whole body relaxed. ‘I’m just glad you’re OK.’ 
   
 Nicole came down the stairs and hugged him. ‘I’m glad to be home. I’ve had an absolute nightmare getting back.’ 
   
 Ethan held onto Nicole, and she let him, resisting the urge to dig her fingernails into his back. That was just a little pain, and he deserved so much more. So if she had to match his little performance, she’d do it. Because she couldn’t have him see it coming. What she was going to do to him.  
   
 But she would need a little bit of help. And she knew just the woman.  
   




Ten

   
   
   
 Alex was quite glad to get a text from Nicole asking to grab a coffee a week later. It wasn’t like she was busy at work. And she wanted to hear how Nicole was doing after the car crash of a conversation she’d had to face.  
   
 Alex had been a bit worried about Nicole. Even though she barely knew her, they were foxhole buddies. She didn’t like to think of Nicole having to deal with that shithead without support. Alex would have stood shoulder to shoulder against Ethan if Nicole had wanted.  
   
 She expected Nicole to turn up in the same state she’d seen her last time. Dishevelled, tired and unwashed. But the person who stepped through the door of the cosy coffee shop was light years away from that. She was in a rather gorgeous green cashmere sweater. Her dark hair was shiny and coifed, and she wore light yet very complementary makeup. It was like a before and after on a daytime TV makeover.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Nicole said warmly.  
   
 Alex was a bit thrown. She’d expected an emotionally wrung-out husk, but Nicole was positively sprightly. ‘Hello,’ Alex replied, trying not to look surprised. Alex had noticed Nicole was attractive before but seeing her now— with a little grooming and some pep in her step—Alex thought Ethan must have lost his entire mind to step out on her. But why exactly was she so… 
   
 ‘You must be wondering why I’m not looking like a miserable wretch today,’ Nicole smiled. 
   
 Alex laughed nervously. ‘Umm…’ 
   
 ‘I’ll explain everything. Don’t worry.’  
   
 The waitress appeared, and they ordered their beverages. As the waitress left the table, Alex was struck by the terrible thought that this happy new version of Nicole might be due to her deciding to give her marriage another go or something bonkers. She knew Ethan and how he could spin things. Maybe he’d spun this? Maybe he’d declared himself a sex addict and promised to get help, and Nicole had forgiven him.  
   
 Alex would have hated to find out that’s how it had gone. That he’d wormed his way out. There were sex addicts, and there were bastards. Alex felt confident about which camp Ethan fell into.  
   
 ‘So, tell me everything,’ Alex said with a little hesitation.  
   
 Nicole smiled. ‘There’s a lot to tell.’ Her phone beeped, and she checked it. ‘Whew! Just got my results from the clinic. Clean,’ she said with deep relief. ‘You get checked out?’ she asked with concern. 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Yeah. I’m OK.’ 
   
 ‘Great. That’s great,’ Nicole said, reassured.  
   
 Alex was touched by the concern, but not enough to be shoved off course. ‘So you confronted him, right?’ 
   
 ‘Not exactly,’ Nicole said with a dry smile.  
   
 ‘Not exactly?’ 
   
 ‘Well, no.’ 
   
 ‘Oh,’ Alex replied, trying to think how to approach this gently.  
   
 If this had been anyone else, some old friend, she’d have just said, ‘Why the bloody hell not?!’ But that wasn’t the situation here. They were not friends. She was technically Nicole’s husband’s former mistress. She couldn’t go steaming in. She had to listen to Nicole’s justification for not tackling Ethan first. And then tell her she was a tit. 
   
 ‘I was going to,’ Nicole began, and Alex set her face to something as close to sympathetic as she could manage for what would inevitably be a very beaten woman’s reasoning for keeping quiet about her husband’s infidelity.  
   
 But that wasn’t what came out of her mouth. ‘I’ve decided that rather than simply divorce him, I’d like to ruin his life and take every last shred of his self-esteem from him first.’ 
   
 Once Alex had remembered to breathe, she thought she’d better say something. ‘You can do that by divorcing him.’ 
   
 ‘No. He’ll move on from that. But I don’t want him to. I want to hurt him,’ Nicole smiled. 
   
 ‘It will hurt him. Of course it will. Look at the lengths he’s gone to stop you from finding out.’ 
   
 ‘He doesn’t care about this marriage. I think he just knows he’d lose his shirt if I found out what he’s been up to. And that man likes his money. He likes expensive suits, fancy cars, first-class seats,’ Nicole said with deep disdain. ‘But if it all came out and we had a run-of-the-mill divorce? He’d lose some money, sure. But he’d make it back eventually. Long term, it’ll be a paper cut to him, but I want to cut his leg off.’ 
   
 Alex raised an eyebrow. ‘Beg your pardon?’ 
   
 ‘Metaphorically speaking,’ Nicole clarified. 
   
 Alex paused. ‘Nicole, OK… I know you were feeling sad before, and now you’ve found your anger, which is better. But I think maybe you’ve… overshot it a bit.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled. Alex thought it would have been a nice smile under sane circumstances. Under these conditions, it was mildly terrifying.  
   
 ‘Maybe you're right. Maybe I’m enjoying being angry. Maybe that will pass. But while I’m in the eye of the storm, I want to make it count. I’m going to hurt him, Alex. Because he’d gladly hurt us if it benefited him. He sacked you, for God’s sake. And I found out he’s been an incredibly prolific cheater the entire time I’ve known him. And somehow, I missed it. The only reason I know now is that my car broke down and I turned up at my house unexpectedly and saw you through the window. So I’ve been tricked out of ten years, and you’ve been tricked out of your job.’ Nicole leaned back in her chair, looking out of the window at the start of rain outside, spattering on the glass.  
   
 Her smile slipped for a second. But then she turned to Alex and the cheery expression came back. ‘So why not square it a bit? Doesn’t that sound like something we deserve?’ she asked her merrily.   
   
 ‘What can you possibly do?’ Alex questioned. She was far from on board, but she’d entertain the fantasy for as long as it took to walk Nicole off the ledge of whatever the hell she wanted to do to Ethan. 
   
 ‘I want to torture him. I want him to live in an agony of stress and anxiety that his whole life is seconds from exploding for as long as I can string it out. With any luck, I’ll give him a heart attack. It would save me the trouble of divorcing him.’ The coffee arrived, and Nicole thanked the waitress warmly. She took a sip. ‘Mmm, that’s good.’ 
   
 Alex was perturbed. She didn’t think this sounded at all healthy. ‘Nicole, I don’t think this is the move.’ 
   
 ‘It is, Alex. And I have you to thank. This was your idea,’ Nicole said happily. 
   
 Alex took a very big pause. ‘It was?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, not this, exactly. But you said I didn’t need therapy. I just needed to stop taking shit.’ 
   
 Alex nodded voraciously. ‘Yes, and I meant that. But I was more thinking you could just leave him and, I don’t know, ruin his reputation or something.’ 
   
 ‘And that was the plan. Until I realised he was Satan. It’s not gonna cut it now. I’ve got to go further.’ 
   
 ‘He’s a bastard, I’ll grant you. But I think calling him Satan is giving him too much credit. He’s a shit-weasel, but he’s no evil mastermind,’ Alex said. 
   
 ‘Only because he’s not clever enough. But in his horrible little heart, he’d happily destroy anyone that stood in his way. Even just inconvenienced him.’ 
   
 Nicole had a point there. She was the proof.  
   
 ‘But you know what? He’ll do terrible things his whole life, and there’ll be no punishment for him. There’s no task force for emotional fuckery,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘What about karma?’ Alex asked weakly. 
   
 Nicole frowned sceptically. ‘Do you believe in that?’ 
   
 ‘No. But I was kind of hoping you did,’ Alex admitted. 
   
 Nicole sighed. ‘It’d be great to think that, wouldn’t it? That the universe would take care of him. We both know it won’t. He’ll just move on. Unless we punish him ourselves. You and me.’ 
   
 ‘That’s the thing. I don’t even know what you think I can do here,’ Alex said hastily.  
   
 Nicole was happy to lay it out. ‘I think you can help me make his world feel a little bit smaller. I want to make the walls close in on him.’ 
   
 ‘How?’ 
   
 Nicole’s eyes twinkled. ‘It starts with us invading his territory—the show.’  
   
 ‘I’ve been sacked. That’s the end of the story. I’m not getting rehired there.’ 
   
 ‘You got let go from working in his office as an assistant producer. But he didn’t blackball you, did he? Accuse you of gross negligence, something like that?’ Nicole asked.  
   
 ‘Overstaffed for assistant producers,’ Alex said sardonically. 
   
 Nicole was delighted. ‘That leaves the door open for you to get rehired in some other capacity. Any number of departments you could assist in.’ 
   
 ‘Like what? Who would hire me?’ 
   
 ‘Me.’ 
   
 Alex blinked. ‘You don’t work there.’ 
   
 ‘I know. That’s step one. I need to get hired on the show, too.’ 
   
 Alex took a big swig of her drink. She wasn’t sure she should be entertaining this. But she wasn’t leaving. She was listening. As bananas as it sounded, it was also pretty compelling.   




Eleven

   
   
   
 It sounded hard. Nicole had to concede that. It also sounded bonkers, of course. But it was important to focus on the difficulty. If Nicole could convince Alex it was doable, the bonkers aspect felt like much more of a side issue.  
   
 ‘How in the hell are you going to get your husband to hire you for a show that he’s using as a sexual stalking ground?’ Alex asked.  
   
 ‘It’s simple. I’ll go through someone else.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds… It just feels like there’s a lot of problems with that plan.’ Alex frowned.  
   
 ‘You let me worry about that,’ Nicole told her. ‘What I need to know is if I can pull that part off, can I depend on you for part two?’ 
   
 ‘Which is?’ 
   
 ‘I’m still working out some details, but will you let me hire you as my assistant?’ Nicole asked hopefully. 
   
 ‘I’m an assistant producer. Why would you hire me as an assistant director? It doesn’t make any sense.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled. ‘I checked you out.’ 
   
 Alex was thrown. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, I went on MovieHub. Your credentials… You’ve worked a lot of different jobs in this industry.’ 
   
 ‘You take anything if it leads to a paid job. Working for Ethan was only my second paying job,’ Alex admitted.  
   
 ‘Right. But you went to film school to study directing.’ 
   
 ‘I thought that’s a direction I might go in at one point,’ Alex said carefully. 
   
 Nicole felt like she’d wandered into something here that required finesse. It was a shame she didn’t have time for it. ‘What happened?’ 
   
 Alex sighed through her nose. ‘I changed my mind.’ 
   
 ‘Because?’ 
   
 Alex fixed her with a hard stare. ‘Nicole. I owe you. And I like you, despite how we met. That’s why I’m entertaining any of this. But I don’t want to talk about that. So we’re not gonna. OK?’ Alex said firmly. 
   
 Nicole was immediately embarrassed. ‘Shit. I’m sorry. I’m sort of in this place where I’m trying to be less polite. Because I’m starting to realise that I’ve been tiptoeing through my personal life, trying not to ask for much from the people in it. But you don’t deserve any hard-assery.’ 
   
 Alex’s angry face softened. ‘I might deserve it a bit.’ 
   
 ‘You’re beholden to me for nothing,’ Nicole said firmly. ‘I only want you to help me if it’s what you want to do.’ 
   
 Alex chewed the inside of her mouth for a moment, and Nicole thought that was that. She was gonna say, ‘Good luck, but count me out.’ But she didn’t say that. Nor did she wave a pair of pom-poms, either. What she said was, ‘You know what? Get the job. Get on the show. If you can do that? I’ll think about it. That’s the best I can do.’ 
   
 ‘Because you think I’ve lost my mind,’ Nicole said without offence. 
   
 ‘That’s not the phrasing I’d use,’ Alex replied carefully.  
   
 ‘That’s OK. I get it. You’ve known me for five minutes. I’m just Ethan’s mad wife.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not what you are at all,’ Alex said. ‘I never saw you that way. Don’t put that on me.’ 
   
 Nicole paused, surprised. Alex looked angrier than she had about the directing thing. ‘I guess I’m trying to imagine what this would look like from your position. That’s all,’ Nicole explained. 
   
 ‘Then you got it wrong. I don’t think badly of you. I think badly of him,’ Alex said, her amber eyes flashing fury.  
   
 ‘Badly enough to fuck with him?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Alex took a very large pause and said, ‘Maybe.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled. ‘That’s all I need. Give me some time. I’ll be calling you with a job offer.’ 
   
 Nicole swallowed the rest of her drink and stood. It was all a bit dramatic. But she supposed she’d have to get used to that. She’d spent her adult life behind the camera, creating drama for others to enjoy. And now she was gonna be smack bang in the middle of it.  
   
 The pleasure would be all hers. Well, hers and Alex’s. She supposed she could make this work without her, but she found that she didn’t want to. She wanted this to be for both of them—for everyone ever wronged like this. They deserved a win.  
   
 If she could just hold her nerve to carry out her very dramatic vengeance. Despite how at odds it was with the way she’d lived every single moment of her life until this point. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alex had set her a task. ‘Get on the show. If you can do that? I’ll think about it.’ She thought it was a challenge, one that would test Nicole’s metal. But it turned out it wasn’t that difficult. With a little planning and thought, it went exactly as Nicole wanted.  
   
   
   
 The first thing Nicole did was tell Ethan that she had some post to finish up on a project out of town, and off she went back to the hotel. It was now a place of scheming and plotting. No crying allowed.  
   
 Nicole was actually between projects at the moment, but of course, Ethan wouldn’t be keeping proper track of her work situation, given his busy philandering schedule. He was out of the house enough to give Nicole plenty of time to commence her machinations, but she preferred to stay out of his way for obvious reasons. Minimal contact would help her get through the times she had to play the dutiful wife at home.  
   
 But she didn’t have to worry about that in the hotel, and her machinations began with a text to an industry friend (a friend important enough that people liked to do her favours) to put her in touch with a man, Jack Bevers. She didn’t know Jack, which was important. What was also important was that he had worked on the show a couple of years ago before he went on to greener pastures. He’d also worked on a show called Scalpels, which was crucial, as was the fact that it was out in LA now. He wasn’t in the daily mix of people who came into contact with Ethan. 
   
 It took a day to get a response, but eventually, Jack called her to ask what he could help her with. She told him she was looking to work on Foundations because she was a fan whose dream it was to do an episode (it almost gagged her to say that), and she needed an introduction. As they were friends of friends, would he mind setting it up? She’d owe him one. She knew that would work because, as an established director with a decent body of work, that might be a favour he could very well call in one day. 
   
 Duly, Jack told her there was a producer on that show that he could put her in touch with. The producer, Viola, called her on zoom for a quick chat that afternoon. No, she didn’t have any eps free. They were fully booked with only two episodes left in the season's shoot, one of which was halfway done. But Viola knew of her professional reputation, and she would gladly schedule her for next season. Nicole was very thankful, and while they were rounding things up, she asked who they had booked for the next episode out of simple curiosity. She gave the name happily. Mikey Newton.  
   
 It was a name she knew, which was a stroke of luck. She’d given a couple of talks at a film school a few years ago, and Mike had gone to pains to make himself known to her. Nicole even had his number. It felt like a sign that this was what she was supposed to do. 
   
 Nicole called Mikey Newton. She was honest with him, sort of. She had been booked for an episode of a costume drama starting soon. It was a fancy show with fancy reviews. It had been kind of a get for Nicole.  
   
 But sacrifices would have to be made, so she told Mikey that she needed to get out of it, that something personal had come up (true). She told him she wanted to recommend him for the opportunity, that as an up-and-comer she liked, she wanted to see him succeed. Was he available? He admitted he wasn’t. What a shame. She’d have to think of someone else.  
   
 ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘If I get the offer, I could maybe consider dropping out of the other thing?’ he said anxiously. He was being a bit cutthroat, and they both knew it. He wanted Nicole’s gig though, the ambitious pup.  
   
 ‘Well, obviously, no one wants to drop out of a project this late, but… I think sometimes, things happen, and choices are made. I think most people would understand… choosing up,’ she assured him. 
   
 Mikey paused. ‘OK, well… Go ahead and recommend me. If I get the offer, I’ll take it.’ 
   
 ‘Great. Well, keep an eye out for an email.’ 
   
 She said goodbye to him and got straight on the phone with the costume drama producer, Evan, to tell him she had to drop out because of a bereavement. But she had someone in mind to replace her. Someone talented that she recommended without hesitation if they were interested in a hot new name. Evan took the name, more than likely thinking how much he would save on her fee. He’d get a bargain and one that would more than likely deliver a good result if Nicole handpicked him.    
   
 Once that was done, she waited.  
   
 Viola called her the next day. The director for the very next episode of Foundations, the season finale, had just pulled out, and she was scrabbling to replace him. She might have easily gone straight to Ethan with this problem and the plan would have stalled right there the moment Nicole’s name was mentioned. But Ethan liked solutions rather than problems. Viola was going around him, Nicole knew.  
   
 ‘Are you still free?’ Viola asked eagerly.  
   
 What do you know, Nicole was free. But she had a few questions. Did they have the budget for her to bring along her own assistant? Viola thought they could probably manage that. Would she take a cut to her fee to offset it?  
   
 ‘Why not?’ Nicole agreed.  
   
 She’d done it. Piece by piece, she’d slid her knight across the board, knocking a few pawns off, and it was now in a position to take the king. She’d never done anything like this before. How easily she’d done it shocked her.  
   
 The funny thing was that Ethan had made it easy. Ethan had made sure that no one on the show knew her name or her relationship to him. That was now a blessing. She was simply a jobbing director looking for work. And one with a very long credit list at that. A show like Foundations would be happy to have her.  
   
 While Nicole was shunting her chess pieces, she was careful to maintain contact with Ethan, though they stuck to texting. The tone was breezy. He’d relaxed, she could tell. He thought he was free and clear.  
   
 That’s exactly what she wanted him to think… For now. 




Twelve

   
   
   
 Alex should have anticipated the call. The steely eyed determination in Nicole’s voice had told her to expect it. But Alex had been sure it wouldn’t happen. How the hell was Nicole going to get hired on Ethan’s show without him finding out and putting a halt to it somehow? Impossible. Steel or no steel.  
   
 And yet… 
   
 ‘I’m booked for the next ep. We start shooting in a week,’ Nicole said on the phone a few days later.  
   
 Alex was in her little flat, looking for jobs online. It wasn’t going well. ‘No. No way. You didn’t,’ Alex said, shocked. 
   
 ‘I did.’ 
   
 ‘How?’ 
   
 ‘Utilising connections,’ Nicole said. ‘Which is something I hate doing. But for this purpose, it was ideal. People who know people who don’t know me but know of me? Perfect.’ 
   
 ‘But Ethan… Doesn’t he know? How are you going to handle that?’ 
   
 ‘He’ll probably find out pretty soon. And I’ll be ready for that.’ Nicole paused. ‘So?’ 
   
 ‘So…’ Alex took a deep breath while she seriously considered, for the very first time, if she was going to do this. At that moment, she was struck by a memory. 
   
 Alex had been working for Ethan for a good long stretch, and it was never anything but a professional relationship. He was her boss, and not her type. She assumed he would have to be married anyway. Just something about his age and demeanour made her think he would be. 
   
 But then he came in one morning, about a year ago, looking very forlorn. Now, she and Ethan were still doing politely cordial, so they’d never talked about what they did in their free time. But his hang-dog face that day broke the protocol. 
   
 ‘You OK?’ she asked in the kitchen as she waited for the kettle to boil. She needed a caffeine fix.  
   
 ‘Yeah, just didn’t sleep great,’ he said, getting his cup and adding a tea bag to it. 
   
 ‘No? Everything… OK?’ she asked hesitantly. 
   
 He laughed with self-deprecation. ‘You don’t want to hear about my bullshit.’ 
   
 And, of course, she bit. 
   
 He told her he’d had a terrible Tinder date. He’d thought there might be some potential there, but it turned out she’d lied about a lot of stuff. He hated liars, he said. So it was a no-go. The whole thing had put him in a funk.  
   
 ‘Are there any good ones out there?’ he asked with sadness.  
   
 Alex understood now that it had all been a ruse to get her to believe that he was on the market. And that he was looking for someone who had a low tolerance for dishonesty, which implied his basic decency.  
   
 In retrospect, it had been a tipping point in the relationship, just as he’d intended. She’d felt warmth, if not attraction. So when the right moment arrived, when Jen revealed that she’d had a rotation of regular lovers behind her back, a lovelorn Alex was ripe for the plucking.  
   
 Remembering that, Alex gripped the phone tightly. That bastard. He’d made a fool out of her. And now she was an unemployed leaf in the wind, flying around with no protection, no direction, nothing.  
   
 ‘You’ve got yourself an assistant,’ Alex heard herself say.  
   
 Nicole made an actual ‘Whoo!’ noise. And then she paused and collected herself. ‘Sorry. I guess I thought you were going to turn me down.’ 
   
 ‘I think I thought I would, too,’ Alex admitted. ‘But it took me a long time to get that job, and he took it away from me when I became inconvenient. Which he made me in the first place. I was a puppet. And I’m no one’s fucking Pinocchio. So let’s do this. Let’s fuck him up.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t know how much those words mean to me, Alex,’ Nicole said passionately.  
   
 Alex smiled. She felt good. Better than she’d felt in a while. She was taking back control.   




Thirteen

   
   
   
 Nicole was playing a waiting game. Ethan could get the call sheet any minute now. Fun and games would then officially commence.   
   
 Nicole had come home. She was sitting in the garden in a deckchair plonked in a bit of sun next to a rosebush. She’d been back a few hours. Ethan had greeted her happily, and she the same. Smile, a peck on the lips, so glad to be home. More smiling. And then out of his way. But only to wait.  
   
 Eventually, she heard quick footsteps coming her way. He was practically running out of the house. ‘Er, Nic?’ 
   
 ‘Yup?’ she said very casually, newspaper on her lap, putting numbers in a sudoku with total randomness. She didn’t even know how to do sudoku. It was just a prop. 
   
 ‘I just, er…’ Ethan started tittering nervously. ‘I just got a call sheet for the next episode, and it’s got your name on it.’ 
   
 Nicole looked up from the sudoku, confused as could be. ‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, hoping she wasn’t overdoing it.  
   
 ‘My show. You’re on the roster.’ 
   
 ‘What? When? I can’t be. What?!’ 
   
 ‘It’s next week.’ 
   
 She gaped at him. ‘No, you must have something wrong there. I’m not doing your show at all. I’m doing an episode of Scalpels. I spoke to the producer a few days ago. I was going to mention it.’ 
   
 He showed her his iPad. There was her name on the Foundations finale. Nicole frowned like it simply wouldn’t compute. ‘I don’t understand. I spoke to Viola Thingy from Scalpels. Didn’t I?’ 
   
 ‘No, she’s a producer on my show. I thought we agreed not to… Didn’t we talk about not mixing our professional lives?’ he asked.  
   
 ‘Yes, of course. I wasn’t trying to… This is a mix-up, that’s all. I’ve been speaking to a lot of people recently. I guess I just… Shit, how did I miss that!? I could have sworn… I mean, we talked about the show. It sounded like she was describing Scalpels.’ 
   
 Ethan flushed. ‘Yes, I know. The concept is, well, not similar, but….’ 
   
 ‘Fuck. I don’t know what to do now,’ Nicole said anxiously. ‘What the hell…’ She took a pause, letting him think the cogs were whirring in her ditzy little brain. ‘You know what? I think I know what happened. It was Jack Bevers.’ 
   
 ‘Jack Bevers?’ Ethan repeated. ‘What about him?’ 
   
 ‘You know him?’  
   
 ‘Not really. He was on Foundations. But he left before I got there.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I was talking to him recently about some stuff, and he’s kind of looking around for directors for a big US show. I don’t think I got it,’ Nicole explained, mixing in a little embarrassing failure for colour. ‘But when we were chatting, he mentioned his time on Scalpels. Then he calls the next day and asks if I’ll do a medical drama for a friend, Viola. I said sure. She called and told me someone had dropped out, and I just snapped it up. Seemed like she was in a bind. I guess she thought I knew what show she was on, so she never actually said Foundations. She just kept talking about medical storylines. And I assumed it was Jack’s other show. I didn’t even know he’d done Foundations.’ She shook her head. ‘What a mess!’ 
   
 Ethan rubbed his temples. ‘I guess I can see how this could have…’ 
   
 ‘I’m shocked Viola didn’t contact you if she lost a director. Isn’t this the kind of thing you’d be in the loop for?’ Nicole asked him, and it was very hard not to start smirking. 
   
 He looked perturbed by that, embarrassed even. ‘I think it all happened quite quickly.’ He scratched his head, examining her. ‘And you never thought—’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know anyone from your show, do I?’ Nicole said innocently. ‘I’ve never met anyone the entire time you’ve been on it. That’s always been our deal.’ 
   
 He paused and licked his lips. ‘But you must have heard me mention Viola.’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged. ‘I know three Violas personally.’ That was a wild lie, but Ethan seemed to buy it. ‘I just didn’t make the connection,’ she added apologetically, playing the ditz he thought she was. 
   
 ‘So what do we do?’ Ethan asked. ‘I mean, I can call her now and sort this out?’ 
   
 ‘And what would you say?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 He paused. ‘Well, just that… there was a mistake.’ 
   
 ‘And?’ 
   
 ‘That you can’t do it.’ 
   
 ‘Because…’ Nicole said and let the sentence hang while she watched Ethan twist himself into knots.  
   
 This was the real start of things. The first little pinprick. She couldn’t have said for sure she was going to enjoy any of this before she’d truly begun it. Cruelty had never been her style. But would you look at that? It was fun.  
   
 Watching this pig turn himself on a spit of his own making was positively delicious. She nearly wanted to stop in the middle of it to text Alex. That was the only thing that would have put a cherry on it. If she could have seen this too. But she’d join in the fun soon enough. 
   
 ‘I can just say… I mean, we don’t… That we’re really…’ he stuttered. 
   
 Nicole sighed as though this was really the most terrible thing, and she was as much in a pickle about it as he was. ‘Look, I don’t think I can drop out now. It would leave the show in the lurch, which I’m sure you don’t want. And my reputation might take a dent, too. And as a freelancer, you know as well as anyone, that’s all I have. I hate to say it, but I think we’re just gonna have to put a pause in our rule for this one,’ she said reasonably. 
   
 Ethan stared at her for a moment, and she could practically hear his brain screaming at him that there had to be something he could say to stop this. But he had nothing. She’d made sure he didn’t. She’d gone over every possible scenario, ready with a reply.  
   
 Sure, she didn’t know him as she’d thought. But that didn’t mean she didn’t know plenty about Ethan Pine. He couldn’t hide everything. His flaws were a petard, and he was hoisting himself upon them with delicious predictability.  
   
 ‘OK, well, alright. I guess you’re right,’ Ethan relented miserably. ‘But, err, maybe we could…’ He stopped and swallowed. 
   
 ‘What?’ she pressed. But she knew full well what he was going to propose. 
   
 ‘Maybe we could just not mention it on set? You and me, I mean.’ 
   
 ‘You want me to pretend we’re not married?’ she said with a light, sad frown.    
   
 He looked horrified. ‘Oh no! I didn’t mean it like that! But it’s like we always say, you don’t want anyone to think I’ve helped you, do you?’ 
   
 Nicole chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘That’s true. You’re a big name now. Not like little old me.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not telling you to lie. But maybe we just don’t mention it? For your sake? People might think I hired you because, well… I know you wouldn’t want that,’ he said thoughtfully, the absolute prince.  
   
 ‘OK, maybe you’re right. Let’s just not mention it.’ Nicole smiled brightly. ‘Hey, maybe it’ll be fun. Maybe if people don’t know where married, I’ll get the real goss about you?’ she said like it was the most hilarious thing she’d ever imagined. 
   
 Ethan’s face froze in a terrible imitation of a smile as the dawning realisation swept over him. That if his colleagues didn’t know they were talking to his wife, they might say anything about him. Anything. People would not hold back. He’d leapt out of the frying pan and slap bang into the fire. 
   
 ‘Ha, yeah. I’m sure they’ll tell you I’m a right tyrant,’ he managed to say, dry-mouthed. He put his hands in his pockets, gave her a small tight smile, and spun away from her, heading back into the house. 
   
 Nicole looked back down at her sudoku and put in another random number just in case he was watching. She breathed a heavy sigh of contentment. It was amazing how healing this was already. But she wasn’t done. He hadn’t sweat nearly enough for her satisfaction. She was going to fill a mason jar with the stuff before she was through.  
   
 Something occurred to Nicole then that she hadn’t realised before. She was out of love with him. She wasn’t sure at what point that had happened, but she was shocked at the speed of it.  
   
 She wondered if it was because the person she’d loved had never been completely real. Maybe a bit here and there, but it was all stuck together with hidden, shitty parts, and the whole Frankenstein’s monster was glued together with lies. If the lie was dead, so was her love. And hadn’t that been fading anyway?  
   
 How long had she been unhappy? Hard to say. She hadn’t been paying attention. But she was now. Ethan was truly in her crosshairs.  
   
 Who was he, exactly? It was a question that didn’t matter as much as it had a week ago. But she did know a few things about him. Or rather, she was starting to understand what mattered to him. His reputation, his career, his money, his ego. That was the heart of him. And she was gonna rip it out and jump on it.  




Fourteen

   
   
   
 Alex walked back onto the set of Foundations (a week after her devil’s pact with Nicole) with extreme trepidation. She’d been sacked from this show, and people would have talked about it. She wondered what they knew.   
   
 The first person she saw was a runner called Lena. She watched Alex walk onto the set with a look of unpleasant shock. Lena was a self-important type, always trying to squeeze every last drop of power out of her lowly position as a runner, strutting around the hospital set, yelling as though she worked in an actual hospital with real emergencies.  
   
 Alex hated the type. They weren’t solving world hunger at Foundations, nor were they working to come up with a solution to climate change. They told stories. And here? They told the kind of stories that weren’t worth telling.  
   
 Alex liked making TV, but she was under no illusion about the kind of show this was. She didn’t think the same could be said of Lena. There had been a mutual antagonism between her and Alex from day one. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Lena greeted her, not bothered enough to mask her angry confusion. ‘What are you doing here? I thought you got…’ She let it hang in the air.  
   
 Alex looked at her and waited. She was not one to play chicken with.  
   
 Eventually, Lena said, ‘I thought you left.’ 
   
 ‘Yep. And now I’m back. I’m assisting the director for this ep.’ 
   
 Lena squinted at her. ‘You. ADing?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, if that’s alright with you,’ Alex shot back.  
   
 ‘Kinda weird that you ended up back here? And ADing. Why would anyone book you for that gig?’ Lena asked her.  
   
 Alex didn’t enjoy explaining herself to Lena. She was not the point here. However, Alex did have to make the lie fly on set. ‘She was looking for an assistant director, and I know the show. Plus, I’ve got some experience in that area,’ Alex said vaguely.  
   
 ‘Oh, yeah. I think I heard about that,’ Lena smirked. 
   
 Christ, was there anything this arsehole didn’t know? Was she gonna whip out pictures of Alex in her ill-advised teenage emo stage next? 
   
 ‘I better head in,’ Alex said. ‘I’ve got a read-through to go to,’ she said pointedly.  
   
 Runners didn’t go to those. It was department heads and assistants only, in addition to the actors.  
   
 Alex didn’t give a shit about hierarchies. But Lena did, and she was begging to be put back in her box. ‘Let me know if you’re doing a coffee run. I’d love an iced latte.’ 
   
 Lena affected the look of someone who had plenty more to say, but simply hadn’t the time. ‘Whatever.’ She scuttled off.  
   
 Alex hadn’t particularly enjoyed getting the better of her. Which made her wonder if this whole thing was a mistake. She was here for payback. If she couldn’t enjoy besting Lena, who was asking for it every minute of her life, how was it gonna be any better with Ethan? Could she even handle this? 
   
 It didn’t much matter because she’d agreed to it. And when she said she’d do something, she did the damn thing. More than that, she’d made a choice.  
   
 And it began with not actually attending this read-through. But rather, standing outside of it. Ethan was being thrown a very stressful party right now, and she was the surprise guest.   
   




Fifteen

   
   
   
 In the large room, filled with a round table full of assorted actors and crew, Ethan sat quietly and twitchily.  
   
 Nicole knew he would be. She also knew that if she sat there with an air of disinterest, then eventually, he’d start to relax. If Nicole seemed distant and indifferent to the read-through, just your bog-standard dead-inside pay-cheque director, he might hope she wouldn’t really get involved with the cast and crew beyond the work. No chats, no socialising, no conversations that might go a bad way for him. Nicole wanted to watch that happen. Go ahead, Ethan. Let your blood pressure lower. It’s all gonna be fine. 
   
 The actors sat down. Nicole had seen the show patchily and recognised the players. They’d come here fresh out of drama school and risen to the C-list under Foundations auspices. Nicole knew the game well enough to know what came next for them.  
   
 One or two would make it big. Some of them would end up staying at the show as long as it ran, which was on season nine and counting. Most of them would float out to different C-list work and continue in that vein for the rest of their careers. And some of them would quit acting altogether.  
   
 Nicole could have taken bets on who was who, but she’d probably be wrong. She’d seen mediocre actors rise to the top and kids with real talent fall off the edge.  
   
 She’d once met a young actor named Eliza on a set for a music video back when she was a runner, and she’d been certain Eliza was destined for greatness. However, Eliza was an accountant now. So many factors were at play in this rabid little world that you could never say for sure.  
   
  It was the same on the other side of the camera. The fight was insane, and it was not remotely a meritocracy. Nicole’s rise was an outlier. And she knew it could be over in a heartbeat if she somehow managed to ruin her own reputation. She would have to step lightly here to make sure the only reputation ruined was her bastard husband’s.  
   
 ‘Right, let’s get cracking, shall we?’ Ethan said with a jolliness that would have irked Nicole had she believed it was real.  
   
 The first scene was a two-hander between a young doctor and a nurse with a bit more experience than him. They were arguing over how to treat an elderly woman with a broken leg. The fresh young doctor (played by a kid called Zeke, of all things) was being a bit of an arrogant prick. 
   
 ‘Dr Jennings, I know you’re fresh out of medical school and you think you know it all, but—’ 
   
 ‘I’m gonna stop you there, nurse. I know you’ve worked here for seven years, but you’re not a doctor.’ 
   
 ‘Neither are you, yet. You haven’t fully qualified. And I’m an experienced nurse. My experience counts for more than your education right now.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t give me that Karen shit!’ he screeched. 
   
 Nicole wanted to put her earphones in, but she thought it might look a bit amiss if the director was doing her best not to listen to the scene. 
   
 The actors trundled on, finishing up. They looked at her expectantly. ‘Any notes, Nicole?’ Zeke asked. 
   
 Nicole was being paid, so she supposed she’d better earn the money. ‘How about we take it down a little? Less shouting. Zeke, why don’t you imagine that this person is… Do you have a mother by any chance?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah,’ he snorted.  
   
 ‘If your mother undermined you like that, would you scream at her?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Fuck no,’ he said, and you could hear some fear in his voice. 
   
 ‘Well, I want you to think about what kind of unconscious stuff might be going on for your character right now.’  
   
 ‘How do you mean?’ Zeke asked.  
   
 ‘That maybe he’s projecting some stuff.’ 
   
 He looked at his pages. ‘That’s not in the script.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled, wondering whether this was one of those kids who’d gone the model-to-actor route rather than drama school. Looking at his cheekbones, it was a real possibility. Drama schoolers might have had their difficulties, but if they’d been taught one thing, it was what the unconscious was.  
   
 ‘Well, not everything is in the script. Some stuff, we have to find it ourselves,’ she said. What she actually wanted to say was, ‘Sometimes you have to look at a puddle and imagine an ocean,’ but the writer was sitting right across the room. ‘I mean, he called her Karen, right?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, so?’ 
   
 ‘She’s less than ten years older than him,’ Nicole explained. ‘Hardly in the Karen zone, is she? So maybe he’s not really talking to Nurse, er…’ She checked her script quickly. ‘… Bartlett. Maybe he’s thinking of a different authority figure. The original.’ 
   
 Zeke looked down at his script, and his head looked like it needed a lightbulb above it. ‘Oooohhhh,’ he said quietly. ‘So you’re saying that I should imagine the way it would go down with my mum?!’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged lightly. ‘Let’s give it a go, shall we?’ 
   
 They did the scene again. With every word Zeke said, he sounded like he didn’t quite dare to go off the way he wanted. Passive aggression had slipped into his performance. It was better. Not great, but improved. It went that way with every scene. Almost all of the actors needed a lot of notes. Only a couple seemed seasoned.   
   
 They struggled on through to the end of the episode, Nicole adding notes where wanted. If no one asked, she didn’t bother. She’d slapped some lipstick on the pig, but she wasn’t battling to get the eyeliner on.  
   
 At the end, everyone clapped for the actors, including Nicole. Then the room began to clear out. As everyone was shuffling out, Ethan sidled up to her.  
   
 ‘Great work, Nicole. Glad to have you on board,’ he smiled and tipped her a little wink. 
   
 Nicole cleared her throat, possibly of bile, and smiled back. ‘Thanks. Glad to be here.’  
   
 Ethan moved off to talk to a DP about something or other. Nicole left the room. Out in the corridor, she scanned through the leaving crowd and saw her quickly—Alex. So poised usually, today she looked a little nervous. Nicole couldn’t blame her. People were looking very surprised to see her. Several greeted her, but it was awkward. They were confused about her presence.   
   
 Nicole scuttled over to her. ‘Alex. How’s it going?’ she asked quietly.  
   
 Alex took a deep breath. ‘It’s going.’ 
   
 ‘Right, yeah. Well, I’m really glad you could make it,’ Nicole said pointedly as people walked around them. ‘He’ll be out shortly,’ she said very quietly. ‘And then it begins. You ready?’ 
   
 Alex nodded.  
   
 Ethan came down the hall, through the dispersing cast and crew. Nicole stopped him in his stride. ‘Oh, Ethan, can I just introduce you to my assistant director?’ 
   
 Ethan turned to them and looked at Alex. His face froze. He looked back and forth between Nicole and Alex like he didn’t understand what the fuck was happening. Like he might wake up sweating from what had to be a nightmare.   
   
 ‘This is Alex Torrence,’ Nicole added. People walked around them. But Ethan was a statue in the moving crowd. 
   
 Ethan looked at Alex like he was trying to puzzle out whether he was fucked right now.  
   
 But Alex just smiled at him. ‘Hi.’ 
   
 ‘Alex, err. We’ve met… I mean, she…’  Ethan turned to Nicole. ‘She worked here. Before. As an assistant producer.’ 
   
 ‘Oh yeah, she mentioned that. Hard to find anyone that hasn’t worked on this show!’ Nicole laughed.  
   
 ‘So it seems,’ Ethan said, staring at Alex. 
   
 ‘I’ve been looking for someone I could train as my assistant recently,’ Nicole explained. ‘And a friend of a friend introduced me to Alex.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t know you AD’d,’ Ethan said to Alex meaningfully. 
   
 ‘Been looking to get into it for a while,’ Alex said icily. 
   
 ‘We met for coffee a few days ago and totally clicked,’ Nicole said. She turned to Alex. ‘Didn’t we?’ 
   
 ‘Mmm,’ Alex agreed. ‘Really hit it off. And what do you know? I’m right back here.’ 
   
 ‘Why did you leave again?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Ethan started to speak, ‘Well—’ 
   
 ‘Personal reasons,’ Alex interrupted. ‘But I was sorry to leave. Ethan and I worked quite closely. Thick as thieves, we were.’ 
   
 Nicole laughed like this was all just one of life’s crazy quirks. ‘And I’ve brought her back to you. You must be thrilled, Ethan.’ 
   
 Ethan tried to laugh, but it came out oddly. ‘Yeah. Yeah. So glad to have you back, Alex. You were always… a good addition. Reliable. Like a golden retriever you’ve had for years.’ He reached out and ruffled her hair lightly.  
   
 She gave him a look and smoothed down her blonde locks.   
   
 Nicole was loving this. Ethan was attempting to desexualise the relationship by comparing Alex to a smelly old dog. It was pathetically transparent.  
   
 This was going beautifully.  
   




Sixteen

   
   
   
 This was a tough thing to keep track of. What Ethan knew and what he thought he knew. Because, so far, Ethan didn’t know if Alex knew that he and Nicole were married. And he also didn’t know why Alex hadn’t brought up her unfair dismissal. And he also didn’t know if this whole thing was just a coincidence or a ploy. Why was Alex back? He was flummoxed. 
   
 ‘It’s good to be back,’ Alex said. ‘I’ve missed everyone.’ 
   
 ‘How did it go?’ Ethan asked. ‘The personal thing? Is it OK?’ he said, licking his lips. 
   
 All Alex had to do during this was smile and look innocent. But when he asked that question, she couldn’t help herself. ‘Oh, my grandfather? Yeah. He’s dead, actually.’ 
   
 ‘Oh no!’ Ethan said, pretending he gave a fraction of a shit. ‘I hope it wasn’t…’ 
   
 ‘It was very drawn out and painful,’ Alex said before he could finish. All of her grandparents were long dead, so she wasn’t worried about tempting fate. ‘He really suffered at the end.’ 
   
 Ethan stared at her, his voice lost. 
   
 ‘Well, anyway! Nice to catch up!’ she said with all the pep she could find. Ethan nodded mutely. 
   
 ‘Right, well, we’ve got work to do,’ Nicole said. ‘But I’m sure you’ll be seeing Alex around set plenty.’ 
   
 Ethan half smiled. ‘Yeah. I guess we’ll, err, be seeing each other. Around.’ He turned and walked away rather quickly.  
   
 Alex and Nicole were left alone in the hall. ‘Shall we head to my office? We’ve got some stuff to go through,’ Nicole suggested to Alex, who nodded eagerly.  
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 They were in Nicole’s temporary office, private, big, painted the white of a psychiatric hospital, sat on an old leather couch in the corner. Nicole smiled at her, and Alex returned it. Then they were both laughing. It built quickly to hysterics.  
   
 Nicole was breathless by the end. ‘He, he…’ she stopped and collected herself briefly. ‘He called you a golden retriever!’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I caught that little comment. The subtext was very strong,’ Alex said. 
   
 ‘Ah. Yes. It was made clear to me that he’d never think of you in any way that could be considered wrong,’ Nicole added. 
   
 ‘Exactly. He’d never try to bang a golden retriever, would he?’ Alex paused. ‘You know what? Maybe it’s unfair to assume that.’ 
   
 Nicole laughed again. ‘I wouldn’t put much past him these days. Oh, by the way, I loved the grandpa thing. I mean, if it’s not true.’ 
   
 ‘Not at all. One grandpa went in his sleep, and the other had a very quick heart attack. A pack of lies.’ 
   
 ‘What made you think to say it?’ Nicole asked, impressed. 
   
 Alex rolled her eyes. ‘He was being so fucking… He was so desperate to make it easy for himself. That’s what he wanted me to do for him. Make it easy. I wasn’t having it.’ 
   
 Nicole nodded in agreement. ‘That’s him. He never says it. But somehow, I always tried to make his life easier. Taking every stress I could off his shoulders, shielding him from difficult conversations. I can see now that didn’t just happen. He makes it happen.’ 
   
 ‘How were we so blind? Alex asked, shaking her head. 
   
 ‘We can see now, that’s all that matters.’  
   
 ‘What do you think he thought when he saw me?’ Alex asked. ‘Do you think he thought…’ 
   
 ‘I know what he thought, the arrogant twat,’ Nicole broke in. ‘He thought you were going full Fatal Attraction. He thinks you’re back for him.’ She shook her head. 
   
 ‘To get my revenge or get him back?’ Alex asked, revolted at the second option. 
   
 Nicole pondered on it for a moment. ‘I think he’s trying to figure that out as we speak. His problem right now is that he’s told me not to tell anyone that we’re married. So if I keep that promise, you might decide to confide in me about certain things.’ 
   
 ‘Or maybe I do know you’re married, and that’s why I’ve attached myself to you. It’s all a big scheme to get to him.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly. One way or another, you’re a ticking clock,’ Nicole said tranquilly.  
   
 Alex looked at Nicole in some wonderment. ‘It’s going just as you thought so far.’ 
   
 ‘I know. It’s almost disappointing how easy it is,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Almost?’ Alex pressed. 
   
 ‘I haven’t even started yet,’ Nicole assured her. 
   
 ‘So, how do we play it next?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Well, we’ve got an episode of TV to make, so I think we should probably focus on that. He’s going to take it from here for a bit, anyway.’ 
   
 ‘You’re sure of that?’ Alex pressed. 
   
 ‘OK, put yourself in his position,’ Nicole proposed. ‘The one person you were trying to get rid of because they could expose your filthy little secrets shows up at your workplace. Working with your wife. Would you just cross your fingers and hope for the best?’ Nicole asked.  
   
 ‘That’s a tough one. I can’t picture me in his position,’ Alex said truthfully. She knew she wasn’t perfect, but she wasn’t like him.  
   
 He’d had everything, and it had still not been enough. Great job, great wife, great life. If Alex had half of what he’d had, she’d have considered it a miracle and spent the rest of her life thanking the universe for her blessings.  
   
 Instead, she had half a career, a shitty ex, two shitty exes actually, a car that was forever moments away from going caput, and a tiny, overpriced flat. Nicole was right. He deserved to pay, if only for his lack of gratitude. The world was rarely so kind. And he’d spat in the face of his incredible luck.  
   
 ‘Of course you wouldn’t have done all this,’ Nicole said. ‘But find your inner scumbag for a second. What’s your next move?’ 
   
 Alex thought it over. ‘If I were him, I’d want to know what I was planning.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly. So we give him the rope, and we wait,’ Nicole explained. 
   
 ‘Why can’t I just go right to him now? Explain the whole thing?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Because you know that expression? No news is good news?’ Nicole began. 
   
 ‘Sure.’ 
   
 ‘Have you ever taken comfort in that?’ Nicole asked her. 
   
 That was an easy question for Alex to answer. ‘Not even once. If I don’t know what’s happening, I will assume an absolute dog-shit worst-case scenario.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly. It’s human nature. Imagine you’ve done something wrong and there’s a chance it’s about to blow up in your face?’ Nicole prompted. 
   
 ‘So we’re leaving him to get paranoid and frightened?’ 
   
 ‘It’s as much a part of it as anything we could do. He’s gonna fret and worry and sweat,’ Nicole said, leaning back in her chair, crossing her arms behind her head, and smiling calmly. ‘He’ll be his own torturer more than we could ever be.’ 
   
 ‘You’re an evil mastermind,’ Alex said. 
   
 Nicole tensed. ‘I don’t know about that.’ 
   
 Alex smiled. ‘Don’t worry. It suits you.’ 
   
 Nicole looked away, embarrassed. ‘I don’t need an ego stroke,’ she stuttered.  
   
 ‘I’m just saying. You look very different from when I first met you,’ Alex explained. 
   
 Nicole chortled. ‘What a difference a shower makes.’ 
   
 Alex tutted. ‘It’s not that. It’s like… Your light had gone out. And you switched it back on. That’s the difference.’ She paused before saying the next thing, unsure if it crossed a line. But it pushed its way out of her mouth anyway. ‘Ethan’s an idiot.’ 
   
 Nicole looked very uncertain about how to take that. ‘I wasn’t sure you were gonna show up today,’ she said, a swift subject change.  
   
 Alex shrugged. ‘Me neither. But I said I would.’ 
   
 ‘I appreciate that,’ Nicole said seriously. ‘I know you said yes to this. But I also know I had to sell it to you.’ 
   
 ‘At the very least, I’m currently employed,’ Alex said philosophically.  
   
 ‘But you had to come back here after…’ 
   
 ‘Getting sacked? Yeah. That wasn’t easy. I think everyone knows what happened. I mean, we were discreet, but… I know they know.’ 
   
 ‘Only an idiot wouldn’t be able to put two and two together and figure out what happened,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Well… this place is teeming with idiots,’ Alex sighed. She paused before saying what she said next because she wasn’t sure if Nicole would want to hear it. ‘It's embarrassing being back, if I’m honest. I feel so fucking… I was naïve. I’ve never thought I was that.’ 
   
 Nicole looked at her with sympathy in her dark eyes. ‘So was I. I guess that’s the word we apply to people who aren’t expecting to get screwed over. Well, we know better now. Trust no one.’ 
   
 Alex frowned. ‘But we have to be able to trust each other, right? This won’t work otherwise.’ 
   
 Nicole shook her head. ‘I didn’t include you in that. I trust you,’ she said easily. 
   
 That confused the hell out of Alex. ‘Why? I’m exactly the one you shouldn’t, given how we met.’ 
   
 Nicole thought about it for a moment. She looked confused herself. ‘I don’t know, actually. I guess it doesn’t make a lot of sense. But I can tell you’re OK.’ 
   
 ‘OK?’ Alex asked. 
   
 Nicole shrugged. ‘I just get a feeling about you. You’re a good one.’ 
   
 Alex wasn’t sure what had happened to her body at that moment. It was as though a little shock ran through it, but a nice one. The compliment meant a lot to her right now.  
   




Seventeen


 


 


 

 Nicole didn’t know what it was about Alex. But her amber eyes had something in them that was impossible not to trust. However, when someone knocked on the door, she was glad of the interruption. Nicole didn’t want to make Alex feel awkward by running her mouth about how much she liked her.  
   
 ‘Come in,’ Nicole said, thinking it might be Ethan. But it was a young woman with a nose piercing. ‘Hi, I’m Lena. I’m the runner. Just thought I’d introduce myself. We’re so excited to have you here.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Nicole asked, not very interested in being buttered up like a roll. 
   
 ‘You’ve got a great credit list. That episode of Jake Reed that you did? Amazing.’ 
   
 Alex’s eye roll was subtle, but Nicole caught it. ‘Oh yeah. Thanks,’ she said to Lena impassively.  
   
 Lena stood there expectantly. 
   
 ‘Anything I can help you with?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Lena’s smile dropped. ‘Oh, no. But if you wanted anything? A coffee or…’ 
   
 Nicole held up the one she was already drinking. ‘I’m good, thanks. Machine in the hall. Bye, Lena.’ 
   
 Lena nodded. ‘You’re busy, of course. I’ll leave you to it.’ She shot one quick look at Alex as she left.  
   
 ‘You don’t like her, do you?’ Nicole asked Alex once Lena was out of earshot. 
   
 Alex sighed. ‘We’ve never been buddies. Put it that way.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, wow. You fucking hate her,’ Nicole laughed.  
   
 Alex grinned ruefully. She opened her mouth to say more but was interrupted by a vibration from her pocket.  
   
 ‘Got a message?’ Nicole asked, hopefully.  
   
 ‘He won’t have reached out this quickly,’ Alex said and checked her message. ‘Well, my mistake.’ 
   
 Nicole was on her feet. ‘What does it say?’ 
   
 ‘It just says, “We need to talk,”’ Alex said, holding up her phone.  
   
 Nicole read those four words and tutted. ‘Drama queen.’ 
   
 ‘What shall I say back?’ 
   
 ‘We’ve got a meeting in five. It’s gonna have to wait,’ Nicole said, checking her watch. ‘Let him stare at his phone all afternoon, waiting to see.’ 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Yeah, OK. He can keep that sweat pouring till we’re ready.’ 
   
 Nicole grinned at Alex, feeling fortunate that she was by her side in this. ‘Alright, let’s get to this meeting. We can talk afterwards about the next move.’ 
   
 Alex got up and grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. ‘I can’t believe we have to make an episode of television amidst all this.’ 
   
 ‘That reminds me, fair warning, I might be getting into it with the lighting department. Every episode of this show I’ve ever seen is completely overlit. I can’t let them do that. Not this ep. It’s ridiculously oversaturated.’ 
   
 ‘You might run into some difficulties there,’ Alex said. ‘The lighting department has very strong feelings about brightness levels. The gaffer, Clyde? He’s always banging on about how he’s sick of all shows being too dark these days, so he’s made it his mission to blow everyone’s eyeballs out.’ 
   
 Nicole's shoulders dropped. ‘That sounds like a fight waiting to happen.’ 
   
 Alex and Nicole walked out together. ‘One thing I do know about Clyde is that he’s obsessed with timekeeping,’ Alex told her. ‘Argue with him right until the meeting ends, and he might make some concessions just so he can leave. You won’t get exactly what you want, but we might be able to make this ep look a bit less like it needs a laugh track.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled. ‘The old filibuster, eh? Thanks for the tip.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Jesus, that was tiring,’ Nicole said as they walked out of the meeting. ‘I don’t like that man a bit. I could practically feel him trying not to call me “Young lady” the entire meeting.’ 
   
 ‘Ethan calls him old school,’ Alex said sourly. ‘But you beat his ass today. It was lovely to watch.’ 
   
 Nicole grinned. ‘I’m not sure I’d call it a full smackdown. It was a marginal victory at best.’ 
   
 ‘You take what you can get on this show,’ Alex said knowingly.  
   
 Nicole gave her a warm look. ‘Luckily, I have a secret weapon.’ 
   
 Alex gave Nicole a half-smile. ‘And here’s me thinking I’m just useful for setting scumbag husband traps,’ Alex said.  
   
 ‘Speaking of which…’ 
   
 ‘Yeah,’ Alex said, keener than the start of the day. She was finding her feet in this. ‘Let’s talk strategy.’ 
   




Eighteen

   
   
   
   
   
 Alex felt a little funny having Nicole in her flat. Standing in the living room, looking around at her decor, she looked out of place.  
   
 Alex was meeting Ethan to talk in person about “things,” convening at her flat for the showdown. Nicole would be listening from the bedroom, which made it feel even odder. Because Alex slept with Nicole’s husband in that very room. Surely that would be on Nicole’s mind?  
   
 She considered telling Nicole how mediocre it had been. ‘I know I accidentally destroyed your marriage, but I want you to know it wasn’t even that fun.’ Yeah, maybe not. 
   
 But if Nicole was thinking about all that, she wasn’t showing it. ‘Nice place.’ 
   
 ‘It’s tiny.’ 
   
 ‘It’s nice,’ Nicole repeated. ‘I like the artwork.’ 
   
 The place was covered in film noir movie posters. Alex had never felt silly about that before today. But having Nicole in her flat made it feel pretentious. Nicole’s compliments were making it worse.  
   
 She felt like she was getting a pat on the head from a grown-up and told her shitty little crayon picture was lovely. Which was weird because there were only ten years between them. So why did it feel like she was the kid?  
   
 Maybe because that was exactly the thing she didn’t want to be. She wanted to be on Nicole’s level because there was just something about Nicole that was cool. She was a career director, with a list of credits as long as Alex’s arm, in a male-dominated industry. Hard not to admire her.   
   
 It was hard to say if Nicole liked her back or just needed her. What Alex would have liked to ask her was, ‘If none of this had happened, would we be friends?’ Alex wished there was a way to know. Without actually asking. She wasn’t that bloody desperate. 
   
 ‘So. He’s going to be here soon. You know how you want to play this, right?’ Nicole asked, breaking Alex out of her needy moment.  
   
 Alex nodded eagerly. ‘Yeah. It’s about blackmail. I’m going to dangle the possibility that I’m gonna blab to you. And in exchange…’ 
   
 ‘…You want a shed load of money,’ Nicole finished. 
   
 Alex chewed the inside of her mouth for a moment. ‘We definitely want to start with money?’ 
   
 Nicole cocked her head and gave her a look. ‘We’re not going to get it. Remember that.’ 
   
 ‘Because I’m going to ask for more than he could possibly scrape together?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Precisely. So then he’s going to start negotiating.’ 
   
  ‘Look, I know it’s late in the day to raise this, but…’ Alex wasn’t sure how to justify her feelings, but she gave it a pop. ‘I’m not so sure about this part. Even though we don’t want the money, I feel funny about asking for it.’ 
   
 Nicole was quiet for a moment. ‘OK. I think I can guess why but tell me anyway.’ 
   
 Alex shrugged. ‘It just feels gross.’ 
   
 ‘The blackmail or the money?’ 
   
 ‘The blackmail doesn’t bother me so much,’ Alex assured her. ‘I’m alright with exploiting him. He would do it. He has done it. It’s the money. I keep thinking about asking for it, and it just makes me feel disgusting. I can’t explain it.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have to. I get it.’ Nicole sat down on Alex’s old couch, contrite. ‘The whole point is that only he feels shame. This was a bad idea.’ 
   
 Alex felt bad. ‘It was a good idea. A great idea, actually. I like the blackmail thing,’ Alex reassured her. 
   
 ‘But I don’t have to do it. You do. So if that’s how you feel, we’re going to have to reconfigure it. This is our revenge. Not just mine.’ Nicole sighed. ‘So what do you want to do?’ 
   
 Alex felt nervous about saying what she was thinking. She worried that Nicole would think it an amateurish addition to the scheme. ‘Well, I thought maybe I could just ask him to… OK, I was thinking what we could do was… 
   
 There was a rap at the door. 
   
 ‘Shit, he’s early!’ Alex hissed. 
   
 Nicole stood, panic in her eyes. ‘Just… Improvise what feels right!’ she said wildly, then ran from the room into the bedroom, closing the door quickly. 
   
 Alex took a deep breath, collected herself, and went to the door. She opened it to a rather bullish-looking Ethan. She’d never seen him look like that before. He was always Mr Good Guy around set, full of smiles and claps on the back for everyone. He left the hard conversations to others. But here, now, this was a new colour on him. He looked ready to fight. 
   
 ‘Hello, Alex,’ he said, pushing past her. ‘Let’s just get to it, shall we?’ 
   
 Alex was a bit amused. She wanted to see what he would say before she said her piece.  
   
 He walked into the centre of the living room and stood there, hands on his hips. ‘Right. So. Down to brass tacks. I get it. You’re hurt that I broke up with you.’ 
   
 Alex tried not to laugh. 
   
 ‘And you were so hurt that you managed to find out… Before I go on, can I just check, how did you manage to find out I was married? I can’t puzzle that out,’ Ethan asked. 
   
 Alex smiled thinly. ‘Private detective. Two hundred and ninety-nine pounds and ninety-nine pence will get you a lot of info on anyone you want. Including marriage records.’ 
   
 Ethan shook his head. ‘For fuck’s sake. I can’t believe you went to those lengths. Hasn’t anyone ever broken up with you before?’ 
   
 ‘You didn’t break up with me,’ Alex pointed out. ‘You left that to Viola. And she didn’t know she was even doing that. She thought it was just a firing.’ 
   
 Ethan ignored the nod to his cowardice. ‘Well, I don’t know how the hell you managed to insert yourself into my wife’s life, but it was pointless.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah?’ Alex asked casually. 
   
 ‘Yes. Because it’s already over. We’re getting a divorce. She’s been seeing other men for months. You’ve got nothing over me.’ 
   
 Alex had a feeling that Nicole was in the next room, trying not to lose her shit right now. 
   
 ‘Oh, so… I can tell her?’ Alex asked brightly. 
   
 Ethan shrugged like he didn’t much care. ‘You can. But you don’t know her. You’re the one that will suffer if you do. She’d have you blackballed in this industry. I mean, I know I had to let you go, but I wouldn’t have badmouthed you. Nicole though? When she finds out what you’re trying to do? I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. Put it that way. She’s got a vengeful streak like you wouldn’t believe.’ 
   
 Alex thought it was hilarious how he’d wandered into the truth while lying his ass off. But she had to hand it to him. His plan to make Nicole the bad guy wasn’t half bad. Not perfect, though.  
   
 ‘Why would she care if you’re getting a divorce? And why do you care if I get on her bad side?’ 
   
 ‘I’m warning you for your own good,’ he said, jabbing a finger at her darkly. 
   
 A giggle escaped from Alex. ‘That’s why you came over here? For my own good?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. Just… Just go. Cut your losses. Make up an excuse. Kill off another grandparent if you have to but make it quick. I don’t need drama on the show.’ He realised what he’d said. ‘Not this kind, I mean.’ 
   
 Alex wished right then that she was one of the characters from her noir movies with a bar in the room. She’d go over to it, pour herself a neat scotch, swill it around and take a thoughtful sip while pretending to think it over. 
   
 Instead, she just shrugged and said, ‘Nah.’ 
   
 He stared at her, stunned. ‘You don’t know what you’re doing. I know what your career means to you.’ 
   
 Alex heard the threat. But she wasn’t going to blink first. ‘And I know what yours means to you,’ she said. 
   
 ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he asked, agitated.  
   
 ‘That I think you’re full of shit. And I think you have everything to lose. And I think this is a desperate tactic to wriggle out of a very messy, expensive, public divorce that was certainly not in the cards as far as your wife knows.’ 
   
 Ethan stared at her angrily. He’d thought this would work, but Alex wasn’t playing along, and it was pissing him off. ‘Look. I don’t know what you want here, but…’ 
   
 ‘I want you to quit the show,’ Alex said. She hoped it would be like the money. Too big of an ask. But the start of negotiations.  
   
 He laughed without humour. ‘Not a chance. I’ve worked my whole life for this. I’m not leaving because you threaten me. No way.’ 
   
 ‘That’s your final answer?’ Alex asked. 
   
 He nodded. ‘Yeah. I’d lose everything else. But not this. This is mine.’ 
   
 Alex sniffed. ‘OK. Thanks for coming. See yourself out.’ She got her phone out, sat down, and opened Twitter.  
   
 Eventually, after a few uncertain seconds, he walked out. He left her door wide open, the prick. After Alex heard him jog down the stairwell and out the main door, she got up and shut it. She went to the bedroom and opened the door.  
   
 Nicole had hold of one of her pillows, and she was smashing it on the bed. She turned, caught. ‘Oh. Sorry. I just needed to work out some feelings.’ 
   
 Alex cocked her head. ‘Can I have it when you’re done?’ 




Nineteen

   
   
   
 Nicole was seeing other men, was she?! The bloody cheek of Ethan. It shouldn’t have been shocking to hear him lie like this. She knew he’d been doing it for years. But to hear the words out loud, to hear him trying to paint her as some monster to Alex?  
   
 She nearly burst through the door and blew everything. But the thought of his face when he realised how fucked he was about to be? It was nearly worth it. But the punishment would have been over too quickly. He wasn’t getting off so easy. 
   
 Instead, Nicole grabbed a pillow from Alex’s bed and twisted it up like a giant stress ball. She kept twisting the whole time she listened to him trying to dig himself out of the hole. She was pretty sure the pillow was not fit for its original purpose anymore. She would buy Alex another.  
   
 Once he’d left, she started smashing whatever was left of the pillow on the bed, really going to town on it. Alex came in a bit sooner than she was expecting and caught her going at it. She was pretty embarrassed and apologised immediately, but Alex didn’t appear bothered. 
   
 ‘I don’t think it’s functional as a pillow anymore, sorry. I’ll buy you another in the morning,’ Nicole said, red-faced from embarrassment and exertion. 
   
 ‘I think if I’d been in your position, I’d have put a window through,’ Alex said. 
   
 ‘God almighty, the shit that came out of his mouth about me… Is this how he talks about me to people we know?’ 
   
 ‘I doubt it. He only wrecked your reputation with me because, well, let’s face it, I don’t matter,’ Alex said casually, sitting on the bed. 
   
 Nicole sat down next to her. ‘Don’t you dare let him make you feel like that.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have to cheer me up,’ Alex said. ‘You don’t owe me emotional support or anything like that. Not after what I did to you.’ 
   
 Nicole tutted. ‘You still feel guilty about that? Why?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know,’ Alex sighed.  
   
 Nicole paused. ‘I do. Because you’re a good person. This wasn’t your fault, but you still want to take the blame for your part in it. While that sack of shit who is actually to blame for this doesn’t want to take any responsibility at all. The human psyche is a backwards-ass machine.’ 
   
 Alex had to laugh. ‘Yeah. I guess it is,’ she said, her amber eyes brightening.  
   
 Despite what she’d said, she did look a little lifted. It made Nicole happy to be able to do that for her. It was odd how warm this felt. How comfortable she was with Alex. She could almost forget how this had started.  
   
 But not quite. Eyes on the prize, Nicole. This ain’t no book club. ‘So, how do you feel that went? I hulked out in here, but you sounded pretty calm with him?’ 
   
 ‘Well, he did pretty much what we wanted him to do. He said no. But he was scared,’ Alex said, satisfied.  
   
 ‘Yeah, quitting the show?! That was the perfect demand! Way better than the money,’ Nicole told her. 
   
 Alex brightened. ‘Thanks.’ She paused. ‘It sucked what he said about you. But he was just trying to paint himself as the lesser evil.’ 
   
 ‘Pathetic. I’d hate to imagine him pulling that kind of shit on a more vulnerable girl,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Maybe this whole thing will scare that douche-nozzle straight,’ Alex proposed. ‘I’d love to think of him having his skeezy little thoughts and then remembering how badly it went with me and deciding it’s not worth the risk.’ 
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘It would be nice to at least slow him down for a bit,’ she said hopefully. ‘You think he’s gonna come back with a counteroffer?’ 
   
 ‘For sure. He thinks I’m off my rocker,’ Alex said with delight. 
   
 ‘Good.’ Nicole smiled. ‘The more unpredictable you appear, the worse an idea it is for him to call your bluff. And I need to keep playing old Nicole. Dumb and compliant.’  
   
 ‘How the hell could anyone mistake you for that?’ Alex asked, baffled. ‘You’re a damn supervillain.’ 
   
 Nicole was surprised. ‘You think?’ she asked, pleased. 
   
 Alex looked at her with something that seemed like admiration. ‘Total evil genius.’ 
   
 Given what Alex’s existence had done to Nicole’s self-esteem initially, she had this funny way of making Nicole feel pretty good about herself. Nicole didn’t quite know how she did it. But it was hard to imagine how any of this could have worked if Alex wasn’t exactly the person she was.  
   
 It was kind of crazy, but Nicole could have cut Ethan some slack for her going for Alex if he wasn’t a serial cheat. She was cool, that was for sure. And easy on the eyes. She’d turn anybody’s head. 
   
 Bloody hell, she was doing it again! Feeling cosy about Alex. But she simply couldn’t help but wish they had met under better circumstances. But who could say how things would be after all this was done? When the smoke cleared, did they have to end this… whatever it was? Maybe they could still pull a friendship out of this wreckage? 
   
 But Nicole wasn’t sure where she’d be when all was said and done. Or who she’d be, for that matter. In all of this, she hadn’t looked to a future beyond revenge. She’d be divorced, of course. But would she get their friends? Would she get the house? And did she want it, knowing what might have happened there?  
   
 Speaking of which, she should go home and let Alex have some peace. ‘Great start today. Thanks for everything.’ She stood.  
   
 Alex stood quickly. ‘Oh, yeah, sure. Tomorrow.’ 
   
 They smiled at each other for a moment. It felt nice. Nicole wondered if she should hug Alex. No, too weird. Though she kind of wanted to.  
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




Twenty

   
   
   
 Nicole got up to leave and smiled at her. Alex smiled back. There was an awkward little pause. In that pause, Alex felt a bit funny in the tummy. She was probably just stressed. It always went straight to her stomach.  
   
 ‘Man, it’s been a long day,’ Alex said, ignoring her rumblings.  
   
 ‘That it has. We both need some sleep.’ Nicole looked at the pillow. ‘You’ve still got one left, right?’ 
   
 ‘Don’t worry about the pillow,’ Alex assured her, heading into the living room, Nicole following. ‘I was going to say get a good night’s sleep. But…’ 
   
 Nicole chuckled bitterly. ‘That’s right. I’m sleeping next to that bastard.’ She looked at the couch and bit her lip. ‘Actually…’ 
   
 Alex looked at the couch, but she didn’t get it. ‘What?’ 
   
 Nicole rolled her eyes at herself. ‘Sorry, that’s too much to ask.’ 
   
 Alex knew she was being dense, but she couldn’t seem to take whatever hint was being thrown. ‘What is?’ 
   
 ‘I was just, just wondering if I could sleep on your couch tonight. But I think that’s a hefty ask—’ 
   
 ‘Of course you can,’ Alex said, glad she’d asked. She didn’t want Nicole to go back to that house if she didn’t have to. She was happy to have her here. 
   
 ‘Oh,’ Nicole replied, surprised. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘You’re welcome,’ Alex told her firmly. ‘But won’t Ethan wonder why you’re not at home?’ 
   
 ‘I’ll just tell him I fell asleep working in the office if he doesn’t beat me to that excuse first. Wouldn’t be the first time.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t think he’ll see through that?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think he’ll care enough to see through it,’ Nicole said reasonably.  
   
 Alex wanted to say something comforting about that, but what was there to say? It was true. Ethan didn’t care about anyone but himself.  
   
 Alex decided that if she couldn’t attend to Nicole’s emotional needs, she could at least help with the physical ones. So to speak. ‘Well, my sofa is a squidgy uncomfortable mess, just so you know.’ 
   
 ‘It doesn’t contain any cheating husbands, though,’ Nicole said brightly. ‘So it looks like the bloody Ritz to me right now.’ 
   
 ‘How is it being around him?’ Alex asked tentatively.  
   
 ‘Almost unbearable.’ 
   
 ‘How the hell are you doing it?’ 
   
 Nicole smiled. ‘I pretend I’m in a TV show, and I’m playing a character who doesn’t despise their husband. In real life, I might hate my co-star’s guts, but I’ve got a job to do, and I’m gonna be a professional about it.’ 
   
 Alex took a moment to let that percolate. ‘So you’re just… dissociating? she asked, worried. 
   
 Nicole put her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. ‘Just a smidge.’ 
   
 Alex’s eyes widened. ‘I don’t like the sound of that.’ 
   
 ‘It’s temporary. Just a few weeks. Then I can go back to being a complete person,’ Nicole assured her casually. ‘Now, do you have a spare blanket?’ 
   
 Alex found that to be a slightly worrisome statement. She went to get a throw blanket from the cupboard, hoping Nicole wasn’t hurting herself as much as Ethan had in all this. She’d hate to see that. She vowed to keep an eye on her. 
   
 Alex gave Nicole the throw. ‘Do you need, like, stuff?’ 
   
 ‘No, I think I’ll just sleep in my clothes, like a dirty stop-out,’ Nicole said. ‘I’ll go home in the morning to get changed. Hopefully, he’ll be out of the house by then.’ 
   
 Alex gave her a small smile. ‘Sleep well, then.’ 
   
 Nicole started getting herself settled while Alex went into her room to get ready for bed. She lay down under the covers and closed her eyes. Today had been a hell of a long day, and consciousness could feel free to fuck off any time it liked.  
   
 But consciousness stayed where it was. Hours went by, and sleep would not come. Alex wondered what it was exactly. Was it the confrontation with Ethan? Maybe. Was it worry about Nicole? Could be.  
   
 Nicole was a grown woman, Alex reminded herself. That was the only way to think about this. Alex was in no position to mother Nicole.  
   
 She felt better for drawing that conclusion. But she still couldn’t sleep. She was still thinking about Nicole, vaguely. 
   
 Suddenly, some part of her brain, a part that had been slacking off lately, seemed to wake up. And it said, ‘Hey! Alex! Dummy! Did you get the message yet? What has two thumbs and a crush on her co-conspirator? You, idiot.’  
   
 Oh crap. Of course. Nicole, with her warm, dark eyes and her kind smile. It had to happen, didn’t it? But how in the hell had Alex missed it until now? 
   
 She’d always known Nicole was stunning. Even dishevelled and in need of a good night’s sleep, it was hard to miss. But when Alex had noticed Nicole’s beauty (and noticed herself noticing it), she’d been too wrapped up in amazement that Ethan was lucky enough to get this woman and then dumb enough to risk it all for a fling with Alex.  
   
 Even after getting to know Nicole better, spending real time with her and feeling a personal admiration growing, the crush had still flown under Alex’s radar because she’d mistaken wanting to be with her with wanting to be her.  
   
 Well, now she knew. And now she would have to pretend she didn’t. Nicole was hetero to the best of Alex’s knowledge. And the way they’d met? Forget it. Alex wasn’t putting kissing Nicole on her Christmas list. 
   
 Alex had better get this nonsense out of her system and fast. Because Nicole might have been sleeping feet away, but in those terms? She could have been on the other side of the planet.  




Twenty-One

   
   
   
 Alex’s lumpy sofa was Shangri la to Nicole because it offered some peace. And the thought of sleeping next to Ethan after the things she’d heard him say? For all her talk about her method of detaching from her anger around him, she didn’t know if it would work tonight.  
   
 She couldn’t look at him, never mind sleep next to him. He’d be unconscious, and she had a pillow that would fit over his face too nicely. She wasn’t going to prison for him.  
   
 When Nicole woke the next morning, he’d texted her. It had been sent just after seven. He hadn’t cared last night, just gone to bed and slept the sleep of the carefree.  
   

Where are you? 


 


It got so late that I just kipped in the office, she texted back. Sorry.


 


Oh, alright. See you later.


 

 It was as easy as she’d expected. He didn’t care. She was way past being disappointed by that. It was these little things that kept the fire burning.  
   
 Things had been like this for a long time, almost since the beginning. But she’d believed that was a good thing. That he was secure enough to let her have her own life without feeling like he had to keep tabs on her.  
   
 But every time her work called her away, now she knew. He’d been punching the air with delight. Her absence was simply party time for him. He’d be getting a lot of that soon. But he wasn’t going to enjoy a minute of it. She’d see to that.  
   
 ‘Morning,’ Alex said, coming in, already dressed and ready to go.  
   
 Nicole sat up and smoothed her bedhead down. ‘Hi.’ 
   
 ‘Coffee?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, please,’ Nicole said, yawning. Alex went into the kitchen and started faffing, coming out a few minutes later with two steaming mugs.  
   
 Nicole blew on hers and took a big sip. ‘Ahhh,’ she groaned in pleasure. 
   
 ‘Sleep OK?’ 
   
 ‘Great,’ Nicole told her. ‘I’m just gonna neck this, then I’ll dash. But I’ll see you at work?’ 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Yeah.’ She sipped her own coffee. 
   
 ‘So, you think he’s gonna counter today?’ Nicole asked and took a big gulp.  
   
 ‘I guess that depends on if he can handle the stress of playing wait and see,’ Alex mused. ‘Is he good with stress?’  
   
 ‘You worked with him. Don’t you have an answer to that?’ Nicole asked with a sardonic smile. 
   
 Alex returned the look. ‘In my experience… Well, he doesn’t handle problems. At all. That’s his whole thing. He hands them off to underlings. He tells them it’s his way of mentoring. He’s preparing them to be in his place. Only I’ve seen him say that to, lemme think… About six different people.’ 
   
 Nicole laughed. ‘And that’s how he is at home. He’s Mr No Problems. He’s like, let’s chill and sleep on it. Then he waits for me to fix the problem. Only he always had opinions on my decisions. I’d never done things quite right, not as well as he would have.’ She sat with that for a moment. ‘I don’t know why I took it for so long.’ 
   
 ‘I’m guessing he wasn’t like that when you met him?’ Alex asked.  
   
 ‘No. It didn’t reveal itself for quite a while. And by then, I felt invested.’ 
   
 Alex sighed. ‘Sunk cost fallacy. I know that one.’ 
   
 ‘Jen?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. But I think with her, I felt like I could see the problems. I just decided it was what it was. Until she left.’ Alex looked away, embarrassed. She shook it off. ‘So, Ethan. A delegator and a half-arser. Where does that leave us?’ 
   
 Nicole considered. ‘He can’t delegate blackmail negotiations, I assume. So he’s either gonna put his head up his arse and hope it goes away. Or… He’ll do what he did last night. He’ll come up with a half-baked solution and throw it at you in the hopes you’ll just admit defeat and slink off.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds about right. I guess I’ll just wait for that, then.’ 
   
 ‘You handled him like a pro last night. You OK to keep going?’ Nicole asked. She wanted to stay considerate of her partner in crime.  
   
 Alex smiled slowly, her eyes sparkling, and Nicole marvelled at how Ethan had misjudged her. She was very obviously a savvy, smart individual, but Ethan would never see her coming because he’d never really seen her. He’d only see the obvious shit—a hot young blonde.  
   
 Even last night, it was clear he underestimated her. And that’s why Alex Torrence was gonna kick his ass. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Nicole had to bust her arse to get home to shower and change and get to the studio in time for the first day of shooting the ep entitled, ‘Salt in the Wound.’  
   
 They were covering five pages today, scenes that involved a B story about some nervous doctor who stuffed up finding a vein on a patient and then got a case of the yips about performing any injections at all, culminating in an overwrought emotional scene where she breaks down and tries to quit. Until one of her fellow junior doctors gives her a speech about blah blah blah. It was ABC, and Nicole couldn’t have cared less. She could direct this in her sleep.  
   
 She walked into the studio to see an operating room set being dressed. Alex approached, her hands full of paperwork. She looked far more focused than Nicole felt.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Alex greeted her brightly. ‘So, day one.’ 
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘Day one.’  
   
 ‘Have you met the crew yet?’ 
   
 ‘Not all of them. Shall we do a little hi thing now?’ Nicole said reticently. She never liked this bit.  
   
 Alex nodded. ‘I’ll get everyone’s attention.’ She turned to the crew, some of whom were standing about, others hard at work assembling lighting rigs.  
   
 It always looked this way on a set. If you didn’t know better, you’d wonder why the hell some of them were even there. But everyone had their time. Once action was called, all those electricians would down tools, and the inert group would turn into camera operators, boom operators, and script supervisors. 
   
 Ethan was nowhere to be seen because he was one of the few people who genuinely did very little except take credit. In her heart of hearts, even before Alex, Nicole had suspected that he was this lazy.  
   
 She’d felt bad for thinking that. But now she felt free to think what she pleased. It became clear to her at that moment just how often she’d ignored her feelings in favour of his. She’d have to work on that.    
   
 ‘Hi, everyone!’ Alex yelled. ‘So, obviously, you all know me.’ 
   
 There was a small, awkward silence. Nicole watched Alex’s reaction to it. It was subtle, but she saw pain flicker in her eyes.  
   
 Only an actress, Kendall Evans, gave her a little wave. ‘Glad to see you back,’ she said sincerely, and a few other voices chimed in to agree.  
   
 Alex gave her a grateful nod. ‘Thanks, Kendall.’ She addressed the room. So, I’m AD’ing for our guest director, Nicole Penrose.’ She paused to gesture at the woman in question.  
   
 Alex didn’t say anything more, and Nicole realised she had to start talking now. ‘Hi, I’m Nicole. I’m directing this episode. I know it’s a tight ship, so I’m not here to get in your way, just guide you a little. Let’s make this a fun shoot,’ Nicole said vaguely. Everyone clapped politely. ‘That’s enough from me. Let’s get cracking.’ 
   
 And on they got, banging out the first scene in about five takes. The crew were a fairly well-oiled machine, as well they should have been after a million years on the air.  
   
 The cast was somewhat greener, replaced more often, but hit all their marks. Nicole punched the scene up about as far as she could take it. Only Kendall was genuinely impressive, doing surprisingly well with bad dialogue.  
   
 Once the scene was finished and seemed passable, Nicole cut and asked for a reset to get the set ready for the next scene. They moved quickly and smoothly. Nicole was impressed with the efficiency, if not the quality of the product being produced. 
   
 Ethan appeared (dressed to kill in his favourite Armani suit) just before Nicole could call action on the second scene. For a moment, Nicole thought she’d got it wrong. Was he more present than she realised?  
   
 ‘Hi, just thought I’d come down and see how it’s going,’ he said pleasantly to the studio.  
   
 Everyone’s reaction told Nicole the truth. They turned to him in shock and awe. It was as though the king had popped into the kitchen for a natter and a biscuit with the skivvies. Yeah, he wasn’t a regular down here.  
   
 ‘It’s going good, thanks,’ Nicole said, fake smiling.  
   
 Alex stepped quickly to her side. ‘Oh. Hi, boss,’ she said to Ethan. She didn’t emphasise any particular word, but she managed to inject the sentence with dark meaning. Just three words, and Ethan looked scared.  
   
 ‘Hi, Alex. How are you getting on with being on set? New to you, I imagine.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been on the set before,’ Alex said. 
   
 Ethan’s smile widened. ‘No, I just meant… You spent more time in the office, so…’ 
   
 ‘Look, I need to go and check something about the shot list with DOP, so I’ll leave you to it.’ Alex said, bored. She walked off. 
   
 Ethan looked like he didn’t quite know how to react, and Nicole enjoyed it immensely. 
   
 ‘So, is there something you need to know?’ Nicole asked him. ‘Because I’m trying to keep to time.’ 
   
 Ethan looked at her, and Nicole felt him searching. Checking if anything might have been told to her that might make her want to have an expensive public divorce, for example. ‘Nope. All fine. Just came to say hello,’ Ethan said quickly.  
   
 ‘Oh. Good. Right then,’ Nicole said and sat back down in her chair. ‘Last looks, please!’ she called, and the makeup artists snapped into action.  
   
 Ethan turned and walked away. Nicole discretely watched him go. He was staring at Alex talking to the DP. Nicole didn’t like the energy of that look at all.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Later, they broke for lunch. Nicole headed out to the food truck parked right outside the studio, Alex by her side. 
   
 ‘He texted me,’ Alex said out of the side of her mouth after Nicole ordered her food.  
   
 ‘What, when? What did he say?’ Nicole asked, grabbing a sandwich from the food truck guy.  
   
 Alex asked for a salad, and whilst the guy was getting it, she said, ‘He wants to meet in his office.’ 
   
 ‘When?’ 
   
 ‘Now.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, Ethan. Give yourself the day off from conniving,’ Nicole muttered. ‘Let’s go sit and figure this out.’ They grabbed a table in the bustling seating area nearby. In amongst the din of everyone eating and chatting, it felt safe to keep talking. ‘Did you agree to meet him?’ 
   
 ‘I haven’t replied yet. He only texted during that last take.’ 
   
 ‘You wanna go? Find out what Mr Machiavelli wants now?’ Nicole asked, tucking into her food. 
   
 ‘Absolutely,’ Alex said with an encouraging keenness, forking a bit of rocket into her mouth. She was finding her feet in this, and Nicole was glad to see. Alex chewed thoughtfully. ‘I wish…’ She stopped herself. ‘Never mind.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Nicole pressed. 
   
 ‘No, it’s dumb. We can’t do it.’ 
   
 ‘You want me there like last time?’ 
   
 Alex shrugged with an appealing shyness. ‘Yeah. I kind of liked having that backup.’ 
   
 ‘Are you scared of him?’ Nicole asked with concern.  
   
 Alex burst out laughing. ‘No. Not at all. But it just feels like this whole thing is… You and I are…’ She stopped nervously. 
   
 ‘We’re a team.’ 
   
 Alex looked at her feet. ‘Yeah.’ 
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘Damn right we are.’ 
   
 Alex looked up again, reassured. ‘Yeah. Damn right.’ 
   
 They exchanged a smile. ‘Well, I can’t be there for this one,’ Nicole said reluctantly. ‘But I want to hear every word. Can we use your phone? I can listen in if we put it on call, right?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Yes, let’s do that,’ Alex replied, buoyed. ‘But what if I get stuck? What if I don’t know how to handle whatever he throws at me next?’ Alex asked. ‘It’s going alright so far, but…’ 
   
 ‘For a start, I don’t see that happening. You’ll acquit yourself; I know that. I’ve seen it. Every time you interact, he’s the one who seems like he might have a heart attack. His sweat glands alone…’  
   
 Alex grinned. ‘I know. I hope he’s hydrating because the losses seem dangerous.’ 
   
 Nicole laughed. ‘But anyway, if you don’t know what to say, or you feel like it’s getting too much? Walk out. What’s he gonna do? Nothing,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Right. Yeah. I’ll just fuck off out of there. Then we can regroup.’ Alex nodded to herself. ‘OK. I’m going over there now. Let’s get this show on the road.’ 
   
 Nicole patted her on the shoulder affectionately. ‘That’s what I like to see. The tiger out of the cage.’ 
   
 Alex snorted shyly. ‘I don’t know about that. Maybe a hamster.’ 
   
 Nicole laughed, and she felt that affection for Alex wash over her again. This time, she couldn’t keep it in. ‘It’s times like these that I’m really glad I caught you having an affair with my husband.’ 
   
 Alex gave this long slow smile and said, ‘And I’m glad that if I was going to be someone’s accidental mistress, you were the wife that caught me.’ 
   
 They exchanged grins for a moment before getting embarrassed and breaking the look.  
   
 Then Alex said, ‘OK, enough niceness. I need to be unpleasant. Let’s fuck Ethan up.’ She pushed half her salad away, stood, and walked off in the direction of the offices on the other side of the studio.   
   
 And who can say why, but that was the tipping point for Nicole Penrose. As Alex walked away in her confident stride, Nicole watched her move, and a thought popped up in Nicole’s head that shocked the living daylights out of her. I wonder what it would be like to kiss Alex Torrence.

   




Twenty-Two

   
   
   
 Alex had a moment there where she thought she was going to say, ‘Can I kiss you?’ She came very close to speaking that wish aloud. Her body had the instinct, and her brain had concurred that trying to snog Nicole was appropriate and possible. There had been a period lasting about a second where it felt as though it might make it out of her mouth.  
   
 Luckily, her sanity returned. ‘OK, enough niceness. I need to be unpleasant. Let’s fuck Ethan up,’ she said quickly and left Nicole before the madness could take hold again. 
   
 Alex was almost glad she was going to speak to that dickhead. She needed to cool her jets. If anyone could kill this terrible rising passion, it was Ethan.  
   
 She paused at the door to the office, giving Nicole a call. ‘Here. Going in now,’ Alex whispered into the phone, popping it into her pocket. She knocked on Ethan’s office door, and he called her in.  
   
 He was leaning back in his overpriced office chair, lazily staring at something on his laptop. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said, surprised.  
   
 ‘You told me to come,’ she said irritably.  
   
 ‘You didn’t confirm,’ he complained.  
   
 Alex thought he had a cheek moaning that she wasn’t being a good enough former mistress. ‘Well, I’m here now. What’s up?’ she said, sitting down in the chair opposite him, popping her feet up on his fancy desk. 
   
 He looked at the feet like he might say something. Instead, he opened his drawer up and pulled out a small stack of cash, plopping it next to her feet. ‘That’s twenty grand.’ 
   
 She took her feet off the desk quickly and looked at the stack, shocked. ‘Right…’ 
   
 ‘It’s yours. But you have to leave today,’ he told her.  
   
  Alex raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Your wife would be out an AD. You don’t think that might cause some problems?’ 
   
 ‘I could have a replacement in about fifteen minutes,’ Ethan said. ‘And even if I couldn’t, so what? They’ll scrabble through. They’ll shoot something.’ 
   
 Alex was appalled. ‘Wow. You don’t care about this show at all, do you?’ 
   
 Ethan was angered. ‘What does that have to do with—’ 
   
 ‘It’s not a surprise to me that you don’t care that much about the quality of the show, but I guess I didn’t realise how little the show itself means to you. Foundations could be anything. It’s just money and a title. That’s all you’re about.’ 
   
 Ethan eyed her sourly. ‘Oh, shut up. You don’t know me.’ 
   
 ‘I know you better than you think,’ Alex said. She looked at the money. ‘Twenty grand, but I have to leave right now?’ 
   
 Ethan perked up. ‘Yes. Take it and go.’ 
   
 ‘What would you tell Nicole?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘You can let me worry about that.’ 
   
 Alex looked back at the money. It really was a lot. And it must have been some effort for Ethan to get that amount of cash in such a brief amount of time.  
   
 There was only one way to go. 
   
 She looked back at him and said, ‘OK, Ethan. Let’s see what twenty grand buys, shall we?’ She stood up, leaning across the desk and grabbing the stack in both hands. And then she walked around Ethan to the open window behind him and flung it out. 
   
 ‘THE FUCK?!’ Ethan screamed. He gave her a look of wild bewilderment and then ran out of his office, presumably to go and collect what money he could find outside.  
   
 Alex popped her head out of the window and saw Ethan run around the side of the building moments later, three floors below, looking manic. Alex was positively high from what she’d done. Throwing stacks of cash out of a window was as much fun as she’d thought it would be. And there he was, on his hands and knees, like the little grub he was, scrabbling for his beloved money. It was delicious.  
   
 Alex took the phone out of her pocket and gave Nicole a quick update. ‘For those unable to see the action, Alex threw the cash out of a window.’ 
   
 Laughter exploded down the line. ‘You threw twenty grand out of the window?!’ Nicole sputtered, barely able to catch her breath. 
   
 ‘Yep. He dashed out to get it, so I’m just gonna watch and enjoy.’ 
   
 ‘Tell me everything.’ 
   
 Alex leaned out of the window to get a better view. The stack had exploded on contact with the ground, and notes were blowing around in a light wind.  
   
 ‘Oh my fucking Jesus bastard shitting…’ Ethan muttered to himself, panicked, while he scrabbled around for the dispersing cash.  
   
 Just then, a couple of actors happened to walk by. One of them was Kendall Evans. ‘Ethan?’ she asked. ‘Is everything OK?’ 
   
 He looked up, his face a picture. ‘Er, hi! I… I dropped some… I dropped my money.’ 
   
 ‘As we speak, Ethan is trying to explain to some passersby why he’s scrabbling around for twenty-pound notes on the ground like he’s in a somewhat lo-fi Japanese game show where the primary goal is humiliating yourself,’ Alex told Nicole. 
   
 ‘How’s he explaining it?’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Uh, hold on, I’ll just have a quick listen.’ She took the phone away from her ear while she listened in for a moment. Then put the phone back to her ear. ‘Yeah, so, what he’s landed on is that it’s the cashbox for the show, and he knocked it out of the window. It might fly, I guess? I think he’s tryna play a charmingly clumsy Hugh-Grant-in-the-nineties kind of spin on it.’ She leaned back out of the window for further inspection of the clown show. ‘I don’t think he’s pulling it off, truth be told. Kendall looks a bit suspect. She just said, “Lot of money to have in cash.”’  
   
 ‘How is he responding?’ Nicole asked, excited. 
   
 ‘He just laughed in a fake way and said, ‘Yeah, I guess it is.’  
   
 She tutted. ‘It’s a pretty weak show. I expected more of him.’ 
   
 Nicole was guffawing. ‘Oh my God, stop. I need to catch my breath.’ 
   
 Alex loved hearing her laugh like that. She sounded so happy, light even. ‘OK, he’s managed to get most of it. Though I can see a few twenties in a tree that he hasn’t spotted. He’s heading back in. Should I wait for him or leave?’ 
   
 ‘Go. This isn’t getting any better,’ Nicole advised, still chuckling. 
   
 ‘Roger that.’ They hung up, and Alex fled the scene. 




Twenty-Three

   
   
   
 Nicole was in heaven listening to that shit show at Ethan’s office. She hadn’t even needed to be there, but Alex had painted the picture with just enough hilarious brush strokes. She’d captured Ethan’s pathetic desperation.  
   
 Maybe it was actually better not to have seen it herself. Nicole’s mind’s eye was free to add entertaining details. Sweat pouring from Ethan’s temples, his hair dishevelled, his stuttered excuses to Kendall. Brilliant. Alex had played a blinder. 
   
 Yeah, about Alex… That little thought about kissing her had been some kind of aberration, Nicole felt sure. Because she was coming to understand Ethan in a way she never had. Ethan had fancied Alex, so all that had happened was that she’d seen things through his eyes for a moment.  
   
 The desire had been his, not Nicole’s. That was believable, right? Because she’d never gone down this path—kissing girls. It had never come up. Well, not that it had never come up, exactly.  
   
 Perhaps it was fairer to say that it had never seriously come up. Because, of course, she’d thought about it. Everyone considered it sometime. For instance, when she was eighteen and had moved into university halls and become friends with Becca Doyle. 
   
 Becca was from Donegal, and Nicole had liked her immediately. She liked how she’d say the most cutting shit in that charming accent. And, it had to be said, she was beautiful. Dark-haired and pale-skinned, she was the kind of girl they put on tourism posters to draw you to Irish shores.  
   
 Nicole had felt a crush develop, and it had unnerved her a bit. Was it serious? Or was it just some weird thing that would pass? While she’d been pondering that, she’d found herself being pursued by Jake Moss, and he was nice—not to mention much less complicated—so she’d run with that.  
   
 But then there was also that time that she’d been on ADing on a tiny indie movie when she was twenty-six. And the lead actress, Adriana… Well, she was the lead for a reason. She was gorgeous, charming, the whole package. She and Nicole clicked from the off. They just got each other.  
   
 Nicole felt it happening again, the tingle of a crush. And she thought that maybe this time, she should just check. But before she could get the courage to make the big move, the shoot ended. And she’d decided that if she’d liked her enough, she’d have done something about it, so she’d left it at that. 
   
 Though now she thought about it, there had also been this other time… 
   
 Nicole was done thinking about this. It was ridiculous. She’d been happy enough in her relationships with men. Well, until quite recently. She wasn’t kissing anyone—end of story.  
   
 When she came back to set that afternoon to shoot the rest of the scenes, she saw Alex and felt OK. Not like she was gonna try to snog her face off at all, which proved that it wasn’t anything.  
   
 ‘So, scene seven,’ Alex said, checking her paperwork, a wry little smile on her lips. 
   
 ‘Yep, scene seven,’ Nicole said.  
   
 Alex gave her a small, secret smile, and Nicole remembered about the cash thing, and it was all she could do not to laugh her arse off. She wished she could sack shooting off entirely and go to a bar with Alex so they could laugh all afternoon about that bozo and his cash grab whilst getting nice and afternoon drunk. But only because they had camaraderie. Nothing else.  
   
 Actually, maybe booze wasn’t a good idea right now. It was a loosener. Nicole needed to remain… tight. Not that she was worried about acting on that one isolated impulse. It was just better to err on the side of caution.  
   
 Anyway, there was no real question of that happening because they had a long afternoon of shooting melodrama ahead of them. 
   
 ‘Quiet on the set,’ Alex called, and as everyone wrapped up their noise, Alex leaned in and whispered, ‘Hey, you wanna grab a drink after this? Have a war room?’ 
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘You know it.’ It was out of her mouth before she remembered that she’d just told herself that doing something like that with Alex was the opposite of a good idea. One might even say a bad idea.  




Twenty-Four

   
   
   
 Alex was gonna get over this Nicole thing, and she knew just how. She would rationalise it away.  
   
 Her serious relationship ended this year. Ethan had been her rebound. And then he’d thrown her out like a rotten fish. As fucking pathetic as he was, it was the last straw for her battered self-esteem.  
   
 The whole year had been one long slump. And then Nicole had come along and picked her up, dusted her off, and paid her a few compliments while she was at it. It wasn’t rocket science, was it? Nicole had been a saviour of sorts in a dark time. It was no wonder Alex was feeling some type of way. Who wouldn’t? 
   
 It didn’t hurt that she was hot, either. That hair, for a start. It was very dark and shiny, and when it was up in a ponytail, it looked very, sort of, holdable? Like you could grip onto it if you were…  
   
 Nicole was petite too. Alex had always liked that. And her eyes were a beautiful russet colour, but much more than that, they were kind. That was the best thing about her lovely face—the sweetness in it.  
   
 But Alex wasn’t an animal. Just because someone was attractive, it didn’t mean you had to hump their leg. They were a team, Alex and Nicole. And they were going to see this crazy business through. They would have vengeance on that tit, and that would be that. Move on. Move up.  
   
 So when she asked Nicole out for a drink, it wasn’t for any nefarious reasons. They needed to debrief on the afternoon’s shenanigans. And also plan further shenanigans. It was practically a work meeting.  
   
 ‘My God, that was a slog of a day,’ Nicole said after they’d called cut on the last shot of the day. ‘I saw a bar around the corner. Shall we?’ 
   
 ‘It sounds a bit close to set. What if Ethan makes an appearance?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘I hope he does.’ Nicole chuckled. ‘It would stress him out even further to see us socialising, don’t you think?’ 
   
 ‘You have a point,’ Alex said, and off they went. 
   
   






Twenty-Five

   
   
   
 In the dark, oaky bar, Nicole was waiting on service. This was one of those moments when being on the short side was a pain. She tended to get overlooked at bars. Today was no different.  
   
 Two men who’d arrived after she had got served ahead of her. Normally, she’d take that. But today, something was different.  
   
 Nicole found herself leaning over the bar, calling to the barman on the other end, ‘Oy! I’ve been here forever. Can I get some service?’  
   
 The shocked barman came over and served her quickly. Nicole was amazed. All this time, she could have just been demanding things? 
   
 She grabbed the drinks and took them to the quietest corner she and Alex could find in the rowdy bar, filled with the show’s crew, here to unwind from a long day of making low-grade entertainment.  
   
 Alex was looking at her phone, frowning slightly. Nicole’s vision somehow seemed to narrow on Alex’s naturally pouty lips. My God, they were luscious. For the love of Christ, what the hell was wrong with her? 
   
 ‘Did he text you?’ she asked Alex, trying to shake it off. 
   
 Alex looked up, and her frown lifted. ‘Oh, no. I was just annoyed because I’ve been trying to get another job after this, and I’m having no luck. Just got another rejection email.’ 
   
 ‘Assistant producer?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Yep. I need a regular job on a regular show. I can’t go back to bits and bobs,’ Alex complained.  
   
 ‘I’m surprised you want to go back to producing. You’re meant to be a director,’ Nicole told her. It was undeniable. She looked perfectly at home on the set. 
   
 Alex was aghast. ‘What? No, no, no. I can’t do that.’ 
   
 ‘But you’re a good AD.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, well, ADing is one thing. It’s organising and shushing people. Directing is a different bag. It’s creative,’ Alex said firmly.  
   
 Nicole gave her a look. ‘You don’t fool me. Every time a creative question comes up, I’ve asked for your opinion. And every time, you had a solution ready to go. Good answers. I could tell your mind was on the creative the entire time.’ 
   
 Alex paused, and it almost seemed like she was going to smile, but then the warmth vanished, replaced by irritation. ‘It’s actors, though. You direct the actors. That’s the primary job of any director. I can’t do that part.’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Because… I just can’t.’ 
   
 Nicole wasn’t sure whether to wonder her question aloud, but curiosity won out. ‘Did you have a bad experience with actors?’ 
   
 ‘Oh Christ, who was it? Who’s been running their mouths?’ Alex demanded angrily. ‘Was it that runner? Bloody Lena?’ 
   
 Nicole was taken aback. ‘No one said anything. I was just wondering… I didn’t realise this was such a hot… I’ll be quiet.’ She did the whole locking-her-lips-and-throwing-away-the-key mime bit and took a sip of her drink. 
   
 Alex stared into the depths of her drink for a moment and then sighed. ‘Sorry. It’s a bit of a story, and I don’t really like telling it.’ 
   
 Nicole pointed at her locked lips.  
   
 Alex cracked a grin. ‘OK, you can unlock now.’ 
   
 Nicole checked her pockets and shrugged like she’d lost the key. 
   
 ‘For God’s sake, I’ll tell you what happened if you stop this mime act right now,’ Alex said, trying not to laugh. 
   
 Nicole ‘found’ the key in her breast pocket and unlocked it. ‘Whew. Good job I found that thing. I can’t breathe through my nose.’ 
   
 Alex laughed. Nicole was quite surprised at how silly she was being. She didn’t usually do silly. She’d just wanted Alex to stop being angry with her. It was quite amazing how well it worked. A very nice surprise to find her own softer side for a second, too. She’d forgotten she had one, what with all the reeking vengeance of late. 
   
 Alex sighed. ‘So, I used to… I was a director. As you know. Went to film school, did a few shorts, got a BAFTA—’ 
   
 Nicole blinked. ‘I beg your pardon. You got a what?’ 
   
 Alex rolled her eyes with a level of embarrassment reserved for people who had publicly shit themselves. ‘It was a student BAFTA, OK?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t know that! Why didn’t I know that?’ Nicole demanded.  
   
 ‘Why would you?’ 
   
 ‘Because I’ve seen your LinkedIn. It’s not on there,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘I keep forgetting you vetted me,’ Alex said. ‘It’s not on there because I’ve tried to delete that part of my career from the internet to the best of my ability.’ She sighed and rubbed her temples.  
   
 ‘My intrigue is only growing,’ Nicole said.  
   
 Alex groaned. ‘I’m telling it, alright? So… I’m just out of film school, I’ve got my little award, and I get my first job. A gig for this indie band’s music video. They wanted a story-type video, inter-cut with the band playing whilst looking cool. The story is about a young woman, a teenager. And in one of the scenes, she…’ Alex paused. ‘She eats a nacho chip.’ 
   
 ‘And is that a crucial detail?’ Nicole asked, puzzled.  
   
 ‘Let me get to it, will you?’ Alex said, exasperated.  
   
 Nicole had no idea where this story was going, and she wanted to know more than she wanted to know whether the Loch Ness monster existed, so she shut her trap. 
   
 After a moment, Alex resumed her tale reluctantly. ‘So the casting people give me an actress. She was young, but she’d had a couple of jobs though she wasn’t out of drama school yet, and she was quite pleased with herself, I guess. To the extent that she thought her opinion was the one that mattered. She was being a little shit that entire day and driving me nuts. She had an opinion on everything I said. Every. Bloody. Thing.’ 
   
 Nicole felt a little PTSD rise up. ‘God, I hate those actors. I’ve had a lot of them. I don’t mind being challenged, but when it’s all day long, it wears you out. You can’t do your best work like that.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly,’ Alex said, warming slightly to the story. ‘She’s wearing me to the bloody nub. So we’re doing this scene where she’s eating the nacho. It’s the penultimate scene, and we’re running over. I’m going to have to make everyone work late, and I’m very aware of it.’ 
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘That’s a fucker. Particularly when it’s avoidable.’ 
   
 ‘Right. So my nerves are shot to pieces, and I’m trying to remember that she’s a kid, this is a professional shoot, and I have vowed I will not lose my temper. I’m not going to be that director.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled thinly. ‘Ah, yes. That director.’ It didn’t need to be described, though it could have been explained in one word. Arsehole. 
   
 Alex continued, and a little edge entered a voice. They were getting to whatever was painful about this. ‘But then she starts complaining about the chips. She doesn’t like the flavour. I asked her if she could just manage them anyway? It’s not a meal. She’s not meant to love them. Unless it’s rancid, I feel that she could just push through. But she’s asking if someone can go and get her favourite kind. I say no, we’re running late as it is. But she keeps whining about it. And then she says, “I don’t think I’m being unreasonable.”’  
   
 Alex took a deep, pained breath before she continued. ‘And that was it. That was the thing that pushed me over the edge. I started screaming at her, “JUST EAT THE FUCKING NACHOS SO WE CAN FINISH THE SHOOT!!” The whole set went silent. I shocked myself and the kid. But she tries to style it out, giving me the old, “Whatever,” and eats a nacho. Then she starts turning purple. She’s choking.’ 
   
 ‘Christ!’ Nicole exclaimed. 
   
 Alex let out a sigh of existential misery. ‘We had someone on the set that could give her the Heimlich, and she cleared the kid’s airway. But in the process, she cracked a few ribs. Which punctured her lung.’ 
   
 ‘Double Christ!’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Apparently, that’s pretty common with the Heimlich,’ Alex sighed. ‘But she had to spend months recovering. So naturally, the parents sued me.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell for?’ Nicole demanded. 
   
 ‘Because they said she choked because I inflicted emotional distress. She was so upset that I shouted at her that she…’ 
   
 ‘Forgot how to eat?’ Nicole asked, totally on Alex’s side.  
   
 ‘That’s what they claimed, yes. And maybe that’s true. I don’t know. All I know is that I mistreated an actor, and she spent six months in bed as a result.’ Alex stopped, exhausted from the tale.  
   
 Nicole was dismayed. ‘Oh, Alex… You know it was probably a coincidence that happened right after you yelled at her? And from the way you described her, I’d be shocked if you were the first person to lose your temper with her.’ 
   
 Alex shrugged. ‘That’s possible. But I can’t ever know that for sure. So, it’s best if I assume fault on my part and never call action again. No good could come of it.’ 
   
 ‘When did this happen?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Five years ago.’ 
   
 Nicole was freshly shocked. ‘Five years? I think that’s a long enough atonement for something you don’t even know if you caused.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not atoning,’ Alex replied a little snappily. ‘I’m just not supposed to do it. That’s why I switched to the producorial side. I’m safer there. And so is everyone else. I hope.’ 
   
 Nicole was annoyed at—and for—Alex. ‘I don’t agree.’ 
   
 ‘You think I’m still a threat?’ Alex asked, wide-eyed.  
   
 Nicole rolled her eyes irritably. ‘Alex! You got unlucky.’ 
   
 Alex shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ve let it go. It’s gone.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not gone. You wanted to do it once. You got further than most. I don’t believe that ambition just goes away,’ Nicole said passionately.  
   
 Alex looked her square in the eye. ‘Believe it.’ 
   
 Nicole opened her mouth to argue. But then thought better of it and shut it again. Eventually, she said, ‘Fine, I’ll believe it. You made your choice.’ 
   
 Alex nodded and took a sip of her drink. 
   
 ‘But it was a bloody stupid one,’ Nicole added. ‘And that’s my last word on the subject.’ 
   
 Alex looked at her with a thin smile. ‘Why don’t I believe that?’ 
   
 ‘Oh!’ yelled someone, and they both spun to see Ethan, pint in hand, standing in front of the table, realising he’d walked into his nightmare.  
   
 Nicole was annoyed to see him, but not for the usual reasons. She was annoyed that he was interrupting her chat with Alex.  
 But she wasn’t supposed to be pissed off about anything at all, so she slapped a smile on her face. ‘Just knocked off?’ 
   
 Ethan nodded eagerly. ‘Umm, yeah. Just having a drink with a few… People.’ 
   
 ‘Ah. Well, Alex and I were just having a debrief, but we’re heading out now,’ Nicole said, standing up.  
   
 Alex stood, too, finishing her drink. ‘Yep.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, alright. See you, then.’ Ethan nodded and walked away with one furtive glance over his shoulder at the pair.  
   
 Outside, Alex said, ‘OK, what the hell happened there?’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, you had an opportunity, and you didn’t take it. You could have pressed him. He was clearly there to meet someone he didn’t want you to see.’ 
   
 Nicole glanced back at the bar. ‘I guess he was. Hmm. Well, there’s always tomorrow.’ 
   
 Alex laughed. ‘Nicole, I’m staggered. You vowed to drain every last drop of sweat out of his body, and now you’re just passing up a shot?’ 
   
 While it had certainly crossed Nicole’s mind that he was there with his next conquest, she just hadn’t had the energy to do anything with it. ‘Do you want to go back in?’ she asked Alex. 
   
 Alex shook her head. ‘He’ll keep until tomorrow. I’m not concerned about that. I was just checking that you hadn’t had a bang on the head or something.’ 
   
 ‘You want to get something to eat?’ Nicole asked, buttoning her jacket, not interested in Ethan for the moment. ‘I’m Hank Marvin.’ 
   
 Alex looked keen. ‘Me too. I know a great Chinese place down the road.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled. ‘Lead the way.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Nicole knew it was out of character for her to pass up a chance to turn the thumbscrews a bit tighter. But she needed a break from all that. She was exhausted. You couldn’t run on that much anger forever. She needed a moment to be a normal person, the Nicole of old. She could go back to wreaking vengeance tomorrow. Right now, she wanted to sit in this bright Chinese restaurant with its tinkly muzak, eat some spring rolls, drink a couple of Tsingtaos, and maybe try to convince Alex not to give up on her dreams.  
   
 They ordered too much. Plate after plate came to the table: chicken and sweetcorn soup, crispy duck, sesame prawn toast, crispy seaweed, something in black bean sauce Nicole couldn’t even remember ordering, chop suey, two kinds of rice, mushroom chow mein, spring rolls, and a gigantic bowl of prawn crackers. Nicole was cursing herself for ordering in that state of hunger.  
   
 But Alex slapped her hands together. ‘Here we go.’ 
   
 ‘You think we can handle this amount of food?’ Nicole asked. ‘I mean, I’m hungry, but I just don’t know.’ 
   
 ‘I could do this solo, in a pinch,’ Alex said, loading up her plate. 
   
 ‘Is that a tall thing?’ Nicole asked. ‘Do you have extra space in your legs for food?’ 
   
 Alex tutted. ‘I’m not that tall. I’m only five-eight.’ She crunched on a prawn cracker. 
   
 ‘From five-two? Fuck you, that’s not tall,’ Nicole told her sardonically.  
   
 Alex started to laugh and inhaled a bit of cracker, choking slightly. She quickly lubricated her throat with beer and recommenced eating the cracker.  
   
 Nothing was said for at least fifteen minutes while they ate. When it felt like the edge had been taken off her hunger, Nicole looked up to see that Alex wasn’t kidding. She had ripped the banquet a new one. Nicole was honestly impressed.  
   
 ‘Can I ask you something?’ Alex said as she polished off a spring roll.  
   
 Nicole was full and relaxed. ‘Sure.’ 
   
 ‘Why did you marry Ethan?’ Alex questioned. 
   
 Nicole wasn’t sure how to answer that. ‘Er…’ 
   
 ‘That’s not a judgmental question, by the way. I went for his act, too.’ 
   
 ‘So why ask?’ 
   
 ‘Because you seem a lot smarter than me, and I’m trying to understand how he got you,’ Alex explained plainly. 
   
 ‘That’s… I don’t know how to respond to that,’ Nicole said honestly. ‘I don’t think I’m smarter than you, anyway. So you can cut that out.’ 
   
 Alex watched her for a moment, chewing her spring roll. ‘You’re skating around the question,’ she mumbled through a full mouth. 
   
 ‘I thought we were doing Chinese, not see-food,’ Nicole joked. 
   
 Alex, undeterred, swallowed her food and, with a clearer mouth, said, ‘Hey, we talked about the nacho incident. That’s tough for me.’ 
   
 ‘So you believe I owe you some juicy shit back?’ Nicole said. 
   
 Alex forked a spoonful of noodles into her mouth. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s the social convention,’ she mumbled out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Creates an imbalance otherwise.’ 
   
 Nicole found that hard to argue with. ‘Fair point.’ She took a long sip of her beer and sighed. ‘Alright. Well, I was… You’re thirty, right? I was your age when we met.’ 
   
 Alex chewed thoughtfully. ‘Why does that make sense to me?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, well, we all know how he works now. But when I met him, he was just this very charming producer on the set of a soap opera at the beginning of my career. He kept talking about…’ She paused. ‘He kept talking about how he couldn’t meet anyone. Told me some story about how he’d gone on a couple of dates with this woman who he found out was married. He was very upset about it, he claimed.’ 
   
 Alex dropped a cracker. ‘Oh my God. That’s his line!’ 
   
 ‘He used that on you!’ Nicole exploded. 
   
 ‘Something in the ballpark.’ 
   
 Nicole tutted. ‘I can’t believe it. That was ten years ago. And he’s still recycling it?’ 
   
 ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,’ Alex told her. ‘But, anyway, you liked something about him? What was it?’ 
   
 Nicole considered. ‘He seemed… This is gonna sound silly now, but he paid me attention. I mean, seriously. He seemed to remember every little thing. And it was constant romantic gestures. I was bombarded with gifts.’ 
   
 ‘He love-bombed you.’ 
   
 Nicole slumped her shoulders. ‘That terminology was not in common usage at that time. I didn’t know it was a technique to trap you quickly.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I did know about it. And I still fell for it. So what does that tell you?’ Alex asked drolly.  
   
 ‘That we both just wanted to be loved?’ Nicole replied instantly.  
   
 Alex looked away, her cheeks pinkened. Nicole felt abruptly embarrassed. She didn’t exactly know why.  
   
 They went quiet again after that, turning their attention back to the food. A few minutes went by, only broken by the sound of munching.  
   
 ‘So, what happened with the lawsuit?’ Nicole asked when she couldn’t take the silence anymore. 
   
 Alex looked up in alarm. ‘I bloody knew it.’ 
   
 Nicole’s mouth quirked. ‘In my head, there was a much better lead-up to that.’ She paused. ‘But since I’ve asked it now…’ 
   
 Alex sighed. ‘The suit was unsuccessful.’ 
   
 ‘They lost?’ 
   
 ‘Indeed, they did. Possibly because I’ve got jack shit they could take,’ Alex theorised.  
   
 ‘Is that what the judge said?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘If you must know, she said she didn’t believe it could be proven that me yelling at her to eat ended in a rib fracture, that it was just a series of unfortunate events. And she said if we started treating situations like that as actionable, it would only lead to frivolous suits. And she also said that she thought the yelling wasn’t without a cause, given that a lot of people testified that she’d been on the windup all day. “Provocative and unprofessional” was her phrasing.’ 
   
 Nicole looked at her in astonishment. ‘So, you got a legal judgment that said you were right, and you’ve still decided to feel guilty.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think you ever really decide to feel a feeling. You just do,’ Alex told her. 
   
 ‘I disagree. I was sad but decided to be angry instead. And here we are,’ Nicole said with a half-smile. 
   
 ‘Well, you can turn sadness into anger pretty easily,’ Alex said philosophically.  
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘It’s like a colour wheel. Sadness goes into anger like blue goes into purple.’ 
   
 Nicole considered that. ‘So what can you add to guilt to make it something else? Something useful.’ 
   
 ‘There’s nowhere good to go with it.’ 
   
 ‘So you have to subtract?’ 
   
 Alex thought about it. ‘I guess so. But once you mix the colours, you can’t subtract one, can you? You can’t turn the purple back into blue.’ 
   
 ‘What if you add a shit ton of blue back into it?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘How would that work emotionally? What can we pour in massive quantities into our negative feelings to cancel them out?’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged. ‘Love? I guess?’ 
   
 Alex sighed and forked rice into her mouth. She chewed for a while, swallowed, and said, ‘Guess I’m screwed then.’ 
   
 ‘You’re not screwed,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘The last time I met someone I thought might have potential, it was Ethan. So what does that tell you?’ Alex questioned. 
   
 ‘Not a lot because that’s my answer, too.’ 
   
 ‘You’ll be OK,’ Alex told her, waving a dismissive hand. 
   
 Nicole frowned. ‘How so?’ 
   
 ‘Because when this is over, you’ll meet someone. And then you’ll weed out scumbags faster because you’ll have a better antenna. The next one will be a hell of a lot better than Ethan.’ 
   
 Nicole had to laugh. ‘You seem sure.’ 
   
 ‘Of course I am. You’re a catch. You must know that, for crying out loud,’ Alex said casually, sprinkling soy onto a spring roll. 
   
 Nicole couldn’t think of a single thing to say to that. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Once the bill was delivered, they split it and headed out.  
   
 ‘Hey, we never talked about the money thing this afternoon?’ Alex noted outside as they buttoned themselves up against the cold.   
   
 ‘We didn’t, did we?’ Nicole replied thoughtfully.  
   
 It was strange. She’d been dying to pour over every detail of the scene. And it hadn’t happened. Stranger than that, Nicole wasn’t that interested in it now. Her vengeance wasn’t that big of a deal tonight.  
   
 She’d been too busy hanging out with Alex. They hadn’t talked like this before. It was a break from being angry, which was quite nice. But it wasn’t just that.  
   
 Nicole watched Alex licking a little soy sauce from the corner of her mouth, and it came. The truth. It arrived in the form of another question. But this time, it wasn’t, ‘What would it be like to kiss Alex?’ No. This time it was, ‘What would it be like to love Alex?’  
   
 Nicole couldn’t deny her feelings any longer. This had nothing to do with Ethan or understanding him. She didn’t want to kiss Alex as some kind of experiment. 
   
 Nicole just wanted her. 
   
 She didn’t have a clue what she was supposed to do with that revelation. It was too big. She needed to step back from it to understand what it meant.  
   
 ‘Well, I think I’d better be getting home,’ she said. 
   
 ‘To Ethan? You gonna be OK?’ Alex asked, concerned. 
   
 ‘I’d be kind of shocked if he showed up tonight. I’ve got a feeling he’ll be working late,’ she said with enormous finger quotes. 
   
 ‘Oh. Good?’ 
   
 ‘It is good, yes. Keeps him out of my hair, at least. Need a lift home?’ Nicole asked.  
   
 ‘No, I’m parked around the corner.’ 
   
 ‘See you tomorrow,’ Nicole said, scampering off as quickly as her feet would take her. But as she fled from Alex, she couldn’t stop thinking one thought. Another question. The kind of question that feels like it could ruin your life given half a chance. 
   
 If she’d tried to kiss Alex, would she have kissed her back? 
   




Twenty-Six

   
   
   
 ‘Don’t you dare!’  
   
 ‘Get back! This doesn’t concern you.’ 
   
 ‘The hell it doesn’t!’ 
   
 ‘I’m saving this woman’s life, nurse! Now you can either help me or get out!’ the doctor declared.  
   
 ‘It’s not the procedure to treat—’ 
   
 ‘CUT!’ Nicole called. ‘Kendall, sorry to cut you off in the middle of a line. I know it’s obnoxious, but I need someone to check that light over there. I thought I saw it wobble when the actors moved, and I’m getting a bit worried something is wrong with it,’ Nicole explained. ‘Can we get a spark on it?’ 
   
 A woman in a snapback leapt into action. Alex busied herself looking at the details for the next scene.  
   
 ‘Fucking hell!’ the spark yelled. ‘Who assembled this redhead?’ 
   
 Nicole went over to inspect while Alex watched from a distance. ‘What’s the problem?’ 
   
 ‘It’s on the wrong stand. One good shake and it would have gone over. It’s a good job you caught it,’ the spark told her.  
   
 A teenage trainee shuffled over. ‘Sorry, boss,’ he said to his elder.  
   
 ‘We need a word. Actually, two words. Corporate manslaughter,’ the woman told the kid. And she took him off for a talking to while someone else dissembled the light.  
   
 Alex caught the words, ‘This is how you kill someone and get sued in the process. The kind of lawsuit your grandkids inherit.’  
   
 Alex knew the woman was just trying to put the frighteners on the kid so he’d take his fuck-up seriously. But the words were a cold draft on Alex’s already withered soul. She hated thinking about that, but being this close to the set again, the reminders were flying thick and fast.  
   
 But worse was the might-have-been of it all. The cut and thrust of the set. It made her feel something—regret. If she’d held her tongue with that young actress, just acquiesced, what would her life be now?  
   
 She might be like Nicole, confident and in command. Look at her just now, averting disaster without turning a hair. Alex had to wonder what it looked like when she gave a shit.  
   
 Alex had been silly last night. Her mouth had been, anyway. Who the hell did she think she was, complimenting Nicole like that? They weren’t pals.  
   
 She couldn’t just toss a compliment like ‘catch’ around like it was nothing. It didn’t work like that when you were attracted to the person. They could smell the insincerity, the impure motivation. Alex had to cool it. All that MSG had gone to her head. 
   
 ‘Hey, it’s gonna take a minute to get this sorted, everyone, take twenty,’ Nicole announced.  
   
 ‘Hello, all,’ said a booming, self-important voice. They turned to see Ethan among them.  
   
 ‘Ethan, two visits in two days? You’re spoiling us,’ Kendall said.  
   
 He didn’t quite know how to take it and laughed awkwardly. ‘What’s going on here?’ he asked, trying to change the subject. 
   
 ‘Lighting issue,’ Nicole said vaguely.  
   
 ‘Oh? Anything serious?’ Ethan questioned. 
   
 ‘Nope, being sorted as we speak,’ Nicole said.  
   
 Alex realised she was keeping him from the details because she was trying to avoid the firing of the young spark. It was pretty cool of her. Alex had to stop admiring her like this.  
   
 If Nicole could just stop being great for a second, Alex felt she might have stood a chance. If she could just tell someone off for a wrong coffee order, the whole thing could go away. Alas, that wasn’t Nicole. She was just too wonderful. It was bloody annoying. 
   
 ‘Great,’ Ethan said, uninterested. He turned to Alex. ‘While I’m here, can I borrow your assistant? I just need to ask her about some paperwork from, there’s er, she left some, from before…’ 
   
 Alex could feel Nicole trying not to roll her eyes as she turned to her. ‘Alex, do you have the time for a meeting with Ethan or have you got anything you need to catch up on while we’re down?’ Nicole asked her. The implication was clear. If Alex wanted out, she didn’t have to go.  
   
 But why not? Why not go to Ethan’s office to watch him do another of his sweaty little song and dance routines?  
   
 ‘Nope,’ Alex shrugged. ‘I can nip over to the office for a second.’  
   
 Ethan turned his back to leave, and Alex took the opportunity to exchange a quick look with Nicole. Alex conveyed through that look that she appreciated the out, but she was happy to go and see what silly game Ethan wanted to play today.  
   
 And she felt Nicole’s message back. ‘OK, but be careful.’ 
   
 Alex rode the lift with Ethan in silence. They didn’t even look at each other. Whatever he wanted to say, he was saving it. That was OK with Alex.  
   
 She was getting used to the tension. But he wasn’t. And that was all that mattered. Nicole wanted him to suffer, and he was. 
   
 They reached the office, and Ethan went around his desk and stood behind it, spread-legged, hands on his hips. Alex had the idea he was trying to make himself look bigger.  
   
 ‘Right. This has to be over now,’ he told her brusquely. ‘You have to go. So I’ve gotten you a producer gig. Permanent. I know that’s what you wanted. It’s your ticket, so take it.’ 
   
 Alex didn’t sit down this time, following Ethan’s lead. She was nearly as tall as he was, and she wouldn’t let him look down on her. ‘What’s the job?’ 
   
 ‘Soap. Daytime. It’s been on for twenty years already. Which means it’s effectively going to run for as long as you want it to.’ 
   
 ‘And that’s it, is it? I take this, and you never hear from me again?’ Alex asked casually. 
   
 ‘That’s right.’ 
   
 Alex examined her nails, taking her time. ‘What’s to stop me from taking the job and telling your wife anyway?’ 
   
 Ethan licked his lips anxiously. ‘You tell her, I tell pretty much every contact I have that you slept with me to get this job. And they’ll tell everyone they know because everyone in this industry is a gossip. Eventually, your name will be mud.’ 
   
 Alex was kind of impressed. It was a pretty good threat. He’d thought this one out.  
   
 ‘I see.’ 
   
 ‘The only jobs you’ll get are with producers who would find that the quality of shagging their boss is one they want in their employees. And you don’t want to work in places like that.’ 
   
 Alex snorted. ‘This is a place like that,’ she reminded him. ‘And you’re a boss like that.’ 
   
 Ethan rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, here we go.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean, here we go?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘You made your decision to sleep with me. No one pressured you. Don’t make me out to be Harvey bloody Weinstein.’ 
   
 Alex let out a long sigh. ‘God almighty, how in the hell did you ever get that woman to marry you? I mean, really?’ 
   
 Ethan sneered. ‘You don’t worry about how I keep my wife, alright? She’s in the dark, and that’s where she likes it.’ 
   
 Alex felt her blood pressure spike. ‘What?’ 
   
 Ethan shook his head, bored. ‘Just take the deal, alright? I want this done.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll get back to you,’ Alex said. She turned, meaning to race down to Nicole to update her on the situation. 
   
 ‘No,’ Ethan said. Alex turned back to face him. ‘I need your answer now,’ he demanded. ‘I can’t keep doing this. It has to be over. No more stalling.’ 
   
 ‘You’re not in a position to make demands, Ethan. Try to remember that,’ Alex told him. She wanted to leave. She was getting too angry and less in control of herself.  
   
 She believed she’d hated him before, but the way he talked about Nicole had brought her up to a new level of wrath. She was afraid that if he said anything else about her, Alex might lose it. She needed to leave. 
   
 ‘You’re taking the offer. Just say it,’ he insisted from between gritted teeth. 
   
 ‘Ethan, fuck off, will you?’ Alex said, turning from him. 
   
 ‘You’re not leaving until I get that yes,’ Ethan said, his jaw tight, his arms folded. ‘Or it’s plan B. I start making those calls now. I’d rather blow the whole thing up than have this go on another day.’ 
   
 Alex turned back to him, unsure what to do. The tables had turned. Ethan was about to ruin her reputation, and he was past caring about his own. Not that it would take a dent, probably. He was established. And this kind of thing was par for the course for middle-aged men in the industry.  
   
 Sure, a few had faced some consequences. But not him. He’d get a divorce, pay out, and move on. There would be more money, more jobs, and more women.  
   
 But Alex wasn’t established. She was nobody.  
   
 Alex was starting to realise she’d taken a bad situation and made it worse. She’d put her entire future in jeopardy. She’d accepted producing as a consolation prize when she’d lost directing. But she was about to lose even that by making a real enemy of Ethan. What the hell was she supposed to do if she couldn’t work in entertainment? She wasn’t sure she’d know who she was if she lost this part of her.  
   
 While she stood there, frozen in indecision, she realised that Ethan had a horrible little grin on his face. He knew the power had shifted. She’d shown her hand. She had more to lose than he did, and he knew it. 
   
 ‘Well, well,’ he leered. ‘Not looking so cocky now. Maybe you shouldn’t have thrown that cash out of the window, eh?’ His smile darkened. ‘Say yes, or I’ll start making phone calls right now.’ 
   
 ‘OK, fine,’ Alex said. ‘I’ll take the deal.’ She didn’t mean it, but she needed to get out of there without her life exploding, so she could regroup. More importantly, she wanted to talk to Nicole.  
   
 ‘Great. So you’ll be gone by the end of the day?’ Ethan asked smugly. 
   
 ‘Sure, whatever.’ 
   
 ‘You can just explain about the job offer. Nicole would understand you couldn’t turn it down. I’ll have another AD for her tomorrow,’ he said, sitting down behind his desk and opening his laptop, his body relaxing. 
   
 Not Alex, though. She could feel sweat droplets run down her back as she walked out of Ethan’s office. She almost ran back to the set.  
   
 Nicole was talking to a camera assistant about something, but she broke off mid-sentence the second she saw Alex. ‘Umm, Brendan, let’s finish this chat in a minute. I just need a quick word with Alex.’ And she bundled Alex into the nearest equipment storage area—filled to the brim with dusty old cameras and lighting rigs—shutting the door behind her. ‘Alex, you look terrible.’ 
   
 Alex tried to smile. ‘Maybe I’ll switch moisturisers.’ 
   
 Nicole didn’t laugh. ‘You look like someone died.’ 
   
 Alex paused. ‘Just my career.’ 
   
 ‘What are you talking about?’ 
   
 ‘I think he might have us beat,’ Alex explained sadly. 




Twenty-Seven

   
   
   
 Nicole listened as Alex laid out what Ethan had said. She was livid. It wasn’t what Alex was saying so much as the way she was saying it. She sounded crushed. It was horrible. 
   
 ‘And you’re sure he wasn’t bluffing?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘He’s been bluffing in every conversation I’ve had with him. I know what that looks like. This wasn’t that.’ Alex paused. ‘I think the problem is that we pushed him past the point of caring about the consequences. He wants to finish it, and he knows he has more power than me if he doesn’t care about what happens next to him. Because he’d survive it. And he’s figured out that I won’t. So he wins.’ 
   
 Nicole took that in and stood breathing in and out for a moment, trying to collect herself. She thought it was going OK until she punched her hand through a large plastic lighting reflector that was propped up on a shelf nearby.  
   
 ‘Nicole!’ Alex cried, shocked. 
   
 Nicole, nearly as surprised as Alex, extracted her hand carefully back through the plastic. Her knuckles had a couple of small cuts on them, but nothing life-threatening.  
   
 ‘God almighty, let me get the first aid kit. There’s got to be one around her,’ Alex said, routing around the room, shoving crap aside. 
   
 ‘I’m fine,’ Nicole told her. She was starting to feel rather embarrassed.  
   
 ‘Ah!’ Alex cried, pulling out a green box with a cross on it. She found a stool, too. ‘Sit there.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not necessary,’ Nicole said, a hot blush spreading up her neck. 
   
 But Alex was already opening the kit, pulling out cleaning wipes and dressing. Nicole decided to let her do it. She sat down on the stool, and Alex took her hand. Nicole felt her heart start pumping rather hard at the contact.  
   
 Luckily, Alex didn’t seem to notice. She cleaned the wounds and placed a plaster on the area. ‘There,’ Alex said, satisfied.  
   
 ‘This is terrible,’ Nicole groaned. 
   
 ‘Do you need some ibuprofen? Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Not my hand. That bastard!’ Nicole cried passionately.  
   
 ‘Look, I know you’re angry with him, and this didn’t turn out the way you hoped, but—’ 
   
 ‘I’m not angry with him!’ Nicole blurted, standing up from the stool. ‘I’m angry with myself! I shouldn’t have done this!’ 
   
 Alex was taken aback. ‘What are you talking about? This isn’t your fault.’ 
   
 ‘Of course it is! I was enraged and pulled you into this, and for what? I’ll just divorce the fucker.’ She gave Alex a strong look. ‘But not before you take that job.’ 
   
 ‘Not a chance,’ Alex exclaimed, outraged. 
   
 ‘That’s the only way we make good out of this. You either take this job, or he ruins you. At least this way, there’s been a point,’ Nicole said, calming. This could still be fine. 
   
 ‘But I don’t want him to win!’ Alex said, infuriated.  
   
 ‘He hasn’t won. You won if you take the job,’ Nicole told her. 
   
 ‘This isn’t about me. He’s treated you like shit, and he’s sitting up there so fucking smug right now because he thinks you don’t know what he’s been up to. He thinks he’s pulled the wool over your eyes. I don’t like him thinking that. Not for a minute,’ Alex said, growing ever more enraged.  
   
 Nicole was touched that Alex seemed to care more about her than herself right now. Nicole would have to force her to be selfish, if only for a minute. ‘He won’t feel that way for long. I can promise you that,’ Nicole said. ‘As soon as the dust is settled, I’ll tell him I’ve found out what he’s been up to. I won’t mention you, of course. And he’ll still go through a bad time with the divorce. I’ll take him for every bloody penny and give the lot to a women’s shelter.’ 
   
 Alex was shocked. ‘You’re not even gonna keep his money? After all he put you through?’ 
   
 ‘The more I think about it, the more the thought of actually buying shit with money he made makes me feel kind of sick,’ Nicole explained. ‘I think I’d just like to get rid of anything he touched. Even the house. I’ll take my side of the equity and buy a flat with it. Everything else, anything he touched, I’ll give it away. If it can do some good for someone else, all the better.’ 
   
 Alex looked at her for a long time, and Nicole saw warmth rise in her amber eyes. ‘I guess I should have known you’d do that.’ 
   
 Nicole didn’t quite know what to do with that compliment, or its accompanying expression, so she switched tacks. ‘And as for him suffering, he has sweated these last few days. You’ll always have the memory of him running after that money.’ 
   
 Alex stood chewing the inside of her mouth for a moment, seething again.  
   
 Nicole, frightened to death as she did it, put a hand on her wrist gently. ‘You got him. And now you’ve actually gotten something out of this. That’s enough for me. It’s more than enough.’ 
   
 ‘I wanted him to hurt the way he hurt you. And I feel like it didn’t happen,’ Alex said sadly.  
   
 Nicole felt her heart thudding again. She wanted Alex to know the truth. ‘If it makes you feel any better, I don’t care about him anymore. I only care about you.’  
   
 Alex’s sadness seemed to vanish in a moment. She looked surprised and pleased. Nicole found herself looking from her eyes to her lips. Those luscious lips. Nicole couldn’t help herself. She leaned up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to Alex’s, just for a second.  
   
 She pulled back, shocked at herself. She wasn’t completely sure how it had happened. ‘I’m sorry—’ 
   
 ‘Don’t stop,’ Alex said, slipping her hands around Nicole’s face and pulling her back in.  
   
 Nicole was elated. They both wanted this. She carried on kissing Alex.  
   
 It was her first kiss with a woman. There was something different about it. Other first kisses, they’d been more like invasions—she was being kissed.  
   
 With Alex, it wasn’t that way at all. Nicole was being invited into Alex. It was soft yet passionate. Tender, yet enveloping. Sweet, yet hot. It was the kiss of a lifetime. Nicole wanted it to go on forever.  
   
 But of course, life would never be so kind. 
   
 ‘Whoa,’ someone said, startled.  
   
 Nicole and Alex jumped away from each other. ‘Oh shit,’ Nicole muttered. 
   
 Lena was gaping at them. 
   
 ‘This isn’t good,’ Alex muttered out of the side of her mouth. 
   
 ‘Christ, Alex. What the hell is it with you and shagging your bosses!’ Lena said.  
   
 ‘Now, wait a second,’ Nicole said angrily. 
   
 Lena had the nerve to turn to Nicole with an apology in her eyes, as though she were forced into this against every fibre in her being from a desire to do the right thing.  
   
 ‘I’m sorry, Nicole. But I think you should know this isn’t the first time she’s—’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I know,’ Nicole said. 
   
 That threw Lena. ‘You do?’ She looked back and forth between them. ‘What’s the situation here?’ 
   
 ‘The situation is none of your fucking business,’ Alex told her flatly.  
   
 Lena was inflamed. ‘Well, let’s see if it’s Ethan’s business. How about that?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, I don’t think we need to involve him. This is private,’ Nicole said quickly. 
   
 ‘Nicole, I have the utmost respect for what you do,’ Lena said in sickening tones. It was amazing how she still thought she could keep her tongue up Nicole’s arse, even now. ‘But I don’t think I can stay quiet about this. It’s occurring on work time. There could be… liability issues.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Nicole asked.  
   
 ‘She could sue us!’ 
   
 ‘Us?’ Alex laughed. ‘You an exec producer now?’ 
   
 ‘Nearly,’ Lena said defensively. ‘Well, producer, anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Oh Christ, Lena. Not you as well,’ Alex sighed without surprise. 
   
 Lena looked unpleasantly surprised. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘You’re jumping from a frikking runner to a producer? On this show, there’s only one way that would happen. Did Ethan—’ 
   
 ‘Shut up! You don’t know anything!’ Lena screeched, looking embarrassed. She turned on her heel, running off to snitch to Daddy.  
   
 ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ Alex muttered. She looked at Nicole. ‘What are we going to do?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know what we can do,’ Nicole said. ‘I mean, I can’t chase after her and throw her in the trunk of my car, can I?’ 
   
 ‘Can’t you?’ Alex said. ‘Because this is going to screw everything.’ 
   
 ‘But it was over anyway. Wasn’t it?’ Nicole asked. ‘I’m not thrilled about this, but I think we have to let it be.’ 
   
 ‘But now he can point to this in the divorce and say you were both at it. Two cheaters cheating on one another. He’ll skate out on everything. I know he will.’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged, but truth be told, she was angry. Because she’d been happy for a moment, and now, it was gone. Bloody Lena.  
   
 Actually, Nicole wasn’t sure if she should pity her. Ethan was shagging her. And manipulating her.  
   
 No, Nicole was definitely angry. She’d been kissing Alex, and Lena had spoiled the moment. She wanted it back. She wanted more of it. A lot more.  
   
 ‘So it’s true!’ said a voice. It was more masculine voice than Lena’s. They turned. This time, it was Ethan. 
   
 ‘Fucking hell! Lena only just left!’ Nicole said, shocked. 
   
 ‘She texted me. Thank God I was on the studio floor, so I could catch you in flagrante!’  
   
 Nicole took a deep breath. This had been coming for a while but arrived a little early. A confrontation. The truth. ‘Ethan…’ 
   
 ‘Did you think I wouldn’t find out?’ he asked. 
   
 That cued Nicole up nicely for a banging reveal. ‘Who exactly are you talking to here? Your wife or your girlfriend?’ she asked, a little smugness creeping in.  
   
 Ethan’s rage shrivelled up sharply. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Ex, thank you very much,’ Alex interrupted, offended. 
   
 ‘Ex, sorry,’ Nicole said ruefully.  
   
 ‘What, what, what…’ Ethan repeated, like a busted robot. 
   
 ‘I know, Ethan. I know about all of it,’ Nicole told him.  
   
 Ethan was popeyed. ‘What did she say? Because we can go and talk to HR right now, and they’ll explain the problems I’ve been having. I didn’t want to throw Alex under the bus, but I had to fire her!’ He stopped and shook himself. ‘Wait a second, no, you’re the… It’s you! Why am I trying to account for myself? You got caught.’ 
   
 ‘No, you got caught. I’ve known for a while, ever since that day I was supposed to go and see my brother. My car broke down, as you know. What you don’t know is that I made it home. I was right outside, and I spotted you and Alex in my own home.’  
   
 Nicole had been a different woman then. A woman unhappy in her marriage and utterly in denial about it. But now here she was with the ‘mistress,’ and she only wanted her. Life was a funny old thing. 
   
 Ethan was a little behind on all the developments, though. He was still scrabbling through information, trying to see a way he could still come up smelling of roses. ‘You’re the… you’re red-handed here! This is ridiculous.’ 
   
 Nicole agreed with him on that. ‘Yes, this is ridiculous. So stop playing the victim. I KNOW, Ethan.’ 
   
 Alex nodded, happily chipping in. ‘Yeah, and by the way? I would never have taken your money. Funny to watch you scrabbling for it, though.’ 
   
 Ethan’s nostrils flared. ‘You manipulative, miserable, cheap—’ 
   
 ‘Before you finish that nasty little sentence, this was my idea,’ Nicole broke in, taking a step toward him, wanting to protect Alex.  
   
 He looked back and forth between them, utterly confused. ‘So, this was some kind of game? From the start?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, genius,’ Nicole said, relieved. At least she didn’t have to play nice with him anymore.  
   
 ‘For what purpose?’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter now. In case you hadn’t sussed, I want a divorce.’ 
   
 Ethan paused. He looked at Alex. ‘Get out of here. I need to speak to my wife.’ Alex didn’t move. ‘Alex! Leave!’ 
   
 ‘Why should she?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Ethan looked at her as though she’d lost her marbles. ‘Because we need a private conversation about this,’ he told her. ‘Obviously!’ 
   
 Alex looked at Nicole. ‘You want me to?’ 
   
 ‘Nope,’ Nicole said easily. 
   
 Ethan glared at Alex, his teeth grinding. He looked back at Nicole. ‘Look, Nicole, I haven’t… I’ve made mistakes here. I own up to that. But you’ve… You nailed me. OK? I’ve made a prat of myself these last few days. So if that’s what you needed to see, to punish me, you’ve done it. And I’m fine with that. And whatever else you wanted to do to punish me,’ he said, nodding at Alex. ‘That’s OK, too. I mean, it’s certainly creative revenge. What’s good for the goose and all that.’ 
   
 A gasping laugh fell from Nicole. ‘That’s how you think this is going to go? Even stevens? The marriage is fine?’ She looked at him in amazement. ‘How did you pull the wool over my eyes this long? You’re a complete idiot!’ 
   
 ‘Hold on a second, Nicole,’ Ethan said. ‘We’ve both done wrong. I’m just trying to—’ 
   
 ‘I found your tablet,’ Nicole said. She didn’t want to keep having this conversation. She wanted him to accept the loss and leave. 
   
 ‘Tablet?’ Ethan said, trying to pretend he didn’t know what she meant. 
   
 ‘Ethan, Jesus, can you cut it out? You’re done. We’re done. I know what you’ve been up to the entire time. It was all there. Just walk away.’ 
   
 ‘No! I’m fighting for us!’ he declared.  
   
 Nicole had to chuckle. ‘Ethan… I realise you don’t want to get divorced because you’ve got quite a lot more money than me, and a divorce would be pretty costly. But we’re not coming back from this.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not what I care about,’ he said hotly. ‘Anyway, I caught you in the act. You wouldn’t get anything. Lena would testify.’ 
   
 Nicole scratched her temple. ‘That may well be true. But if you want to avoid a public, embarrassing divorce and the legal fees associated with it, there’s an easier way. Get me a postnup protecting yourself fully, and I’ll sign it. How about that?’ Nicole said. ‘It gets a lot simpler if I sign one of those, doesn’t it?’ 
   
 Ethan paused. ‘You’d do that?’ 
   
 ‘Not fighting for the marriage anymore? That was quick,’ Nicole remarked. 
   
 Ethan swallowed. ‘If there’s a chance to save us, I’ll take it. But if what you’re saying is true, then I suppose I might have to start thinking about myself,’ Ethan said. 
   
 ‘You’ve never done anything else,’ Nicole snorted. She checked her watch. ‘And I need to be on set. So can we call it?’ 
   
 Ethan breathed a sigh. ‘If that’s what you want.’ He licked his lips. ‘I’ll contact my solicitor about that postnup.’ 
   
 ‘You do that,’ Nicole said, rolling her eyes.  
   
 Ethan turned to leave. 
   
 Nicole felt relief it was over. At the very least, she was now free. It was all she wanted.  
   
 And then something unexpected happened.  
   
 Alex, silent for minutes, spoke up. ‘You piece of shit,’ she murmured. 
   
 Ethan turned. ‘What did you call me?’ 
   






Twenty-Eight

   
   
   
 He’d taken years of Nicole’s life, chipped away at the self-esteem of a woman he was nowhere near good enough for, and now he was gonna skip out of here to do as he pleased?  
   
 Alex wanted to follow Nicole’s lead. But she couldn’t have it. She couldn’t let it be. 
   
 ‘You’re a piece of shit,’ Alex repeated.  
   
 ‘Look, I know you’re bitter about this and everything, but if I were you, I’d hold my tongue,’ Ethan warned her.   
   
 ‘Alex,’ Nicole said, shaking her head. ‘It’s OK, let him go.’ 
   
 ‘Let him go?’ Alex shrugged. ‘What am I gonna do? I’ve got no power here. All I’ve got is what I know. And I’m gonna say it.’ She paused and could feel her eyes do that thing they did when she was truly worked up. They turned into search beams of hate, locked onto Ethan.  
   
 She couldn’t say what impact her search beams had on a person, but she noticed that Ethan had closed his mouth. ‘I want to tell you, just this once, who you are. And I want you to hear it. And if it manages to stick in some dark corner where you know it, all the better,’ Alex said.  
   
 ‘You’re nothing. Every time you think you made a fool of Nicole, you were the fool. She was the best you’ll ever do, and you threw her away. And whoever you con next, just know that you’ll only ever trick that person into loving you. Because there’s nothing to you. You’re just lies stacked on top of each other in a pretence of a person.’ 
   
 Nicole gasped, but Ethan was laughing. It didn’t feel very real.  
   
 ‘Wow. You should have been a writer, Alex. That was some really dramatic stuff, sweetheart,’ he said condescendingly. 
   
 Alex didn’t respond. There was nothing more to say.  
   
 ‘Oh, by the way, that job I lined up for you? That’s going away. All jobs are going away from now. In perpetuity.’ 
   
 ‘Ethan, stop. You don’t want to threaten her. I haven’t signed your postnup just yet,’ Nicole interjected.  
   
 Ethan looked at her. ‘What do you care if I sack her? She was just a means to an end to you, surely?’ 
   
 Nicole flushed angrily. ‘She has never been that. And, in fact, you can thank her for how easy I’m gonna let you off. Because being around her made me realise just how much I’ve been missing out on. That’s why I’m letting this go. I want more than this. More than you,’ Nicole told him.  
   
 They hadn’t had a chance to talk this through. How could they? The kiss seemed to take them both by surprise. But Alex knew how she felt. But Nicole? That was harder to know—until now. This wasn’t just a crazy, passionate moment. Nicole felt for her, too, and Alex was elated.  
   
 Ethan was less thrilled. ‘What the hell are you talking about? You gonna stand there and tell me you two are in fucking love?!’ 
   
 ‘You wouldn’t understand this, Ethan. But it’s real,’ Alex told him. 
   
 Nicole turned to her. ‘Yeah?’ she asked tentatively. 
   
 ‘I mean, I don’t want to assume. I just meant. I’ve been… I’ve wanted to tell you… I—’ 
   
 ‘Oy! What the fuck is this, and why are you making me watch it?’ Ethan demanded.  
   
 They turned to him. ‘Ethan, just go. Nobody cares,’ Nicole told him. 
   
 But for Ethan, this was it. This was all too much. ‘I’ll go. But this isn’t going to be so easy anymore. I’m not letting you two embarrass me like this.’ 
   
 ‘Embarrass you?’ Nicole sputtered, amazed. 
   
 ‘Yeah! I had the decency to keep things quiet. And I never felt anything for anyone. I put a block on my emotions with anyone but you. That’s how you stay truly faithful. I meant my vows. Real love is forever.’ 
   
 Nicole stared at him with her mouth open, wordless. Alex couldn’t blame her for going non-verbal. What response could she possibly offer to counter Ethan’s mental gymnastics? He was the Simone Biles of treachery. He had decided that in all this, he had the high ground. You couldn’t fight that kind of lunacy.  
   
 ‘And now you’ve done this. It’s so much worse than any lie I ever told,’ he said. 
   
 Alex wondered if Nicole might pop him. Instead, she slid her wedding ring off her finger, walked over to a prop box full of assorted jewellery, and dropped it in.  
   
 ‘That’s worth five grand,’ Ethan growled. 
   
 ‘Then dig it back out,’ Nicole said. ‘If you even know which one it is.’ 
   
 Ethan looked like he was thinking about it when Lena walked in, with just enough self-awareness to look bashful. ‘Umm, everyone’s ready to start back up out there. Just waiting on you, Nicole.’ 
   
 Nicole sighed. ‘Yep. OK. Coming. Just needed a quick chat with my husband,’ she said to Lena.  
   
 Alex understood what she was doing. Sending a warning to his next victim.  
   
 ‘I thought we agreed to keep that quiet,’ Ethan snapped. And then, for Lena’s benefit, he added, ‘As it’s over now, anyway. Don’t want to confuse anyone.’ 
   
 Lena looked between the two of them, hurt in her eyes. She quickly wiped the look away. Alex didn’t know if she would truly care about him being married. But at least she knew.  
   
 Nicole turned to Alex. ‘We better get to work.’  
   
 Alex nodded, and they walked past Ethan. He wasn’t looking at Nicole, though. He was looking at Alex with absolute hatred.  
   
 That wasn’t a surprise to Alex. She’d just stolen his wife. At least, that was how he probably saw it. He’d married her and, apparently, intended to stay married to her while he quietly fucked around. That was his definition of love.  
   
 But now? His wife had been poached. By the former mistress he’d gotten rid of out of respect for his marriage. And to top it off, she’d spat in his face. As they walked away from him, Alex could only guess at the spin doctor at work in his head now, making her the problem. 
   
 That worried Alex. Even though Nicole was free, and that was great, and they had each other, which was amazing, Alex had just placed a target on her back. Ethan was coming for her.  
   






Twenty-Nine

   
   
   
 ‘I don’t know what to do,’ Nicole said, sitting on Alex’s sofa, fighting a desire to bite her nails.  
   
 There was a half-empty wine bottle on the table, two glasses. Alex’s was almost empty, but Nicole’s was untouched.  
   
 ‘You don’t have to do anything,’ Alex replied from the other end of the sofa. They were maintaining a courteous gap.  
   
 Nicole didn’t know if she should close it. Though not right now. They had things to talk about. ‘But he was… Jesus. I cannot believe how angry he got. The nerve of him.’ 
   
 ‘I think today was the first time I ever thought that shame gets a bad rep,’ Alex added, half smiling. ‘A little might go a long way with that man.’ 
   
 Nicole wanted to laugh, but she was too anxious. ‘Did you see the look he gave you? He thinks this is all your fault.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, he does,’ Alex agreed. 
   
 ‘You don’t look worried. Why don’t you look worried? That’s worrying me.’ 
   
 Alex shrugged. ‘I’m not unworried. But I don’t see what I can do.’ 
   
 ‘You went for his throat,’ Nicole observed.  
   
 ‘He deserved it,’ Alex said firmly.  
   
 ‘I’m not saying he didn’t. I’m not saying you were wrong, either. I know you were having my back, and I was… I was touched by that,’ Nicole said.  
   
 Alex nodded. ‘I do. I will. Whatever happens.’ 
   
 Nicole felt a bit gooey about that, but she tried to focus on her original point. ‘I just worry that he’s gonna do something bad to you.’ 
   
 ‘Worse than sack me, revoke a job offer, and torpedo me with everyone he knows?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘No, that’s probably about it. But the last one doesn’t have to happen.’ 
   
 ‘You might as well stop worrying because he’s done it already,’ Alex told her, refilling her glass of wine from the bottle on the table. She took a sip as though she didn’t have a care in the world.  
   
 ‘He might not have done it,’ Nicole posited. ‘It might just have been an idle threat. He doesn’t hold all the cards.’ 
   
 ‘No, I think he was probably on that pretty quick. I reckon while we were shooting Kendall smashing that MRI machine up because she couldn’t save that cancer patient, Ethan was on the phone, killing my career a hell of a lot faster than a brain tumour. And if it’s done, it’s done. You don’t have to worry about things that can’t be undone,’ Alex told her philosophically, swilling her glass absentmindedly.   
   
 ‘But I told him I’d let him go if he let you go,’ Nicole pointed out.  
   
 ‘Well, that was before I ripped him to shreds. And the week he’s had, he might have reached a place to say fuck it,’ Alex countered. ‘He might decide to simply kiss his cash goodbye if it was the price of blowing my career up.’ 
   
 Nicole couldn’t help but zero in on the word, ‘kiss.’ It made the back of her neck feel hot. She tried to ignore it. ‘I don’t know about that. I think if we give him a few days to cool down, maybe I could talk to him. One-on-one. Fix it.’ 
   
 Alex smiled and sipped her drink. ‘That’s a kind offer, but I don’t think I want to talk about him anymore.’ 
   
 Nicole licked her lips. ‘No?’ 
   
 ‘No. I was kind of wondering if we should maybe…’ Alex took a pause that just about gave Nicole a heart attack. ‘…Stop talking.’ 
   
 ‘Oh,’ Nicole said, trying to stay calm. ‘Right. Sure.’ Then something occurred to her. ‘Wait, does that mean you want me to leave?’ 
   
 Alex burst out laughing. ‘No. It most certainly does not mean that, Nicole.’ 
   
 Nicole had to roll her eyes at herself. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be coy or anything. But this whole thing has been a lot to process in the middle of another massive thing that was a lot to process. So I think my processors might have been overworked a bit. They might have switched off completely, in fact.’ 
   
 Alex smiled at her. It was a world-class smile. It would be the death of Nicole, but she didn’t mind. What a way to go.  
   
 ‘Well, I mean, we kind of did talk about it,’ Alex said. ‘I realise it wasn’t the best time. But I wanted to… Reiterate some stuff.’ Alex stopped, annoyed. ‘Did I just say that? Look out, Mr Darcy, there’s a new queen of romantic speeches.’ 
   
 Nicole grinned at her, absolutely won over. ‘Please, keep talking. I like everything you’ve said so far.’ She meant that.  
   
 Alex had started to look a little nervous right now, which was of great comfort. Despite the fact Nicole was older, Alex felt like the worldly one. Only Alex was fretting, and that was nice to see. Alex didn’t know everything, and she wasn’t taking anything for granted. 
   
 Alex took a deep, anxious breath, trying again. ‘This whole thing with Ethan, I just want you to know, it’s not the end of the world if he puts paid to things for me. There are better places for my focus. There’s more to life than a career.’ She paused. ‘I mean you. If that’s not clear.’ 
   
 Nicole’s heart fluttered. ‘And you heard what I said to Ethan about him not mattering now I’ve met you, so I think you know how I feel.’ Nicole took her own deep breath. ‘So. My marriage is over… We know how we both feel, and here we are. Alone.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. No one’s gonna walk in. Not this time,’ Alex said quietly.  
   
 They looked at each other, and Nicole felt a flush of fear. She saw it reflected in Alex’s eyes. She wondered who was going to make the first move. She was frozen in uncertainty. She was overthinking this. She didn’t know how to stop. She didn’t know what to do. She was officially panicking.  
   
 She’d forgotten this. It was the same story as ever. Funny how it slipped her mind. Every time she got close like this to a woman, the fear kicked in. It wasn’t like this with men. They just pushed through. They went for it. Whatever else it was, it was simple, at least.  
   
 Ethan had certainly pushed through, rolling right over her doubts and fears. Alex wasn’t gonna push through anything. That was what scared Nicole. This was her decision. But it wasn’t that she didn’t know what she wanted. Oh boy, did she know.  
   
 So why wasn’t Nicole pulling the trigger? Well, her instincts had been off for a lot of years, and even if she was getting back in touch with them, she was frightened to make yet another mistake. She didn’t want to make Alex that mistake.  
   
 ‘Nicole, you look a little…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘You kind of look like you’re changing your mind right now,’ Alex said. ‘And that’s OK,’ she added quickly. ‘I mean, we’re not betrothed. I don’t expect anything.’ 
   
 Nicole sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I guess this whole business has me doubting myself more than I realised. I’ve made some bad choices in the past.’ 
   
 ‘Oh Christ, Nicole,’ Alex said sadly. ‘You got conned, that’s all.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, that’s the problem. I was able to be conned… For years. It makes you doubt yourself. Your impulses.’ 
   
 Alex didn’t say anything to that. She just nodded and looked down. God damn, Nicole was blowing this. Alex was a good thing, and Nicole couldn’t get over herself enough to let that good thing happen to her.  
   
 ‘I’m sorry, I’m a mess,’ she told Alex. ‘I want to kiss you right now, but…’ She stopped and sighed, afraid of how Alex would react to her messiness.  
   
 But Alex just smiled that lovely smile. ‘It’s been a long day. A long couple of weeks, actually.’ She tucked her hair behind her ears nervously. ‘And I’m not in a hurry. I’ll wait as long as it takes.’ 
   
 Nicole frowned. ‘You’re too wonderful. It’s almost a problem.’ 
   
 Alex looked very surprised. ‘No, you are.’ 
   
 Nicole looked away, overwhelmed. ‘I don’t know how to do this.’ 
   
 Alex paused and then cocked her head. ‘Me neither. But I keep thinking about red pandas.’ 
   
 Nicole was surprised into laughter. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I realise that wasn’t the best segue but go with it for a second,’ Alex pleaded charmingly. 
   
 Nicole was intrigued. ‘Uh, red panda, lemme think… Yeah, yes. I know them. I’ve seen pictures of them, anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Well, there’s about ten thousand of them left on the planet. And I love them. I always have. I saw a picture when I was eight, and that was that, obsessed with them. This planet will never produce a more beautiful creature, as far as I’m concerned. Present company excluded.’ 
   
 Nicole thought she might be the first person in history to blush to death.  
   
 Luckily, Alex didn’t notice and continued. ‘But I’m never gonna see one in real life. I’ve made peace with that. They live in China, and they’ll probably go extinct before I can get around to it. And it’s like… Meeting you? It was like I was walking along, certainly not thinking about red pandas, and one popped out in front of me. And I wasn’t even in China. I was on my street. It was impossible. And it happened. So what am I gonna do? Chase the red panda for a hug and make all my dreams come true? She’d outrun me for a start. They’ve got little legs, but they can book it if they need to,’ Alex explained with a grin. ‘And even if I could keep pace, she might get hurt trying to get away from me because she doesn’t know that my intentions are pure. She could run right into traffic or something. Bad idea. So I’m gonna wait and see what happens. And if the red panda wants to come to me and say hi, I’ll die happy. But ultimately, it’s her call.’ 
   
 Nicole had never heard a sweeter thing in her life. ‘So, I’m a red panda?’ 
   
 ‘Correct. Meeting you and getting to know you under these circumstances and having you kiss me in that cupboard was a billion-to-one shot. And I’m not gonna be an idiot and try and chase you. I have to wait and see what you want to do. Because I’m not going to make anything happen that you don’t absolutely want to happen as well.’ 
   
 Nicole's legs felt wobbly. She couldn’t think how to respond, so she took a different tack. ‘How fast can a red panda run? Out of interest.’ 
   
 ‘They can reach a top speed of twenty-three miles per hour,’ Alex told her without hesitation. 
   
 Nicole began to laugh. Alex was just too cute. ‘You’re the best,’ she sputtered, still laughing. Everything had seemed hard a minute ago. And now it was easy. It was the Alex effect.  
   
 ‘I am?’ Alex smiled. 
   
 ‘God, yes. Seriously. Being around you… It just feels good. I want you to know that. Whatever happens, you need to know that.’  
   
 Alex nodded, looking away, grinning. ‘I’ll certainly take that. And now I think I should give you some space. You should take the bed tonight.’ 
   
 ‘Most certainly not,’ Nicole told her flatly.  
   
 But Alex was on her feet, going to fetch the spare blanket. She walked back in, unfolding it. ‘Go on, get out of here. Let me make my bed up.’ 
   
 Nicole stood and tried to take the blanket. ‘That’s mine. You can take your bed.’  
   
 But Alex didn’t cave. She kept a grip on the blanket.  
   
 ‘Stop being so bloody stubborn,’ Nicole said, pulling.  
   
 Alex gripped tighter. They were officially playing tug-o-war with a fleece throw. ‘Cut it out. I’m not letting you take the sofa,’ Alex told her.  
   
 ‘Alex! Just gimme this thing,’ Nicole said, trying to drag it away. It wasn’t a serious fight. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t invested in winning. ‘I demand you take the bed!’  
   
 Alex gritted her teeth. ‘Nicole! It’s not happening!’ She gave the blanket one good yank. Just enough to pull Nicole forward with force. They bashed heads slightly. ‘Ow!’ Alex cried, rubbing her forehead.  
   
 Nicole’s head was sore, but she ignored it. Without thinking about it, she reached up and took Alex’s face in her hands and pulled her down gently, kissing her booboo.  
   
 Alex looked at her, scared. ‘I don’t know what to do right now,’ she said. 
   
 ‘The red panda is approaching you,’ Nicole told her.  
   
 ‘She is?’ Alex asked almost fearfully.  
   
 ‘She most certainly is,’ Nicole said and leaned in.  
   
 Alex met her in the middle. They dropped the blanket as they kissed. It would not be needed tonight because no one was gonna be on the couch.  
   
 Alex took Nicole’s hand and led her to the bedroom. Her first time with a woman. What would it be like? Would she be OK at it? More questions needed to be answered, but Nicole didn’t let them slow her down this time. It would all be OK. She was with Alex. 

 







Thirty

   
   
 Alex was leaning on her elbow, naked, watching Nicole, also naked. Nicole was lying next to her in bed, staring at the ceiling. Her mouth was hanging open. She looked shocked. 
   
 ‘Is everything OK over there?’ Alex asked her. 
   
 ‘Yeah, I’m just… reconfiguring some stuff. About what sex should be,’ Nicole said, still stunned. 
   
 Alex smiled. ‘So, you’re happy?’ 
   
 Nicole turned to look at her. ‘I don’t think I should answer that question.’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘Because if I do, I’m going to give you the kind of rave review that might very well scare the hell out of you.’ 
   
 Alex chuckled, delighted. ‘Wow.’ 
   
 ‘That’s the word I was looking for. Wow.’ Nicole laughed. ‘I think I should probably leave it at that.’ 
   
 Alex was thrilled that she’d made Nicole happy, though she wasn’t counting her chickens. She knew that Nicole’s bar must have been lowered in the last ten years. It wouldn’t be hard to hop over it. Still, it was nice to know Nicole was feeling good.  
   
 Then Nicole started to look troubled. She gave Alex a rather serious look. ‘You’re the first woman I’ve ever been with.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Oh. Oh. I didn’t know that,’ Alex said, her surprise growing. 
   
 ‘You didn’t? I mean, you didn’t guess or anything?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘No, I most certainly did not.’ Alex squinted suspiciously at Nicole. ‘But I mean, are you sure? Not even once?’ 
   
 ‘No, why?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘I just mean… It didn’t feel like you didn’t know what to… I mean, did you google it or anything?’ 
   
 Nicole giggled, embarrassed. ‘I actually did. This afternoon during shooting. Not that I thought we were going to…’ She smiled shyly. ‘But I just needed to know that if we did, I wouldn’t leave you high and dry. So to speak. I found some pretty helpful resources. Though a lot of it was pretty obvious. I mean, I’ve got my own… Well, you know.’ She looked away awkwardly.  
   
 ‘I was, in no sense, dry,’ Alex told her emphatically. ‘It was wow for me too.’  
   
 Alex decided to say no more than that, though she could have. It would have been all too easy to go off the deep end if she kept talking. Not just about how good the sex had felt, but more than that, the depth of emotion in it.  
   
 Alex would never dream of throwing around the big L this soon, but she could feel it, the start of love. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d liked someone this goddamn much. Her last relationship had never felt like that, even in the beginning.  
   
 But Nicole was not Jen. She made Alex feel… How to describe it? Nicole had given her the perfect words. She felt so good to be around. Right. 
   
 No doubt about it, if Alex started letting her mouth run off, she was gonna say something incredibly stupid. Better to just smile and keep her mouth shut. 
   
 ‘Oh my God, we need to get some sleep,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Really? You’re tired?’ Alex said, hopefully. 
   
 Nicole took the hint. ‘Not that tired, I guess.’ 






Thirty-One

   
   
   
 ‘Zeke? Let’s just take a second,’ Nicole was telling one of the actors in a bedroom scene.  
   
 Zeke paused and looked over at Nicole from on top of one of his co-stars, Max. ‘Something up?  
   
 ‘Maybe hop off Max?’ Nicole suggested.  
   
 Zeke turned to Max. ‘Hold on, mate.’ He clambered awkwardly off the other actor, who sat up, relieved to get the weight off him.  
   
 ‘Um, Zeke, I’m just wondering. Do you have any concerns about this scene?’ Nicole asked him as he approached her. 
   
 Zeke rubbed the back of his neck. ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘You sure? Because it looks a bit like you’re uncomfortable.’ 
   
 Zeke blew out an anxious breath. ‘Look, I’ve always known this might come up in my career, the whole bloke thing. I don’t mind it. I’m not a homophobe or anything.’ 
   
 ‘Of course you’re not,’ Nicole reassured him. ‘But I think this might just be a bit of an adjustment for you. Am I right?’ 
   
 He looked relieved. ‘Honestly? I’m out of my element.’  
   
 Max got up off the bed and put on a robe, jogging over. ‘Everything OK?’  
   
 According to Alex, Max Main’s character, Dr Marcus Sharpe, was the stud of the show and had worked his way through half the characters. Max was a veteran of sexing up a scene, and Alex said you could drop him into an intimate scene with a Krispy Kreme doughnut, and he would make it work. This was not his fault at all. Zeke was kissing Max like he was reading the news, not about to get his back blown out.  
   
 ‘It’s fine,’ Nicole said. ‘Just giving a few notes.’ 
   
 ‘I’m so sorry, mate,’ Zeke said apologetically. ‘I’m giving nothing.’ 
   
 ‘You’re doing fine,’ Max lied. 
   
 Zeke put his hands on his hips. ‘Look. I know a screen kiss isn’t a real kiss, and I’m not supposed to be into it or anything like that. It’s acting, whoever it’s with. I know that. It’s just… I’m just not used to… Umm…’ He frowned, struggling to grasp what his problem was. 
   
 ‘The stubble?’ Nicole suggested. 
   
 Zeke’s eyes lit up. ‘Shit, that’s it. It’s crazy rough. I think that’s what keeps breaking me out of it.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘I can’t believe women put up with it. It’s scratching the hell out of me. You’d have to really like dick to deal with it. Sorry to be so blunt, but if I was a woman, I’d be looking into other options, that’s for sure.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled, and it took everything she had not to look at Alex over in the corner, talking to a grip. ‘You’re making a lot of sense.’ Nicole turned to Max. ‘Um, Max? What are your thoughts on a close shave?’ 
   
 Max shrugged. ‘Yeah, don’t mind it.’ 
   
 Nicole turned to the continuity guy. ‘Could we do that? Would it cause problems?’ 
   
 ‘Well, we’re shooting a new day, so I think we can probably make that work,’ he told her. 
   
 ‘Great. Would fifteen minutes be enough time, Max?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, should do it.’ He turned to Zeke with a wink. ‘Gonna go and get beautiful for you, mate.’ 
   
 Zeke laughed, relaxing palpably. ‘Fuck off, would you? And get it smooth! I wanna close my eyes and feel like I’m snogging Margot Robbie.’ 
   
 ‘I think that might be beyond the capabilities of a razor, but I’ll see what I can do,’ Max called, leaving the set.  
   
 ‘OK, EVERYONE TAKE FIFTEEN,’ Nicole called.  
   
 People moved away from their equipment and drifted toward the snack table. Nicole went over there, too, noting Alex heading in that direction. Nicole didn’t want a snack. She just wanted an excuse to look at Alex up close.  
   
 She couldn’t get what had happened out of her mind. Being with Alex, fully and unhurriedly, it felt like some kind of slate had been wiped clean. The physical sensation had been incredible. But emotionally? It was better. They’d been close, truly and deeply.  
   
 Her former life could have been a bad dream. If it wasn’t stomping into the studio now with a face like thunder. 
   
 ‘Oh, Christ. Ethan alert,’ Alex muttered as they met in front of the coffee cups. 
   
 Nicole exhaled irritably. ‘I better see what the hell he wants now,’ she said, turning to head him off at the entrance to the studio.  
   
 She noted Alex keeping pace with her. Nicole loved that she always seemed to be there when she needed her. And never had to be asked.  
   
 ‘Oh look, you two, together. Shocking,’ Ethan said quietly as they met.  
   
 But everyone was focusing on loading up on sugar and caffeine at the other end of the large space. There was some degree of privacy.   
   
 ‘Well, she’s my assistant, so you can expect to see quite a bit of that,’ Nicole replied dryly. 
   
 ‘We need a chat,’ he said, sighing and scratching a temple. 
   
 ‘I’ve had quite a few of those with you lately,’ Alex said. ‘I don’t know if I’ve got another one in me, truth be told.’ 
   
 Ethan folded his arms across his Tom Ford-clad chest. ‘Look—’ 
   
 ‘Don’t,’ Nicole said quickly. ‘This is over. We’re not doing this anymore. No little chats in your office, no threats, no bribes, no extortion. You leave us alone; we leave you alone. And we—you and me—talk through lawyers. That’s it. Now go back up to your office and let us make TV that you can slap your grubby little name on.’ 
   
 Ethan looked at Nicole with a dash of fear that she didn’t hate. ‘What the hell happened to you? You used to be nice. Was it her?’ he asked, throwing a look at Alex. ‘Did she make you into this?’ 
   
 Nicole didn’t think he was owed an explanation, but she didn’t like the Alex dig. It riled her enough to throw back a shot. ‘I was nice when I thought you were nice. And even when you weren’t, I felt like I had to compromise and keep being nice. But now I know, you should never have gotten my nice. And you won’t anymore.’ 
   
 Ethan unfolded his arms and put them down by his side stiffly. ‘That’s your position, is it? It’s all my fault.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. That’s my position,’ Nicole told him. 
   
 ‘Everything you did. Tricking your way into this job so you could ruin my life? Cheating on me? Sending your new girlfriend to blackmail me? You’re OK with doing all that because I deserve it?’ Ethan asked. 
   
 Nicole just wanted him to go away now, as quickly as she could manage. ‘I guess I am.’ 
   
 ‘OK.’ An odd smile crept onto his face. ‘I guess that’s all I need to know.’ He put his hands in his pockets and strode off. 
   
 Nicole looked at Alex. ‘I didn’t like that.’ 
   
 ‘Me neither,’ Alex agreed. 
   
 ‘He’s up to something.’ 
   
 ‘He’s always up to something. I just worry what the bloody hell it is this time,’ Alex said. 
   
 Nicole was tired of this. She couldn’t have any peace. She couldn’t have any romance. She was starting something exciting and beautiful, and that fucker couldn’t let her do it, could he?  
   
 She turned to Alex. ‘I’m gonna have to go up to his office, aren’t I?’  
   
 ‘We. One of him, two of us.’ 
   
 Nicole reached down and squeezed Alex’s hand. ‘Alright then. If you’re with me.’ 
   
 ‘I’m with you as long as you want me to be,’ Alex told her. 
   
 They swapped a quick smile, and it gave Nicole just enough comfort to be able to go through this whole bloody rigmarole yet again. 
   






Thirty-Two

   
   
   
 Alex almost regretted ever starting this vendetta. But of course, without it, she’d never have gotten this close to Nicole. So she could never say she wished it hadn’t happened. Only that she wished it could be over with minimal impact on Nicole’s psyche.  
   
 Alex entered Ethan’s office first, like she was going to be some kind of human shield for Nicole. Nicole had tried to protect her so much in all this, and she wanted badly to be able to do the same.  
   
 ‘Right, what the fuck was that about?’ she demanded, slamming into the office. She thought she was going to surprise Ethan with the force of it.  
   
 But that didn’t happen. He turned like he’d expected them. ‘Ahh, there you are. Just getting set up here. I won’t be a minute.’ He was holding his phone. Alex realised too late what she’d walked into.  
   
 A TV in the corner came to life, mirroring Ethan’s phone. He opened a video and hit play, looking like the cat that got the cream. And there they were, Alex and Nicole, side by side in a hidden camera shot.  
   
 ‘Everything you did. Tricking your way into this job so you could ruin my life? Cheating on me? Sending your new girlfriend to blackmail me? You’re OK with doing all that because I deserve it?’ asked Ethan off-camera. 
   
 Video Nicole smiled. ‘I guess I am.’ 
   
 Ethan paused his recording there, grinning. ‘Well, I think that’s all I needed. So now you two haven’t got a leg to stand on. I get to keep my money, and you get to keep your mouths shut about anything I might have done. Way better than a postnup.’ 
   
 ‘Was that sitting in your pocket, recording us?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Yeah. I’m amazed you didn’t spot it.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, just when I think you can’t sink any lower,’ Nicole sighed. She wasn’t angry, just fatigued.  
   
 Alex was right there with her. This bloody thing wouldn’t end. 
   
 ‘I’m just protecting myself in all this,’ Ethan told her smugly.  
   
 ‘This isn’t about that. We could have just done this like I said, through lawyers.’ Nicole stared at him, disgusted. ‘But you had to go lower.’ 
   
 Ethan glared at her. ‘Don’t try to shame me. It can’t be done.’ 
   
 ‘I’m starting to get that,’ Nicole said. 
   
 He rolled his eyes. ‘Look, shut up, alright? I’m not done. We’re still doing the postnup. I’ll have my solicitor send it to whatever hovel you can afford now. Sign it, and then we can do the divorce. I’ll have your shit put in a storage bin, and I’ll send you the keys. The locks to my house are already changed, by the way.’ 
   
 Nicole stared at him like she was trying to set him on fire. ‘And what about Alex?’ 
   
 He smiled. ‘Oh, but that’s the best part.’ 
   
 ‘I already know you’ve made some calls and burned my name, right? We’ve done this part,’ Alex said quickly. She was ready to get the fuck out of there and take Nicole with her. She didn’t want to listen to any villainous speeches.  
   
 But Ethan was having his nasty moment and would not be hurried. ‘Not at all. I realised something. Now I’ve got this video. It’s much better if I let you work. Then you’ve got something to lose. You can wait for this to come out for the rest of your life, and every success you ever have can only make it worse. Every credit, every award, you’ll know I can show up whenever I please and take it all away. You’ll never know peace.’ He looked at Nicole. ‘Either of you.’ 
   
 Alex had to hand it to him. That wasn’t bad revenge. She realised what an amateur she’d been this whole time. 
   
 ‘My God, Ethan. That’s impressive,’ Alex told him. ‘Hats off, man. You are a true and total bastard in a way even I didn’t give you credit for. Really. Kudos.’ 
   
 Ethan smiled. ‘You were the one that said I wasn’t a person. So why play by the rules anymore? You two brought me to this. Remember that. And hope that one day, I don’t decide to royally screw you both. You can only pray I forget about you. And hey, I might, I guess?’ He shrugged. ‘I guess it depends on how happy my life is from this point, how little any of this comes to mean. So you better hope life is kind to me.’ 
   
 Nicole actually laughed. She sounded very tired. ‘Ethan. Quit twiddling your moustache. We know we’re beaten.’ 
   
 That caused Alex to wonder. Were they beaten? Was there truly nothing they could do? Ethan was sadistic. But how smart was he? And how thorough? 
   
 ‘Yeah, we’re flattened. Enjoy it,’ Alex said flippantly, looking at Nicole, trying to keep a glint out of her eyes. ‘Nicole, shall we?’ she said, gesturing at the door.  
   
 Nicole took the hint instantly. ‘Yep. Let’s go.’ They walked towards the door. 
   
 ‘Goodbye,’ Ethan said to the pair. ‘Have a terrible life.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, whatever,’ Alex said, rushing through the door.  
   
 Nicole didn’t even acknowledge the comment.  
   
 When they got a way down the corridor, Alex was about to tell Nicole that they needed to discuss a thought she’d had. But Nicole was already on the right page.  
   
 ‘Cupboard?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Cupboard,’ Alex agreed.  






Thirty-Three

   
   
   
 ‘I worked under that man for four whole years,’ Alex began when they were safely tucked away in the cupboard. This time, they’d locked the door from the inside. ‘And I never really learned anything useful from him in that time. All he ever did was delegate everything. He was a font of absolutely nothing.’ 
   
 ‘That doesn’t surprise me, but go on,’ Nicole said eagerly.  
   
 She didn’t need to be convinced that whatever Alex had, it was worth listening to. She’d caught that look in Ethan’s office and read it like a listicle. Alex had something.  
   
 ‘He never seemed to want to learn anything. New technologies? Forget it. Someone else could explain that stuff to him and only what he strictly needed to know. That included his phone. He got it about two years ago and didn’t have a clue.’ 
   
 ‘I remember,’ Nicole nodded. ‘It sat on the kitchen table for a week, unwrapped. But where are you going with this?’ Nicole asked hungrily.  
   
 ‘Where I’m going with it is that he kept banging on about how confusing his phone was until I offered to set it up for him. That’s how bloody lazy he is.’ 
   
 ‘That’s pure Ethan. But how does it help us?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘There’s almost no chance he knows the details of how his cloud works, so he wouldn’t know how to back it up from another device and make multiple copies. It will probably back up automatically, but that’s easy to check from the phone itself and delete stuff from the cloud right from the phone. Even if he did it the old-fashioned way and emailed it to himself, again, I could delete that and all backups from that phone.’ 
   
 Nicole stared at Alex, understanding everything. ‘I could kiss you.’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t dream of stopping you,’ Alex replied cheekily. ‘But maybe after we’ve nicked his phone and deleted the physical evidence of our crimes and misdemeanours?’  
   
 Doubt made an appearance. ‘What if you’re wrong? What if he’s backing up right now, making a hundred copies?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Then we’re no worse off.’ Alex sighed. ‘It’s one last thing. And then we’re out.’ 
   
 ‘There’s a chance we might make everything worse,’ Nicole felt compelled to point out. She’d done a bit of that recently and couldn’t pretend she hadn’t.  
   
 Alex’s brow creased. ‘How could it be? I know I’m in that video, but I… I don’t know. I haven’t got that much to lose yet. But you’ve built something. You made your name mean something. People say it, and it conjures a person who can do something, who’s good. In all the ways that count. He doesn’t get to take that.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled at Alex, and it all felt easy again. ‘I like you so much.’ 
   
 Alex looked surprised, then touched. ‘Ditto. That’s why it’s crucial to get rid of that video. I want us to be free of all this. You’re the only thing I want to think about,’ she said, reaching out a hand.  
   
 Nicole took it, relieved. She’d sort of thought that this last stunt Ethan had pulled might have been too much for Alex. That she might have decided that being with Nicole wasn’t worth the trouble it brought.  
   
 Nicole realised that she was waiting for something to go wrong with Alex. Why was that? Alex had never given her a reason to think she would take back anything they’d said or done. It was probably history getting in the way.  
   
 With Ethan, she’d had to ignore what her gut was telling her to try and make something of a bad marriage. With Alex, she had to learn to trust it again. Holding Alex’s hand, it felt possible.  
   
 It was funny. Nicole had thought that when she got married, that was the end of her romantic story. But looking at Alex now, her marriage was a blip. Just a terrible starting point that was leading her here. This was what she’d been waiting for without even knowing it.  
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘I want that, too. All of this—you.’ 
   
 They looked at each other for a long time. Nicole felt like she might pass out from the sheer power of it. But she collected herself enough to ask, ‘So how do we get hold of that phone so we can be together without a cloud hovering over our heads?’ 
   
 ‘That’s a good question, which I don’t have the answer for,’ Alex said. 
   
 ‘Don’t worry, I think I can handle that part,’ Nicole said. She checked her watch. ‘Hmm, Max’s face is probably as smooth as a baby’s arse by now, so we’d better get back to set.’ 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Right.’ 
   
 They left the cupboard and went to find Zeke caressing Max’s newly naked face. ‘Oh, wow,’ he was muttering. ‘That’s amazing. I can’t find a follicle.’ 
   
 ‘You can thank makeup,’ Max smiled. ‘They did the whole hot towel thing. So, you ready to snog me or what?’ 
   
 Zeke gave a very enthusiastic thumbs-up and then spotted Nicole coming in. ‘Oh, Nicole, brilliant timing. I think we’re ready to rock.’ 
   
 Nicole slapped her hands together. ‘Great. Let’s get in first positions, shall we?’ 
   
 Soon enough, Zeke was on top of Max, having a grand old time. Nicole loved it when a plan came together.  
   
 Speaking of which, she didn’t think it would be too hard to get Ethan’s phone away from him so she could get rid of that recording and carry on like none of this had ever happened. Except for securing a divorce, of course.   
   
 She wanted her life to start. She didn’t want to waste another minute on Ethan. She had better things to do—like falling in love with Alex.  

 







Thirty-Four

   
   
   
 ‘AND I WAS NEVER PREGNANT!’ 
   
 ‘OK, cut there,’ Nicole called.  
   
 Laura, the actor spilling the beans about her lack of fertilisation, took a breath and then groaned. ‘Jesus, people never tell you how much shouting hurts your back.’ 
   
 ‘You alright, Laura?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Nothing some ibuprofen won’t fix,’ Laura assured her. 
   
 ‘Let us know if it’s still an issue tomorrow, and we’ll have you checked out,’ Nicole said.  
   
 Alex knew that she meant it. She was big on caretaking actors. Alex thought that she could have benefited from knowing her back in the day, before the breaking of ribs and the puncturing of lungs.  
   
 She could have benefited from knowing her in just about every way possible, come to think of it. Well, at least Alex knew her now. Better late than never. 
   
 ‘Great, let’s wrap there for the day. Good work, everyone!’ Alex called, off Nicole’s nod.  
   
 The crew began to take down equipment while the actors left the set.  
   
 ‘Are you ready?’ Nicole muttered to Alex, who nodded.  
   
 They were just waiting for everyone to disperse to commence the plan. They needed to make sure one person hadn’t buggered off, though.  
   
 ‘Lena, can I check something with you?’ Alex asked.  
   
 Lena turned to her, instantly annoyed. ‘What?’  
   
 Alex could very faintly hear the sound of a small splat out of their eye line. 
   
 ‘I just wanted to check if you had those pages for, umm…’ Alex noted the last person leaving. It was just her, Lena, and Nicole. Alex turned as though to pick up her iPad to check something. There it was, right behind her—a small puddle of water, almost unnoticeable. Unless you were looking for it. With your foot. 
   
 Alex thought back to the previous night. She’d been practising this on a piece of cardboard all evening. She didn’t mind getting a bump on the head. She was practically expecting it. But cracking her skull open like a cantaloupe was another thing altogether. She had to hope her technique was on point.  
   
 She braced herself, pushing her foot forward, and whoosh! She was up, she was horizontal, and she was back down again with a thud. No skull thump. Though her coccyx was gonna feel it later.  
   
 ‘Aaaahhh!!!!’ she cried out. She was no actor, but she didn’t have to be. Her back had slapped the floor quite mightily. She looked up to see Lena looking down at her with something that was near concern. ‘CHRIST!’ Lena yelled.  
   
 Nicole was over quickly. She looked down at Alex, and the concern was big, even though they’d planned this. Alex had vowed to her fifty times that she could do this, and it would be minimal pain. It was a little more than that, but survivable.  
   
 ‘Alex!’ Nicole exclaimed. ‘Are you OK?’ 
   
 Alex looked up and blinked three times. That was code for, ‘I’m all good,’ while her mouth told a different tale. ‘I don’t know!’ she exclaimed. ‘I can’t move.’ 
   
 Lena looked faint. ‘I need to fetch Ethan.’ She legged it.  
   
 As soon as the door banged shut, Nicole looked down at Alex. ‘Seriously, are you OK?’ 
   
 ‘I’m a bit sore, but I think it went pretty well,’ Alex assured her. 
   
 ‘I don’t think we should have done it like this,’ Nicole said. ‘It should have been me.’ 
   
 ‘It’s done now. So focus up and make it count,’ Alex told her firmly. Though it was hard not to feel touched by how worried Nicole was.  
   
 Nicole took a deep breath. ‘You’re right. OK. I’m ready.’ 
   
 ‘Good, make sure the puddle’s ready. He won’t be long.’ 
   
 Nicole did as she was bid and poured out a fair bit of water from her bottle to join the tiny splat that had lubricated Alex’s feet to start with. It was now a very noticeable puddle that even Lena wouldn’t have missed. The stage was set. Lights, camera, action. 






Thirty-Five

   
   
   
 The doors thumped open. Ethan was among them. It was the first time Nicole had to share oxygen with him since his little audio-visual presentation yesterday. It was unpleasant, but she would bear it.  
   
 ‘What’s all this?’ he asked. He sounded annoyed but also worried.  
   
 That was all Lena. She’d have gone in there like the aggrandising drama queen that she was and probably screamed Ethan’s office down about snapped spines, just as they’d hoped.  
   
 And now Ethan was sweating. Not because he cared. It was a bad accident on his set. It could be a problem if it was due to negligence. That was exactly what they wanted him to feel. Blinding panic.  
   
 ‘It’s Alex. She slipped,’ Nicole told him. She didn’t look at him because she didn’t want to. But luckily, that played into the whole thing. She was focused on Alex, as he would expect. 
   
 ‘On what?’ Ethan demanded, coming over, looming over Alex and examining her like she was a problem he didn’t need. 
   
 ‘Water. Someone must have spilt,’ Nicole said, gesturing to a very large puddle.  
   
 ‘Fuck me! This is a catastrophe! How could you let this happen?!’ he demanded. He turned to Lena. ‘You didn’t see this?’ 
   
 Lena looked at it, shocked. ‘No. How the hell—’ 
   
 ‘It must have happened as people were leaving. It wasn’t there during shooting,’ Nicole explained. ‘Anyway, this would fall to the production manager.’ 
   
 ‘She wasn’t here. So it falls to you!’ Ethan said, clearly very concerned about the injured person on his set.  
   
 ‘Can we talk about this later? Alex is hurt!’ Nicole shouted. She didn’t have to fake the anger.  
   
 ‘Christ!’ he swore, looking down at Alex, making actual eye contact with her for the first time. ‘What’s the situation? How hurt are you?’ he asked her. There was no care in the question. 
   
 ‘I don’t know,’ Alex replied quietly. ‘But I can’t move yet.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, for fuck…’ 
   
 ‘This floor is hard. Could you give me something for my head?’ Alex asked the room. 
   
 Nicole looked around. ‘I don’t have anything. Ethan, can I take your jacket?’ 
   
 Ethan sighed and took off his suit jacket. This was the tricky part. Nicole took the jacket and began to fold it up, feeling it, squeezing it, pretending she was trying to make it comfortable. She couldn’t find the bump she was looking for. Ethan, who put his phone in his inside pocket ninety percent of the time, had left it elsewhere. This had failed. 
   
 But just as she began to put it down, lifting Alex’s head gently and sliding it underneath, she heard a clunk as the jacket hit the floor. Something hard in the jacket. It was in there. Nicole had just missed it.  
   
 ‘Let me just get you comfortable,’ Nicole said to Alex, who, as ever, understood exactly what Nicole was trying to say. She lifted her head, giving Nicole the space to keep fiddling about. ‘Just unfolding it a bit to make sure your neck is supported.’ Nicole found the entrance to the inside pocket pretty quickly this time. She put her hand on the object it contained. It was the phone.  
   
 Now she had to slip it out without Ethan noticing. ‘Ethan, can you please help with her head? I’ve got to make sure we don’t exacerbate anything.’ She hoped he’d focus on the job and be less likely to see her pilfering his device.  
   
 Ethan blew out a pissed-off breath and stepped over to help. But his eyes were everywhere. Nicole felt he’d spot her slipping the phone out easily. This wasn’t going to work. 
   
 And then Lena said, ‘Should I call the insurance company to let them know?’ 
   
 Ethan turned to her in wide-eyed panic. ‘What! No! Why would they need to be called?’ 
   
 ‘Well, just in case—’ Lena asked quietly. 
   
 ‘Would you shut the fuck up?!’ he said furiously. 
   
 While he was eyeballing Lena, Nicole slipped the phone out and into her own pocket. ‘Right, I need to get the first aid kit.’ 
   
 ‘What for?’ Ethan asked. ‘They don’t have a bloody neck brace in there.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, but I think there’s a booklet with information about slips and falls,’ Nicole said.  
   
 There might be, but she didn’t know that. Which meant Ethan definitely wouldn’t know. He was not what you’d call detail oriented about his job. That skill set only extended to treachery.  
   
 ‘Fine. Be quick!’ he barked.  
   
 Off Nicole went, casting one last glance at Alex. Alex looked back at her, and they shared one of those psychic moments they seemed to have often. Alex knew she’d got it. 
   
 Nicole went into the cupboard, and now came another tricky part. Ethan’s phone was locked, of course. He was a serial cheater, so he didn’t tell anyone his passcode. Though it did have face recognition. Nicole had spent quite some time looking into how to trick it. It wasn’t as simple as printing off a picture of Ethan’s face because it relied on 3D scanning and wouldn’t be fooled. 
   
 Unless you could ask someone with access to 3D printing—say the prop department of a TV show—to have a 3D mask created of their boss, telling them it was part of a practical joke they would be playing for his upcoming wrap party. Oh, and could it be to scale? Thanks, I’ll explain the prank later. 
   
 Nicole had the mask ready in a drawer, and she went straight to it, praying it would work. She showed it to the phone. Nothing happened.  
   
 She spent several seconds panicking, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do next. Until she realised. It was the eyes. She’d asked props for a mask, and they’d obliged, cutting out eyeholes for its wearer. The phone needed to see pupils, or it wouldn’t recognise that it was looking at a face. Nicole sighed and—somewhat grossed out—slipped the mask on and looked at the phone. Whoosh, open sesame.  
   
 Nicole didn’t waste time celebrating. She went straight into the photos and deleted that bloody recording. Then she went into the deleted folder and cleared that out. Into email and yes, he’d sent it to himself. What a technical genius. She deleted it and cleaned it out of the sent as well as the deleted folder. Last but not least, she needed to delete the iCloud backups and she needed to do it fast. Before Ethan noticed how long she’d been— 
   
 ‘What the fuck are you doing?’  
   
 Nicole turned to see the door wide open, Ethan standing there. ‘Is that mine?’ he asked.  
   
 Nicole had his phone in her hand, and there wasn’t much she could say about that.  
   
 ‘I knew it. I knew it! This whole thing was way too fucking fishy right from the start,’ he yelled. ‘You were after my phone to get rid of that video, weren’t you!?’ 
   
 ‘Ummm…’ Nicole responded.  
   
 She hadn’t prepared herself for getting caught. Everything they’d done was only to get the phone unlocked. Somehow, she’d believed that getting this far meant she was safe. If she’d locked the door behind her, she probably would have been. She’d been too eager to get the phone away from him and get the thing unlocked. Those had seemed like the major obstacles. Yet here she was, caught. Because she forgot to turn a bastard lock.   
   
 Still, it wasn’t all disastrous. If he hadn’t backed up his cloud in the last day, or if it wasn’t set to do it automatically? That was the real risk. Because he could load that earlier version and have the video right back in his grubby paws. If he knew to do it. But if not? They could still be golden. Only, she couldn’t be sure about any of that. 
   
 ‘Look, Ethan, it’s too late,’ Nicole only slightly bluffed. ‘I’ve gotten rid of it.’ 
   
 He was livid. ‘You deleted the video?’ He walked over and snatched the phone from her. ‘Unbelievable,’ he muttered, starting to scroll. Nicole liked how upset he sounded.  
   
 Alex burst in, bent over like an old lady. ‘Hey, Ethan, where are you going?! I think my back got better!’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s a miracle!’ 
   
 Nicole shook her head at Alex. Alex immediately dropped the act, straightening her back.  
   
 ‘How far did you get?’ she asked Nicole, not caring if Ethan heard. 
   
 ‘She deleted it!’ Ethan answered for her, and Nicole did her best not to breathe a sigh of relief. ‘You pair of scumbags! I’m going to the police!’ 
   
 ‘And what are you going to tell them?’ Nicole asked.  
   
 ‘That you stole my phone and unlocked it… Wait, how the hell did you even do that?’ He glanced around and found the discarded mask on the floor. ‘Jesus Christ! Is that my face?’ He picked it up and looked at it.  
   
 He looked back at them. ‘You’re out of your minds. Seriously. Completely out of your tree. Who would go to this much trouble? And for nothing.’ 
   
 ‘Your phone is in your hand, so I don’t know how you’re going to prove we stole…’ Nicole’s voice died away. ‘Wait, what do you mean it was for nothing?’ 
   
 Ethan was angry, but he started to look a bit buoyed. ‘Oh, yeah. Right. You go into my email, I take it?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, we deleted it from there,’ Nicole stated matter-of-factly. 
   
 ‘Not before I downloaded that email to a USB stick from my laptop,’ he said proudly. ‘But still! To go into my phone and go through my shit. I’m going to report the pair of you. This is too fucking far!’ 
   
 Nicole’s soul left her body. ‘You have it on a stick?’ 
   
 ‘Of course I do. I’m not stupid. Despite what you might think. Really, Nicole. I would think you’d know me well enough to know I wouldn’t play fast and loose with something like this.’ He seemed deeply offended. ‘I’ve hidden it somewhere you two will never find it. So don’t bother looking.’ 
   
 ‘So you’re just this upset we nicked your phone?’ Alex asked him. 
   
 He looked at her with loathing. ‘I don’t like people touching my stuff.’ 
   
 Though they hadn’t made anything better, Nicole couldn’t let it turn into legal trouble. She had to think on her feet. ‘OK, Ethan. You got us. But if you report this, they’re going to ask questions about why exactly we were deleting things on your phone. And then I’m just going to explain about the video.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, and then you’ll be further in the shit,’ Ethan said happily. ‘You admitted to shady shit on that video.’ 
   
 ‘I guess that’s a possibility. But you’ll go down with us. You had that video for blackmail, if you recall. Which is also a crime,’ Nicole told him. 
   
 Ethan was further inflamed. ‘You can’t just… You don’t…’  
   
 ‘Ethan, can we just call this one a draw?’ Alex asked tiredly.  
   
 Ethan opened his mouth to argue. And then closed it, thinking better of it. ‘Fine.’  
   
 As he was leaving the storage room, Alex stepped aside and went to stand with Nicole, side by side. Ethan turned on his way out and looked at them standing together. They looked back at him.  
   
 ‘What?’ Alex asked, slipping a hand into Nicole’s. She didn’t know if it was for her support or her own, but Nicole was glad to take it. 
   
 Ethan looked at their hands for a little bit too long. And then walked out. 
   
 Nicole heard Lena out on the set, saying to Ethan, ‘She just got up! I don’t think she was really hurt.’ The door swung shut on the conversation.  
   
 Nicole turned to Alex. ‘Shit,’ she said simply. 
   
 ‘Shit,’ Alex agreed.  
   
 They stood in silence for a moment, soaking in their defeat. ‘So, what now?’ Alex asked eventually.  
   
 Nicole shrugged. ‘I think that’s it. The plan failed.’ 
   
 ‘But there’s got to be something,’ Alex said. ‘It can’t just—’ 
   
 ‘Honey, it’s over,’ Nicole sighed. ‘We’ll never find that USB.’ 
   
 Alex’s angry expression slipped away, turning into a small smile.  
   
 ‘I can’t think why you’re smiling,’ Nicole said, joining in despite herself. 
   
 ‘You just called me honey. You’ve never done that before.’ 
   
 Nicole was wide-eyed with horror. ‘It just slipped out—’ 
   
 ‘Please don’t take it back. I liked it. A lot,’ Alex said quickly.  
   
 Nicole calmed quickly. ‘Maybe this is OK. Maybe it doesn’t have to matter. That he has that video of us.’ 
   
 ‘You think?’ Alex asked, seemingly open to persuasion.  
   
 Nicole wanted her to feel OK. Even if it meant she had to pretend she was less worried than she was. ‘I don’t think he’ll do anything with it. He just wants to have something over us. It doesn’t matter if we don’t let it matter.’ 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘Yeah. Maybe.’ She gave Nicole a nervous smile. ‘And whatever else, he can’t take this, right? You and me?’ 
   
 Nicole pulled her into a hug, leaning her head on Alex’s chest. Alex rested her chin gently on top of Nicole’s head.  
   
 ‘He can’t,’ Nicole said into Alex’s hair. It smelled like strawberries. ‘You know, when I found you at that café and you told me what happened, it didn’t take long to see you were telling me the truth. I was desperate to hate you. But when I looked into your eyes, I couldn’t. It was impossible not to see the goodness in you. I think that’s what they call a sign. I don’t think I’ve ever had a sign about someone before.’ 
   
 Alex was quiet. It concerned Nicole, still buried in Alex’s comforting hair. Until she said, ‘Is it OK that I’m falling in love with you?’ 
   
 Nicole didn’t care that they were in a dusty storage cupboard or that they’d failed to thwart a blackmail attempt just minutes earlier. It was the most romantic moment of her entire life.  
   
 She pulled back to look up into Alex’s beautiful cat-like eyes. ‘I’m falling in love with you, too,’ Nicole admitted. It felt good to say it. It was coming out one way or the other and soon. 
   
 ‘You are?’ Alex asked, surprised. 
   
 ‘I thought that was obvious,’ Nicole laughed.  
   
 Alex smiled, and then it faded all too soon. ‘You don’t think it’s just… your marriage just ended, and even if it was to him, I guess I worry that I might be…’  
   
 ‘What?’ Nicole asked. ‘A rebound?’ 
   
 Alex was dismayed. ‘I don’t mean to… I hope I haven’t just ruined a lovely moment. I love that you said it back. I guess it’s hard not to be scared. It feels like there’s a lot at stake.’ 
   
 Nicole reached up and took Alex’s face in her hands. ‘Alex, you couldn’t be a rebound. If anything, Ethan was a pre-bound.’ She rolled her eyes at herself. ‘I realise that’s not a real thing. But it’s just how I feel.’ 
   
 Alex leaned back in, and they held each other for a moment. ‘So, what do we do now?’ Alex asked.  
   
 ‘Well, we finish up the episode, leave this place, and get on with our lives together,’ Nicole said. It sounded great. 
   
 ‘And Ethan? You think he’s just gonna go away?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Maybe. All we can do is try to forget him. Do you think you can do that?’ 
   
 Alex took a thoughtful pause. ‘Yeah. I think maybe I can.’ 
   
 ‘Me too,’ Nicole said and kissed Alex again, long and deep.  
   
 She hoped they were right, that they could forget Ethan, and he would let them. 






Thirty-Six

   
   
   
 ‘CLEAR!’ 
   
 Everyone took their hands off the patient, and Dr Manus applied the pumps. The body jerked as electricity flowed through it. The doctor looked at the monitor. The pulse had not restarted.  
   
 ‘CLEAR!’ Dr Manus screamed, and everyone stepped back. She shocked the body again and waited. Flatline.  
   
 ‘Doctor, it’s time to call it,’ another physician, Dr Sharpe, suggested somewhat angrily. 
   
 ‘You have somewhere you need to be?’ Dr Manus asked him sceptically. 
   
 He did indeed. He was supposed to be shagging an intern in a cupboard right now, an intern who definitely wasn’t his wife because that was Dr Manus. And she clearly suspected him. But she had bigger fish to fry right now.  
   
 ‘CLEAR!’ Dr Manus yelled, and she pumped the body one last time.  
   
 They waited for an age, and then the heart monitor gave one small beep. And then another. And another.  
   
 ‘We got him back,’ Dr Manus breathed, relieved.  
   
 ‘Thank God. Because he’s needed at the reactor right now,’ a nurse said. 
   
 ‘He’s still unconscious,’ Dr Manus pointed out. 
   
 ‘Then you better pray we can wake him,’ the nurse said shakily. ‘Or this entire city could be in cinders by the end of the day.’ 
   
 Everyone paused at the enormity of the statement. They all looked at the unconscious man.  
   
 ‘Cut there,’ Nicole said.  
   
 Alex could hear a complex combination of relief and aggravation in her tone. This was the best they were going to be able to do with this dog turd of a final scene.  
   
 Alex kept her eyes on her iPad. The writer was lurking about the set today. If she looked up and caught his gaze, she was going to start pissing herself laughing. They’d had some unhinged cliff-hangers on this show, but this took the biscuit and every cake in the bakery. 
   
 ‘Right, I think we can call that a wrap on season eight,’ Nicole announced to the studio with a smile.  
   
 The whole place erupted. They were all bone weary from the season and thrilled to call time. Dr Manus (aka Kendall Evans) looked particularly happy to have it over. It amazed Alex how much energy went into creating even utter rubbish. But it was show business, baby. The most important thing in the world to everyone here. Even when it sucked a big one. 
   
 Alex was glad to leave. Since she’d never been this close to the production before, she’d been able to ignore just how piss-poor this show was. It was the kind of thing that could wear your soul out if you cared about quality. And Alex had, once upon a time.  
   
 Then life had brought her here, and she believed she’d landed on her feet despite her mistakes. But what the hell was it all about when this was the end product? It wouldn’t mean anything to anyone. It was something to point your eyeballs at. And maybe not even that if most of the audience were staring at their phones while Foundations played in the background.  
   
 ‘OK, everyone, great job!’ Nicole said to the cast and crew, clapping.  
   
 Everyone joined in her round of applause.  
   
 ‘Same to you,’ called Kendall.  
   
 The clapping jumped up in enthusiasm. Nicole was a hit with the cast and crew. Alex wasn’t surprised. Outside of her skill, Nicole was easy to fall in love with. They were clearly all nearly as smitten as Alex herself.  
   
 ‘You’re coming to the wrap party, right?’ Max Main (the sex-ridden Dr Sharpe) asked hopefully. 
   
 ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Nicole said unenthusiastically.  
   
 Alex had no big desire to go, either.  
   
 ‘NO, NO, NO!’ Max cried dramatically. ‘Don’t even think of trying to get out of this! You’re coming!’  
   
 There were a lot of people joining in now, demanding Nicole attend. It would have taken a heart of stone to refuse a mob insisting on your company, which Nicole did not have. ‘OK, well, I’ll see if I can drop by.’  
   
 A cheer went up. Alex hoped Nicole had a good time. She still wasn’t going. But as the studio emptied and equipment was broken down and the set struck, Nicole leaned in.  
   
 ‘I can’t believe I have to go to that bloody party,’ she grumbled quietly. ‘I hoped I wouldn’t have to share oxygen with that bastard again.’ 
   
 ‘You could just not turn up,’ Alex suggested. ‘They can’t track you down and make you socialise.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve said I would now. Everyone was making such a bloody fuss. And I don’t like to renege,’ Nicole said. 
   
 ‘Do you want some company?’ Alex asked despite herself. 
   
 Nicole shook her head. ‘I would never ask that.’ 
   
 ‘I know. I’m offering.’ 
   
 ‘But you don’t want to go, do you?’ 
   
 ‘Not even slightly,’ Alex admitted. ‘But if you’re going, and you’d like the backup, I’ll be there.’ 
   
 Nicole took a deep breath. ‘I’d love to be noble and refuse your offer, but honestly, I think I’d feel a lot better with you there.’ 
   
 Nicole needed her, which made Alex feel like it wasn’t any imposition. Though she’d always wanted to say yes to anything Nicole asked, now that they had confessed how they felt to each other, she would probably follow her into the seventh circle of hell. Which this party could well be.  
   
 ‘Great. Then we’ll go,’ she said. ‘Together.’ 
   
 Nicole looked relieved. ‘What would I do without you?’ 
   
 Alex answered that with a smile. Deep in her heart, she never wanted to find out. That’s how it was already. Alex couldn’t understand this feeling. She’d never been this completely swept up in her life. It didn’t even matter that they’d met in just about the worst circumstances imaginable. Somehow, she liked Nicole more than anyone she’d ever known. It felt amazing. And terrifying.  
   
 Alex wanted to trust Nicole’s feelings. And she so very nearly did. She hoped that with time, and after they’d gotten away from all contact with Ethan, things could settle down, and she could find her feet with Nicole. Because right now, this was all she wanted. Nicole was all she wanted. Everything else could work itself out.  
   
 If nothing else went wrong, it could all go so right.  
   






Thirty-Seven

   
   
   
 It was just after nine, and the party was coming up, though probably yet to peak. She and Alex had been careful to choose this moment. Quiet enough to be noticed, loud enough not to have to talk to anyone for more than a minute.  
   
 They were making an appearance at the bar rented out for the party, drinking one drink, and then fucking off to get a late dinner together. Nicole couldn’t wait. She wanted to be alone with Alex. Nothing else really had her attention.  
   
 She was desperate to take Alex’s hand as they walked into the bar. But she didn’t want anyone to comment on it. She liked that this was just theirs.  
   
 As they passed through the bar, many cast and crew members greeted her with enthusiastic salutations like, ‘Hey, you made it!’ and, ‘Here they are!’  
   
 Nicole and Alex gave that warmth back and kept moving, doing a very quick lap of the place. Nicole hoped to complete a party speed run in less than thirty minutes. 
   
 She’d spent last night with Alex, being as she was technically unhoused at the moment. Not that she’d be anywhere else right now. Though she did not want to just quietly move in or anything like that.  
   
 She was going to start looking at rentals tomorrow. She wouldn’t screw this up by rushing it. She wanted her and Alex to have room to grow and breathe.  
   
 She had to remember that she was just coming out of a marriage, albeit a dysfunctional one. Nicole had tried so very hard not to see how separate their lives truly were until it was too late. But now she was glad. Once the shock passed, it made the end that much easier.  
   
 A fresh start called. And it was going to be with Alex Torrence. The person. No one made her feel more comfortable and happier than Alex. Nicole could fathom the good fortune she had to have Alex fall into her lap. But she wouldn’t question it further. She wouldn’t do anything to unravel this chance.  
   
 She might have been insecure, but she wasn’t stupid. She and Alex were falling in love. As they pushed through the crowd, she felt that love even though Ethan was here, and she hated him. He couldn’t ruin this feeling. 
   
 As she thought that, she spotted the smug bastard, toasting with his favoured actors, which was to say the ones whose careers were starting to lift off. Kendall Evans and Max Main. You could see the arse licking even from a distance.  
   
 Everything either of them said, he laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d heard since sliced bread. The thing was, Kendall and Max were all right people. They were not letting their rising stars turn them into arseholes. But they had stayed too long out of loyalty, a loyalty Ethan was squeezing every last drop out of. Nicole knew a thing or two about that.  
   
 ‘Look at him,’ she said, smiling at Alex. ‘What a tit. What the hell was I thinking?’ 
   
 Alex grinned. ‘Snap.’ 
   
 They went to the bar, Nicole feeling happy despite Ethan’s presence. She was finding that the video was not bothering her as much as it had a couple of days ago. The more she thought about it, the more she felt that it would never be released.  
   
 The second Ethan put it out, he lost his power. The threat was gone, and Ethan wouldn’t want that. He wanted them to live in fear of him. What good was it otherwise? It would ruin her relatively established reputation and Alex’s burgeoning career, and though Nicole did fear that, she knew that Ethan probably knew that would leave them with no reason to stay quiet about the kind of man he was.  
   
 Therefore, in the long run, his reputation might take a hit too. Though the hit might only be minor, he couldn’t know that. No one knew what the consequences of this video being leaked could turn out to be. It was mutually assured destruction.  
   
 If they released their nukes, they might destroy each other but themselves, too. So maybe it was all fine? Maybe Nicole and Alex could get comfy in this holding pattern.  
   
 At the bar, Nicole waited her turn. ‘What are you having?’ she asked Alex. 
   
 ‘Err, beer, I guess?’ Alex said. 
   
 ‘I think we can do better than that. How about a bottle of champagne?’ 
   
 Alex’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What are we celebrating?’ 
   
 ‘Everything,’ Nicole said, smiling.  
   
 Alex reached down and gave Nicole’s hand a quick squeeze. Nicole squeezed back. If anyone saw this, let ‘em talk.  
   
 ‘Can I get a bottle of champagne, please? Whatever you have,’ Nicole asked the bartender. ‘And two glasses.’ 
   
 The bartender produced a bottle and two glasses, and Nicole resisted the urge to ask the price. Money came, and money went. Jobs came and went. Optimism was in the air, and that was a rarity. You had to grab those moments when they came.  
   
 Nicole poured two glasses and handed one to Alex. ‘To—’ 
   
 ‘Ooh, what are you two toasting?’ asked a voice. They turned to see Kendall Evans had escaped the clutches of Ethan.  
   
 ‘Oh, just the end of the season,’ Alex said, adding honestly, ‘Been quite a ride.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been meaning to say, I don’t know exactly what happened before, but I hope you know everyone thought Ethan was a shit to sack you,’ Kendall said sincerely.  
   
 ‘They did?’ Alex asked. She looked so surprised; it fairly broke Nicole’s heart. She didn’t think anyone cared about her at the show. But of course they did. How could they not? She was Alex.  
   
 ‘Of course,’ Kendall assured her. ‘I’m really glad you found a way to come back. We were glad to see you.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, uh, well…’ 
   
 ‘And actually, I think you were where you should have been all along. You’re a great energy to have on the set,’ Kendall said with moderate passion.  
   
 Alex looked like she might explode from embarrassment. ‘Thanks, Kendall. That’s nice to hear.’ 
   
 ‘You’re a great team, actually,’ Kendall said, addressing Nicole, too.  
   
 Nicole looked to Alex. ‘Thank you. I couldn’t agree more.’  
   
 ‘Look, I’ve been meaning to have a chat with you both,’ Kendall said, her voice quietening down.  
   
 Nicole and Alex leaned in. ‘Oh?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Yes. Well, the thing is—and please keep this under your hat—but I’m leaving the show.’ 
   
 Alex arched an eyebrow. ‘Yeah? Greener pastures, I assume.’ 
   
 Kendall smiled humbly. ‘I hope so. Gonna do a three-ep arc next season, tie off my character. Ethan’s still trying to get me to stay. He keeps upping the offer, but I just think it’s time. Don’t get me wrong, I got my start here, and I’ll always be grateful, but…’  
   
 She didn’t need to finish the sentence, both Nicole and Alex were nodding sagely, and it was understood without words that the show, whatever it had been at one time, sucked now. No rational person with a chance to leave should let that opportunity slide.  
   
 ‘So I’ve been looking for the right role for a while, and I found something by an unknown writer that I just think is gonna make a hell of a movie. I’m producing it myself,’ Kendall told them. 
   
 ‘Wow, good for you,’ Alex said happily.  
   
 Kendall looked pained. ‘I wish my agent was as happy. I’m getting offers for this and that, and he wants me to take the money and run. But I want to have a satisfying career. I don’t want to play the lead’s girlfriend in action movies.’ 
   
 Nicole nodded. ‘That’s smart. You’re a talent. You should have the career you want. And it sounds like you will.’ 
   
 ‘Thanks, Nicole, that’s really kind of you to say,’ Kendall said, beaming. ‘But the thing is, we’re looking for the right director. And you’ve been great for the show. You know, for what it is,’ she said as kindly as possible. ‘I was hoping you—well, both of you—might want to take a look at the script. It’s low-budget, I’m afraid, so maybe not the fee you’re used to, Nicole, but I’m kind of hoping you might like the script enough to do it anyway?’ Kendall asked with a touching shyness.  
   
 Nicole smiled, pleased. She’d have been very glad to take a look at the script. ‘That’s actually…’ She stopped mid-sentence. She’d been struck by a thought. A naughty thought. But an irresistible one. ‘That sounds great, but I’m booked with projects for the foreseeable future,’ she lied.  
   
 ‘Oh, damn. I knew that was likely, but I guess I hoped to get lucky,’ Kendall said sadly. ‘We probably couldn’t afford you anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Hey, did you know that Alex isn’t just my assistant? She’s a director in her own right?’ Nicole asked brightly. 
   
 ‘Nicole…’ Alex sputtered.  
   
 Nicole was undeterred. ‘She went to BSF, has a BAFTA and everything. She’s kind of been knocked off track, but she’s moving back into directing.’ 
   
 Kendall looked at Alex anew. ‘You are?’ 
   
 ‘You’ve got a showreel, right?’ Nicole asked Alex, who was agape.  
   
 She hoped Alex wasn’t going to be too pissed off with her for this. It was going to be her choice. Nicole couldn’t make anything happen that Alex didn’t want. But she hoped Alex might take a chance on herself. With just the lightest push. 
   
 ‘Err…’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’m gonna google that,’ Kendal said, smiling. ‘But are you available, Alex? Or will you be assisting Nicole?’ 
   
 Alex was still at sixes and sevens. ‘Well, umm…’ 
   
 ‘Obviously, I’d like to keep her as my assistant, but if she gets an opportunity that’s too good to pass up, I won’t stand in her way,’ Nicole said quickly.  
   
 Alex simply couldn’t get her shit together. ‘It’s… I’m not sure…’ 
   
 ‘Look, let me email you the script, and we’ll talk later. I don’t want to make this evening about work stuff. Enjoy the party,’ Kendall said, dashing off. 
   
 The second she was gone, Nicole started apologising. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to… I’m not trying to force you to be a director again, and you don’t have to read that script. But I have to confess that I dug around and found your showreel a while back, and honestly, I was kind of stunned.’ 
   
 ‘I thought I’d taken that bloody thing offline,’ Alex grumbled. 
   
 ‘You were good,’ Nicole continued. ‘You shouldn’t give up on yourself.’ She stopped, waiting to see if Alex was about to chew her out. It would have been warranted. She hoped she wasn’t blowing this. But the problem was that she believed in Alex too much to let her stop believing in herself.  
   
 Alex was quiet for a moment. Eventually, she said, ‘You’re a pain in the arse about this. Do you know that?’ 
   
 Nicole nodded, contrite. ‘I do.’ 
   
 ‘But I don’t know. Maybe… Oh, I don’t know!’ Alex said, exasperated. 
   
 Nicole’s eyes widened. ‘You’re tempted, aren’t you?! I knew it.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t be so pleased with yourself!’ Alex told her irritably. ‘I probably won’t get the offer. She’ll want someone with more experience. Like you.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think so. I think this is gonna work out,’ Nicole beamed. 
   
 Alex rolled her eyes. ‘I could kill you right now.’ 
   
 ‘And I could kiss you right now,’ Nicole replied. ‘You’re hot when you’re annoyed.’ She meant it.  
   
 Alex with a bee in her bonnet was very sexy. Her natural pout was even further pronounced, her brow in a hard line that was doing it for Nicole big time. She wanted to leave the party right now and drag Nicole straight to bed. 
   
 Alex couldn’t keep up her irritation. Her mouth slipped into a smile. ‘Goddamn it,’ she muttered. ‘I’m pissed off at you. I don’t care if I’m smiling.’ She sighed. ‘I am. I’m very angry with you.’ 
   
 ‘Keep it up. Seriously. It’s a win-win for me. That angry pout, good God.’ 
   
 Alex pursed her lips. ‘Stop buttering me up.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t like me telling you that you’re beautiful?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Alex, who’d been struggling to stay mad, lost her rage completely. She started grinning, looking at the floor. ‘No,’ she very obviously lied.  
   
 ‘Tough. You are. I can’t do much about that,’ Nicole shrugged, taking a sip of her champagne.  
   
 Alex shook her head, quitting the game. ‘Fine. You win. I’m not mad. As long as you don’t make a habit of trying to fix me.’ 
   
 ‘There’s nothing about you that needs fixing,’ Nicole said, getting a little more serious. ‘That’s the whole point. You’re talented and amazing. And I can’t keep that fact to myself. The world must know.’ 
   
 ‘Damn, you know how to win me round. That might be a problem. You’re too good at wrapping me around your finger,’ Nicole sighed. She sipped her drink. 
   
 Nicole was surprised. ‘Yeah?’ 
   
 Alex gave her a look. ‘You must know that. I think that’s how we got here. I haven’t been able to say no to you even once.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’m already around your finger,’ Nicole told her. ‘So that could work. Intertwined fingers.’ 
   
 Alex sighed. ‘See? You’re too good.’ 
   
 ‘I’m serious. I can’t think of a thing I wouldn’t do for you,’ Nicole told her. 
   
 Alex raised an eyebrow. ‘Murder?’ 
   
 Nicole thought about it. ‘It’s not an outright no,’ she laughed. Then she thought of something that made her rather nervous, and she began to chew the inside of her mouth. ‘Umm, there’s something I need to tell you. And I realise how much I’m risking by saying this, but… I’ve been looking for the right time to bring this up. I hope this is it.’ 
   
 Alex frowned again. ‘Oh Christ, what?’ 
   
 ‘It’s about the actress. The one who…’ She mimed choking. 
   
 Alex’s eyes blazed. ‘Nicole, that’s not funny.’ 
   
 ‘That’s the thing. I think it might be about to be,’ Nicole said, her hands in the air in surrender. ‘Just let me tell you this, OK?’  
   
 Alex glared at her silently. It wasn’t exactly a yes, but it wasn’t a no either, so Nicole kept going, hoping she wasn’t about to piss Alex off in the worst way. ‘I was wondering about that young actress, how it worked out for her. You didn’t give me a name, so I had to dig to find her, this mystery woman. Because the video was abandoned and re-shot with a new cast and crew, so no credits to check. I had to go through court records of civil suits from around five years ago. It took a while, but I found her. Charlotte Early, right?’ 






Thirty-Eight

   
   
   
 Alex was trying her best to stay mad at Nicole, but it was too hard. Impossible, in fact. Nicole was telling her she was good, and that meant something to Alex. It was pretty hard to stay angry in the face of that.  
   
 She’d believed in herself once and missed it. Though she wasn’t sure about going back to directing. There was still so much damn guilt.  
   
 But then Nicole said that name. Charlotte Early. Alex had never told Nicole her name for this exact reason. She didn’t want her to google her. Because Alex had never dared. She didn’t want to hear about how her life had been ruined as a result of that bloody shoot.  
   
 ‘Nicole, please—’ 
   
 ‘Have you heard what she’s up to?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Alex shook her head. ‘No, and I don’t want to know what you found. So whatever you know, please just—’ 
   
 ‘She’s on frickin Broadway!’ Nicole exploded.  
   
 Alex blinked. ‘Do you mean some street called Broadway that has an underpass where homeless people live?’ 
   
 Nicole tutted. ‘I know musicals aren’t your thing, so it makes sense you missed it. And I mean, she’s not a lead or anything. Not yet. But she’s currently in an adaptation of Beauty and the Beast. She’s playing the teapot.’ 
   
 Alex’s mouth felt dry. ‘The teapot? But that means she’s got her own…’ 
   
 ‘Solo? Yup.’ 
   
 Alex was floored, but Nicole wasn’t done. ‘And guess what else?’ She opened her phone, tapped around and found what she was looking for. She handed the phone to Alex. ‘Read that article.’ 
   
 Alex read a little of it. It was an interview in a local English paper, Charlotte’s hometown rag. They were celebrating their homegrown starlet with an interview. It was true. She was doing well.  
   
 Alex stopped reading and tried to give Nicole back her phone. ‘Wait, did you get to the bit about…’ Nicole tutted. ‘I can tell you didn’t.’ She took the phone, scrolled down, and handed it back. 
   
 ‘What is it?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Read,’ Nicole said firmly.  
   
 Alex looked at a highlighted quote.  
   

No, I didn’t initially train as a singer, although I always wanted to be in musical theatre. I was told my voice wasn’t strong enough by teachers when I was young, so I stuck to acting. But then I had an accident just out of drama school, broke several ribs and punctured my lung. The ribs healed, but my lungs took much longer, and I was struggling to breathe properly. But my therapist was a big fan of using singing to strengthen damaged lungs. After months of singing, hours a day and once I could breathe well again, I realised that I had developed a range and depth of sound I hadn’t had before, and I had a much larger lung capacity, too. I felt more confident about it, so I took singing lessons and now, here I am. So, if that accident hadn’t happened, I don’t know if I’d have gotten to Broadway. Actually, I know I wouldn’t. Thank God I broke my ribs.

   
 If someone had blown on Alex, she’d have fallen over.  
   
 ‘I know you’re not going to want to take credit for this, but at the very least, you don’t need to feel guilty anymore. She’s where she always wanted to be,’ Nicole said softly.  
   
 Alex couldn’t process this news, but she wondered how she would feel when it sunk in. This guilt hung over her head for years. She didn’t know how long this new information would take to settle in, but she thought that once it did, maybe something would be different. Maybe everything. 
   
 And at that moment of moments, with Alex creakily turning back to a future that held possibilities that she was sure had died, someone had to come along and spoil it.  
   
 ‘I hate to interrupt,’ said a liar, and Alex turned to see Ethan.  
   
 ‘I need a word,’ Ethan said to Nicole. 
   
 Alex decided to say nothing. She didn’t want to speak for Nicole, who was currently refilling her glass, muttering, ‘They’ll let anyone in here.’ 
   
 ‘Nicole, did you hear me?’ he demanded snippily.  
   
 Nicole took a big swig of champagne as though no one had spoken. ‘That’s a nice drop.’ 
   
 ‘Nicole—’ 
   
 ‘Ethan…’ Alex began irritably, breaking her vow of silence. She’d been happy. She wanted to be happy again. And she could be if he would just bugger off.  
   
 ‘I’m talking to my wife,’ he spat at her, his voice rising on the last word.  
   
 He was less bothered about keeping that secret now. Which was funny timing, considering they were about to get divorced. But it was loud in the bar, and no one was listening anyway. Too busy getting buzzed, dancing, trying to get laid.  
   
 ‘Don’t talk to Alex like that,’ Nicole told him firmly, breaking her silence. ‘Come to think about it, don’t talk to either of us. In any way at all.’ She looked at Alex. ‘Maybe it’s time we headed out now?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, I think you’re gonna want to hear this,’ Ethan said, suddenly grinning. He was far too happy, which was never a good sign.  
   
 ‘I doubt that,’ Nicole said. ‘We said we were going to talk through lawyers, and I really would love to keep to that.’  
   
 ‘Then let’s finish it. One last thing. Scout’s honour.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know. You’re not exactly known for your promise-keeping, Ethan,’ Nicole said with a disinterested chuckle. 
   
 Ethan glared at her, waiting. He wasn’t dropping it.  
   
 ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Nicole said, rolling her eyes, putting her glass down on the bar with a loud crack. She gave Alex a quick smile. ‘Let me square this bullshit away so we can continue our evening,’ she said.  
   
 She wended her way out of the bar through the drunk throngs, Ethan on her heels. Alex almost chased them, but Nicole had made it clear she was handling this herself.  
   
 Over the tops of people’s heads, Alex could just about see the window, and she watched them talking out on the quiet street. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she could read body language well enough. 
   
 Initially, it was a relatively calm back and forth. Nicole seemed irritated but OK. And then Ethan started talking. It went on for a while. As it did, Nicole’s face changed. Even from metres away, over a crowd of revellers, through a pane of glass, you couldn’t miss the shift. Something bad was happening.  
   
 Alex reconsidered going out there. But then Nicole walked away from Ethan and returned to the bar. She moved through the crowd again, making her way back to Alex. But not the same Nicole that had left a moment ago. Her spirit was depleted.  
   
 ‘Are you OK?’ Alex asked her, though she already knew the answer. 
   
 Nicole put her hands on her hips, keeping her eyes on her feet. ‘Umm, Alex? I have to… I have to go now.’ 
   
 ‘What, where?’ Alex asked. 
   
 She tried to look at Alex, but her eyes couldn’t seem to stay on her, sliding back down. ‘Nowhere. I mean, I’m just going. I’m leaving.’ 
   
 Alex was a bit confused, but she put her drink down. ‘Sure, let’s go—’ 
   
 ‘No, just me. I’m not…’ Nicole’s eyes stayed on the ground as she delivered the killing blow. ‘This is finished. You and me.’ 
   
 Alex almost started laughing. It was so ridiculous. But this was no prank. Nicole wasn’t like that. Still, this made no sense. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘It’s done. I’m sorry,’ Nicole said, her voice breaking. And then she turned again and walked out. The whole thing had taken less than a minute.  
   
 Alex was in shock. Nicole had just broken up with her. Why on earth would she do that? Ethan was surely at the back of it. 
   
 But that bastard had said many things to Nicole and Alex over these last few days. Threats, bribes, blackmail, intimidation. And Nicole had stood by Alex’s side the entire time, unwavering. What could he have said just now to cause Nicole to abandon her? 





   

Thirty-Nine


 


 


 

 Nicole hurried out of the bar, impatient and annoyed. Whatever pathetic attempt Ethan was going to make at getting in his last licks, Nicole wanted him to get it over with so she could walk away from him forever, towards her future with Alex.  
   
 ‘Let me see your phone first. I don’t want any recordings of what I’m about to say,’ he began dramatically.  
   
 Nicole snorted and handed him her phone. What did she care? ‘Here. Nothing running.’ 
   
 He checked it over, and once satisfied, he gave it back. ‘Alright, then. So, here’s the thing.’ He took a small, theatrical pause and twisted his mouth up into an imitation of a cheerful smile. ‘Alex is going to prison.’ 
   
  Nicole’s even expression faltered slightly. ‘I think she might have mentioned that.’ 
   
 ‘Well, she doesn’t know yet,’ Ethan said. 
   
 Nicole narrowed her eyes. ‘What silly business is this? The video? Because I don’t think it’s enough to put her in prison. She doesn’t even say anything. No confession from her lips at all. And the video itself, while possibly being enough to take down some reputations, is in no way enough to put either of us in the bloody clink, Ethan—’ 
   
 ‘Not the video,’ Ethan said. ‘She’s an embezzler.’ 
   
 Nicole gasp-laughed at the audacity. ‘She’s a what?!’ 
   
 ‘There’s just over five hundred thou sitting in her account right now. Or an account in her name.’ 
   
 Nicole’s brain was frazzled. ‘But she wouldn’t have done that. I don’t believe that for a second.’ 
   
 ‘Doesn’t matter what you believe. The account exists.’ 
   
 Nicole’s grey matter finally got going again, and she spat, ‘You.’ 
   
 ‘I haven’t done anything about this yet,’ Ethan replied, ignoring the accusation completely. ‘But money went missing. Taken in chunks over four years, starting around the time she did, just after I got the big chair. I discovered it recently. I was able to track it to an account in her name. It went through a few other shell accounts first. She was careful. But then, recently, I guess she got bold. Maybe she wanted to run off into the sunset with her new girlfriend? Who knows? But she moved it into an account in her own name, presumably, so she could collect it in cash.’ 
   
 Nicole felt like she wanted to sit down, though she didn’t have a chair. But she might just go ahead and sit on the pavement, the way her legs were wobbling. ‘What the fuck is this, Ethan? We’ve been playing a lot of games with each other these past few weeks, but this? This is something else. You’re going too far. You committed fraud, and you’ve admitted it to me. I’ll just go to the police with it.’ 
   
 Ethan nodded. ‘You can, of course. But I think you’ll find that it’s only Alex’s name on the account, along with her signature. I’m not tied to it in any way. I’m not involved. All her.’ He reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a slip of paper, handing it to Nicole.  
   
 She looked at it. It was a statement for a bank with an address in the Cayman Islands. The balance was big. Alex’s name was all over it. 
   
 Nicole was struck dumb. For all she’d found out Ethan was, he still had a few surprises in him. This shouldn’t have been a shock, but it was. 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t want to make a big deal of it,’ Ethan said. ‘She doesn’t need to go down over it. As long as you understand that I couldn’t possibly let you be with a criminal. Even if we’re divorcing, I won’t let that happen. You’d be implicated. And I still care about you way too much to let you go down with her. So, I think it would be best to end things.’ 
   
 ‘You’d go this far to stop me being with her?’ Nicole cried. ‘You’d lay your freedom, not to mention your stolen money, on the line to make sure of it? I’ve met some control freaks in my time, but you are something else, Ethan.’ 
   
 ‘I’m your husband,’ he snapped back, a little emotion tinging his voice at last. ‘And you’re my wife. And I won’t have you making me feel like this anymore.’ 
   
 ‘Like what?’ 
   
 ‘Like I lost!’ he cried. 
   
 There it was. It wasn’t about anything more than that. Even holding that video over Nicole’s and Alex’s heads wasn’t enough. Because he knew that they had each other in a way he couldn’t have anyone.  
   
 If he was alone and unhappy, everyone had to be. He was a black hole around which no light could exist. He would make sure of it. 
   
 Ethan gathered himself, pretending there had been no loss of control. ‘So, I’m leaving the money there,’ he went on, putting a neutral smile back on his face. ‘Even though the show could do with it back. I’m gonna let it sit. I won’t say a word to the police. And I’m gonna have to dip into my own personal funds to secure a full-time private investigator to make sure that you two never have any contact again. For your protection. I think it’s worth the cost.’ 
   
 Nicole was horrified. She couldn’t see a way out. He was going to do it. He was going to take Alex from her.  
   
 ‘You should head back in and end it. But after that, you never see her again. You block her number. You cannot be reached.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell will I tell her?’ Nicole asked, feeling sick. 
   
 The corner of Ethan’s mouth twitched in pleasure. ‘Nothing. She’ll never understand what happened. And with time, she’ll think you were just a liar and a manipulator who used her to get your revenge. There won’t be any other conclusion to draw. She’ll come to hate you.’ He sighed, almost bored now that he had what he wanted.  
   
 ‘Oh, and if you even think of doing anything else, she’s off to the chokey. Zero tolerance. You go in, you tell her it’s done, and you walk out. She never sees you again. I’ll watch to make sure.’ 
   
 Nicole was frozen. Was there something she could do? There had to be something. He couldn’t do this. Surely an investigation would reveal it had always been him? 
   
 But Nicole couldn’t be sure of that. She couldn’t feel sure of anything. And she was frightened to death for Alex. Life was about to turn around for Alex, and Nicole could feel it. She could have everything except for Nicole.  
   
 And though she’d be hurt now, it would eventually fade. She’d find someone else. Anyone could fall in love with Alex if given half a chance. She couldn’t fail to find someone to build a future with. She could have everything.  
   
 If Nicole chose right.  
   
 ‘This won’t change how you feel inside,’ Nicole said. ‘You know that, don’t you?’ 
   
 Ethan shrugged. ‘It changes enough.’ 
   
 ‘You’ll still be alone even if I don’t have her,’ Nicole told him. 
   
 His eyes went dark. ‘I’m never alone, darling. Don’t you worry about that. Now go in there and do as I said.’ 
   
 Nicole’s energy drained away. She turned and went into the bar. She didn’t even know what she’d said to Alex. She just mumbled that it was over and walked out as quickly as she could. Nicole wanted to die with every step away from Alex Torrence that she took.  
   
 Nicole went back to the budget hotel and got a room. The last time she’d been here, she’d believed herself to be heartbroken, that she’d lost everything. But she hadn’t even begun to lose.  
   
 Not until she lost Alex.   






Forty

   
   
 Alex was lying on the sofa, exhausted, and cried out. She was watching a miniseries that Nicole had directed several episodes of; a supernatural thriller about body-jumping serial killers. Why was she watching it? Hard to say.  
   
 It wasn’t good, though not due to direction, of course. Despite the wonky scripts, the performances were impeccable. But Alex wasn’t watching it because she liked it. She was looking for something that it couldn’t possibly offer—answers.  
   
 Nicole had gone completely dark. When Alex called her, it said the number was unavailable. Alex tried texting her, but there was no reply and not even a delivery status. Alex googled it, verifying that it meant she was blocked. She didn’t know what the hell to do next. She needed answers.  
   
 She wanted to speak to Nicole almost as much as she wanted to take her next breath. But Nicole wasn’t on any social media, and even if she had been, Alex knew she’d have been blocked there, too.  
   
 She had an email address for Nicole, but what was the point? She knew this wasn’t some technological issue. Nicole had said they were done to her face. Albeit without eye contact.  
   
 But she couldn’t truly believe it, even with the facts being what they were. It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence that she’d gone out to speak to Ethan and come straight back in and ended it.  
   
 This wasn’t Nicole. This was Ethan. It had to be.  
   
 But Alex couldn’t ask. She couldn’t get confirmation. And she needed that. Because as much as Alex had trusted Nicole, she was in the dark. And the dark was a confusing place to be. You could feel around and find something and think, yes, this was definitely someone’s chunky bead necklace. But then the lights came on, and you were holding anal beads.  
   
 Alex hated to doubt Nicole this way. They were falling in love. She’d felt that. Nicole had looked at her with her kind, soulful eyes, and it couldn’t be anything but true. But now Alex was alone, and the doubts were washing over her.  
   
 Was it possible that Nicole had broken up with her because it was simply what she wanted? That she’d never really cared about Alex? That she’d only ever been using her to get to Ethan? That when it was truly done, there was no further use for Alex? The thought made Alex feel like she was dying.  
   
 She had no next step. Because if she pursued this, if she tried to track Nicole down in person and it really was a face-value dumping, then she was a toxic creep who couldn’t accept she’d been broken up with. And she didn’t want to be that. That would be even worse. If she found Nicole and Nicole looked at her like she was a scary weirdo she never wanted to see again? Intolerable.  
   
 But what if she found Nicole and it wasn’t that? If Alex could just get some idea of what the hell had happened, and it turned out she was right? That this was Ethan’s doing? Then it might be fixed.   
   
 Nicole was in a bind. Watching this schlocky drama, she understood what she was trying to do. She just wanted to feel close to Nicole. They’d known each other for such a brief time, yet Alex didn’t feel like she could live without her already. Which was a shame because that was apparently what she now had to do.  
   
 Maybe.  
   
 She refreshed her phone, hoping against hope that something would come through from Nicole. But all her phone contained was a terrible, cold silence.  
   
 Oh, and an email from Kendall Evans. 
   

Hey, here’s that script we talked about. I saw your showreel. You’re just the up-and-comer I’ve been hoping to find. I can’t believe you were sitting under my nose this entire time. Fingers crossed this project will be of interest to you!

   
 The hell? Kendall wanted her to do it? She wasn’t just being polite? 
   
 Alex didn’t know how to feel about this opportunity, given what she’d learned about Charlotte Early. She hadn’t had time to process it, bookended as it had been with emotional devastation. And Nicole had been the one to give her that, as well as giving her the chance of a real directing job. Which made the whole thing even more bizarre. Why do such a huge thing for someone you didn’t care about? It was a check in the ‘This is all Ethan’ column.  
   
 Alex was exhausted from the constant Nicole discourse in her head. She needed a break if such a thing might be had. She opened the script and started reading. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Two hours later, she finished the script. She was doing it without question. 
   
 Not just because of the news of Charlotte’s rise in the musical theatre scene, and not just because Alex needed a job, and not just because she’d missed directing and craved to do it once more, or that the script had rocked her world. Though every last one of those things was true, they hadn’t gotten her to a yes. The reason was that she needed something to hold on to right now. She needed purpose.  
   
 Alex made her decision. She had to leave Nicole alone. If this was what she thought it was, then Nicole had a good reason to do what she’d done. And she would find her way back to her when she could. And if it wasn’t? Alex would be too busy to cry a river about it. She’d have a movie to make. 
   
 If this was Nicole’s final gift, she would take it. It was a small consolation for the loss. But it wasn’t nothing. It was something she hadn’t dared to dream about for a long time. It was good. Great, even.  
   
 It just wasn’t Nicole.   
   

 







Forty-One

   
   

A couple of months later. 


 


 

 ‘CUT! We’ve got the scene,’ Nicole called on the set of Criminal Thoughts, a crime show in its fourth season.  
   
 It didn’t reinvent the wheel, but it was of an alright quality. Though it didn’t matter if it was utter pig shit. Nicole would have directed traffic these days. 
   
 The blood-covered actress whose turn it was to get bumped off this week, Lara, said, ‘Great, thanks.’ She turned to her murderer, Brian. ‘Good stabbing, dude.’ 
   
 Brian was touched. ‘Aww, thanks.’ 
   
 ‘I was actually scared at one point,’ Lara said. 
   
 Brian laughed. ‘Wow.’ He paused. ‘You, err, fancy a drink after this?’ 
   
 Lara’s smile faltered. ‘Umm, I’m busy, sorry.’  
   
 Nicole would never cease to be amazed at the circumstances under which men would try to pull. Then again, she was kind of thinking she was never gonna love again, so maybe she wasn’t the one to ask.  
   
 She’d been incredibly busy lately. She’d asked her agent to make sure she was always available. She wasn’t waiting for the right projects. Anything. She’d have directed porn if the script had been alright. Did they have scripts? Or did they just go in with a concept and improvise? Probably better not to find out. Unless she found herself with a quiet week.  
   
 She’d been working for twenty straight days. And thank God. Because when she had time on her hands, all she did was sit around in her new flat, in its only chair, and scheme fruitlessly. Not to get Ethan anymore. She was trying to think of one safe way to reach out to Alex. But she had no confidence in her privacy.  
   
 Ethan’s threats about having her surveilled had done what he’d hoped. Nicole was stuck. No method of communication felt safe. Every idea had an element of hazard to it. She couldn’t call or text her from her own number, of course. Could she buy a burner phone online and text Alex? Every account that was linked to her cards could be tracked. Buy a phone for cash? If she was under physical surveillance, she’d be seen.  
   
 Even googling Alex felt dangerous. She had to assume she was being comprehensively followed and tracked. No room could be left to assume otherwise. The stakes were too high.  
   
 But Nicole couldn’t stop thinking about her. Wondering how she felt, how she was doing, what she was up to. And the worst was wondering what she was thinking about Nicole.  
   
 Alex would have tried to get in touch after Nicole had left the bar. She’d have realised she’d been blocked. And then what? She wasn’t stupid. They’d been happy, but Ethan had demanded his little talk and then had come that horrible moment that would probably haunt Nicole on her deathbed.  
   
 Alex would have suspected something had happened, but she wouldn’t know what. And she’d never know for sure if it was him. Ethan was likely right. After a time, Alex would probably think exactly what he wanted her to. That Nicole had used her to get to Ethan.   
   
 It was one thing not to be able to be with Alex. It was quite another to imagine how much Alex would probably despise her by now.  
   
 But better than the alternative: Alex arrested. Alex on trial. Alex in prison.  
   
 Nicole wanted to vomit at the thought. That’s why she had to give Ethan precisely what he wanted. She loved Alex too much not to. Alex would have to hate her and that was that. No matter how much it broke Nicole. She would have to stay broken.  
   
 ‘OK, Jenna, you’re wrapped, thanks. Really great job,’ she told the actress.  
   
 Lara smiled, wiping blood off her cheek. ‘Thanks, I had fun. Shame I had to get murdered, really.’ She left the set. 
   
 ‘OK, let’s move on. What’s next?’ Nicole asked her AD, Mina. She was a fine assistant director, but Nicole couldn’t look at her without thinking about Alex.  
   
 ‘We’re gonna shoot that interrogation scene, pages seventeen through twenty-two,’ Mina told her. 
   
 ‘Got it. Jackie, how long do you need?’ Nicole asked the set designer. 
   
 ‘Should have this set back to zero in about twenty-five.’ 
   
 ‘Great.’ She turned to Brian. ‘You’ll need to get to costume, OK? Tell them they’ve got twenty to get you sorted.’ Brian nodded and left. 
   
 ‘Leads in makeup?’ Nicole asked Mina. 
   
 ‘Yeah, I think so. Hang on.’ Mina tutted as she checked her phone. ‘I don’t have that info yet, sorry. I’ve got this new runner, but she’s not broken in yet, only started today. Let me chase her down.’ She took a walkie off her belt. ‘Lena, what’s the ETA on Mara and Andrew?’ 
   
 Nicole’s head whipped to Mina. What name was that? 
   
 A voice crackled through the walkie. ‘They just got here, so thirty?’ Lena answered unsurely.  
   
 Mina sighed. ‘Any chance we could hurry that up a bit—’ 
   
 ‘I’ll handle this,’ Nicole said. ‘I’m heading in that direction anyway. I need to have a chat with wardrobe, so I’ll poke my head in.’ Nicole raced off. She wasn’t sure why. This was Lena. Lena hated Alex. And yet Nicole was desperate to speak to her because her instincts said she should.  
   
 She almost ran into her coming out of wardrobe. ‘Lena?’ 
   
 Lena looked embarrassed. ‘Oh, hi, yeah. Saw your name on this. Small world.’ 
   
 ‘Small indeed,’ Nicole agreed. ‘Surprise to see you here, though?’ 
   
 ‘Is it?’ Lena asked.  
   
 Nicole was very interested to see how tense she was. ‘Nothing to do around the offices of Foundations in the off-season?’ she pressed. 
   
 Lena’s eyes flitted away. ‘Wouldn’t know. Not with them anymore.’ 
   
 Nicole had somehow known it was something like this. The moment Nicole heard Lena was on the set of Criminal Thoughts, she knew it. A disturbance in the force.  
   
 There was a time when Nicole would have tiptoed around this, working her way gently up to the topic. But she wasn’t fucking around today. ‘What the hell happened?’ she asked Lena. 
   
 She didn’t get a direct reply. Though there was some kind of answer. Lena started bawling.  






Forty-Two

   
   
   
 ‘Love it,’ Alex said, checking out the plans that the set designer, Ashley, had drawn up to build a large cabin in the woods. They were sitting in a tiny, shabby production office, working through a list of talking points. ‘But you think you can do this on the budget? It’s ambitious.’ 
   
 ‘It’ll take some serious reclamation of old materials, but I think I can scrape it together,’ Ashley said, running a hand over the drawings. ‘I really want to make it work.’ 
   
 ‘It’s risky, though,’ Kendall said, ever the pragmatic producer. ‘We really can’t find the right existing space for this?’ 
   
 ‘Nothing’s come close. And everything was too expensive, anyway. Let me off the leash, and I can get it done,’ Ashley pleaded.  
   
 ‘You’re gonna need a lot of help. All hands on deck,’ Alex said. ‘But I think if you feel it can be done, we should go for it.’ She gave Kendall a look of question.  
   
 Kendall shrugged. ‘If Alex agrees, I’m on board.’ 
   
 Alex liked working with Kendall so far. They had a good groove going. Alex felt good about this shoot, all the way around. It was coming together. But Alex fretted. She was desperate to get this movie right, to make something that wouldn’t let Kendall down. It was a moment when Alex might have turned to… 
   
 No. She wasn’t thinking about her. Not now. Work was good. That subject hurt too much, still. She’d waited and waited and hoped and hoped and nothing. Nicole was still silent. 
   
 Still, some tiny part of Alex couldn’t quite let it go.  
   
 ‘So, what’s the next step?’ Alex asked Ashley.  
   
 ‘I’ve been talking to the forestry people for permission, but they need a bit more info before they grant it. I need to provide a detailed blueprint for a start.’ 
   
 ‘Cool, well, please go ahead and work that up,’ Alex smiled. ‘Looking forward to seeing it.’ 
   
 Ashley looked down at her sketch. ‘Me too. You wait and see. This is gonna rock.’ 
   
 Kendall’s phone rang. ‘Hold on, that might be the CGI artist I’ve been trying to pin down. If we’ve got any chance of getting a brown bear on our budget that doesn’t look like Winnie the bloody Pooh, we’re gonna need…’ She trailed off as she read the name on her phone. ‘Oh. That’s weird.’ 
   
 ‘Who is it?’ Alex asked.  
   
 ‘Err, you remember that runner from the show? Lena?’ 
   
 Alex’s mood flattened quickly. ‘I do recall that individual, yes. You gonna take the call?’ 
   
 ‘She can leave a message,’ Kendall said, cancelling the call. ‘So, shall we talk about—’ The phone vibrated again. She cancelled again. ‘She’s persistent.’ It rang a third time. Kendall sighed. ‘Might take it if she’s gonna blow my phone up. Hello?’ she said into the receiver. She paused, frowning. ‘Yeah, she is. What’s the—’ She broke off. ‘OK, I’ll check.’ She held out the phone to Alex. ‘She wants to speak to you.’ 
   
 Alex burst into surprised laughter. ‘Me?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. She sounds a bit… She’s pretty insistent,’ Kendall said, confused.  
   
 Alex took the phone out of sheer curiosity. ‘Alex speaking, how can I help you, Lena?’ she asked, her voice dripping with mockery. 
   
 Lena’s contempt-filled voice poured into Alex’s ear. ‘Look, I know we hate each other. But this is bigger than that.’ 
   
 ‘What’s bigger than that?’ Alex asked, baffled. 
   
 ‘I’m calling you because we’re in the same club.’ 
   
 ‘Lena, are you drunk? What the hell are you talking about?’ Alex asked, watching Kendall and Ashley checking their emails while Lena wasted Alex’s time.  
   
 ‘Ethan,’ Lena said simply. 
   
 Alex’s blood ran cold. ‘Lena, I don’t know what this is, but I’m done. Don’t call Kendall again to get to me. I warned you about him, and you didn’t listen. If it’s gone wrong, find someone else to cry to.’ 
   
 ‘No, no, no, wait! I need to say…’ 
   
 ‘Lena, fuck off, would you?’ 
   
 Alex handed the phone back to Kendall, Lena’s tinny voice still begging to be heard.  
   
 Kendall cancelled the call on her behalf. ‘Do I want to know?’ 
   
 Alex grimaced. ‘You really don’t. Now, about that CGI bear.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alex left the office with a to-do list the length of her forearm. They were still trying to put together a full crew. First thing first, they needed a production manager. After they had a PM, they could handle a lot of the hiring.  
   
 But Alex would need to pin down a director of photography herself because that wasn’t something to delegate. She was thinking of a few people she’d known back in the day, wondering if she had current contact details for them when someone put a hand on her arm tightly. 
   
 She spun around and shoved her assailant as hard as she could, knocking them on their arse. Only to realise she was looking down at Lena. ‘What the fuck!?’ she yelled. ‘Why the hell are you attacking me?’ 
   
 Lena looked up at her, annoyed. ‘I was calling your name, but you were in your own little world. You need to cut down on the caffeine. You sent me flying.’  
   
 Alex glowered and held out a hand to Lena. Lena took it and hoiked herself up, dusting herself down. She patted her bum gingerly. ‘I’m gonna have an arse bruise now. Thanks for that.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell do you want, you bloody stalker?!’ Alex demanded, livid. 
   
 ‘If you’d let me speak, I’d have told you. I’m here to deliver a message. From Nicole.’ 
   
 The wind went out of Alex’s sails. ‘Nicole?’ 






Forty-Three

   

 

 Once Lena had stopped crying—Nicole had given her a few arm pats to expedite it—she had switched to cursing Ethan’s name.  
   
 ‘We’re wrapping in two hours. Meet me after. We’ll talk,’ Nicole told her.  
   
 Funny this was happening again. She’d found yet another member of the ‘Ethan dicked me over’ club, and she was teaming up with them. Though somehow, she didn’t think she and Lena were going to fall in love. 
   
 But hate? Hate could unite almost as well. And so it did, over machine coffees in the very beige offices of Criminal Thoughts, deserted for the day.  
   
 ‘He sacked me. And dumped me at the same time,’ Lena confessed. 
   
 ‘Classic,’ Nicole said sourly. ‘What reason?’ 
   
 ‘He said it wasn’t working out with us. And that I didn’t have what it takes to be a producer. That bastard.’ 
   
 ‘So he fired you?’ Nicole questioned. 
   
 ‘He said it would be too painful to see me around.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve got to ask… Was it that much of a shock?’ 
   
 Lena took a big sip of her drink, sustaining herself with the sugary coffee. ‘Maybe not. But… But when we first got together, he told me Alex had dumped him. He seemed so sad. And then when I realised he was married… I just felt like I’d invested too much. I loved him.’ She sighed. ‘I can’t believe I’ve been this fucking stupid.’ 
   
 Nicole couldn’t say she didn’t understand that a little. ‘That’s not stupid. That’s what he counts on. That the people you choose mean something. And sometimes, even when it goes wrong, it’s hard to let go of what you wanted it to mean.’ 
   
 Lena teared up. ‘I always liked you. I hated it when I found out you were his wife. I wished it could have been somebody rubbish.’ 
   
 ‘Thank you. But it wouldn’t have mattered who I was. Cheat’s cheat, ya know?’ Nicole told her. 
   
 ‘Yeah, I know. I know,’ Lena said woefully. ‘So you’re divorcing him?’ 
   
 Nicole nodded voraciously. ‘Yes. Very much so. If I could apply for a special divorce where I’d be a bit more divorced than usual, I’d do it.’ 
   
 Lena smiled a little through misty eyes. ‘He was upset about you divorcing him. He said he didn’t care, but…’ 
   
 ‘What he was upset about was getting found out,’ Nicole told her.  
   
 ‘Mmm, maybe. But something was wrong with him after the wrap party. He wasn’t himself. Or, well, maybe I should say he wasn’t playing nice at all anymore,’ Lena said sadly.  
   
 Nicole was perplexed. ‘That’s odd. I’d think he’d be happy after the wrap party.’ 
   
 Lena frowned. ‘Why would that be?’ 
   
 Nicole chewed the inside of her mouth, considering her next move. In the end, she took a chance. After all, what rule was this chat breaking?  
   
 Nicole told Lena the whole story. The PG version, anyway. She left out the sexy bits, though she explained briefly that she was in love with Alex, ignoring Lena’s eye roll. And then Nicole got to the end of the story, the party, and she stopped. 
   
 ‘What’s the third act of this thing?’ Lena asked. ‘You said something happened. The wrap party.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, but I’m not sure I can tell you that part. That could get me in trouble. Or rather, Alex,’ Nicole said. 
   
 Lena took a deep breath. ‘If you tell me what you’re leaving out, I’ll tell you what I’m leaving out.’ 
   
 Nicole raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Could be the same thing,’ Lena said. 
   
 ‘Yeah?’ 
   
 ‘Could be something about late-night phone calls heard through bathroom doors with shady banker types about offshore accounts,’ Lena said quickly. 
   
 Nicole’s other eyebrow joined its twin at the top of their arch. ‘Maybe it is the same thing,’ she said. She decided to take a chance. ‘OK, Lena. Let’s talk about the wrap party. And after that, I’m gonna need a favour.’ 
   
 ‘It doesn’t involve Alex, does it?’ Lena asked. 
   
 Nicole gave her a dry smile. ‘Sorry, yes. But I think you just became friends through a common enemy.’ 
   
 ‘I was afraid of that,’ Lena sighed.  
   
 ‘Problem is, we can’t ring her directly. So I’m not sure…’ 
   
 ‘Oh, don’t worry about that. I can get to her through Kendall, an extra degree of separation to be on the safe side. I’ve still got all the actors’ numbers,’ Lena suggested.  
   
 ‘Get to her through Kendall?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Yeah, it’s all over her Insta.’ 
   
 ‘What is?’ Nicole asked hopefully.  
   
 ‘The movie they’re shooting together.’ 
   
 Nicole’s mouth spread into a slow smile. ‘She’s doing it.’ 
   
 Lena nodded. ‘They’re at those shitty offices on Tap Street.’ 
   
 ‘How do you know that?’ 
   
 Lena got out her phone, tapped around for a second, and then showed her the photo of Kendall and Alex side by side. The caption read: Preproduction commenced with hot new director Alex Torrence on CHAINED. Excited! #ProducingAndStarring


 


 In the background of the photo was a dingy building, pretty nondescript. 
 ‘I know that building because I used to work around there before I got Foundations,’ Lena told her. 
   
 ‘And you’d call Kendall?’ Nicole thought it over. ‘That is very indirect. Could actually be safe.’ She took a deep breath. ‘OK. Make the call.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Alex told me to fuck off,’ Lena said without surprise, putting the phone down.  
   
 Nicole wasn’t enormously shocked. ‘Then you have to go and see her in person. I still think that’s a safe enough method of communication. Ethan would never think I’d try this through you.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know. What if she just tells me to fuck off in person?’ Lena pointed out. 
   
 ‘You have to try. We need her.’ 
   
 ‘I know we do,’ Lena agreed. ‘But that’s not the only reason you want me to get a message to her, is it? You just want her to know what happened.’ 
   
 Nicole smiled sadly. ‘OK, Lena, you got me. It’s true. I don’t want her to go another minute thinking I left because I wanted to.’ She slumped in her chair, trying not to cry. She’d worked so hard to distract herself from Alex, hoping a little pain might pass. But talking to Lena about her? Nicole was still as shattered about her as ever. 
   
 Lena looked at her pityingly. ‘I don’t know what you see in her, honestly. But… I owe you one. You’ve made me feel a lot less like a muppet. So I’ll go see her for you.’ 
   
 ‘You will?’ Nicole said, pathetically grateful.  
   
 She nodded reluctantly. ‘But don’t blame me if we end up in a fistfight!’ 
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 ‘I knew it. I KNEW IT. That fucker!’ Alex said, ecstatic. Her suspicions were true. It had only been Ethan keeping Nicole away. Nicole loved her.  
   
 Alex didn’t even care that it was Lena delivering the news. Lena was now very much in the black with Alex and would be until the end of time. ‘I need to talk to her.’ 
   
 ‘Didn’t you hear me? She’s off-limits. I’m the go-between. Because he thinks I can’t hurt him,’ Lena said while the both of them were squashed down a dingy back alley around the back of the Tap Street offices, standing next to some rather stinky bins.  
   
 Alex noted how miserably she delivered that pronouncement, and she no longer cared about their past. They were in it together now. ‘Then he underestimated you,’ she said kindly. 
   
 Lena looked like she was trying not to feel pleasure at the compliment. ‘He underestimated all of us. I hope that’s going to be his undoing.’ 
   
 ‘So he threatened me with prison?’ Alex asked in horror. 
   
 ‘That’s right.’ 
   
 ‘And there’s an account with all that money in my name? In the bloody Cayman’s?’ She shook her head. ‘He’s off his rocker. Seriously. He nicked all that money and made sure he couldn’t touch it anymore just to split us up? Fucking bonkers.’ 
   
 ‘It’s real scorched earth shit,’ Lena agreed. 
   
 ‘So now I guess we just have to prove he’s the criminal?’ Alex said, without hope. ‘How the hell are we going to do that?’ 
   
 ‘That’s the thing. We thought you could help with this,’ Lena said. 
   
 ‘Me?’ 
   
 ‘Well, you know how he did this, don’t you? He made up false expenses. Expensive items, sets, performers that never existed,’ Lena said. ‘A little here, a little there. I guess it added up over the four years he’s been exec.’ 
   
 ‘I guess that makes sense. How the hell didn’t he get spotted? Surely the channel noticed the money wasn’t on screen…’ 
   
 Lena shook her head. ‘They wouldn’t notice a bit of money walking out the back door when so much was coming in the front. And that show sells serious ad time. His words. I overheard him and his dodgy money guy talking about it.’ 
   
 Alex sighed mournfully. This was crazy. ‘But how can I help you prove it? I didn’t know anything.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know. But you worked with him as closely as anyone did. You must have seen something. Even if you didn’t realise it at the time. There must be something. Dodgy receipts from the show, stuff with his signature on…’ 
   
 Alex shook her head miserably. ‘There’s nothing I can think of. And even if we could get hold of that kind of stuff, it might not exonerate me. His name won’t be on anything, not directly,’ she said angrily. ‘He’d have made sure of that. We need real, ironclad proof. Something that can be directly tied to him.’ 
   
 ‘Look, I was just a runner. But you were in that office with him almost the entire time of his shitty little reign. You really can’t think of anything?’ Lena asked, annoyed and frustrated.  
   
 Alex shook her head. ‘No, I can’t think of anything.’ 
   
 Lena groaned. ‘Nicole put a lot of stock in you being the one to sort this.’ 
   
 Alex was miserable again, her joy at the discovery of Nicole’s lasting love gone. If she couldn’t get back to her, what good was it? ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
 Lena shook her head at Alex, turning away. ‘I hope Nicole appreciated me coming out here to get knocked on my arse for absolutely nothing.’ 
   
 ‘Wait a sec,’ Alex muttered. What Lena had said sparked something.  
   
 Lena turned back. ‘What?’ 
   
 Alex didn’t answer immediately. Her brain was going nineteen to the dozen. 
   
 ‘I hope that’s the silence of someone with the answer,’ Lena pushed.  
   
 Alex smiled, thinking it might be. ‘Are they still keeping all the old records in that lockup in Stanton? It’s a keypad lock, isn’t it? Er… Five, nine…Two… Oh, for fuck’s sake, what is it? Five, nine, two… Eight!’ 
   
 Lena sighed. ‘I’m going there, aren’t I?’ 
   
 ‘I’d go if I could,’ Alex said honestly. ‘But I’m really worried about all this surveillance stuff. He could be on me, too. I mean, we’re probably alright wedged in this alley and anyone that saw that little incident on the street only saw two clumsy idiots colliding. But if anyone’s keeping an eye on me, you’re the safe one. He’s not onto you.’ 
   
 Lena grumpily acquiesced. ‘Fine. But that place is filthy. You and Nicole are getting my bloody dry-cleaning bill. Do you hear me?’ 
   
 ‘Nicole and I will gladly reimburse you,’ Alex said happily. Nicole and I. Felt great to say it. It felt like hope. Even if there was a mountain to climb before they could see each other again, Alex would put on her hiking boots and start climbing.  
   
 ‘What am I going for?’ Lena asked. 
   
 ‘Just one file,’ Alex told her. 
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 Nicole was standing in front of the large glass building that was home to the bigwigs at Channel Seven, the network of Foundations. The show was its biggest hit, somehow.  
   
 Ethan was in there now, completing his annual contract negotiation with the head of drama, Jonny Knight. The channel boss would be there too, Derek Simon. This was an annual thing, done after the season finale of Foundations had aired and they had an idea of the numbers. And apparently, people were eating this season up with a spoon. Nicole would never understand that, but it was what it was. 
   
 Nicole wouldn’t be able to get into the building without an appointment, but there was no need. If the past years were anything to go by, once the negotiating party had all finished clapping each other on the back, it was off into cabs for a big fancy lunch.  
   
 Lena had told Nicole that Ethan had been looking forward to this date, rubbing his grubby paws together at the thought of all the extra money he could ask for off the back of the current season’s success. That was what irked Nicole about all this. He was doing great. He hadn’t needed to steal. But this was Ethan. He wanted everything. He couldn’t help himself. 
   
 And today, he’d get everything he deserved.  
   
 Here came the negotiators now, all laughing together as they walked through the swish vestibule of the building. Nicole watched through the glass, hoping they were having a lovely time because they wouldn’t be laughing in a minute. 
   
 ‘Ha, yes, I know,’ Ethan said as they exited together. He was wearing a hideous double-breasted suit, his fanciest wealthy-man costume. ‘I’m checking out actresses right now to replace Kendall. I think we can do a bit better. We’re talking to Ava Erikson—’ 
   
 ‘Oof,’ Nicole interrupted, and the group spun to her. ‘I know Ava. You don’t have a chance. I think she’s about to get Marvel.’ 
   
 Ethan’s face dropped. ‘Nicole.’ 
   
 The rest of the group didn’t look as perturbed. She knew them all from here and there. Jonny, in particular, was a familiar face. ‘Nicole! It’s been an age!’ 
   
 ‘Jonny, yeah. Great to see you,’ she smiled. ‘It’s just a shame it’s not under better circumstances.’ 
   
 Jonny was confused. ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, I think we all need a chat about my soon-to-be ex-husband.’ 
   
 ‘Who’s that?’ Sarah Kane, Ethan’s agent, asked, interested. 
   
 Nicole laughed. ‘Why, it’s Ethan here.’ 
   
 Jonny, Sarah, and Derek looked at Ethan in shock.  
   
 ‘Ethan!’ Sarah said, in a horror that belied that maybe this was a bigger surprise to her than to anyone else. ‘I thought you were single.’ 
   
 Ethan slapped a smile on. ‘Well, yes, no, as she said, it’s over.’ 
   
 ‘Recently,’ Nicole told them. 
   
 ‘Sorry to hear that,’ said Derek. 
   
 ‘Yes. A lot came out recently about Ethan, and quite honestly, it’s stuff you’ll need to know, too,’ Nicole told the group. 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Derek said, intrigued. 
   
 ‘Christ, can you stop this, please? I’ve told you; you need help. Don’t make me call that doctor again. You hated it last time we had to have you sectioned,’ Ethan said quickly. 
   
 Nicole looked at Ethan evenly. ‘I’m telling them everything. Can you be quiet while I do it? It won’t stop me if you keep running your mouth, but the whole thing will take a lot longer.’ 
   
 ‘What does she mean?’ Jonny asked Ethan.  
   
 ‘Jonny, I need you to see this.’ Nicole pulled a file out of her bag and handed it to him. 
   
 Ethan looked like he was trying to resist the urge to grab the file and run off with it. But that might have undermined his credibility a tad. 
   
 ‘What is this?’ Jonny asked, opening the file. 
   
 ‘It’s the fake insurance policy for the show,’ Nicole explained. ‘You’ve been paying through the nose to ensure the set, and it’s gone right into his pocket.’ 
   
 Jonny’s eyes widened. He looked at Ethan. ‘Ethan…’  
   
 But Ethan was quiet at last, frozen in horror. 
   
 ‘There’s been stuff, a hell of a lot of fraud actually, but this is what I have proof of,’ Nicole said. ‘The policy doesn’t exist. I think the show was with them under the old exec, but when Ethan took over, he cancelled the policy and took the money, and paid it to a company he created with almost the same name. Look, there’s an extra S in Smithson’s Liability. It would have been put down to a typo if anyone looked it over. Unless they double-checked the business licence number. Totally different. The company can be traced to Ethan directly. I’ve checked with Companies House. You should do the same,’ she advised Jonny. 
   
 Ethan managed to unfreeze himself, laughing shrilly. ‘This is too crazy. Of course we’re insured.’ He shook his head at Nicole. ‘That’s it. I’m calling Doctor… Aragorn.’ 
   
 ‘Aragorn? Really? That’s the best you could do off the top of your head? Bloody Lord of the Rings?’ Nicole said, annoyed at him. She turned back to Jonny, Derek, and Sarah. ‘Look, I’m telling this to you because there’s a problem. He’s put this money into a Cayman Islands account, along with whatever else he’s thieved from you. And he recently tried to pin the whole thing on an ex-employee. He put it in her name. Alex Torrence. I found out about this a while ago, but I couldn’t come forward until I had something with Ethan’s name on it. Otherwise, she’d have taken the blame. As he planned. But the fake company was founded weeks before she started working there.’ 
   
 Nicole realised Jonny was already on his phone, googling unhappily. ‘Yep, here it is on the Companies House site. Matches the business licence number. Ethan Pine.’ Jonny looked personally aggrieved. ‘Why, Ethan? What did you need to do this for?’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t, Jonny. It must be a mistake,’ Ethan cried. ‘I’ve been set up!’ 
   
 Jonny sighed, long and deep. He shook his head at Ethan, who was looking about as nervous as Nicole had ever seen him. ‘You know what? I don’t think I can make lunch.’ 
   
 Derek nodded, looking ghostly pale. ‘Yes, it’s a shame. But I think my afternoon just got rather busy.’ 
   
 Sarah looked at Ethan with naked outrage. ‘Yeah. I think I just got handed quite the afternoon of work myself.’ 
   
 Ethan began to walk backwards toward the waiting cab. ‘This is nuts,’ he declared, opening the door. ‘She’s lost it. It’s the divorce! It’s sent her off her rocker. She’s always been jealous of my career. Hers never quite matched up.’ 
   
 ‘That’s accurate,’ Nicole said agreeably. ‘I don’t have his money, that’s for sure. His or other people’s.’ 
   
 Ethan gritted his jaw as he climbed into the cab. ‘She’s just… OK, I’m leaving now, but it’s to clear my name!’ He slammed the cab door shut. It pulled out quickly at his frantic behest. 
   
 Nicole turned to the group. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
 Jonny shook his head. ‘No, I am. We should have caught this. I’m gonna look into it now, get some more details, but after that, I think I’m gonna have to call the police.’ He groaned, mortified. ‘I can’t believe we haven’t been insured for four years.’  
   
 Derek, quiet for most of the reveal, groaned. ‘My knees feel weak. You’ve got to help me inside. Then we need to call lawyers. This is going to be the biggest headache of my career.’ 
   
 Jonny gripped him on one side, Sarah on the other, and they dragged him inside.  
   
 Nicole watched them go in, and she thought, That’s it. He’s done. And she walked away, totally disinterested in what happened next or where that cab had taken Ethan.  
   
 He’d done one provably fraudulent thing, and it was in black and white. He was on the hook for everything. He could go to prison or flee to the moon. It didn’t matter anymore. 
   
 But Nicole knew exactly where she was going next. 






Forty-Six

   
   
   
 Alex was pacing the floor as much as her twelve-square-foot flat would allow. She’d bump into a wall, then turn and go the other way until she hit the opposite wall. Once she’d tired her legs out, she sat down. But it was no good. She had to stand.  
   
 She went to the sink and started washing dishes, just to calm herself. All she could do was wait, and it was killing her.  
   
 The buzzer rang, and Alex was electrified. She dropped a cup, smashing it into the sink. She considered cleaning it up for about half a second before realising she didn’t care. Nicole was here.  
   
 Alex ran to her door and hit the release button for the building entrance. She threw it open, but she couldn’t wait for her visitor to get up the stairs, so she ran to meet her.  
   
 She got halfway down the stairwell, spotting Nicole at the bottom, running too. They stopped as their eyes met. 
   
 ‘He’s done?’ Alex asked nervously.  
   
 Nicole smiled and nodded. ‘It’s over.’ 
   
 Alex bounded down the steps and grabbed hold of Nicole. ‘You maniac. You should have called me. We’d have worked it out.’ 
   
 ‘I couldn’t risk you,’ Nicole said tearfully into her shoulder.  
   
 They held each other for a long time on the stairs.  
   
 Until one of Alex’s neighbours, a middle-aged trucker called Frank, coughed. ‘Err, do you mind if I just slip by ya?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, sorry, Frank!’ Alex apologised. She turned to Nicole. ‘Come on,’ she grinned.  
   
 Nicole returned the smile, taking her hand, and they flew up the stairs together, slamming the door behind them. 
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 In bed, sometime later, they finally got to talking. ‘How did you know?’ Nicole asked, holding Alex in her arms. She was as tall as Nicole was petite, but somehow, she fit just right. 
   
 Alex adjusted herself to be able to look into Nicole’s dark eyes. ‘I got lucky. I was racking my brain for something I might have seen when I worked for him, and I really couldn’t think of anything. He’d have handled his fake expenses solo. I never saw anything dodgy. It was our little staged accident on the set that tipped me off. Lena reminded me when she came to see me.’ 
   
 ‘The fake fall?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 Alex nodded. ‘I saw his face when Lena mentioned ringing the insurance company. He was sweating. An accident on set is a big deal. As well I know. But his face… He looked terrified. And I know it wasn’t because he gave a shit about my neck being broken. It had to be more.’ 
   
 ‘And you knew from just that?’ Nicole asked, stunned. 
   
 ‘I didn’t know anything. It was blind luck. But there had to be something. And I had to find it,’ Alex explained. 
   
 ‘You certainly did,’ Nicole agreed, looking briefly unsettled. ‘He might have had that over you for the rest of your life.’ Nicole reached for Alex’s hand, squeezing it tight as though worried Alex might somehow disappear.  
   
 Alex looked rueful. ‘I know this is gonna sound… It was just as important to me that…’ She sighed. ‘I wanted to get back to you. If there was a way.’ 
   
 Nicole blinked away tears and kissed Alex’s hair. She laughed. ‘Thank God for Lena.’ 
   
 Alex chuckled. ‘Yeah. Thank God for her.’ 
   
 ‘You like her now?’ 
   
 ‘Love her. Top of my Christmas card list. BFFs for life,’ Alex said with a half-smile.  
   
 Nicole looked nervous. ‘Then I hope you won’t mind that I said you’d hire her on your movie.’ 
   
 Alex gaped. ‘What?!’ 
   
 ‘I thought you loved her now?!’ Nicole exclaimed. ‘I said if she helped us, you’d be grateful.’ 
   
 ‘Yes. In that distant type of way. Where we don’t talk. Ever.’ Alex groaned. ‘I guess I do owe her.’ 
   
 ‘And she’s sick of being a runner. She wants to be an assistant producer.’ 
   
 Alex rolled her eyes. ‘OK. But she better not piss me off. Or I’ll choke her with a Dorito.’ 
   
 Nicole giggled, surprised. ‘Oh? So we’re laughing about that now?’ 
   
 Alex smiled thinly. ‘Starting to.’ 
   
 ‘I was so happy to find out you were directing Kendall’s movie. I can’t wait to see it,’ Nicole said, overjoyed. 
   
 ‘If the stress doesn’t kill me before we get to the shoot. We’ve got the tiniest budget. And I’ve got to somehow find a way to build a CGI bear on practically no money. That or I dress up in fur and stand on a milk crate. It’s a total grind. I’m working nights, weekends, the lot.’ 
   
 ‘You’re loving it, aren’t you?’ Nicole noted. 
   
 ‘I love it so much,’ Alex said, satisfied. But then she had a thought that made her smile slip. ‘What about that video? The confession. He still has it.’ 
   
 ‘Let him release it if he cares enough to go back to where he hid the USB stick. But my guess is that all he had time to get was his passport and maybe a change of underpants,’ Nicole noted. 
   
 ‘You think he fled?’ Alex asked. ‘Just like that?’ 
   
 ‘It looked like it from where I was standing. That paperwork was enough to undermine every lie he’d painstakingly set up to screw you. He knew he was fucked.’ 
   
 ‘I wish I’d seen him shitting himself,’ Alex said. ‘So… Do you think it’s OK? I’m not in trouble?’ 
   
 Nicole squeezed her tighter. ‘I’m not saying you won’t have to have a conversation with the authorities, but Lena said she’ll tell them everything she overheard. On its own, it would be his word against hers. But with the company license, the channel turning against him? He’s done.’ 
   
 Alex sighed. Her eyes suddenly lit up. ‘You know what I just realised? He doesn’t even have his stolen money. He put it in my name. That means he can’t access it, right?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t even think of that,’ Nicole exclaimed. ‘Good luck out there, Ethan. Broke and on the lam.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway. Let’s not talk about that anymore. I want to know everything you’ve been up to for the last few months.’ 
   
 ‘Everything?’ 
   
 ‘Every last second of your life. Tell me more about the movie.’ 
   
 Alex snuggled deeper into Nicole, happy to talk shop. ‘Well, turns out Kendall, who was such a chill actress? Bit of a control freak as a producer.’ 
   
 ‘Who’d have thought?’ Nicole said. ‘Maybe it’s because she cares about the project.’ 
   
 ‘That’s astute. She keeps hinting around the fact that Foundations sucks arse and that she was embarrassed to keep working there those last few years,’ Alex told her. 
   
 ‘That’s less surprising,’ Nicole said, running her fingertips down Alex’s torso, from shoulder to thigh. ‘What do you think will happen to the show now?’ Nicole asked. 
   
 ‘Hard to say,’ Alex said contemplatively. ‘I hope, for the sake of the cast and crew, that it keeps going. But for the sake of TV in general? It wouldn’t be the worst thing if it went down in the scandal,’ Alex said, feeling a shiver run down her spine at the contact.  
   
 She could never get enough of Nicole’s touch, and now she hoped that she’d have an unending supply. Because Nicole had done as Alex had hoped all those weeks when she’d been weeping on her couch. She’d found a way back to her.  
   
 ‘Could make room for better TV to soak up that cast and crew, anyway. There was a lot of talent there,’ Nicole said a little sleepily. 
   
 ‘Maybe you could fill the void? Get a deal making a big prestige-type show, something befitting your talents,’ Alex mused. 
   
 ‘You never know,’ Nicole said, closing her eyes. She suddenly snapped awake, turning to face Alex. ‘Sorry, I just realised… You told me you were up to your eyes with preproduction. Am I taking you away from that?’ 
   
 ‘Nothing that can’t wait,’ Alex said. ‘I know it’s my dream job, but priorities are priorities. I haven’t seen you in months.’ She had a thought. ‘Actually, maybe I could text Lena. She’s on the team now. And have I got some jobs for her.’  
   
 Nicole laughed. ‘Maybe I could help out, too. Take some of the load. Be your AD?’ 
   
 ‘You’d do that?’ Alex asked, touched.  
   
 ‘Yes, of course,’ Nicole said easily.  
   
 ‘Very kind. But we can’t afford you. And don’t say you’d do it for free,’ she said, cutting Nicole off before the words could make it out of her mouth.  
   
 Nicole laughed. ‘Well, maybe I could give you one tiny bit of help. I’ve been around the block a few times; I know a lot of people. I might know a special effects house that could do that bear for nothing upfront if they like the project. Just reasonable points on the backend.’ 
   
 ‘Oh my God, Nicole. Are you serious?’ Alex asked. 
   
 ‘Let me call them on Monday. See what we can do.’ 
   
 Alex smiled and kissed her. Things heated up very quickly from there, and Alex forgot about movies, bears, and fraudsters. It was like Nicole had never been gone.  






Forty-Seven

   
   

ONE YEAR LATER 

   
   
 ‘What if something happens, though? I mean, will I be unreachable?’ Alex asked anxiously as they pulled cases out of the cab’s trunk outside Heathrow Airport, Terminal Four.  
   
 Nicole plonked her case on the tarmac with a light slap. ‘What if you were? What would they need you for now? The movie is with numerous festivals. It’s finished.’ 
   
 ‘Not if they boo it at the screenings,’ Alex replied. ‘Then the distributors could come back and say, “Hey, your film is dogshit, you need to reshoot half of it, redo the edit completely.”’ The cab pulled away. Alex watched it go like she might chase it down and jump back into it. 
   
 ‘I’ve seen the movie. That’s not gonna happen,’ Nicole told her confidently.  
   
 ‘And what about you?’ Alex exclaimed. ‘What if you’re needed?’ 
   
 ‘I’m on my holiday. The series is locked,’ Nicole told her.  
   
 The series in question was Wormhole. And it had come about as per Alex’s prediction. Foundations had been cancelled. Channel Seven had let it die. They couldn’t afford to keep it going, what with advertisers dropping off left and right, loathe to be associated with Ethan’s now infamous thievery.  
   
 Nicole had promptly gone in to pitch a TV show she’d been trying to get off the ground for a few years, a big, sci-fi epic that no one had the money for. Until Foundations was off the roster.  
   
 Once Nicole’s show was greenlit, she got the contacts of every last crew member of Foundations. Any that were not already employed were offered a job, and they all gratefully accepted work on Wormhole. They were an efficient and competent team, which was what Nicole had needed to pull off such a big show.  
   
 She was proud of the result and excited for it to air. But she was as nervous as Alex, truth be told. It was a big, expensive production and represented the next level for Nicole. She prayed it wouldn’t fail.  
   
 But Nicole didn’t worry about that too much. All in all, she felt hope. After all, she’d had a great year, the best of her life. And next year might be even better. She was getting married. 
   
 Back in the bad old days, when Nicole had found out her husband was a cheat, she’d been sure that was it. She would take off that ring and never put on another. But when Alex proposed a few months ago, Nicole could barely wait for her to finish the question before she said yes.  
   
 She wanted Alex to be her wife. She wanted to be Alex’s wife. She’d never known something so purely. As soon as she could divorce Ethan, they would book a venue for the wedding and celebrate with all and sundry a love that would never be kept secret for a second.  
   
 It shouldn’t be too long now; Ethan’s arrest and imprisonment were speeding it up somewhat. They’d found him in France, trying to buy a forged passport from what turned out to be a sting operation. Ethan couldn’t catch a break these days. He wouldn’t be catching any for at least seven years. 
   
 The house was up for sale. Ethan’s half of the proceeds would be held in the legal system, probably ending up back with Channel Seven eventually. But when the house did sell, Nicole would use her half to buy a new home with Alex. The old place had a lot of interest, so Nicole had emptied it already, donating most of the stuff to charity. All those expensive suits would fetch a pretty penny for good causes. 
   
 And while Nicole was clearing out the house, she’d happened to find a certain USB stick sitting loose in Ethan’s desk drawer. So much for hiding it somewhere she’d never find it. Nicole supposed that was the problem with being devious and lazy at the same time. Some little detail always tripped you up, and it was very far to fall. Nicole burnt the stick in the sink, holding her nose against the stench of melting plastic.  
   
 The chaos was behind them. In front of them was a wedding, a new home together, the future.  
   
 But before they did any of that, Alex needed a break. She was a stress ball in need of a squeeze. So Nicole had planned a surprise, something to help her wind down from completing her first feature-length movie.  
   
 Nicole wanted to wait until the last minute to reveal the nature of the trip, only telling Alex to pack casual clothes for warm weather. But the surprise had to be revealed pretty soon.  
   
 Nicole turned to Alex. ‘Hey, let’s get a coffee.’ 
   
 ‘And then you’ll tell me?’ Alex said, looking around the terminal wildly, trying to find clues. But she couldn’t see the departure board from where she was.  
   
 Nicole ordered their drinks from a stand. ‘It’s decaf,’ she said with a smile, handing Alex the drink. 
   
 ‘Probably for the best,’ Alex said, taking a sip. Her shoulders dropped, a little stress leaking out. ‘Maybe I do need this break.’ 
   
 Nicole looked around her. ‘Oh, look. A bag shop. I wonder if they do rucksacks?’ She’d planned this. They couldn’t take cases where they were going. She’d waited till now to get them because she wanted Alex to have zero hints. She didn’t want her to be able to narrow it down even to a continent.  
   
 ‘Huh?’ Alex asked. ‘Rucksacks? What the—’ 
   
 ‘Come on,’ Nicole said, dragging her into the shop. They spent several minutes getting a talk on the best kind from a rucksack enthusiast who worked in the shop. They picked up two reasonably priced yet rugged numbers. They were also given the location of a locker where they could leave the cases once they switched over their belongings.  
   
 ‘Why do we need these?’ Alex asked as they exited the shop, still a little tense. ‘Nicole, where on earth—’ 
   
 ‘Let’s go to a departure board and see what’s leaving this morning, shall we?’ Nicole interrupted, nodding towards an electronic board twenty metres away.  
   
 Alex smiled and nodded, starting to look a bit more excited and a bit less anxious.  
   
 They arrived at the board, and Alex scanned hurriedly. ‘OK, well, I don’t know which it could be…’ she muttered, checking down the list. And then, she reached one of the flights listed in about two hours. ‘I know this might sound a bit crazy, but… It’s not Kathmandu, is it?’ she asked, hopefully. ‘I mean, it wouldn’t be. Would it?’ 
   
 Nicole shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Would it?’ 
   
 Alex was vibrating on the spot now. ‘Oh my God, Nicole. Nicole! NICOLE! You didn’t!’ She spilt about half her coffee, hopping from foot to foot.  
   
 ‘I did. We’re going to the foothills of the Himalayas on a red panda tracking tour,’ Nicole revealed, tickled to finally tell her.  
   
 It had taken some doing to get this set up. But she wanted to do something special for Alex, something unforgettable.  
   
 Alex’s excited eyes grew so wide they seemed to take up most of her face. She started crying happy tears. ‘You’re amazing,’ she blubbed. ‘I’m so happy I was conned by a married man and lost my job. It was the best thing that ever happened to me.’ 
   
 Nicole took the remainder of her coffee and put it with her own on the floor, then grabbed her in a tight, emotional hug. ‘And realising that my husband was a serial cheat and fraudster was the best thing that ever happened to me. Now… Let’s go and see some red pandas, shall we?’  
   
 Alex nodded excitedly as the hug broke. ‘Oh my God, red pandas. I won’t get to hug one, will I? I mean, that’s pretty unrealistic, isn’t it?’ Alex started babbling, picking up her bags and coffee cup. ‘I’m not gonna get my hopes up on that one,’ Alex told herself, still wet-eyed and elated. ‘That’s just bonkers. Right?’ Alex asked as she began to march toward the ticket desk. 
   
 Nicole grabbed her coffee and bags and hurried to follow her eager wife-to-be. ‘I wouldn’t bet against it,’ she told Alex happily as she caught her up. ‘Stranger things have happened.’ 
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