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Chapter One
I was sitting in my car, parked on a residential road, a laptop in front of me, a luke-warm latte on the dash. I’d been there half an hour and I was getting a little cold but I had to stay put. My fingers were the only part of me that stayed warm as I tapped furiously at the laptop keyboard in front of me. As I typed, I kept my eye on the blustery suburban street, on the door of number sixty three in particular. I was waiting for its resident to pop his head out.
I pushed on with my work, a news article, as I waited. I might have to wait for hours so it seemed sensible to utilise my time. And since all I really wanted was a quote, it made sense to have the story that went around it ready to go. It was to be a thousand words on the man that lived at number sixty three, and it would be appear early tomorrow on The Informer news website. 
I was mid-sentence when I heard the clunk of a door shutting and I looked up to see Stephen Griffin coming out. He was about fifty, balding, with a hang dog face that I knew well from my research. I slapped the laptop shut and dashed out to greet him at his gate.
He looked up in surprise as I appeared and his first reaction was a smile. An attractive woman was waiting to speak to him and he was pleased because he didn’t know why yet. 
‘Mr Griffin, my name is Julia Hawke and I write for The Informer. I was wondering if I could have a quick chat about your resignation from the council.’
I pointed my phone in his direction and hit record, ready for my quote. Stephen Griffin’s face dropped, as well it should. He’d resigned from a fairly high up position in Medford City Council a few weeks ago with a statement citing health problems. But a little birdie had gotten in touch with The Informer to let them know that the real reason was that he’d been caught using public funds for some very private habits. Prostitutes, in the main. From what I could ascertain, it hadn’t been much money in terms of a city budget, less than twenty thousand, so when it had come to light within the upper echelons of the council, it was decided on balance that he should be allowed to leave quietly rather than try to get the money back through criminal proceedings. Obviously someone in the know had not agreed that he should be permitted to creep out the back door with his dignity intact, so here I was. 
 ‘Is it true that your real reason for leaving was financial misconduct?’
His tired face drained of its remaining colour and it was clearly more than a rumour. 
 ‘I… I don’t know what… I don’t…’ he stuttered. I let him struggle for a reply, hoping the surprise attack would catch him off guard enough to give me a good quote but eventually he simply said ‘No comment’ and slipped out of his gate, past me.
While a ‘no comment’ was something, implying a man who could not defend his actions, I wanted something a little better and I followed him to his car.
 ‘Look, I’m not judging. We all get caught with our hand in the cookie jar sometimes.’
That was an understatement. My own hand had very much been caught in said jar, which is why I was now doorstepping some sad little man who’d let a small amount of power go to his head.
‘This story is going to break whether you speak or not, so if I were you, I’d get ahead of it.’
He was now in his car, but he hadn’t turned the engine on. He was considering my advice. 
‘Mr Griffin, if you give me something now, I’ll take it easy on you.’
He sighed and wound his window down. I pointed my phone at his mouth. 
 ‘It was a misunderstanding. I was going to pay it back. Honestly.’
I smiled at him and for a moment he looked relieved, as if he thought he’d said the best thing he could. Maybe he even believed it. But I didn’t. What fool would?
 ‘Thanks Mr Griffin. The article will appear on The Informer website tomorrow, but if I were you, I’d get your defense together. There might be charges as a result of it.’
It was sound advice but he looked at me in horror and hurriedly turn his engine on. I watched as the car moved off down the road, too fast. I hoped he wouldn’t have an accident. But in the end, I thought, that would be down to him. He’d made his choices. We all did. 
As I climbed into my car, I thought about my own little scandal. It had been eighteen months since I’d lost my job as a writing professor at Medford University for sleeping with my female first year students. Seven students over seven years, one every academic year. Pretty tame numbers in the larger scheme but still very much crossing the line. They’d been a fun distraction, a game with rules that I’d devised to stop the administration finding out. But in the end, it hadn’t saved me. The University had found out about a couple of them and I’d been sacked. Shortly after, the story had broken in the local news and several more former pupils (not to mention former lovers) had come forward with their stories and then it had gone viral. ‘The Slutty Professor’, they’d called me. I knew why the story had appeal. I’m tall and statuesque, with thick long dark hair, large brown eyes and perfect skin. I look a lot younger than my thirty eight years. Combine my beauty with my tendency to dress in good tailored clothing, it means I photograph very well. If that’s arrogant, I don’t care. I don’t believe in false modesty. Combined those pictures with a story of my seduction of young women and my eventual downfall? Pure click bait.
I still don’t know who had leaked the story to the press initially but really it could have been anyone. The early news of my sacking (and why) had spread across the campus like wildfire. Anyone looking to make a little money from my bad behaviour only had to pick up the phone. No, on second thought, not anyone. Not the last girl I’d had an affair with, Penny. She never would have done that to me, I knew. She’d stayed silent throughout it all. 
I didn’t want to think about that too much so I opened my laptop and threw myself into the article, finishing it forty five minutes later and sending it to my editor.
I’d been unemployed before I’d gone viral but even after it had died down, finding a new job had been practically impossible. All it would take was a quick google to find out my professional conduct was a little subpar. 
So I’d reached out to old contacts, anyone who might be able to find me something to pay the bills. Lo and behold, a friend from my student days, Jacob Hunt, had gotten in touch. He’d been working as a journalist since we’d graduated and had somehow found himself running The Informer. He never mentioned my little public shaming, but I knew that’s why he’d sought me out, offering me as much freelance work as I could handle. He no doubt thought my notoriety might add to his numbers. Looking at it more kindly, perhaps he just though I had a singular insight into the types of articles The Informer published, which tended toward the salacious. 
And who was I to turn it down? It wasn’t something I would have ever envisioned for myself, but it paid better than teaching had and it afforded me the time to work on my real passion, my novel. It was an account of my time at Medford, converted into fiction of course, and I’d poured everything into it. And it had been time well spent because I had a contract with Barret and Foster, a mid-size publisher. They were planning to publish later this year. Hopefully that meant that soon I could afford to write literature full time and slide quietly from the world of gossip and scandal. I’d had enough of it for one life time, heaven knew.
I closed my laptop and set off for home, thinking about Stephen Griffin. I felt bad for him in a way, and I didn’t wish him any ill. Whatever lay ahead of him, it wouldn’t be a punishment for wrong doing. It would be for the stupidity of getting caught. And I knew the price for that as well as anyone. But I also knew that it wasn’t something impossible to come back from. I had scraped back from it and a good life lay before me. With that in mind, I pulled into my driveway to see the lights on, creating the picture of warmth. My girlfriend was at home awaiting me. 



Chapter Two
‘Julia, that you?’
I slid out of my coat, calling ‘Yeah. And I brought wine.’
 ‘Thank god. The day I’ve had.’
Anyone that knows me might be a bit surprised to find me living with somebody. I’ve been a shade commitment phobic for quite a few years. But after I’d been sacked, it had seemed like maybe the cost of casual fun hadn’t been worth the price. No, that was a lie, it had stopped being fun. That’s the truth. The last girl, Penny, she had taken it beyond fun. Although I hadn’t remotely meant to, I’d fallen in love with her. And after everything had come out, I’d lost her. But it had opened my eyes to what had been missing from my life and after the furore had died down from the sacking and I’d started to get my life back together, it seemed like that was the last piece of the puzzle. A steady relationship with an age appropriate girlfriend. 
And then, as though I’d sent out some sort of love bat-signal, I was at a party and I was introduced to Lauren McKenzie. I was attracted to her immediately. She was a petite brunette, my age, cutely attractive with a full, sensual mouth. I’ve always been a sucker for a good mouth. She also had a niceness that I found appealing. It sounds like a slightly boring adjective but nice was something that felt missing from my life after the year I’d had. 
As we talked, it transpired she was a doctor, as well as single. She slipped that fact in early in the conversation and I knew the attraction was mutual. We talked for quite a while and I told her that I worked as a journalist for the moment, but that I’d just signed a deal with a publisher for my book. She seemed impressed. But as the evening progressed, I started to realise that at some point, my notoriety might be an obstacle. So I told her, that first night of knowing her, all of it. My time at Medford, the sacking, the whole thing. She listened with quiet interest. And at the end of the night, I gave her my number and I thought ‘Well, that’s that.’
But the next day she texted me, asking me to dinner. I was amazed but I said yes. And the date went well but I felt compelled at the end of the evening to ask her if she wasn’t a little put off by my history. She said that it had given her a little pause but that she decided that I was worth taking a chance on. And that was it, we went on from there. After four months, I took a big risk and asked her to move in. We were still so new but she seemed like the right person to take the leap with. And things had been good in the last couple of months of domesticity. It was nice. There’s that word again. Nice. But really, nice is good.
I wandered into the kitchen and there were pans on the boil.
‘You didn’t have to do that, I was going to order something. You can’t possibly have the energy to cook a meal after a hard day at the surgery?’
Lauren smiled at me as she stirred the contents of a pan. 
 ‘Some of us actually like to cook, Julia. We don’t just think of it as a chore. We find it therapeutic.’
 ‘If you say so. I’m certainly not going to try and talk you out of cooking for me.’
 ‘I’m sure you wouldn’t. Pour me a glass instead.’
I grabbed some glasses and poured us both a drink, handing one to her. She took it and kissed me briefly. 
‘How was the stakeout?’
 ‘You’re making it sound sexier than it is.’
 ‘Everything is sexy when you do it.’
I smiled and sipped my wine as Lauren began to pull plates out of the cupboards.
 ‘I got the quote.’
 ‘What did he say?’
 ‘He said he was going to pay it back’ I said wryly. 
 ‘You don’t think he would have?’
I looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
 ‘I sincerely doubt it.’
 ‘Why?’
I laughed, bemused. 
 ‘You’re not serious? Of course he wasn’t going to pay it back. It’s not like he needed the money to keep a roof over his head or pay his wife’s medical bills. He stole to pay for sex with expensive prostitutes. That tells me he’s not the most upright of citizens.’
 ‘So somebody can’t make a mistake and then try to correct it?’
I didn’t like the direction this was going in.
 ‘Yes, people make mistakes. But most people’s mistakes don’t end in criminal proceedings.’
 ‘I’m just saying, maybe we should reserve judgment.’
 ‘Believe me, I’m not judging him. Anyone can get seduced. I just think that any thoughts he had about paying it back came after he was caught. Not before. If he’d gotten away with it, he probably would have just taken more. People don’t change until they have to.’
Lauren went quiet at that and I wondered if I’d said too much. I decided to change the subject. 
‘It’s my meeting tomorrow.’
She smiled, seemingly happy for the opportunity to talk about something else.
 ‘I know. Exciting!’
 ‘Not really. They’re just going to talk to me about the marketing aspect of it.’
 ‘I don’t care. I think it’s amazing that you’re going to be published.’
I took a chug from my glass.
 ‘We’ll see.’
 ‘What does that mean?’
 ‘It means we’ll see if anyone reads the thing’ I said, trying to be nonchalant. She saw straight through it. 
 ‘It’s good, Julia. People are going to read it.’
 ‘You don’t think it’s a little…
I paused and Lauren waited for my adjective. I made my voice light.
‘… Sordid?’
 ‘Just because the central character is a bit sleazy, doesn’t make it a sleazy book.’
I wasn’t sure how to answer that. Lauren seemed to realise her mistake because she began to backtrack immediately.
‘Not, not sleazy, that’s not the word I wanted.’
 ‘But it’s the word you chose.’
 ‘I just meant, she’s…’
 ‘No, you’re right. She’s sleazy. And then she learns her lesson.’
Lauren looked at me seriously.
 ‘Because she has to or wants to?’
I’d had enough or treading around the elephant in the room.
 ‘If you want to ask me something, just ask it.’
She shook her head and turned back to the food. It was open to me then to go on the offensive. She’d attacked me, however covertly, after all. But I didn’t want an argument. Lauren and I were not a dramatic couple and I wanted it to stay that way. So I simply sat down. She turned back to the oven and began plating the food. I sat down at the table and she joined me with the meal. I began to eat quickly, glad of a reason not to talk anymore. I felt like everything we said was coming out wrong. Or I hoped it was wrong.
 
Later, after supper and a lot of wine, we were still sat at the table. Although we had stayed away from hot topics, the atmosphere had been a little stilted. But I knew how I could get things back on track. I threw back my remaining wine and stood. I put my hand out to Lauren.
‘Come on. We’re going to bed.’
She looked at her watch surprised.
 ‘But I’m not tired yet.’
I gave her a slow smile.
 ‘I didn’t say we were going to sleep.’
I didn’t wait for a reaction, I wasn’t giving her time to think. It was happening. I grabbed her hand and began to pull her toward the stairs. I felt no resistance. 
 
Once we were in the dimly lit bedroom, I turned to her and kissed her long and deep and I sensed her melting into it. I ran my hands up her back and I felt her shiver and I knew whatever little bump we’d experienced tonight would be paved over shortly. She wanted to be mine, she wanted to be taken by me. It was how we always played. 
I pushed her onto the bed and climbed on top of her. Her eyes closed and she waited for what I might do next. I began to unbutton her shirt, slowly, one button at a time, letting her anticipation build, letting her need build. I unveiled her small, perky breasts, concealed in her bra, but not for long. I unsnapped the front clasp with one fluid motion and pulled the garment away, pushing my mouth onto her left nipple, flicking my tongue over it. She moaned and I let my teeth nip lightly at the flesh, her moan becoming a whimper. I played with her left breast with my mouth while pinching the other breast with my hand and I felt her back arch slightly. Her hands slid into my hair, pulling lightly with desire. I could feel the tension between us slip away.
I moved my mouth up her body, arriving at her neck, caressing her ear with my tongue and I felt her arms around my back, holding me tightly. She pushed her body against mine and began to grind against me as we kissed. The pressure was just right and I felt a sigh slip from me into Lauren’s ear. She liked the sound, I could tell, so I didn’t hold back my own pleasure as we moved together. 
Then I stopped and climbed off the bed and she watched as I began to pull off my clothes, not putting on a show exactly, but taking it slowly, giving her time to really want this. The more she wanted it, the more she would be consumed by the moment, not the past. Not my past.
Lauren grabbed the opportunity to take off her own remaining clothes and she lay before me, waiting. I took a second to look at her and examine what was stirring about this moment. She was beautiful, and she wanted me. And she was a good person. That last thought made me hesitate. But she reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling me on top of her and things quickly leapt up in passion. I soon forgot my own worries about the evening. I was doing what I was good at, and that was better than trying to work out whatever issue had been haunting us all evening. And to me, a lot more effective, not to mention pleasurable.



Chapter Three
I woke the next morning to the sun shining through a gap in the curtains. I turned to see Lauren, unbothered by the streaming light, no doubt still in the sex coma I’d put her in last night. I looked at my phone and I saw it was only ten minutes till my alarm was due to go off anyway, so I switched it off so as not to wake Lauren and crept out of bed, heading for the shower. 
Lauren wasn’t working today and I knew she would probably appreciate some extra sleep with the hours she had worked that week, attending the health problems of the locals. Sometimes, during my day, I would wonder what she was doing and I would try to picture her, perhaps listening patiently to an old person, giving them her advice as well as a dose of compassion. It warmed me to imagine her like that. 
I got out of the shower and began to get ready quietly, but the door creaked open and Lauren came in and sat on the toilet.
‘Sorry, desperate.’
I didn’t love that she was peeing in front of me, but I’d learned to tolerate it. This was what couples did, apparently. Having not been in a serious relationship since my twenties, I was used to being able to brush my teeth without being busted in on and this was one of many adjustments I’d had to make to accommodate coupledom. 
‘Would you like some breakfast before you go?’
 ‘No time. I’ll grab something en route.’
She nodded and I left her there, still in mid-stream. I was glad of an excuse to get out.
 
I was in my car, on the way to my meeting with Barret and Foster. Well, almost. I was currently stuck in traffic. I wasn’t too concerned about being late though, I’d anticipated the jam and left extra time to sit here and wait it out. My phone rang and I grabbed it from the passenger seat. I didn’t recognise the number.
‘Hello?’
The voice of a youngish man I didn’t recognise spoke nervously in my ear. 
 ‘Hi Julia, this is Max Barker from Barret and Foster. I’m Jill’s assistant.’
Jill was Editor in Chief and leading the meeting today. We’d been having meetings and dinners for the last six months and were on fairly friendly terms at this point. 
 ‘Hi Max, I’m just on my way to you now.’
 ‘Yes, that’s what I’m calling about. I’ve been asked to let you know that the meeting has been cancelled.’
It was a bit last minute and had made my morning a little anticlimactic but I shrugged the disappointment off fairly quickly. I noticed a teenage boy walking on the pavement passing my car, with a small scruffy dog on a lead. The dog looked happy.
 ‘Oh, alright. Did you want to reschedule now or…’
I heard him swallow thickly and a sudden bad feeling filled my stomach. I was still staring at the dog as it continued down the road, hoping to not hear the bad news I suddenly knew was coming.
 ‘That’s the other thing I’ve been asked to let you know. Barret and Foster have decided not go forward with your book. I’m sorry.’
The dog’s tail was suddenly all I could focus on, the joyful wagging a juxtaposition with the abrupt wretched feeling this phone call had thrown at me. I tried to collect myself as the dog disappeared around the corner, no doubt on its way to better things. Max, in his sensitivity, let me take a moment. The shock began to pass and in its place was confusion and anger. But I was determined to hold those feelings in check.
 ‘Can I ask why that is, Max?’
 ‘Errm, from what I can gather, they decided that they had taken on too many properties at the moment and some of them would need to be shelved for the time being.’
Some people would have taken some hope from the phrase ‘for the time being.’ But not me. I know a cowardly euphemism when I hear one. I realised that I was not going to get a satisfying answer from Max, who I remembered with sudden fury, was a lowly assistant. Not only were they ditching my book, they were palming me off with a lackey. And he was giving me this devastating news over the damn phone. Not only was I angry, now I was insulted.
But I wasn’t going to lay that on the man who had been given the crappy job of calling me. I was going to save it for the person who merited it. I made my voice as casual as I could, given the circumstances. 
 ‘Max, would you put Jill on? I’d like a quick chat with her, just to get a few more details.’
There was a pause and I knew I was about to receive another lie before he even spoke. 
 ‘She’s a little busy right now. Can I get her to call you back?’
I gave a small bitter laugh.
 ‘No, that’s OK. She doesn’t need to call me back. I’m coming in.’
I hung up the phone before Max could protest and I could imagine the small flurry currently going on at Barret and Fosters. Max would right now be going to tell Jill how I’d received the news. And she’d be finding out that the meeting she had tried to weasel out of was about to happen anyway, whether she liked it or not. 
The traffic cleared and I pulled off down the road, as fast as I could. 



Chapter Four
The elevator doors opened on floor three of the building and I strode into the reception area. I’d had twenty minutes in the car to build up quite a head of steam and I was here for answers, real ones. They were reneging on an agreement and they hadn’t had the good grace to sit me down and explain exactly why. And now they were about to find out that I was not someone who would allow myself to be treated like this without speaking up. 
The girl on reception (Selina, I think her name was) saw me coming and her face dropped a little. She’d clearly had a heads up about my arrival. 
‘I’m here to see Jill Fraser.’
 ‘Errm, do you have an appointment?’
 ‘Selina, can I be honest with you?’
She nodded and I leaned forward slightly, resting my hands on her desk. 
‘We both know that I did have a meeting here this morning. And then it was cancelled, along with my book, in a pretty spineless manner. But I’m going to have the meeting anyway’ I said calmly.
She looked pensively at me 
 ‘Well, Jill is out for the morning.’
I felt sorry for her. She was yet another person who had nothing to do with this decision but had been put in my way. Plus, she’d always been nice to me. Maybe even a bit nicer than was necessary for a new author. With that in mind, I leaned into her even further. 
 ‘Selina, I know this is nothing to do with you’ I said kindly. ‘And the last thing I want is to get you in trouble, but I just want you to be straight with me. She’s here isn’t she?’
She didn’t answer, which was still an answer.
‘OK, I’m going to walk into Jill’s office right now. And you can tell her that you told me she was out. But, mega bitch that I am, I wouldn’t listen to reason and I went to find her anyway.’
I winked at her and her mouth twitched up at the corner.
I walked down the corridor and threw Jill’s door open. She was at her desk, mid phone call, and she looked up in astonishment. I stood there, not saying a word, waiting for her to speak first. She spoke into the phone.
 ‘Michael, I’m going to have to call you back.’
She put the phone down and gave me her most professional smile.
 ‘Julia! I’m so glad you could come in.’
I raised an eyebrow.
 ‘Is that so? Then we’re still having the meeting you tried to cancel? Fantastic.’
I sat down in front of her desk. She’d obviously acclimated to the changing situation and was now going to pretend that it was going as she planned. The only indication of her tenseness was the hand she ran inelegantly through her shoulder length grey hair. 
 ‘I presume by now you’ve heard the news? I’m so sorry, Julia, I know it’s a blow.’
I smiled viciously. 
 ‘It’s more than a blow, Jill. It’s a breach of contract. We have a written agreement. You gave me an advance.’
She picked up on that last point quickly.
 ‘Yes, we did, and we want you to know that we won’t be asking for that back, as a gesture of goodwill.’
I sighed, irritated.
 ‘I don’t care about the money, Jill. I want to know what happened. Everything was fine last week. What changed?’
 ‘There have been some changes at the top and missives have been sent down to tell us that we need to ‘slim down’ our output. And unfortunately, there happens to be another title with some crossover appeal with your book and it’s further along. So we made a tough decision.’
It sounded plausible but then why had she been so sneaky about it all? There was more to it.
 ‘What changes at the top are you referring to? You’re editor in chief, surely this comes down to you.’
 ‘We’re owned by a larger company, Julia. We’re just a hand on a body. I still have to answer to someone.’
I sighed, frustrated. 
 ‘You know I can sue, don’t you?’
She nodded and for the first time, she looked at me properly and I glimpsed the human underneath the businesswoman. 
 ‘I know you can, but if I were you, I’d walk away. Our pockets are deeper than yours. It’s not going to be worth it, Julia.’
I sat back in the chair and shook my head. 
 ‘Come on, Jill. What really happened?’
She looked torn and that confirmed to me there was indeed more to this than she had let on. I played the last card I had.
 ‘We’re friends, aren’t we?’
I watched as she made a difficult decision.
 ‘Look, our parent company did had some personnel changes. During those times, there’s usually some reshuffling that dribbles down and we have to shelve some projects as a result. That all true.’
She looked down at her hands, and a little shame crept into her voice.
‘But I lied. There was no novel similar to yours. I was given specific instructions to kill your book.’
I stared at Jill, aghast. She looked uncomfortable. It was obviously risky for her to reveal this to me.
 ‘Why?’
 ‘Reading between the lines, someone at the top really does not like you.’
 ‘Who?’
 ‘I don’t know any more than that, Julia. I’m sorry.’
I was shocked. Who would do this to me? And why? Suddenly, an even worse thought occurred to me.
 ‘This parent company. Do they own any other publishing companies?’
Jill rubbed her temple.
 ‘Yes. All the major ones, and a lot of the smaller ones.’
I stood up, suddenly feeling a sweat run down my back.
 ‘So the odds that someone else is going to print this book, or anything else I write, are pretty much non-existent.’
She paused.
 ‘It’s not impossible.’
 ‘Just unlikely.’
She nodded. I turned to leave.
 ‘I’m sorry, Julia. This is why I couldn’t deal with speaking to you this morning. It’s shitty to have to break something like this to someone when you don’t even know why. And I had a feeling you were going to see straight through it.’
I barely heard that, my head was already elsewhere.
 ‘Don’t worry about it, Jill. Like you said, you’re just a hand. I need to find the head.’
I walked out.



Chapter Five
I was sitting in the car outside my house. I’d been there a few minutes. I didn’t want to go in because Lauren was there and she was going to ask about the meeting. I was going to have to explain that the book was dead, and because somewhere along the line, I’d pissed off the wrong person. It sounded bad in my head. 
But I was only delaying the inevitable. I climbed out of the car with a heavy heart and went in the house. 
I walked into the living room to find Lauren reading on the sofa. She looked up at me with a smile that fell quickly away when she saw my face. There was no point in putting a mask on right now.
‘Are you OK? You look like someone died.’
I sat down next to her.
 ‘That’s not far from the truth. The book deal is off.’
She was aghast.
 ‘What? Why?!’
 ‘Someone at the top of the food chain has apparently decided to destroy my career.’
 ‘What are you talking about?’
 ‘That’s what Jill told me. Someone who owns the publishers made it clear that I was not to be published. By anyone.’
 ‘Who?’
 ‘She doesn’t know. But I’m going to find out.’
Lauren stared into space for a moment, acclimating to this change.
 ‘And then what?’
 ‘I’m not sure.’
She sighed, still shocked.
 ‘That’s dreadful.’
I slumped down on the sofa.
 ‘Yep.’
She paused.
 ‘So what are you going to do?’
 ‘I just told you, I don’t know yet.’
 ‘No, not about that. I meant in general.’
 ‘I haven’t really had time to think about that. This happened less than an hour ago, Lauren.’
But she was stuck on something. 
 ‘But, does this mean you’re not going to be an author? You’re just going to keep working for The Informer? I mean, do you think that’s what you’ll do?’
I looked at her for a second, her furrowed brow and thousand yard stare, and I understood exactly what her problem was. She’d never liked me working for the scandal website but I’d always been a real writer doing it to pay the bills. In her mind, I’d been an about-to-be-published author. Now, I was just a gossip writer. I was still the same person, but the frame she’d had me in had changed. 
 ‘Does it matter if that’s what I do?’
She shook her head quickly. 
 ‘No, of course not!’ 
But it was too late, I’d seen that glimmer of doubt. I stood up.
 ‘Where are you going?’
I barely glanced at her as I walked out of the living room, headed for the door, and a place free of the judgement I felt from her. 
 
Half an hour later, I was in a dingy bar, already into my second double vodka. I was trying to use the alcohol to stop the awful thoughts crashing around my head but it wasn’t working. My mind continued to turn on my problems, calculating my next move. Problem one, the book, and the person responsible for this shittiest of days. I’d done a little googling on my phone as I drank and discovered that Barret and Foster was owned by Murphy House, a multinational, and that it’s CEO Phillip Murphy had recently died of a heart attack at eighty-two years of age. There was no news on his replacement available yet. It was going to take more than a quick search to discover who had decided to fuck me on this biblical level. 
Problem two, Lauren. It was possible that I’d seen something that wasn’t there, but I didn’t think so. It was also possible that I’d simply caught her in a bad moment, and that she was having her own shocked reaction to my bad news. But I was concerned that it went deeper than that. 
I quickly finished my drink and ordered a third one. I necked that and ordered a fourth. The bartender raised an eyebrow but poured it anyway. I found I was beginning to feel a little drunk, and with it came self-pity. I began to feel like my whole life had collapsed, seemingly in a matter of hours. I’d had everything and now nothing. 
On that thought, a light, lilting, beautiful female voice popped my miserable little bubble.
‘Julia?!’
I turned from the bar and standing in front of me, like the ghost of sorrows past, was Penny Stone.



Chapter Six
It had been a quite a while since the thing with Julia Hawke happened. I shouldn’t say ‘thing’. That’s the wrong word to describe it. ‘Thing’ makes it sound casual, and I’m not going to pretend it was that. It had been extremely significant, world altering in fact. 
It had shifted the direction of my life from a village girl who had every intention of marrying her childhood sweetheart and running the family shop, to becoming a city girl with dreams of being a writer. You might notice that I’ve left out the current state of my love life from that summary. I’ll admit, it’s pretty quiet in that department. I haven’t been a nun exactly. I’ve had a few dates here and there, with both boys and girls. But none of them really took.
I guess it was because those early days with Julia had been an exhilarating time, and I hadn’t found anyone else who could quite fit that bill yet. Nevertheless, I wasn’t looking for another Julia. I didn’t see her through rose coloured glasses. There had been good reasons that the relationship had ended. She’d found it difficult to be honest with me and that had been at the heart of what had killed it. Even if I could have forgiven some of the things she’d done, I simply couldn’t trust that she would ever show me the full picture. So I guess what I wanted now was someone who could excite me, but also be open with me, completely real even when it was hard. And I hadn’t found that person yet, but I was prepared to wait for him or her. 
I also thought that perhaps I was starting to tip in preference toward the second pronoun. But the fat lady hadn’t quite sung on that and I wanted to keep myself label free until I felt more certainty on it. It felt like a big move to say definitively one way or the other, and although I was not the scared little country mouse I had started out as when I’d arrived at Medford, old habits die hard. My natural cautiousness has not quite deserted me yet. I’m still essentially the same girl, after all. These days, I like to think of myself as Penny 2.0. New and improved, but hopefully still with everything that made the original model good. 
I was now midway through my third year at Medford University and it had been a tough one. I’d been working hard on my Creative Writing degree, churning out piece after piece, alongside a novel that I’d been working on for the past six months as my final project. I was about halfway through it, by my estimation, and I hated it. About half a dozen times I’d come close to deleting the thing but the amount of work that had gone into it always stopped me. 
The morning before I’d ended up in that dive bar had been particularly brutal. I’d been bashing away, certain that everything I was writing was just making it worse. And after three soul-withering hours, I’d had enough. So when my housemate Lucas Perry barged into my room demanding that we go and drink immediately, I didn’t put up much of a fight. He was great and terrible like that. He was a fun generator and a dreadful distraction. But right then, I was glad of diversion.
‘Come on, Stone. Get your shoes on!’
 ‘Lucas, you know it’s only eleven forty-five, don’t you?’ I said as I pulled my Converse on. 
Lucas was looking in my mirror, vainly running his hand through his thick dark hair and squeezing his muscles through his t-shirt, as though I wasn’t there watching him. The man had no shame. It was what I liked about him.
 ‘Yes, so by the time we reach the bar, it will be twelve, which is a completely legitimate time to start drinking.’
 ‘Should I organise an intervention?’ I asked, mostly in jest. As a purely social drinker, I wasn’t sure where the line for alcoholism lay exactly. 
 ‘Students don’t have drinking problems, just youthful indiscretions. And writers are supposed to drink. It’s in the job description.’
 ‘Yeah, but you’re not a writer. You’re a film maker.’
 ‘You’re making my case for me. We’re both in courses that require life to be lived, so we’ll have stuff to create about later.’
My shoes were on by this point and I stood, my fears that I was enabling Lucas somewhat allayed.
 ‘Sold. Let’s go.’
 
We were walking along the streets of Medford City, on the way to a place Lucas knew that he said ‘was cheap but atmospheric’ while he relayed the latest details of his continually abysmal love life. He’d been on a string of dreadful Grindr ‘dates’ recently that had left him thinking maybe there weren’t really any good men left on the app. 
‘But you still slept with most of them.’
 ‘Well, yeah. I’ve got needs. Needs that watching Magic Mike over and over are not meeting.’
 ‘Your problem is that you don’t want to admit that deep down, Luc, you’re a romantic. What you really want is to hang up your smart phone and settle down with a nice boyfriend.’
 ‘No thanks. I’ve done it once before, never again. It’s not for me. I like sex as recreation these days.’
 ‘What about companionship?’
 ‘That’s what you’re for, Stone.’
I smiled at the compliment. But it made me wonder, was that the only way it could work? By compartmentalising your needs? 
We arrived at the bar and in we went. It was a little dim in there and I looked around for a seat. Lucas was already at the bar, ordering some ridiculous tequila drinks. 
 ‘Can we start a bit slower?’ I asked desperately. Drinking in the afternoon, I’d found out from experience, tended to make me sleepy. 
Lucas turned, the drinks already in his hands. He passed me one.
 ‘No one ever achieved anything by going slow’ he said hammily. 
 ‘Lots of people have achieved lots of things while going slow.’
 ‘I know, but I find if you say things with enough force, people usually believe it.’
 ‘Yeah, you and cult leaders agree on that’ I retorted. 
He laughed and sucked tequila through an elaborate straw. I turned round to look for seating, and my eye was grabbed by someone at the opposite end of the room. Before I’d even realised who I was looking at, she caused a chill to shoot up my spine. She was sitting at the other end of the bar, a glass in her hand. Julia Hawke.
I hadn’t seen her in a year and a half, and I’m not saying I’d forgotten that she was good looking, but just how gorgeous she was knocked me for six in that moment. Had she gotten more beautiful since I’d seen her last? Right then, it seemed possible. Before I realised what I was doing, I placed my drink on the bar and I found myself drifting toward her.
‘Julia!?’
She looked up at me and her big brown eyes widened in surprise. 
 ‘Christ. Penny?’
For a second, I regretted coming over. She looked unhappy and I assumed she wasn’t pleased to see me. And then her trademark slow smile crept over her face. She stood up and I got a few seconds to look at the length of her, enough time to register that incredible body was still as lithe and shapely as the last time I’d seen it. It was possibly even more lean, probably the result of some serious working out at a guess. She was wearing a figure hugging grey pencil skirt and a sheer black blouse that complimented her natural assets, and heels that made her legs look like they were sculpted from clay, perfectly designed by an artist of some genius. As my eyes made this quick and completely involuntary body inspection, I realised she was walking toward me, coming to hug me. I didn’t hold my own arms out, still in shock at seeing her, but then her arms were around me and it felt good. Her smell enveloped me, that blend of vanilla and something else that I could never quite pin point, which I supposed was just Julia herself. It was a heady mix. 
I finally felt my arms slide around her. 
‘It’s good to see you’ she said into my ear. 
I pulled back from the hug to look at her, now that I was closer. My initial reaction had been correct. She was more beautiful than ever. 
 ‘Yeah. You too’ I said, spellbound. 
And then we just stood for a moment, staring at each other. 
An attention grabbing cough broke the moment. I turned to see Lucas waiting next to me. I’d been operating in some sort of fugue state up until that point and I began to realise that this could be awkward.
 ‘Stone, who’s your friend?’
I was reticent to say her name because I had a feeling that Lucas might have a reaction to it that would make it clear that he knew the details of mine and Julia’s history. But I had no choice.
 ‘This is Julia.’
God love him, he just smiled and put out his hand.
 ‘Hi. I’m Lucas.’
 ‘Hello.’
She shook his hand politely and then the three of us stood there in an awkward silence for what felt like ten minutes but was really only about three seconds. 
Finally, Lucas turned to me.
 ‘You know what, I just need to use the bathroom. I’ll leave you to catch up.’
He turned with a wink that only I saw and headed off. I was extremely grateful for his incredible tact. I looked back at Julia and she smiled at me.
 ‘How have you been, Penny?’
I shrugged. 
 ‘You know, pushing along.’
 ‘You must be in your third year now, is that right? How’s it going?’
I was tempted to answer ‘Great’ but I hadn’t see her in such a long time and I didn’t know if I’d see her again, and that made me want to not make up lies about life being perfect. 
 ‘Honestly, it’s a killer.’
She laughed and I saw that a few subtle lines had started to appear around her eyes since the old days. They suited her. In fact, they were incredibly sexy. I tried to shake those thoughts off.
 ‘I remember that feeling. What are you working on?’
 ‘A science fiction novel.’
She looked mildly impressed. 
 ‘Ambitious.’
I shrugged.
 ‘How about you?’
She gave a sardonic smile.
 ‘Well, after I left Medford… I’m sure you read about it.’
I sighed. I had seen the articles. They’d made her seem like some kind of cartoon vixen, not the complex person I’d known. 
 ‘Yes, I’m sorry that happened to you.’
She shook her head dismissively.
 ‘You’re the last person that should be sorry about that. In fact, I’m glad I get a chance to thank you. You kept silent, and you were the only one.’
 ‘Why wouldn’t I?’
She considered that for a moment. 
 ‘And that’s why you’re a good person. Because you really don’t know the answer to that question.’
I remembered watching each of those girls spill the details of their relationships to the press and I’d been sickened. Not just because I hated hearing about Julia’s former lovers, but because I couldn’t fathom how anyone could sell something that precious, to cheapen it by making it public. Even though it had ended badly, what Julia and I had shared was special because it had been ours alone. I could barely tell Lucas about it and he was my best friend. 
 ‘I hate that that happened to you.’
She gave me a sad smile.
 ‘It was deserved.’
 ‘No. It wasn’t.’
That laid another silence over us for a second, but not an awkward one. It felt big, full of things I couldn’t begin to unpack. 
 ‘But anyway, the storm passed and now things are better.’
 ‘I’m glad.’
 ‘But your book, I’d love to hear about it?’
At that moment, I saw Lucas sitting patiently at a table with our drinks, waiting. I felt bad for leaving him alone. But I wasn’t ready to let this moment end, not quite yet. As I looked back and forth between him and Julia, she sensed the bind I was in.
‘You need to get back to your…’
She paused and I was quick to fill in the gap.
 ‘Friend. He’s my friend.’
 ‘Right. But maybe you could email me a few chapters?’
Then she laughed self-deprecatingly.
‘Sorry, I’m sure you don’t want me reading it. I’m not your teacher anymore.’
She wasn’t. But at that moment, with the terrible state I was in over my project, I wished to god she was. Before we’d become lovers, she’d been the best teacher I’d ever had. She still was. She had a way of cutting to the heart of things, of seeing the truth in a piece. I missed that. But maybe I didn’t have to.
 ‘Actually, I wouldn’t mind if you took a look at it. I’d really appreciate your notes, if you have the time?’
She was startled and I thought maybe I’d asked a bit much but then she nodded her head readily.
 ‘I’d like that. You still have my email, I take it?’
My relief was immediate. 
 ‘I’ll send it to you as soon as I get a chance.’
 ‘OK, then. Well, I should get going, leave you to it.’
She turned to the door and I felt like I should say something else.
 ‘Thanks, Julia. You’re doing me a huge favour.’
She turned back with a playful look.
 ‘Huge favour? To read my best pupil’s work? I’m getting the better end of the deal here.’
And with that she swept out. 
I stood there for a few seconds, trying to take in what had just happened. I felt like I’d been struck by lightning. Julia Hawke, still as cool as ever. It made me remember those early days, when I’d been incredibly shy around her. But she’d been so kind, drawing me out, making me feel like whoever I was, it was OK with her. It seemed like another life time.
 ‘Stone! Come on, your ice cubes are melting!’
Lucas’s voice shook me from the whirlwind of thoughts I’d been trapped in and I scuttled back to him, gladly. Whatever poker face he’d had with Julia, it was gone now.
 ‘So that’s the famous Julia?! Well done, Stone, well done’ he said with exaggerated solemnity. ‘She’s a world class hottie.’
I tried not to blush. It didn’t work.
 ‘So what did you say to each other?’
I shrugged.
 ‘You know, normal catching up stuff.’
He tutted in complete vexation.
 ‘God, woman, it’s like pulling teeth. I want the full breakdown, moment by moment, with every nuance described in vivid detail.’
I laughed at him.
 ‘Why are you so interested?’
 ‘Because I was sitting ten feet away and I nearly got third degree burns from the sexual tension coming off you two. Something major must have occurred.’ 
I wasn’t sure if he was just being hyperbolic or if it really had looked so intense, but I didn’t want to think about it in those terms. I wanted us to be able to be normal with each other now. Whatever that meant.
 ‘She was just offering to read my book.’
 ‘Is that what they’re calling it these days?’
I swatted him.
 ‘It’s not like that. I’m having serious problems and I know she’ll be able to help me. She was a great teacher.’
 ‘I’ll just bet she was.’
 ‘Lucas, stop it, will you!’ I implored. ‘It’s not going to be like that this time. I’m not going down that road with her again.’
His cheeky smile subsided, and I saw there was something serious under the kidding.
 ‘If you say so. But I know from experience, being friends with an ex can be tricky. And I know how you felt about her.’
 ‘Exactly, how I felt. Past tense. I got over it, Luc. I’m not going to pretend that was easy, but I did it. She’s not what I want anymore.’
He nodded, thoughtfully.
 ‘I hope so, Stone. I wouldn’t like to see you get hurt. And she looked like a heartbreaker.’
I took a sip of my strong drink, thinking yes, that’s exactly what she was. She’d broken my heart completely, and it had taken a long time to repair it. I didn’t regret what had happened, because there had been a lot about the relationship that had been good and it had made me grow up a lot. But it was the past and I wanted to go forwards, not backwards. Although, I had to admit, part of me wondered whether I could really be friends with Julia and not get sucked back into the riptide that she was. 
 



Chapter Seven
I was sitting in my study, on the phone with my editor Jacob. We were talking about Stephen Griffin. Apparently, my predictions had been correct. The article had been widely read, including by the police, and he was facing charges. I was sorry for him, although I had no regrets about my article. Jacob wanted me to write a series of follow ups, to cover the story to its conclusion.
‘I’m happy to do that, but you realise he’s not going to talk to me again, don’t you? He probably sees me as the face of all his misery.’
I could hear the smile in Jacob’s voice.
 ‘Anyone else, I’d agree with you. But I know you, Julia. You’ll find a way to get him talking. You’ll have him thinking you’re his best friend when you’re done with him.’
I shrugged off the flattery.
 ‘If that’s true, it’ll be more to do with his eye for the ladies than my natural persuasiveness.’
 ‘Don’t be humble, Julia. It doesn’t suit you. I didn’t hire you to be a pretty face. I hired you because you have the instincts of a shark. I like that in a journalist.’
 ‘A shark? Great. I’ll put that on my CV.’
 ‘You should. It’s more valuable than people care to admit.’
I didn’t see myself that way. I was just making a living. But I let the comment go, knowing that I had another motive for this conversation.
 ‘Listen, Jacob, I need to ask you a favour.’
 ‘And what would that be?’
 ‘There’s something I need to find out, but I need to do it quietly.’
He was intrigued.
 ‘You’ve certainly got my attention, go on.’
 ‘Murphy House is going through a power change. I need to know who’s in the running for the top spot. It’s not a matter of public record just yet, but if anyone could get access to that particular rumour mill, it’s you.’
 ‘That would only be considered a compliment in our particular corner of the world, but I’ll take it. Why do you need to know?’
I could have made something up, but Jacob’s bullshit detector would have smelled it a mile off. In this instance, the truth would get me further.
 ‘Someone in that company has, shall we say, a little bee in their bonnet about yours truly. They’re trying to destroy my literary career before it gets started. I need to know who without them knowing I’m looking for them. If I start making phone calls, these things have a way of getting to interested parties.’
I knew Jacob was one of the few people would accept that story without further questions and he didn’t let me down.
 ‘Alright, let me make a phone call.’
We said our goodbyes and hung up. I knew Jacob would be able to get me the info I wanted, although I still wasn’t exactly sure what to do with it when I got it. I supposed it would depend on who the person in question turned out to be.
My phone rang a few minutes later and I picked it up eagerly. But the screen read ‘Lauren’. I answered a little reluctantly.
 ‘Hi.’
 ‘Hi, I just wanted to check in about tomorrow, before I confirm.’
I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. But of course, I couldn’t just say I’d forgotten our plans. There was probably an entry for that in the beginners guide to bad girlfriends. I’d have to try and ferret out the details. 
 ‘Yeah, of course. What time do we need to be there again?’
 ‘Elly said about eight.’
Elly, right. Elly and Joel were Lauren’s oldest friends, from medical school. Now they were married and had a baby on the way. They were nice enough people, if a little dull. I vaguely recalled that a dinner had been planned. 
 ‘Great. Looking forward to it. Better go, work to do.’
There was a slight pause.
 ‘OK. Love you.’
 ‘Love you too’ I said awkwardly.
We hung up and I was grateful. Things had been a little strained since I’d come home with my news a few days ago. But when I’d come back later that day from the bar, she’d been extremely apologetic about her reaction, promising that she didn’t care what I did and that she loved me no matter what. And it seemed like she meant it. So I’d decided that I couldn’t throw six good months away on the basis of one bad day. Lauren deserved more of a chance than that. She’d certainly taken a chance on me.
While I waited for Jacob’s call, I checked my emails. Amongst the junk mail, there was an email from Penny. My heart did a small involuntary jump at the sight of her name. I didn’t read too much into that reaction but I couldn’t help thinking about our meeting. What were the odds that at such a low point, she should appear? And I had to admit, she’d looked great. The nominal amount of youthful puppy fat still remaining when I’d last seen her had dropped off her newly sharp cheekbones, letting the wholesome beauty of her face shine utterly. Her dark blonde hair was longer now and it fell around her shoulders in soft waves. Her eyes, that particular jade green, shone with a new sureness. It seemed like some of the confidence that I’d seen start to emerge when I’d known her had grown in. She was coming into her own, that had been clear. 
But you only had to speak to her to see she was still the old, sweet Penny. I was glad to see that. When I’d thought about Penny in the time since I’d seen her last, I’d had a slight fear that our relationship might have damaged her in some way, made her cynical. But from our brief conversation, I’d seen no sign of it. She’d been generous and compassionate, just as I remembered her. 
I opened the email.
‘Julia, here’s the first six chapters. Don’t go easy on me.
Penny
P.S It was great to see you.’
I couldn’t help but smile. She’d always had a way of bringing light to my day. It was nice to see that hadn’t changed, even though our relationship had. I was happy that she’d asked for my help because firstly, I hadn’t been exaggerating, she really had been my best student. But secondly, the thought that I might get a chance to build a friendship with her was a nice one. I had never thought it possible before. But I wasn’t counting my chickens. I didn’t expect anything of her. She owed me exactly nothing.
I opened the attachment. The book was called ‘Many Moons Ago’ and it was a tale of time travel. I was slightly surprised that Penny had moved into writing science fiction, as she hadn’t written anything in that style for me in her first year but I was pleased to see her branching out into other genres. It always seemed to me to be a good thing when writers didn’t confine themselves to a genre or topic and were willing to take risks outside their comfort zone. And Penny had always been a risk taker. 
I read the first three chapters and the prose was, quite simply, gorgeous. She had developed into her style beautifully. But she had said she was having problems so I turned my critical faculties on. As I reread the first few chapters, I could see that the themes of the book were a little unfocused. There were a lot of ideas, and that was possibly her problem. But it was an embarrassment of riches, and with a little help to pare it down, I thought she really had something. 
I began to write my thoughts down to send but I had never liked giving notes via email. It always felt a little cold blooded and didn’t allow for a dialogue, which to me was always part of the process. I decided to ask for a face to face.
‘Penny, first off, this is great stuff. But I think I know what your problem is. Would you like to meet to talk it through?
Julia,
P.S Great to see you too.’
My finger hovered over the send icon. Something was stopping me. Was I worried she’d say no? Maybe a little. I was angry at the nerves I felt so I clicked send just to tell them they held no power in this situation. I told myself that it didn’t matter whether she said no or not. It was a lie, I knew that. But it was the lie that I chose. And that gave me control over the situation.
A second later, my phone rang. It was Jacob.
‘That didn’t take you long.’
 ‘It was a quick phone call to a business reporter I know, Jimmy. No sweat. But if you want to send me a gift, my iPad is on the fritz’ he said dryly. 
 ‘How about I just keep generating lots of beautiful clicks for you?’
He chuckled. 
 ‘I’ll take it. So, Jimmy told me that after Phillip Murphy died, there were a few pretenders to the throne, but his granddaughter Alexandra Murphy is at the front of the pack. It’s got a lot of people pretty angry, because of the nepotism angle. But Philip Murphy had a lot of respect and it was his wish that she replace him. The board intends to put their faith in his recommendation. Apparently she’s been basically doing the job since he died, although it’s not set in stone yet. But they’re going to announce her in a few weeks. So, do you know her?’
Alexandra Murphy? No synapses fired in response to that name.
 ‘It’s not ringing any bells. But it’s somewhere to start. Thanks, Jacob.’
 ‘No problem, anything for my top reporter.’
 ‘I bet you say that to all your reporters.’
 ‘Yes I do. But it has to be true of someone. It could easily be you.’
 ‘Anything’s possible. Be in touch.’
I hung up and immediately googled the name, Alexandra Murphy. In a world where you can find a picture of anything or anyone, she was the exception. There were a few business articles that mentioned her in relation to the company, chronicling her rise through the ranks, but no detail that helped me at all. I searched the electoral records. There were quite a few people by that name but I managed to pare the list down by using the few details I could glean, such as age, and then cross referencing it with the post codes of people with money, heiress to a publishing empire type money. I found someone in Medford who seemed a likely candidate, being that it was possibly someone I’d know. I would go and check her out tomorrow. 
My email pinged. It was Penny.
‘I’d love to meet. Name where and when.’
It momentarily distracted me from my hunt for Alexandra Murphy. Penny wanted to see me again. Even if it was just professional, we might still salvage something positive from the wreckage of our relationship. I was a little more excited about that than I wanted to be. After all, I had Lauren. She was the only person who was supposed to get me excited. Maybe not right now, with things as they were. Normally, though. But I told myself that the beginnings of a friendship had these feelings too.
 



Chapter Eight
I looked at my phone, the time was 11.58. Julia was due in two minutes. I’d been here twenty minutes already, prone as I was to being early. But it wasn’t just a leaning toward punctuality that had made me come early, I wanted to feel settled and comfortable in the coffee shop before Julia arrived. Last time I’d seen her, I’d been taken completely by surprise. I’d felt unprepared and thrown by the situation. This time, I wanted to be a bit more at ease, not to seem like such a mess. Not for Julia, but for myself. 
In the old days, the dynamic between us had been a bit unbalanced. She’d been my teacher and I’d been the naïve young student. But now, yes I was still asking her to teach me essentially, but I couldn’t see any reason why we couldn’t be a bit more in balance with one another. Why we couldn’t just be two writers. 
Not that I put myself in Julia’s league, of course. I’d read all of her early published work. She was a serious talent, not to mention an astute teacher, which is why it would be silly not to take advantage of her experience. But that’s all I wanted it to be with her now. A knowledgeable adviser at least, a friendship at most. The shock of seeing her before had caught me completely off guard and maybe I’d felt a few flickers of the old feelings, but that was natural, I thought. These things didn’t just vanish. But they didn’t have to mean anything in the grand scheme of things. 
At the moment I thought that, she walked in and I was provided with an immediate reminder of those flickers. I think it was the way she made her entrance, that self-assured strut, and her immediate ease with the man behind the counter. Even if she had only been average looking, which she most certainly was not, that confidence would always catch your attention. Because a lot of people walked around like that but with most of them, you would quickly catch on to the fact that there was something artificial about it. But having known Julia as personally as I had, I knew that sureness was real. I remembered that it was something I’d been struck by on that first day of class. She couldn’t walk into a room without looking like she owned it, no matter what room it was. I wondered if I’d ever be that confident.
She had her coffee now and she’d spotted me. She came over and despite my efforts, I felt a little unravelled as she approached. Pull it together, Penny. She’s just a person. More to the point, the person that stomped on your heart a year and a half ago, I reminded myself. 
‘Hi.’
 ‘Hi.’
She slid into the seat next to me and put her coffee down on the table. We looked at each other for a second and I had the urge to laugh. I was able to restrain it, thank god. That would have been a great start to my desire for equality with her, if I’d started giggling like a school girl. I decided if I wanted to get this on track, I was going to have to take the lead. 
 ‘Thanks for taking the time to read the pages. I really appreciate it.’
She grinned.
 ‘You said that already. You don’t have to keep thanking me for this, you know. I’m glad to do it.’
I smiled ruefully. 
 ‘Well, even so. This thing is murder on me at the moment and I’ve got a feeling you’re going to break the miserable streak I’m on.’
She pulled out a notebook, slapping it down on the table.
 ‘No pressure then’ she kidded. 
 ‘I’m not too worried about that. You’ve never let me down before.’
I realised what I’d said and my face began to go pink. She raised an eyebrow at me.
 ‘In the classroom, I mean. Because you were a good teacher.’
She watched me squirm for a second and she took pity on me. She nodded her head evenly.
 ‘I know what you meant.’
She opened her notebook and I was pleased to see tightly packed scribbled notes all over the page. She was taking this as seriously as I was. I hadn’t been trying to devolve into digs about the past, but sometimes these things crept up on you. But I could see she wasn’t going to let my slip up take away her resolve to do what she’d come here to do. Seeing how professionally she was behaving relaxed me. We could rely on work to steady the ship. 
Although, as she began to reread her notes, I remembered that it was actually work that had been my downfall the first time. Because we weren’t discussing a dispassionate topic, we were talking about my writing work. It was intensely personal. And I’d gotten emotional. That’s what had let to that first time at the cabin. And all at once, my memory was flooded with images of that day. Julia, naked, her head between my thighs. My body shaking in ecstasy. 
‘Are you OK?’
My mind was torn from its base descent to see Julia staring at me with mild concern. Had my face betrayed its thoughts? 
 ‘I’m fine. I just… I guess I’m just a bit nervous to hear what you think.’
She seemed to accept the lie.
 ‘You don’t need to worry about that. It’s good work, Penny. I liked it a lot.’
At any other time I would have been thrilled to hear Julia compliment my work like that but I was still trying to shake off the memories that were trying to get into my mind. But it was a brief fight and I pulled myself back into the moment, clinging to Julia’s words like the wreckage of my sanity. She liked the book. And her opinion mattered. Not just to me, it had been respected throughout Medford University at one point. I gave her the best smile that I could muster.
 ‘I’m glad you like it.’
She smiled back and glanced back down at her notes and I took the moment to collect myself.
 ‘So, I’ve had a look at it and I’ve got some thoughts about what might be causing you trouble.’
And just like that, my book was at the front of my thoughts. The simplicity was a relief. 
‘I think it’s good that it’s complex but I think you may be making more work for yourself than you need to.’
I nodded. I’d been thinking this myself but I hadn’t been able to narrow down the problem any further.
‘Looking at that first chapter, it seemed like there were maybe as many as three character motivations emerging. Was that your intent?’
I was astonished. Three? I’d thought there was only one. 
 ‘God, no.’
 ‘Are you sure?’
She sat back in her chair, letting the question sink in. Thinking quickly about it, I realised she was right. When I’d started the book, I’d had the idea that the central character would travel though time, looking for the period that they belonged in, that perfect moment. She travels throughout the past and the future, looking for the place that she fits into. But at the edge of my mind had been other ideas, other things she was looking for. Love, for example. Those things had seemed linked with her search for the perfect time, but maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were distracting from it.
 ‘Damn. You’re right. How did I miss that?’
She dismissed my self-criticism with a wave of her hand, making my lack of perception seem unimportant. 
 ‘You can easily miss these things from the inside. I’ve done it myself, many times. You let yourself get distracted by ideas that intrigue you. This is not the last time you’ll make this mistake, I promise you. I still make it now. But one simple powerful idea is all you ever need.’
Anyone else might have been a little smug in a moment like that. Not Julia, though. It reminded me of how good a teacher she was. She wasn’t just insightful, she was generous with herself. All the talent she possessed, all of her teaching experience, and she never put herself above you.
‘When this happens to me, I find it helps to go back a step. I write a new outline for the story, to find the core of it.’
I let out a chagrined sigh. She knew what it meant immediately.
‘I know, I know, it’s disconcerting to go back to that stage when you’re halfway through a full length novel. But I promise you, you’ll save yourself a lot of time down the line. The next redraft will be a lot simpler. Sometimes you have to go backwards to go forwards.’
I nodded, taking comfort in that. I suddenly realised I felt hope, for the first time in a while. It seemed like maybe the book would be OK. And I knew that was down to Julia. I wanted her to know what she’d done. She deserved it. 
 ‘I know you said not to thank you again but I think I have to.’
 ‘Don’t you dare!’
I laughed. 
 ‘No, I do. I’ve wanted to throw this whole project away for the last few months and right now it feels like its salvageable. That’s down to you. But then you always had a way of making it seem like my work had value. That’s why you were my best teacher.’
She looked surprised.
 ‘I was?’
Her surprise surprised me.
 ‘You must have known that!’
 ‘Considering that I slept with you midway through the first year, no, I didn’t. Not exactly teacher of the year behaviour.’
It was the first glimmer of the complicated person underneath Julia’s poised exterior I’d caught today. And it made me stop putting on my own professional air and find a feeling below it. I was suddenly angry. Angry that she didn’t realise the impact her teaching had had on my life. I wasn’t angry with her, but with myself. I’d never really told her and that meant it was my fault.
 ‘It doesn’t take away from what you gave me. You got me excited about writing. You made me think I could really do it. I wouldn’t be where I am now without you. And maybe there’s some hard days with writing, but I truly love it and I don’t want to do anything else.’
She looked briefly moved but she wouldn’t accept the compliment.
 ‘I can’t take the credit for that. You made your own decision to do this.’
 ‘That’s true. But I was standing on a cliff, wanting to jump. And I couldn’t do it. I might never have done it, I don’t know. But I do know that you came up behind me and gave me a gentle push. It made the difference.’
That had been true for all sorts of things in my life, but for now, I was sticking to the relatively safe topic of writing. I hoped Julia took the accolade. She was staring down at her notebook and it seemed like maybe I’d embarrassed her. But then she looked up at me and there was a little sadness in her eyes.
 ‘I kind of thought maybe I’d ruined your life. With how things ended.’
It was strange. She was talking about our relationship and I was talking about her teaching. It suddenly occurred to me that maybe we were talking about the same thing. I’d learned all kinds of lessons from her. But right now, I was focusing on the good ones and she was only seeing the bad ones. It reminded me of those bad ones too. Right now, we were in the midst of what was an essentially professional relationship, and so it was easy to see the best in her. Because that’s when she was at her very best, in the classroom. 
But when we’d moved things to the bedroom, I don’t know if I ever really got the best of her then. She’d shown me what she wanted me to see. And maybe it had been love. But I didn’t really know what that meant to Julia. If it had meant the same thing that it meant to me. Being reminded of these thoughts, although painful, was very helpful right then. Because I’d felt myself getting drawn in, in the old way, even though I’m sure that wasn’t what she intended. I’d done it to myself. And now I was able to remove myself. She was a great teacher. And that’s all she was to me now.
 ‘Well, you didn’t’ I said simply.
That seemed to make her happy. She shook the moment off and looked back down at her notes.
 ‘I had some other thoughts, if you’ve got the time?’
I nodded, feeling steadier.
 ‘I’d love to hear your notes.’



Chapter Nine
I blew into my hands and rubbed them together, trying to get a little warmer. Here I was again, sitting in my car, waiting for someone to come out of their home. But this time, I didn’t really know who. Alexandra Murphy, woman of mystery, ruiner of lives. My life, anyway. 
The house was large and, from my limited view, it was in the modern style, all one level, with many glass walls. It had a long tree lined driveway and a private gate with intercom. It had been forty-five minutes of waiting, but I wasn’t going anywhere until I got a glimpse of this person.
As I sat, I had time to think and naturally, my thoughts turned to the meeting I’d just had with Penny. I was glad we’d done it. I’d wanted to help her and I hadn’t expected anything in return. But she had given me something. She’d relinquished me of a fair bit of guilt. Not all of it, and rightfully so. I’d behaved badly with her. I’d lied to her, cheated, and been generally selfish. I’d cared about her deeply, but it had been at a point in my life where I’d forgotten how to really be with another person. Hadn’t been ready for it, ready for her. 
And yet not two hours ago, she’d told me I’d been her best teacher. I suppose that I hadn’t really prioritised that part our relationship in my memories of that time. I was glad that she could. But that was Penny. She could find the good. I envied that. Now more than ever, I tended to look for the worst. And that stretched beyond my current job, which certainly capitalised on that skill, but certainly didn’t create it.
What was incredible to me, as she had told me what she’d learned from me, is that in her own way she’d taught me a lot too. She’d taught me to love again. But I couldn’t tell her that. It wasn’t appropriate now. It suddenly struck me as funny that now, after I’d been thrown out of my teaching job for having sex with my students, I was concerned about propriety in a casual tutoring session. Well, better late than never. 
I was pulled from my meditations by the sound of Alexandra Murphy’s large steel gates grinding slowly open. I shuffled down in my seat. I wanted to see her but I had no intention of letting her see me.
A royal blue Mercedes Benz pulled up to the gates and I watched carefully, ready to get a good look at its inhabitant. But as the car waited for the gate to finish opening, the sun glared onto the windscreen, obscuring the view. I cursed the sudden and inconvenient winter sun but then I had a stroke of luck. As the car pulled out onto the road, it suddenly stopped.
I could vaguely make out two woman in the front of the car, but still it wasn’t that helpful at this range. And then one of the back doors flew open, a woman’s voice spilled out.
‘Georgia, I don’t care if you’re hungover, you’re coming to this dinner. People will expect to see you there.’
 ‘Do you even care that I don’t want to be there?
 ‘Not really. I fund your life, this is the deal. Just occasionally, you come to these functions and you smile and keep your mouth shut.’
 ‘Can we at least go back for my sunglasses?’
 ‘I’m not going back for a pair of sunglasses. If you forgot them, it’s tough.’
 ‘Christ, will you just wait here then so I can get them?!’
 ‘You’ve got five minutes.’
A young woman I didn’t recognise climbed out of the open door, slamming it shut behind her. She looked about twenty, which was not the right age for Alexandra Murphy. She was a good looking girl, with raven black hair, alabaster skin and sky blue eyes. There was something familiar about her, though I didn’t know what. She looked furious as she stomped back in through the gate. 
Even though the car doors were now shut, the person I presumed to be Georgia’s mother began another angry audible quarrel, this time with her female passenger side companion. I squinted, trying to get a better view, and voice rang out clear.
‘How am I hard on her? I pay for her to drink herself into a stupor every damn night.’
I didn’t hear the reply to that, but the first voice spoke again, much louder. 
‘Yes, I know it’s not all about money. I’m simply saying I’m not prepared to let her make a fool of me as usual. Not today. Don’t tell me how to raise my daughter, Jessica.’
This time the reply was clear.
 ‘Don’t speak to me like that. I’m her step parent and I have a say as well.’
I suddenly realised that my SLR camera was in the back of the car. A good zoom would do better than my naked eyes. I grabbed the cam, careful not to draw the attention of the car, and pointed it cautiously at my target, zooming in. As I began to push in, the girl came back with her sunglasses. The car began to move off and I had one glare free second. I barely got one snap before the car pulled off down the road.
As the car vanished, I looked at my screen and pulled up the snap I’d gotten. It had two women in the front. The passenger was about thirty, bottle blond, attractive, maybe a little more make up than she needed. She was presumably ‘Jessica’. But as I looked at the driver’s side, my interest was piqued. There she was, Alexandra Murphy. I knew immediately who she was. And I also knew exactly why she was trying to ruin me.
 
I’d been twenty two years old when I’d met Alexandra Murphy, or Alex Henry as I’d known her sixteen years ago. She was a little older than me, twenty seven. I met her in a coffee shop, a place I went to write when I shared a house with some fairly loud housemates. She’d stop in around the same time every day, always for the same thing, a small black coffee. I noticed her fairly quickly, with her long glossy black hair, milky skin and sharp blue eyes. She looked a lot like her daughter does now. 
I’m sure you’ve begun to guess where this story goes but I’ll tell you anyway. I decided that I wanted her for two reasons. Firstly, she was an astonishing beauty. Secondly, she didn’t notice me. 
The girls I’d been sleeping with were easy, unexciting, and they all seemed to drift to me without me needing to do much. It happened in bars and clubs, the gym, once even in a supermarket. It had always been that way for me. There was no pursuit needed at all. And I was bored. Yes, even then, I was beginning to think there was more to the chase than being the object of it. I’d had enough of the routine and Alex presented a new challenge. And I instinctively knew, Alex would be the toughest of nuts to crack. She had a way of gliding around as if she merely deigned to live in the same world the rest of us did. She was haughty. And I liked it.
After a few weeks of watching her stop in for her daily coffee, I decided to engineer a meeting. I stood behind her as she got her coffee and at the moment she turned, I bumped right into her. Not very original but it’s a classic for a reason. Coffee spilled all over both of us.
‘Oh my god, I’m so sorry.’
 ‘Jesus Christ!’
She looked down at herself, furious. I’d known she would be. It was half the reason I’d done it like this. If I could pull seduction back from this moment, what an accomplishment it would be.
 ‘It’s all over you. God. Was that coat expensive? It looks expensive.’
She looked at me then for the first time and she seemed to relent a little in the face of my convincing mortification. 
 ‘It’s OK.’
 ‘At the very least, let me pay for it to be dry cleaned.’
 ‘No, it’s fine. You don’t need to do that’ she said coldly.
 ‘Are you sure?’
 ‘Don’t worry about it. Anyway, I need to get going.’
 ‘At least let me get you a replacement coffee?’
She looked at her watch.
 ‘I don’t know if I’ve got time…’
 ‘It’ll just take a sec. Dave, a black coffee to go please?’ I called to the barista.
Dave began to fiddle with the filter and I noticed a book poking out of Alex’s bag. 
‘Is that Fitzgerald?’
She looked down at the book absentmindedly.
 ‘Oh. Yes. Tender is the Night.’
If I had an in, this was it.
 ‘I like that one. But I prefer Gatsby.’
 ‘You’re a reader?’ she asked with disinterest. I felt like I was losing what small momentum I’d created.
 ‘Yes. When I’m not writing myself.’
She looked at me anew.
 ‘Are you any good? 
It was an excellent question, and quite a bold one from a stranger. It charmed me greatly. I decided to give her the most honest answer I could.
 ‘Yes, I’m good. Not great. Not yet. But good’ I said and smiled slowly, biting my lip a little.
She seemed to like that answer. She didn’t smile exactly but I thought I saw a flicker of something behind her eyes, something like intrigue. But before I could take the conversation any further, Dave producing the drink.
 ‘Well, I better get going. Good luck with the writing.’
And off she went without a second glance. But I didn’t give up hope.
 
The next day, I waited until five minutes before the time when she usually arrived and ordered her coffee for her. And when she came in, I waved at her.
‘Hey, I got you a coffee.’
She looked surprised to see me, as though she’d forgotten yesterday already.
 ‘You didn’t need to do that.’
 ‘I checked the cost of dry cleaning your coat. It’s not cheap. I’m going to keep buying you coffee until the debt is repaid.’
Was she going to find this winningly smooth? Or irritating? For a second, I really didn’t know. Then she gave a small smile and came over for the coffee. My laptop was open and she glanced at it.
 ‘Are you working?’
 ‘Yes, but I need to take a break. Would you sit with me a second? If you don’t, I’m just going to keep scrolling up and down the page, messing around with it.’
She was undecided for a second. 
 ‘Well, I suppose I could sit. Just for a minute.’
She sat down and we started to talk. It was quickly clear that she was very bright and very well read. And I knew that as a writer, I might appeal to her intellectual side. And by god, I worked that angle. I threw all my accumulated knowledge into those few minutes, naming the best writers and books that I knew, old and new. I could see her begin to enjoy the conversation. And as she left, I promised her another coffee the next day. She didn’t say yes to it. But she didn’t say no either.
The next day, I had her coffee ready for her arrival again. She walked in and this time she simply came over and sat right down, no persuasion needed. And we talked a little longer than the day before. She was interested in what I was writing and I gave her small nuggets, being careful not to go on too much about it. There’s nothing more boring than a writer talking about stories they’ve yet to write. 
And that became a daily thing, coffee and talk. We’d cover a range of subjects, from literature to politics to art. And I’d ask about her life. She was married, it turned out, with a four year old daughter. I was only briefly discouraged. Because I was getting the vibe that the housewife thing was wearing pretty thin. She was a smart woman and she knew she was wasting her mind. And I knew that was my way into her bed. Yes, I realise that seducing a married woman was wicked. But I was young. I honestly believed that once I’d gotten what I wanted, we could go back to our lives as before and that no real harm had to be done.
And then one day, she asked me if I wanted to come over to her place for a drink. The kid was in daycare, husband out at work. I had an idea that my moment had come. I went over to her house. It was a beautiful place, a lot fancier than where I lived although not the quite palace she currently resides in. 
After a little chatter, she offered me wine, even though it was still early afternoon. We sat on the sofa, drinking and talking. After we finished the bottle, she put her glass down.
‘Julia…’
 ‘Alex..?’ I replied devilishly.
She frowned at me.
 ‘Can I ask you something?’
 ‘Of course.’
And that infamous Alex haughtiness made a sudden appearance. She looked at me directly, aggressively even.
 ‘Do you find me attractive?’
Of course I did. But the way she’d asked that, so confrontationally, I wondered if this was actually going in the direction that I’d hoped. Was this actually a prelude to her telling me to get lost? That I was misreading her and she had no interest in me like that? 
Well, I thought, I’ve loaded the gun. I might as well fire it. I swallowed and nodded.
 ‘I do. I think you’re beautiful.’
She turned away from me, in embarrassment I thought.
 ‘I’m a married women, you realise that, don’t you?’
I heaved a sigh and nodded, letting go of all hope at that point. No, this wasn’t going to fly. I was punching above my weight.
And with that loss of confidence, I got up, deciding I should go. Alex stood up too and I thought she was just going to see me to the door, but she murmured ‘Wait.’ And then she seized hold of me, dragging me to her, pulling me into a ferocious kiss. I melted into it like ice in the fire. And Alex was fire. She was consuming me like a hungry flame. 
It was a truly satisfying moment. A moment of victory. With hindsight, I can see that a seed was sown in me in from that moment. And what it planted was a lifelong craving for those moments of true conquest.
Eventually, mine and Alex’s powerful kiss broke and we both took a second to catch our breath. I hoped it wouldn’t end there, that she wouldn’t get cold feet. But I needn’t have worried. She wanted a lot more than a kiss.
‘You’re coming with me. Right now.’
And she pulled me up the stairs.
In the bedroom, she turned to me and said ‘Strip. Slowly. I want to see you.’
For the first moment in this lengthy seduction, I was a little daunted. Because I was beginning to see that behind closed doors, she was every inch the untamed, dominant woman that she was in the outside world. But I wasn’t about to resign now. I pulled my clothes off, slowly, beginning to enjoy my striptease. Once I was naked, she pulled me to the bed and pinned me down on my back, holding me by my wrists.
‘Don’t move.’
I lay there, motionless but pent-up as she pulled off her own clothes. She was magnificent, the most exquisite woman I’d ever beheld. And then I watched as she travelled around my body, licking every inch of it, taking her sweet time. I was ready to explode by the time she reached my wet, throbbing arousal. The orgasm was delicious, powerful, my young body reaching new heights. 
After that, I was desperate to touch her. I literally begged to taste her. She looked up at me, smiled and turned herself around, her face still between my thighs as she moved into position, lowering herself onto my mouth, allowing me to taste her, which I did with zeal. 
That went on for some time, both of us licking each other with deliberation and relentless hunger for the other. The only disruptions occurred when one of us cried out in ecstasy. 
Eventually, we lay back, exhausted
‘I’ve never cheated before.’
I turned to face her. She was staring at the ceiling. 
 ‘Do you feel guilty?’
 ‘I don’t know.’
Only then did she look at me. She pushed a sweaty lock of hair from my forehead.
 ‘You’re not my first girl, you know.’
I nodded.
 ‘I realised that about halfway through my first orgasm. It’s obvious you know what you’re doing.’
She looked back at the ceiling.
 ‘I thought I would be OK, getting married, just being with him. And then you spilled that damn coffee on me.’
It was only then that I began to wonder if I’d done something bad. But that voice was a quiet one in comparison to the one that wanted Alex as many times as I could have her. 
Still, as far as I was concerned, it could only be recreational. I mean, I liked Alex a lot. She was smart, sexy, good company and magnificent in bed. But married. And that meant it was a certain type of relationship. And I thought she looked at it in the same light. I only had half the story, however. But I didn’t realise that till much later. 
A few days after, she texted me and I went over to her house. And the same thing happened, although with significantly less pre-amble. And from there it became habitual, a few times a week for about three months. It was a wonderful time, a time of incredible sex with an exciting and stimulating woman. It was somewhat disappointing to think it would be over some day, but I took great comfort from the idea of the next conquest.
Then one day, I went over to see her, for what I thought was the usual. Ordinarily, we’d go to her bedroom pretty quickly but instead of leading me upstairs, she took me into the kitchen. I began to get a little nervous. She seemed edgy. Was this an ‘It’s been great but adios’ type conversation? 
She made some tea and we sat down at the table. I waited for the brush off, thinking perhaps it was for the best. It couldn’t go on forever. But Alex took a deep breath and said ‘I’ve done it.’
I didn’t have the first idea what she was talking about.
 ‘Done what?’
 ‘I’ve left my husband. Or, kicked him out, I suppose. Anyway, he’s gone.’
I nearly dropped my tea.
 ‘You’ve…’ I trailed off. She nodded, exultant.
 ‘It was hard, but it had to be done. Because I love you.’
It was the first time she’d ever said she loved me. I felt a little faint.
 ‘But, but, we never-’
 ‘I know this is a big move, but don’t be scared.’
 ‘But we never talked about this’ I finally managed to spit out.
She began to look a little disconcerted.
 ‘No, we didn’t. But we didn’t need to. I know you feel like I do.’
I sat in a dazed silence.
 ‘I want to make this work. Don’t you?’
 ‘I, um, I…’
 ‘Adam is going to pick up his things tomorrow and then maybe you can bring your stuff over the day after.’
 ‘You want me to move in?!’
 ‘Of course. Isn’t that what you want?’
I was in complete and utter shock. I’d thought of this as a fun affair and now she wanted me to live with her? 
She stood and came up behind me. She began to kiss my neck. My head began to swim as her lips caressed my flesh.
‘Don’t you want to have this any time you like?’ she whispered seductively. 
As the hormones rushed around my body, I began to consider it. Maybe it could work? And then I remembered the child. 
We didn’t talk about her four year old very often, and so it had been easy to push the fact of her existence to the back of my mind, but in the face of being asked to move in, she was suddenly a reality. Even though Alex wasn’t talking about her daughter, she was part of the package. And there was no way I was going to be a parent, not at twenty two. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted a real relationship, never mind a four year old step kid. 
So I told her that. If I could have found a kind lie for her in that moment, I would have done. I really didn’t want to hurt her. But she was springing this huge thing on me, despite the fact we had never discussed it. I hadn’t agreed to any of this. And I didn’t really feel like it had been my fault. So I could only give her the truth: that she was expecting more than I wanted to give. I explained that if she’d ever said that she’d been planning to leave her husband for me, I would have told her not to do it. I would have said that we could never be serious. Because there was a world out there that I still wanted to see, and I didn’t want to be strapped to a family that wasn’t even mine. It was harsh. I’m not going to pretend that it wasn’t. Sixteen years later and I still wince at that moment. 
She didn’t take the rejection well. 
‘You selfish little bitch.’
 ‘Alex, I’m sorry but…’
 ‘No! Be quiet. I’ve heard enough from you.’
She was standing near the cooker, holding onto the door handle. Her knuckles were white with rage.
‘You’ve ruined my life, do you understand that? And you’ve done it for sex, you piece of shit.’
I stood up to leave and then I turned to her, feeling awful, wanting to try and say something to make it better.
 ‘Alex, this isn’t about you. It’s me, I’m just not ready for this. You’re incredible but...’
That seemed to make her even angrier.
 ‘Get the fuck out of here, Julia. I never want to see you again.’
I was truly sorry that I’d caused her pain, but I could see there was no way I was going to be able to fix this situation with my words. Not this time. So I left. And I never saw her again.
And then after that, I can only surmise the way her life went from the facts I had. But at an educated guess, she’d gotten a divorce, (reverting back to the family name which is why I hadn’t realised who she was) and gotten a job at her grandfather’s company. She’d never mentioned her family’s connection to Murphy house to me back in the old days. Perhaps she had wanted to avoid any uncomfortable requests to pass my work up. But once she’d climbed the ranks of the business, and seen my name pop up on some list of projects, she’d seen a chance to get her revenge. 
Thinking about that made me livid. She was really going to ruin my career over something that had happened years ago? Because from what I could see, her life had worked out pretty well for her. She had the great job, the big house, the expensive car, and what seemed like a stable family situation. Maybe they hadn’t seemed too happy, but that wasn’t down to me. 
I sat in my car for a further twenty minutes after I’d found out the identity of Alex. I wasn’t sure what to do with the information, but there were vague ideas floating around my head. Then I realised I was supposed to be at the dinner with Lauren and her friends in twenty minutes and I was about forty five minutes away. I put the car in gear and sped away from Alex’s house and thoughts of the past.
 



Chapter Ten
I arrived at the house to see Lauren’s car sitting out front. She’d already gone in. Not a good sign. I ran up to the door and pushed the buzzer, suddenly remembering that Lauren had tasked me with bringing wine.
Ellie opened the door, all smiles and ushered me in. I went in to see Lauren standing with Joel, drinking wine. 
‘You’re late’ she said evenly.
 ‘I know, traffic. I’m sorry.’
 ‘Did you bring the wine?’
I tried to look contrite but she shook her head, as though she wasn’t surprised.
 ‘It’s OK, I thought you might forget. I bought some.’
That irritated me. She’d just assumed I was going to screw it up? I mean, yes I had. But she hadn’t even expected me to get this right. 
But I just said ‘Thanks Lauren.’
She handed me a glass and I drank half of it in one go. It was going to be a long night. 
 
Later, we were eating dinner when Ellie bought up the subject of the book. I looked to Lauren, but she was focusing on her meal. She obviously hadn’t told Ellie the news. 
‘So, when can I put in my pre-order on Amazon?’
 ‘Actually Ellie, the book isn’t being printed’ I said plainly. I wasn’t in the mood to play keeping up with the Jones’s right now. 
Ellie was aghast.
 ‘What happened?’
I was about to answer, not sure what was going to come out my mouth, when Lauren jumped in.
 ‘The publisher is going into administration.’
I looked at her, astonished. But Ellie was sympathetic.
 ‘Oh my god, that’s so frustrating for you! You must be so sad right now.’
I was about to reply that I wasn’t sad but angry when Joel piped up.
 ‘So are you just going to carry on with the journalism thing?’
The ‘journalism thing?’ What was it with these doctors? Since when was journalism such a dirty word? I was about to reply that yes, most likely I would continue to write for The Informer but Lauren cut me off again.
 ‘Yes, for the time being. But there’s other publishers interested, so I’m sure the book will be published eventually.’
I realised I hadn’t said anything in a few minutes and that everyone seemed to be talking for me. I’d had enough of it. 
 ‘Actually, I think I’ll just continue disgracing politicians with their sex scandals.’
Lauren laughed nervously. 
 ‘She’s just kidding.’
 ‘Don’t speak for me again’ I said quietly, but firmly. That put an awkward hush over the room. Everyone started to eat their food with a new purpose. 
 
Later, after we’d finished eating and Lauren cried off with a fake headache, we took separate cars home without discussion. 
I arrived first and went in to the living room to wait for Lauren. I knew a big discussion was about to take place. I didn’t really have the energy for it, but I wasn’t going to climb into bed pretending everything was OK. 
Lauren came in and saw my face. She sighed and sat down on the chair across from me.
‘That was humiliating.’
 ‘Which bit? The bit where I told you to stop talking for me or the bit where your friends found out that I’m going to keep doing a job that embarrasses you?’
 ‘You know exactly what I’m referring to.’
We sat in silence for a few minutes then. It was in that silence that I knew this wasn’t going to work. 
 ‘Lauren, I don’t want to make this hard on either of us, so for simplicity, let’s say we’re very different people. Incompatible people.’
 ‘What do you mean?’
She was trying to feign shock but Lauren wasn’t stupid. She knew what was happening. Nevertheless, I was prepared to lay it out for her, if that’s what she wanted.
 ‘I’m tired of feeling like I come up short with you and I’m done with it. You should be with someone more… respectable, I guess. With a less complicated history. That’s just not me. That’s clear now.’ 
And it was. I’d seen it that day when I’d told her about the book and I hadn’t wanted to believe it, but I’d lost a large degree of respect in Lauren’s eyes. And I’d done it in just a few minutes. That’s how fragile a thing this had been. I’d seen something that I would not be able to forget, no matter what we might try to keep it going. What made it worse was that this was something I’d feared all along. That secretly, she knew our relationship would probably fail. Because I was damaged goods. 
She wasn’t a bad person, she just wanted better than I had to give. That was fair.
Lauren hadn’t said anything in a while. But then she looked up at me and only said ‘OK, then, Julia. You win, as always.’
She got up and vanished upstairs. I could hear her packing. She came back down and put her head around the door. She stared at me for a second and I didn’t know what she was going to say. Would it be mean? Sad? Would she ask for another chance? But she just said ‘Goodbye, Julia. I hope you find what you want.’
And she walked out. And that was that. As quickly and straightforwardly as you could imagine, I was alone again.
 
The next morning, after a fitful night’s sleep, I awoke to an empty bed. I sat up and looked at her pillow, lost. Lauren was gone.
I’d done my best, and it hadn’t mattered, because we hadn’t been right. I’d badly wanted it to work, because Lauren represented everything that seemed to be missing in me. She was a good person, and I’d never really been that. That sounds self-pitying, but it’s not. I had never really wanted to be good. I had wanted other things instead. But for six months, I had tried to be better for someone else and now I knew, that doesn’t work. You are who you are. And maybe that’s a good thing, I thought, as I lay in the golden early light. Maybe if you accept who you are, you can find satisfaction in that, whatever that turns out to be. And who exactly was I now?
And as I thought about that, as I thought about who I was, who I’d always been, it seemed like I knew how to solve my other big problem. I was a scandal journalist, with her own scandalous past. I was Julia Hawke. And how would I handle a problem like Alexandra Murphy on my best day?
I smiled to myself and got up. I needed a shower. I needed to look my best for the day I had in front of me.
 



Chapter Eleven
I was sitting in my car outside Alexandra Murphy’s house again. It was about eight thirty and I had an idea I was going to see Alex leave for work shortly. Lo and behold, out she came in the Benz. I was slumped down in my seat but I caught my first real in-person glimpse of her as she passed. I had to admit, she looked incredible. She had to be in her early forties now, but the intervening years had been very kind. But if I had anything to do with it, the years in front of her would not be so good. 
However, she was not my priority today. It was someone else that lived in her house that was going to get my full attention. Twenty minutes later, another car came out. It was a red convertible BMW and it was driven by Alex’s wife, Jessica. She ticked all the boxes for trophy wife. She was about ten years younger than Alex, blonde, and overly quaffed. That last fact glared as she pulled out of the drive. She was dressed for the gym with a full face of makeup and hair that was tied up in a way that looked as if it had taken half an hour. 
She passed me without noticing and I pulled out behind her, keeping a good distance. 
I followed her all the way to Tone Up! Gym in West Medford, one of the best areas in the city. I idled my car up the street until she parked in the multi-story and went in. I watched her walk in with her gym bag and only then did I park up in a side street and follow her in. 
The place looked expensive, unsurprisingly. The reception had plush couches, a lavish juice bar and flattering lighting. I picked up a leaflet with the membership prices and they were pretty hair raising. It was about three times the price of my own gym, which was in the mid-price range. 
‘Can I help?’
I turned to see a young guy with a Tone Up! uniform, a shaved head and bulging biceps looking at me hopefully. I flashed him my most charming smile.
 ‘Yes, I was considering joining the place, but I’d like to check it out first if that’s possible.’
He couldn’t get behind the reception desk quick enough.
 ‘Yes, absolutely. I can give you a free day pass. Would you like to use it today?’
 ‘I certainly would’ I said with a smile of gratitude.
 
Fifteen minutes later, I was in the main area of the gym, dressed in appropriate attire, purchased from the gym store. I checked the various fitness areas discreetly for Jessica. She wasn’t in the weights area, on the cardio machines or in the Olympic size pool. I checked the class schedule and there were a few going on at that moment. One of them was hot yoga. That seemed the most likely place to look.
I found the class and peeped in. There she was, in a downward dog pose, sweat slipping down her exposed spine in a way that wasn’t unattractive. Target acquired. I knew the class was going to let out in a few minutes, so I went over to water fountain and poured a cup. I put a finger in the water and flicked a few droplets onto my forehead. Then I gave my cheeks a pinch for colour. I took the cup over to the class entrance and I heard the instructor giving some closing encouragements to everyone as she released them. 
People began to dribble out of the class. Eventually, Jessica came out and I walked right up to her, bumping straight into her back with a cry of ‘Oh!’ The contents of my cup spilled down my own front. She turned around to see what happened. I was ready with remorse. 
‘I’m sorry. I’m so clumsy. Did I get you?’
She looked down at herself. 
 ‘No, I don’t think so.’
I began to brush the water off my front. Jessica watched, perhaps a little too closely, as I swatted water off my damp chest. I pretended to examine her again for splashes. 
 ‘Let me check your back. If I got you, it’ll be there.’
She turned to let me see and I saw a small splash of water on her back. I ran my finger gently over the area, lingering ever so slightly.
‘I did. I got you. I’m sorry, I just had an absolutely brutal training session with Greg and I guess I was a bit dazed’ I said, putting a little nervousness into my voice.
She turned, laughing a little. I could see my awkward-but-cute thing was starting to take effect.
 ‘It’s OK. It happens to the best of us.’
 ‘Well, I’d feel a lot better about it if you let me buy you an apology smoothie?’ 
 ‘Errm…’ 
She began to look around, a little uncertain, but I didn’t push it. Let her come to you, Julia. 
Another quick glance that contained what I couldn’t mistake as a physical assessment and she made her decision.
‘Sure, why not.’
I smiled and we went over to the smoothie bar.
 ‘I’ll have a banana strawberry and my friend will have…’
I turned to Jessica and she said ‘The same, please.’ Copying my order? This was going better than I’d expected.
We got our drinks, sat at a table and I said ‘Oh, I’m Beth, by the way’ breathlessly. 
 ‘Jessica.’
 ‘Jessica…’ I said, as though I was trying out her name for the first time of many. The corners of her mouth turned up at the sound of her name coming out of my mouth. 
‘So, you like hot yoga.’
 ‘Yes, love it’ she said automatically. Then she looked around furtively, before leaning slightly forward and dropping her voice. ‘Actually, I hate it.’
I laughed at the admission.
 ‘Then why do it?’
 ‘Because it’s what everyone does. And it’s pretty effective, I guess.’
I looked her up and down.
 ‘Pretty effective? I’d say it’s more than that. I mean, I hope you don’t mind me saying, but your body is perfect.’
She looked a little embarrassed but I could tell she’d enjoyed the compliment. Which wasn’t a lie. She really did have a tight body. 
 ‘Well, Greg must be very good at his job. You seem to be in good shape yourself.’
I waved the compliment off. ‘Beth’ didn’t take praise well. 
 ‘Oh no, well, I mean, I try but I’ve got a way to go before I’m in your league.’
She let out a sigh of exasperation. 
 ‘Why can women never take a compliment?’
I laughed shyly and nervously touched the back of my neck, like the ‘I don’t know I’m gorgeous’ type I was pretending to be. She watched my act, clearly charmed by it. I’d spent five minutes with Jessica and I could already tell there were things she wasn’t getting from Alex at the moment. Positive attention, for one. And at a guess, not much sex either. 
‘Have you been coming here long? I don’t think I’ve seen you around.’
 ‘I only joined last month. It’s a nice place. Expensive though!’
She nodded.
 ‘I know, it’s pretty pricey.’
I lowered my voice as I made my embarrassing admission.
 ‘I’m lucky that I don’t have to pay the bill. My wife is the one with the money.’
Jessica’s smile dropped for a second and I knew I’d struck a nerve. She also couldn’t have failed to catch the reference to my sexuality. 
 ‘Actually...’
I leaned in as though I didn’t know what she was going to say.
‘My wife pays for this too.’
 ‘Oh, really? Does she insist you stay in shape like mine does?’ I said with a nervous laugh that was meant to indicate a joke with a difficult truth behind it.
She touched her temple anxiously and I knew I was on the right track. Alex, what kind of person have you become, I wondered. 
 ‘Well, she doesn’t insist as such, but I don’t know, sometimes I wonder I if put on a few pounds, if she might just trade me in for a newer model’ she said with her own nervous laugh.
I decided to take a risk. 
 ‘That’s crazy’ I said as I touched her hand briefly. ‘Where would anybody find an upgrade on you?’
It was a fairly big move and I wondered if it was a step over the line so early on but she blushed and I knew that she was enjoying my attentions. I began to feel a little bad. Jessica seemed like a nice person. And in any other situation, I might have paid her these compliments with no ulterior motive. But I had decided on a course of action and right now, on the back of the broken book deal and the broken relationship, it was giving me direction. Whether that was good direction or bad direction remained to be seen but I didn’t intend to linger on thoughts of morality. 
And maybe Jessica could get something out of this too. Her unhappiness in the marriage was screaming out and maybe I could lift her self-esteem a little while still getting what I wanted. 
I suddenly looked at my watch in shock at the passing of time. 
‘Oh, I’m supposed to be at the hair dressers in ten minutes!’ 
Jessica looked a little crestfallen.
 ‘I’m sorry to dash but can I give you my number? Maybe we can take a class together sometime?’
She seemed pleased that I wasn’t going to disappear from her life so quickly. 
 ‘Yes, that sounds nice.’
We swapped numbers and I left her at the smoothie bar with a promise to be in touch. And I certainly would be. Because there was a deadline looming.
 
In the car on the way home, I called Jacob.
‘Jacob, your business reporter friend, does he know exactly when the board of Murphy’s house is going to announce Alexandra Murphy as its CEO?’
 ‘I believe he said it was the twentieth, three weeks from now.’
 ‘Great. And if I delivered a scandal to you on a silver platter concerning that candidate, might that be something you’d be interested in printing?’
 ‘Yes, I believe it would.’
He paused.
‘And would that particular scandal be the type that might put a spanner in the works of that potential CEO before she can get her hands on the brass ring?’
I smiled to myself. Nothing got past Jacob. My plan was indeed to take Alex’s job from her. Maybe I might get my book deal book back once she was gone. Maybe not. But primarily, I wanted to take something important from her. To repay in kind.
 ‘I think it might. Would that be a problem for you?’
 ‘Not if it doesn’t lead to a lawsuit for me. And it will if you get anywhere near it.’
 ‘My byline won’t be on this. You can give it to someone else.’
 ‘And later on? When Alexandra Murphy goes looking for my source and finds out you work for this website?’
 ‘I promise you, I won’t leave a fingerprint on this. It will never be anything she can prove.’
 ‘You better be right about that. Can I ask, what the hell happened with this woman that she wants to ruin you?’
I was about to answer when he beat me to it.
‘Let me guess, she’s one of your former conquests gone wrong?’
The man was psychic. 
 ‘What makes you say that?’
 ‘Because I know you. Your Achilles heel is sex. Always has been.’
 ‘I can neither confirm nor deny that statement.’
 ‘Of course you can’t. But just be careful with this. It could blow up in your face.’
I thanked him for his concern and hung up. It was interesting that he’d linked my problems to sex. I suppose to an outsider it would appear to be my kryptonite. But that had never quite been the problem for me. It was always something more elusive than sex that I wanted. 
No, sex wasn’t my weakness. And in my quest to take down Alexandra Murphy, it might even turn out to be a strength. 



Chapter Twelve
I let a day pass before I texted Jessica. I didn’t have a ton of time to waste but running into this all guns blazing was unlikely to yield the result I needed. I told her I had an appointment in West Medford later and I had a little time to spare afterward if she wanted to grab a coffee? Very casual, but I knew before I got her reply ten minutes later that she was going to say yes. The woman was starved for attention and ‘Beth’ was going to offer her all the affirmation she craved. And right now, it was all innocent. Jessica didn’t have to feel like she was doing anything wrong. Not yet.
On my way to the coffee place, my phone rang. For a second, I thought of Lauren but as I looked down, it wasn’t her. It was Penny. I hit the speaker button.
‘Penny, how’s the book going?’
 ‘I don’t want to speak prematurely, but it feels like I’ve turned a corner.’
I was pleased for her. I knew how it felt to be stuck in a literary quagmire. 
 ‘That’s great news. Did you try the outline thing I suggested?’
 ‘Yep, wrote a new outline and it’s changed everything. I’ve been redrafting like a crazy person since then and it feels like a new book.’
 ‘Sounds like you don’t need me anymore then’ I teased.
 ‘Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Actually, I was thinking, I know you hate being thanked so I won’t do that again, but maybe I could take you to dinner instead? As a friends thing.’
I was surprised by her boldness, she would never have initiated something like that when I’d first met her. She’d barely been able to look me in the eye. It showed how much she’d grown up. And this new Penny, I wanted to get to know her better, to know what her life was now.
 ‘Well, if it means you won’t thank me anymore, then I’ll most certainly take it.’
 ‘Great! You wouldn’t be free tonight, would you?’
I considered. I’d gotten my work out of the way for the day, having bashed out a follow up article on Stephen Griffin this morning, describing the charges he was facing. And this afternoon’s ‘activity’ shouldn’t take up too much time. And at the end of the day was an empty house and an empty evening, one of my first without Lauren. It would be nice to have my mind taken off that. 
 ‘That works for me. Pick a place and text me the details later.’
 ‘Sure, see you later.’
We hung up just as I was pulling into the coffee shop and I suddenly wondered what Penny would think if she knew what I was doing with Jessica. For some reason, that disturbed me. But only for a moment.
 
I walked into the coffee shop to see Jessica waiting to give her order to the woman behind the counter. She was a little more dressed up today than the gym, in a short, red dress that accentuated her small waist, with heels that showed off her long slender legs. I had a sudden feeling that I’d be mixing business with pleasure. 
She’d reached the front of the queue.
‘Can I have a skinny soy latte, please?’
I sidled up to her, saying ‘And I’ll have the same.’
She looked around in pleasant surprise. 
 ‘Hi!’
We did a double cheek air kiss and I saw her do a subtle outfit check, but I’d dressed for the occasion, swapping my usual dark tailored smart attire for a white skirt and white blouse combination, with a large black belt for a monochromatic affect. It wasn’t my normal taste, but I selected it carefully to go with ‘Beth’s’ lifestyle while still being flattering to me, and I could see that it had flicked Jessica’s switch. 
We got our drinks and sat down. 
 ‘Thanks for being able to meet on such short notice.’
 ‘Oh, I wasn’t up to much today. I just had to drop my wife off at the airport.’
I noticed that her voice had dropped on ‘wife’ as if she’d realised midway through her sentence that she didn’t really want to mention Alex. But I was glad she’d brought her up. It saved me having to. 
 ‘Oh? Where’s she going?’
 ‘Business trip to Antwerp.’
 ‘How long is she gone for?’
It was a loaded question, although not for the reasons Jessica probably thought.
 ‘Four days.’
I hadn’t anticipated such a lengthy business trip, although I’d hoped that her busy company-running schedule might get her out of the way. But four days out of the country was more than I could have hoped for. 
 ‘What does she do?’
I could see that Jessica wasn’t keen to keep discussing her but I needed to get her talking about Alex.
 ‘She runs a big publishing company.’
I raised an impressed eyebrow.
 ‘Wow. That sounds like a lot of work.’
She looked away.
 ‘Yes, it is. She works a lot.’
I nodded.
 ‘It’s tough, sometimes, isn’t it? When you’ve got a big important spouse, running all over the place. Sometimes you feel a bit forgotten.’
She smiled timidly in agreement with the sentiment and I could see how lonely she was.
 ‘What does your wife do?’
 ‘Oh, she’s in finance. Very dull, but very well paid.’
The insult to my imaginary wife was subtle but it landed. Jessica gave a small private smile. 
We talked for another half hour and I learned that despite Alex’s job, Jessica wasn’t much of a reader. She liked movies though. Not just the rom-coms, she was quite a film buff, with broad tastes in all sorts of genres. It made me wonder why she’d married Alex, who I recalled was pretty snobby about the visual arts. Alex was a book person through and through, which probably came from her grandfather. 
As we discussed movies she liked, she mentioned one that she’d missed recently, a Swedish art film that she’d wanted to see. I jumped on it.
‘A friend of mine told me that one was good. I don’t usually like subtitles though.’
 ‘Oh, you’re missing so much!’ she said. She seemed genuinely sorry for me. 
 ‘Well, you certainly seem to love the foreign flicks. Maybe I should give them a try if you think I’m missing out?’
I wondered if she was going to take the bait.
She shrugged her shoulders, affecting indifference, as she said ‘Why don’t you come over to my place and we can see that Swedish one together?’ 
It made me wonder, how far was she willing to let this get? Would she let me take her to a hotel right this second if I asked? I thought not. 
Because there was a sad quality to Jessica. And it made me think that things had been going pretty badly with Alex for quite some time. It wasn’t new. She wasn’t some bored housewife looking for an affair to bring excitement to her life. She was genuinely unhappy in a way that serial cheats generally didn’t suffer from. It was the kind of unhappiness that comes from seeing something you’ve put everything into sliding down the tube. I had a feeling it was quite a big deal for her to even consider an affair. 
Picking up on these things about Jessica made this whole thing a lot easier. Part of me had thought that if Alex and Jessica’s marriage had been a good one, I might just have had to find another way to get what I wanted. But it was obviously not the case. And I had four days with Jessica to let her make the decision to break her vows. I promised myself I’d make it worth her while. 
I smiled shyly at the invitation.
 ‘That sounds nice.’
We made plans for me to come over the night after next. I promised to bring the low calorie popcorn.
 
Later on, after changing into more ‘me’ clothing, I was waiting in the restaurant that Penny had picked. It was Italian food, which certainly confirmed the platonic nature of the meeting. Spaghetti, pizza, all very non sexy foods to consume in front of someone else.
I was nibbling on a bread stick when she came in and looked around for me. I put a hand up to catch her attention. She saw me and gave an awkward little wave. It was very Penny. I had to push back a grin as she sat down.
‘You beat me! I’m always the first to arrive for everything, and you actually beat me.’
 ‘Imagine that. Look, before we get to the awkward part…’
She looked a bit edgy at what I might be about to say.
‘…I’m not letting you pay for this. You’re a student. I remember how broke I was at your age.’
Her anxiety dropped, replaced by mild outrage. 
 ‘But it’s my thank you. So I don’t have to say it again. Because I know you hate that.’
 ‘I get to eat my food in good company. That’s payment enough.’
She accepted the compliment but the fight hadn’t quite gone out of her. 
 ‘Are you trying to make this difficult?’ she said cheekily. 
 ‘I never try to make anything difficult. It just happens naturally.’
She chuckled at that and I knew the debate was over. 
 ‘Fine. But now I have to get you a fruit basket or something.’
 ‘I don’t like fruit all that much.’
She sighed with comical exasperation.
 ‘Damn it!’
I laughed bodily at her exasperation and she joined me. It felt nice. She took her coat off and hung it off the back of her chair, saying ‘I’m starving. Do you know what you’re having?’
And just like that, it was like the old days. Easy, agreeable. Whatever had happened at the end of our affair, it seemed possible that we might just be able to get past it. 
 
By the time desert came, she knew about the vague details of my cancelled book, and my break up. Her sympathies were mixed with outrage at the treatment I’d received, which she perceived as utterly unfair. She felt Lauren should have been more supportive. 
‘Yes, perhaps she should have. But I don’t blame her.’
 ‘Why not? I would. What’s the point of a girlfriend that doesn’t have your back when things go wrong?’
 ‘It was complicated. It wasn’t the only problem, just the straw that broke the camel’s back.’
 ‘Why was it complicated, if you don’t mind me asking?’
 ‘Because of me. The whole Julia Hawke package, which comes complete with sex scandals and notoriety.’
She tutted, vexed.
 ‘You shouldn’t see yourself like that. Everyone has baggage. I bet she had some.’
 ‘Nope, she was pretty perfect.’
 ‘That’s hard to believe.’
I smiled wickedly.
 ‘Well, there was one thing…’
She leaned in hopefully.
 ‘She used to go to the toilet in front of me.’
Penny exploded into a guffaw. 
 ‘Is that it?’
I was indignant. 
 ‘What do you mean ‘is that it? It’s pretty disgusting.’
 ‘I think it’s fairly normal. Unless… It was just number one, right?’
I almost snorted my amusement into my drink. Penny always could make me laugh. It felt good after the week I’d had. 
 ‘So, how about you?’
 ‘How about me what?’
 ‘Well, what’s going on in the romance department?’
She shrugged.
 ‘Not much to report.’
 ‘Hard to believe.’
 ‘Why is that?’
I was about to say that hot girls don’t usually stay on the market for long, but I realised that was completely inappropriate, given that we were trying to be friends. 
 ‘I’m just surprised that you haven’t found someone nice to settle down with yet. It’s been a while since…’ I broke off there. I had nearly made a reference to our little tryst, but again, that kind of talk was supposed to be off the table. Wow, this was a minefield. I’d never tried to be friends with an ex before, so it came as a shock at how easy it was to step over the line. But Penny gave me a sweet look of encouragement.
 ‘It’s OK to mention the past. I don’t want to pretend it didn’t happen. Do you?’
I shook my head, agreeing strongly.
 ‘No. I don’t want to pretend that at all. I’m just trying not to be… inappropriate.’
She giggled.
 ‘Wow. You have changed.’
We both shared a meaningful smile at that. Then she became serious.
‘This is difficult, isn’t it? Knowing what’s OK. I’ve been trying to follow your lead.’
I threw up my hands, giving up any idea that there was a proper way to do this.
 ‘I’m as lost as you.’
 ‘OK, then. I guess we’ll just have to figure it out together. If you really want to do this friends thing?’
 ‘I’d really like to try.’
She picked up her glass and raised it.
 ‘To friendship, then.’
I clinked my glass against hers.
 ‘To friendship.’
We sipped our wines as I wondered to myself whether I could really do this. And the answer that came back was… Maybe. Maybe I could. And that was good enough.



Chapter Thirteen
‘To friendship, then’ I said, clinking my glass against Julia’s.
 ‘To friendship’ she agreed.
I took a sip and watched as Julia drank hers. I was so glad we’d managed to get past the awkward phase we’d seemed stuck in initially. Feeling like I had to watch every word I said around her, it dragged me back to the girl I’d been when I’d first met her. That girl had been shy, bumbling and nervous. I didn’t ever want to feel like that girl again. She hadn’t known what she wanted, what she needed. I didn’t want Julia to see me in that old way, I wanted her to see the woman that I’d become, in some ways the woman she’d helped me become.
After dinner, Julia suggested a bar and it was still fairly early and I thought ‘why not?’ I didn’t want to drink too much because tomorrow was a writing day and I wanted to bang out as much as I could. But for now, being with Julia was fun and I wasn’t ready for it to be over. 
In the bar, I insisted on buying the first round, seeing as she’d paid for dinner. As I was standing at the bar waiting, I turned to see that some guy was talking to Julia. We’d been here all of two minutes and she was already getting hit on. I heard her say ‘No thank you.’ But the guy was persistent, he wasn’t leaving. In fact, he’d stepped a little closer to her. She looked annoyed. I was maddened for her and I wondered if I should go over to help, but watching how Julia was handling him, she didn’t really look in much need of rescue. 
The woman behind the bar gave me my drinks and I went over. Julia took the drink from me with an eye roll. I grinned back, beginning to find it amusing. 
The guy, who was about forty, with hipster beard and tattoos, looked over and said ‘Who’s your friend?’
And Julia said ‘She’s not a friend, she’s my girlfriend, and we’re enjoying our evening together so why don’t leave us to it?’
I knew Julia was just trying to get rid of the guy but it jolted me slightly hearing her refer to me as a girlfriend, even in jest. 
The guy started to grin and he opened his mouth but before he could get a word out, Julia cut him off.
‘And no, we don’t want a threesome with you, before you ask.’
He wasn’t put off.
 ‘OK, you’ve got me, that’s exactly what I was going to ask. But maybe you should reconsider? I’m pretty awesome in bed, and there’s plenty of me to go around…’ 
It wasn’t really my argument but I’d had enough of this fool and I interjected, angrily.
 ‘When two women are together, they’re not waiting for you to come and complete the situation. They want you to go away so they can give each other the kind of orgasms you’ve never been able to give a women.’
Both Julia and the Hipster Guy looked around in amazement. Hipster Guy’s mouth dropped open and he looked back and forth between Julia and me as if he’d only just realised that what he’d thought was cheeky badinage was actually genuine annoyance. He was not the suave playboy here, but a fly in the ointment. 
 ‘Alright, keep your knickers on. I was just messing about.’
And he shuffled off. Julia smirked as he left. 
 ‘You really let him have it.’
I began to feel a bit embarrassed then. Had I taken it too far?
 ‘Yeah, sorry. That was a bit much wasn’t it?’
She was looking at me like I was a Rubik’s cube and she’d just seen a whole new colour slot into place. Whether she liked the new side of me that she’d seen or not, I liked how it felt to surprise her.
 ‘Not at all. It was quite impressive.’
I suppressed a grin of pleasure. Julia sat down at a table and I joined her.
‘Anyway, it was my fault he wouldn’t leave. I made the classic mistake of telling him I was a lesbian. I should have known better.’
 ‘You’d think that would be quickest way to get rid of him’ I said, bemused.
 ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? There must be some idiot’s dictionary I don’t know about that defines lesbian as ‘A woman that’s been waiting for you to show her what she’s missing.’
We laughed and then her smile dropped a little.
‘I’m sorry I referred to you as my girlfriend. I was looking for anything that might make him leave. It really just made it worse though.’
I shook my head.
 ‘That’s OK. I, uh, I didn’t mind.’
Things were a bit stilted for a second. Just when we’d got back on track, up jumped our history, making it difficult. 
‘Anyway, I want to hear more about your book. What made you want to write about time travel?
 ‘Oh, ah, I guess I was thinking about when I first got to Medford. I felt like I didn’t fit. And then when I went home, I wasn’t sure if I fitted in there either anymore. Eventually, that passed and I started to find a place, on my course, new friends, it all started to feel OK. I realised that it can take time to find your place, because you don’t just find it. You make it. But there were times in the first year when I didn’t know that yet. So when it came time to write a book, I wanted to find a bigger way to tell that story. And science fiction has always seemed to me to be a place to tell personal stories on a big canvas. And hey presto, time travel novel.’
I paused and Julia didn’t say anything. Was that too much information? Had she just been being polite? But then she smiled.
 ‘I was just thinking of that story you wrote in the first year. It had some of the same elements. But that time, you didn’t seem to know that it was about you.’
I nodded, thinking back to that story. Yes, I’d been in a certain amount of denial about the fact I was writing about myself. It had been a good lesson to learn early on about writing fiction. Always know, even when it’s not immediately obvious, you’re in there somewhere. And it’s a better story for it. 
 ‘What about your novel? Are you in it?’
She looked at me sharply and then she said ‘I didn’t tell you, did I?’
 ‘Tell me what?’
 ‘I probably should have said before now. It’s about my time at Medford.’
 ‘Do you mean..?’
 ‘Yes, the whole thing. Including you.’
I felt my blood start to rush to my cheeks. A lot of confusing thoughts flooding my brain. Was this good or bad? Should I be flattered that she’d thought me worth including? Should I be angry that she’d used me as fodder? 
 ‘Are you upset that you’re in the book? Because it’s not you as such, it’s fiction. I mean, the feelings are real, but the events, the characters, they’re not real. Not quite real, anyway. So you’re in there, but it’s only a version of you. My version of you.’
 ‘I…’
I paused. I decided that there was only one way I’d know how to feel about it.
‘Can I read it?’
She considered that for a second.
 ‘Yes. It’s only fair, I guess.’
 ‘OK, well, I’ll reserve my comments till I’ve read it then.’
She nodded and then she sighed. 
 ‘You might be the only person who’ll ever read it now.’
 ‘Don’t be silly. You’ll get another book deal, Julia. I’ve got no doubts about that.’
She went quiet for a second and I wondered what she was thinking right then. She finally smiled. 
 ‘The eternal optimist. I’ve always envied that about you.’
She got out her phone, tapped the screen a few times and put it away again.
‘There. It’s in your email.’
Wow, a book that had me in it as a character. I couldn’t begin to think what I looked like in Julia’s eyes. But now I had a backstage pass to find out. 
 
Later, we shared a taxi and it dropped me off first at my house. I opened the door to get out but as I did it, it was like the night air acted as an alcohol exaggerator. And as I went to get out of the taxi, I tripped on the lip of the doorway and fell clear out of the car.
Julia jumped out to help me up.
‘God, I’m an idiot.’
 ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Here.’
She held out her hand and I grabbed onto it and she hoisted me to my feet. But as I stood, I suddenly realised our faces were inches apart and everything we’d said about being friends, everything I’d told myself about how I felt about her now, it vanished in a second. I had an impulse, more than an impulse, it was a very strong urge. I wanted to grab Julia and pull her those last few inches and kiss her passionately. Then I wanted to take her to my room, rip all her clothes off, kiss every inch of her beautiful body. And for those few seconds, I didn’t care what the consequences would be.
I felt myself begin to lean forward, pulled toward Julia…
HONK!
The taxi driver had hit his horn impatiently, breaking the moment. Suddenly my rational brain kicked back in and said ‘Penny, what are you doing?!’ and I was able to reign the feelings in. I couldn’t think how to get past how weird I was probably making this moment so I stuck out my hand for a handshake. Julia looked at it like she was going to laugh. I decided to make a joke of it. 
 ‘Goodnight, Miss Hawke’ I said, in a prim Jane Austen character style.
She went with it, taking my hand for a brief shake and saying ‘Goodnight, Miss Stone.’
And she turned and got back in the taxi. As the car drove off, I let out an audible sigh of relief. If that taxi driver hadn’t broken the moment, what might I have done?
 
I woke up the next day with a moderate hangover. As I thought about the previous night, I tried not to think of its ending. It had just been a blip, that’s all. A crazy blip. But all in all, the evening had been fun. In fact, I hadn’t had that much fun since… I tried to think when I’d laughed so much. I couldn’t. 
I remembered that I had Julia’s book to read. It would have been so easy to pull it up on my phone and start reading it immediately. But for some reason, I didn’t. Perhaps it was vanity, that I didn’t want to read something that made me look foolish. And if there was a chance of that, I wasn’t sure if I should actually read it.
And anyway, there was work to do. I had today to write and I didn’t want to waste it feeling groggy and sorry for myself. So I swallowed two aspirin with a giant mug of tea and sat down at my desk. 
I started a new chapter heading and I thought about what it would contain, but as it came time to put word beside word, nothing came. It was odd, it had all been going so well the last week. I’d thought this chapter would write itself but I couldn’t quite find the will. It felt like my brains cogs had gotten something caught in them, grinding the whole device to a halt. What was it?
I had an idea of what it might be, but rather than dwell on it, I went over to the cafeteria to get some breakfast. 
As I was standing in line, trying to think about the book but finding my thoughts going elsewhere, I felt someone grab my shoulders suddenly and I jumped a foot. I turned to see Lucas laughing like an idiot.
‘I’ve been shouting you for a million years, you didn’t turn around. Where was your head?’
I had no intention of answering that question.
 ‘Hey, did I hear you come in at some point in the night? I was half asleep but I swear it was you.’
 ‘You know my motto, in bed by midnight, home by three.’
 ‘Of course. Another successful exchange of info on Grindr, I presume?’
He looked a little pink at that and said ‘No, actually, it was a boy from my film studies class.’
That caught my interest. He wasn’t usually so coy about his conquests.
 ‘That sounds suspiciously like a real date.’
He made a dismissive noise, but it was not an answer. I was agog.
 ‘Lucas, have you got a boyfriend?! What’s his name? When can I meet him?!’
 ‘Woah! Take it easy, would you? It’s early days.’
I was the one laughing idiotically now, my delight was total.
 ‘Oh my god, Lucas ‘sex is practically a sport’ Perry has gotten himself a boyfriend. I love it’ I said, clapping my hands in glee. 
 ‘Keep it down, would you? I’ve got a rep to protect as campus stud, for Christ sakes.’
 ‘Does your boyfriend know about this rep?’
He looked a bit worried at that.
 ‘Oh god. I hope not.’
That was when I knew it was serious. Lucas had never given a damn what anyone thought of him and now I could see him visibly sweating over what this new guy might think. 
 ‘Let me get something to eat and then I’m going to grill you over every detail of this young man.’
Lucas sighed and sloped over to his table, the wind fully taken out of his sails. 
I picked up an egg sandwich and joined him. My cheeks had yet to hit the seat and I was already asking for a name.
 ‘I’ll tell you a few details if you promise to take it easy on me.’
 ‘Agreed. Name?’
 ‘Sam.’
 ‘And how did this love affair happen.’
 ‘Nobody said anything about love. And it happened when he was editing my film.’
 ‘And that turned to romance?’
 ‘Actually, it turned to a lot of arguing. We kept disagreeing. Over everything. I thought he was a dick. But then when the film was finished, I actually kind of missed fighting with him. So I asked him out. I was sure he was going to say no but he just said ‘I thought you’d never ask.’
I smiled. I had no intention of mocking Lucas any further, I was just happy that he’d found someone who would stand up to him. Luc had what you’d call a ‘strong personality’. People tended to go along with what he wanted, me included. But I could tell that Sam would give him a run for his money and that was probably what Lucas liked about him. I was happy for him. 
‘Hey, weren’t you having a ‘friendsy’ dinner with Julia Hawke last night?’
I was jolted by the mention of her name. 
 ‘You don’t have to keep calling her by her full name like that.’
He said ‘dinner with Julia’ to himself, like he was trying it out and then he shook his head.
 ‘No, doesn’t sound right, too basic. It’s all I can do not to refer to her as ‘The Infamous Julia Hawke’ every time we talk about her. Count yourself lucky I’m just sticking to her full name. So anyway, let’s get the headlines on last night. You’ve had mine, it’s only fair, Stone.’
I shrugged.
 ‘It was nice.’
He squinted at me in suspicion. 
 ‘Nice like an ice cream, or nice like an orgasm?’
That made me blush a little.
 ‘Neither! Nice like, we had a nice evening.’
 ‘Did you talk over ‘old times’?
 ‘Not really. I mean, a little bit. It came up. Not in detail…’
Lucas put his hands up.
 ‘OK, I’m stopping you there. You’re trying not to tell me something, I can tell. It’s the classic Penny babble.’
 ‘Do I do that? I don’t think I do that. I know I can be a bit talkative, perhaps a little loquacious, somewhat verbose, at times, but it’s only because language is my passion. A tendency toward garrulousness is perfectly…’
 ‘Nope, you’re doing it again. What’s up?’
I sighed. Lucas was going to make me think about the thing I’d been trying desperately not to think about. It was Julia. It was that moment at the end of the night. Even though my brain had been fighting like mad, my mind would not stop taking me back to those irrational few seconds.
It was crazy to have a thought like that, just as we’d started to become friends. I hoped it had just been alcohol doing what it does.
 ‘Lucas, do you think you can ever truly be friends with an ex?’
He sighed, considering the questions seriously. 
 ‘I think the real question is, do you?’
I’d wanted to think I could. And Julia was clearly trying hard to make space for me as a friend. I felt like I’d let her down by having these thoughts. The problem was, and I was only beginning to admit this to myself now, just how much I’d missed her. I’d only really started to realise that last night, sitting with her in a restaurant, talking to her, being with her in that way that had always felt so natural between us, and not with anyone else since. 
But we’d tried it once and it hadn’t worked. It would be ridiculous to make the same mistake twice. Especially the second time. Because the second time, you know exactly what mistake you’re making. She’d never wanted a real relationship with me the first time round, not really. That had been the problem. I wasn’t what she’d truly wanted. Even if she’d fallen in love with me at one point, it wasn’t enough for her. No, I wasn’t enough for her, that was closer to the truth.
But something, I didn’t know what it was, it drew me to her. And there wasn’t a thing I could do about it. Because I was who I was, and that person still wanted Julia, and that was all I could say about it. It was like I’d been born with this weakness for her and I could no more fight it than I could grow five inches. 
I wasn’t going to be able to be friends with her, I thought sadly. Not without getting my heart broken. Only this time, I’d be breaking my own heart, lusting after someone I couldn’t have and shouldn’t want. I had to break it off before I made it any worse for myself. 
I hoped Julia’s feelings wouldn’t be hurt if I put the brakes on our fledgling friendship, but I wasn’t too worried about her. I was sure she wasn’t having the same intensity of feelings that I was. She had moved on from me, had a serious relationship. It had ended, but the fact of its existence told me everything I needed to know about how she probably saw me now. Her recent girlfriend had been a real adult, a doctor for crying out loud. I was just a broke student and wannabe writer. I couldn’t compete and I didn’t want to go down the road of trying to. Every way I looked at it and every fresh thought I had about it was telling me ‘This can’t be, it won’t be. Leave it alone’
And I had to listen.



Chapter Fourteen
It was an hour till I needed to leave for my date with Jessica and I was feeling conflicted. I’d been so sure about this before, but as I sat in front of my mirror, putting the finishing touches to my make-up, I felt something like a war going on inside my head. Should I really seduce this woman in order to get information that would destroy my rival?
It had all seemed so clear to me a few days ago, and the execution of the plan had appeared to go so smoothly, it had seemed to confirm that I knew exactly what I was doing. But now, it was different. And it had changed because of last night. 
It had seemed like things were going fine with our platonic evening at first. It felt as though we had dealt with the awkwardness of the past early on and maybe we could make it work. And then something had happened, something impossible to ignore. A moment that slapped me around the face and told me in no uncertain terms that I was fooling myself if I thought I could be friends with Penny Stone.
It had happened at the end of the night. We shared a taxi home and it had dropped Penny off first. As she had gotten out, she’d caught her foot and tripped out of the car. I’d gotten out to help her up. And as I pulled her to her feet, I’d felt the tip of her nose brush against mine and something like an eruption had taken place inside me. I’d felt heat in my cheeks and a dizziness in my head. My heart began to pound. I’d felt faint. It was like being struck down with a sickness. And unfortunately, I knew exactly what that sickness was. It could only have one source. That feeling, I thought with embarrassment, it had come from being close to Penny. It had practically made me swoon. I could pretend it was the booze, but I knew better. 
I was furious. Because I’d been telling myself a comforting lie so that I could have her in my life, the lie that we could be friends. And now, in the cold light of day, the truth had reared its ugly head and was giving me no choice but to look it in the eye. 
Penny had had a powerful effect on me last night and it was the same effect she’d always had. Perhaps worse, even. Maybe that time apart hadn’t given things time to cool, they’d only let them settle in further, to take deeper root. 
I’d thought my relationship with Lauren would have taken care of those feelings but it was clear to me now that that was not the case. I felt that I really had loved Lauren, but, I could admit the truth to myself now, I hadn’t loved her like Penny. Not even close.
Those feelings, the ones I’d told myself had, if not vanished, had shrunk to a manageable size, they were as strong as ever. And it wasn’t just physical, it was everything about her. It was, quite simply, Penny. As I stared in the mirror, I knew consciously what I’d been trying to bury all this time. I was still very much in love with her.
But what was I going to do about it, if anything? 
Knowing the truth about how Penny made me feel, I didn’t know if I could go through with my plan after all. If she’d known what I was up to, how would she see it? Poorly, that was obvious. But I knew what I was doing wasn’t good, that wasn’t a shock to me. And then I thought, ‘What would Lauren think?’ and although that didn’t feel great either, it felt like a different concern. 
I could see that there were big similarities between Penny and Lauren, but if I examined it in the cold light of day, the difference became clear. Being with Lauren had made me want to try to behave like a good person, to make the kind of life with her that I was supposed to have at this point in my life. And Penny? Penny had made me want to actually be a better person. It was a subtle distinction, but a crucial one. But I’d fallen tragically short on both counts. 
And now here I was, at square one. It seemed that I only really had two choices. I could embrace this feeling, tell Penny I wanted more than friendship, ask her on a date and keep my fingers crossed that there might still be a part of her that wanted to say yes. 
Or I could say to hell with the whole thing. I could decide that being in love with someone didn’t give you a right to their heart and their life. I could just learn to live with these feelings and hope that one day they would die in me.
As I reflected on my choices, the phone rang. It was Penny. It was a bad moment for her name to suddenly appear on my screen and I didn’t know if I could speak to her right now, mired as I was in my struggle. But I also couldn’t not speak to her.
‘Penny. Hi.’
 ‘Hi.’
There was a pause and I had that feeling again, the same one I’d had before I’d been told my book deal was off. It was a foreboding and it came from the tone of that one word ‘Hi’. 
 ‘Is everything…’
She interrupted my question, and it seemed like she was trying to get something out before she could be stopped.
 ‘I just wanted to say that I had a good time last night…’
There was more and I was scared to hear it, but it was coming whether I liked it or not.
 ‘Yes?’
 ‘But I should probably let you know that I’m going to be pretty busy from now on, so I don’t think I can really hang out any more. It’s a bad time for me, with the book and everything.’ 
The phone slipped a little in my hand but I managed to hang on to it.
 ‘Yeah, sure. That makes sense.’
 ‘OK, well, thanks for dinner and all your help. I hope your book gets printed.’
Even though it was a goodbye sort of statement, it raised a question I needed to ask her.
 ‘Thanks. Have you read it, by the way?’
 ‘No. Not yet.’
Why not? Wasn’t she interested in it? Was she so distant from me that she didn’t care about a book that featured her as a central character? I began to feel my drawbridge raise. I wasn’t going to let her end this on a note of rejection with me scrabbling for her approval. 
 ‘OK, well, I won’t keep you. I need to get going myself anyway, I’ve got a date.’
She gave a surprised laugh.
 ‘Wow, you move fast.’
 ‘You know me.’
 ‘Yeah. Have fun.’
 ‘Thanks. Bye.’
 ‘Goodbye Julia.’
We hung up. I dropped the phone onto my vanity table like it was an evil thing, a deliverer of misery. 
So, things were clearer now. The choice had been made for me. I wasn’t sure what had compelled her to cut things off like that. She’d tried to do it nicely, because she was Penny and she’d never hurt anyone on purpose, but it was obviously the intent of the call. 
Perhaps my face had betrayed me last night? I’d thought that I’d covered my moment of love sickness, but she must have seen it, known it’s meaning, and decided she didn’t want to see it again. She’d moved on, she had a life that had nothing to do with me now and that’s the way she wanted to keep it. And how could I blame her? She hadn’t really done anything wrong here. I had. I’d let myself fall back into the hole that she’d dragged herself out of. 
I’d ruined things between us once, and I suppose she wasn’t prepared to let me do it again. I couldn’t argue with that. She wanted a drama free life, and that didn’t include me. When I thought about how I’d behaved in the past, I could only conclude that it was fair. Heartbreaking, but fair.
And so, I’d let her go, if that’s what she wanted. I’d made that promise to myself once before, eighteen months ago, and I suppose by trying to reconnect with her now, I’d failed. But I wouldn’t fail again. I’d let her be. However much it pained me.
And that was that. The book was closed on Penny Stone.
I didn’t want to think about how much pain the last few minutes had bought me, and I knew exactly how to get it behind me. Because ‘Beth’ could still do what she needed to do.
I began to get dressed for my evening with Jessica, putting on an outfit that I’d bought specifically, a sheer red dress with a plunging neck line. The outfit was designed to make my intentions toward Jessica obvious, to leave her in no doubt about the direction I wanted the evening to go in. It was designed to be peeled from my body with ease, by a woman who needed passion in her life. 
Was it surprising how quickly I had been able to change gears? Maybe. Maybe some people might falter at the realisations I’d had today. That I was profoundly in love with a girl who didn’t want me back. Those people might wallow in the sadness such feelings would provoke. But if anything, it pushed me on. I was going forward with my scheme. I wanted to prove to myself that I was who I’d shown myself to be time after time. A selfish manipulator who put herself first, always. The person Penny knew I was.
 



Chapter Fifteen
I put the phone down, feeling a dreadful ache in the pit of my stomach. Julia hadn’t cared at all that I couldn’t see her anymore. Had I hoped to hear just a little disappointment from her end? I suppose I had. But she was already moving on from her ex to the next conquest, and my presence in her life hadn’t seemed necessary at all. It only confirmed what I’d thought. She didn’t need me, she’d never needed me. In any way at all. Whatever ache I was feeling for Julia, it was mine alone and always had been. 
I wanted to be angry with her. It would have been a lot simpler. But we’d said we were friends. I’d said it, time and again. It was the agreement we’d both made. And I’d been the idiot that couldn’t live up to it. That wasn’t her fault. 
But it still hurt me that she hadn’t cared about losing me. Then again, that that was Julia, she had a resilience. She didn’t need anyone. Why had I hoped I’d be the exception? Because, I thought again, I’m an idiot. 
But I wasn’t going to sit around thinking about that. I needed another focus. A thought occurred. If Julia had a date tonight, perhaps I could too. Wasn’t that what dating apps were for? Lucas had always been able to scrounge up some action at a moment’s notice. 
In fact, he was just the man to help with this.
 
‘Lucas!’
I banged on his door with purpose. There wasn’t an immediate answer so I banged again.
 ‘Luc, you in?’
 ‘Hell’s teeth, woman’ I heard drift from behind his door. Thank god, I thought. If I’d ever needed Lucas, it was now.
The door opened and Lucas looked me up and down.
 ‘Well, all your limbs are still attached so what the hell is the emergency?’
I held up my smartphone.
 ‘I need your help. I need to put a dating profile together stat on whatever app is sleaziest and I need to get a date from it for tonight.’
He looked at me cynically.
 ‘What’s going on?’
 ‘You know how you’re always saying the best way to get over somebody is to get under somebody? Well, that’s what I need to do. And I need to do it now.’
 ‘Is this about Julia?’
 ‘I don’t want to talk about it. I just need you to help me do what I’m asking.’
He sighed deeply
 ‘If that’s what you need, I’ll help you. But you better get in here quick. We’re burning daylight and there’s not a moment to lose.’
I walked in, hoping and praying this was going to work.
 
Twenty minutes later, my profile was in place. We’d taken a snap of me looking, well, I wouldn’t use the word sexy, that wasn’t in my repertoire, but I looked presentable. That’s all I could really hope for.
I’d chosen ‘casual’ from the list of options for relationship expectations. Lucas had assured me that selecting that option would open me up to the quickest prospects. But as words went, it wasn’t a word that matched up with how I felt. I felt like I was a woman drowning, reaching out for any passing lifeboat that would have me. But I’d committed to this now and I was determined to see it through. Worst came to worst, there’d be a story in it. Lucas wrote my description for me, including a few choice descriptive statements that made me sound ‘Easy yet classy’ and we were ready to go.
‘Now, we commence swiping’ Lucas said ominously. 
 
Two hours after that, Lucas and I were standing in the campus bar. I’d done a quick outfit change to something with a bit more cleavage than usual, amped up my makeup a little and added a few more waves to my hair, giving it more body, despite Lucas telling me that it was only going to get messed up later. ‘Sex hair’ he called it. 
‘Well, I’ll never get to the sex part without a little quaffing.’
 ‘True’ he conceded.
I was nervous. Lucas was all smiles, clearly enjoying giving me the benefit of his dating wisdom.
‘Remember, you give ‘em twenty minutes each, that’s all you should need to know if you’re into them. Twenty minutes and then you throw them to the wolves!’
We’d spent half an hour in his room going through some geographically adjacent people of both genders. We’d looked at around fifty people, swiped right on about ten, and had matches on three of those people. Two boys, one girl. I’d arrange a quick drink with all three tonight, staggered at hourly intervals. That way, if I liked one of them, I had time to cancel the next. Three dates in an evening sounded like an enormous undertaking, not to mention a sitcom trope, but Lucas had assured me that internet dating was a numbers game and I would need options to ensure the best outcome. 
Lucas began to fiddle with my hair.
 ‘Luc, stop that. You don’t know anything about girl’s hair.’
 ‘I really don’t. There’s so much of it, it makes no sense to me. But I’ve got to make myself useful somehow. Isn’t this what gay men are supposed to do for their female friends?’
 ‘I don’t need any queer-eyeing, thank you. Just be on standby in case I get any crazies, that’s plenty.’
 ‘Aye aye, captain.’
He tottered off to the other side of the bar and ordered a drink while I waited for my first date. I was a little anxious about the evening, but somehow it was still better than how I’d felt after speaking to Julia. That had felt like a punch to the gut, even though it had been my choice to end it. This feeling, waiting for my date to arrive, it was the kind of nerves that went with going forward, leaping into the unknown. It was a better feeling than feeling left behind, that was for sure.
The first date came in. His name was Craig, he was a first year, and his profile listed him as being into rugby and drinking. It was all very macho, but I thought it was bravado. Because underneath his selection of virile pursuits, dungeons and dragons was listed, which endeared me to him immediately. He was trying to fit the mould of the masculine guy but there was a sensitive little nerd underneath it, I hoped. And physically, he was a good looking guy. Lucas had been a bit more enthusiastic about that part than I had. 
Craig spotted me and came over.
 ‘Penny, is it?’
I nodded.
 ‘Craig?’
 ‘The man, the myth, the legend.’
I cringed inside at the dickish intro but I tried to bear the D&D in mind. He was probably just nervous.
‘Can I get you a drink?’
 ‘Sure. I’ll have-‘
He turned to the barman before I could finish.
 ‘Oy, barkeep. I’ll have a beer and my lady friend will have a white wine.’
I couldn’t believe he’d ordered for me. Strike two. 
He handed me the wine and I took a sip, thinking about my next conversational gambit. I had to break this act up before he could settle into it. 
 ‘So, you like dungeons and dragons? How long have you been playing?’
He looked bewildered.
 ‘Dungeons and what?’
 ‘Dragons. Doesn’t it say that on your profile?’
He pulled out his phone and looked at it for a moment. He slapped his thigh in sudden anger.
 ‘What the hell? My roommate must have cracked my passcode. He’s been messing about with my profile. That dickhead! I’m gonna kick his head in for this!’
Oh god. I was really just on a date with a meat head rugby player. I didn’t need my remaining fifteen minutes. I drank my wine and made my excuses to his utter bafflement. He was obviously used to his ‘charm’ doing it’s magic.
I left him and went over to Lucas to wait for date number two.



Chapter Sixteen
I was waiting at the door of Alex’s mansion, having been buzzed in at the front gate. I was holding a bottle of reasonably expensive red wine, along with popcorn. 
The door opened and Jessica stood there, resplendent in a dark blue satin slip dress. It was undoubtedly a date outfit. We seemed to be on the same page, sartorially speaking. But I wasn’t taking anything for granted. Jessica’s marriage wasn’t insignificant to her. It could still go either way at the crucial moment. 
‘Hello’ I said quietly. ‘I brought some wine, I hope that’s OK.’
 ‘Of course. Thank you’ she said as she stepped back to allow me entry. I walked into a hall that took my breath away. You could have fit my living room into it twice over. The floors were expensive wooden panels and the walls were made of glass. 
 ‘Wow’ I said. ‘This is a gorgeous house.’
 ‘Thank you’ she said shyly.
I turned around to see it in full and I could see a manicured lawn on the other side of the house.
 ‘I love the glass walls. But doesn’t it worry you that people can see right in?’
She shrugged.
 ‘Well, there’s plenty of privacy in other rooms.’
 ‘That’s good to know’ I said with only the merest hint of anything lascivious about the comment. But I watched Jessica’s reaction to it. She look a little pink. 
I handed her the wine, kissing her on the cheek. She leaned in for it, and this time, it wasn’t an air kiss. I felt her soft lips brush my face. Her perfume drifted up to greet me and it was sweet, something with delicate notes of citrus. She smelled absolutely edible. 
 ‘It’s great to see you’ she said shyly as we stood back from the kiss. ‘Thanks for coming over.’
 ‘Thank you for having me.’
I could have added a flirty air to ‘having me’ but I didn’t. I didn’t want to push her too far too soon. And Beth had started off shy with a dash of flirtation, which was the line I was walking. This was a delicate operation and she was a seemingly sensitive woman. It was important I take this slowly, give her time to come to her own decision about whether she was simply going to flirt with an attractive woman and feel good about that as an end in itself. Or whether she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from getting what she really needed from me. And what I was happy to provide, in exchange for what I really needed. 
We went through to the living room and she left me there for a moment while she fetched glasses for the wine and a bowl for the popcorn.
I looked around the room. It was like the hall. Large, expensive, modern, stylish. There were bookshelves dotted here and there, although I guessed it wasn’t the main place books were kept. Knowing Alex, she had a library somewhere. There was a large portrait on one wall, a family scene. It had Alex, Jessica and Alex’s daughter, whose name I suddenly remembered was Georgia, posing. Everyone was smiling, but upon closer inspection, the smiles didn’t reach anyone’s eyes. 
Jessica came back in and began to pour two glasses of red. She handed me one.
‘Thank you. Is that your wife?’
She was startled before she realised I was talking about the painting. 
 ‘Oh. Yes.’
 ‘She’s very beautiful.’
She looked at the painting wistfully.
 ‘I suppose so, yes.’
 ‘How long have you been together?’
 ‘Seven years. We got married three years ago.’
She looked down at her drink then and I saw a glimpse of real sadness.
 ‘Are you OK?’
 ‘Yes, it’s just… Things aren’t great with her at the moment. We had a row before she left and we haven’t spoken since.’
 ‘I’m sorry’ I said gently. And I really was. I didn’t like to see Jessica sad.
 ‘It’s OK.’
 ‘Is it?’ I probed.
She started to smile, as though to shake off the moment but she couldn’t quite do it. 
 ‘How about we get the movie on?’
She picked up a remote and hit a button. A large TV appeared out of the floor, rising up in front of the large couch. It provided another nugget about the relationship. Because the books, Alex’s passion, they were on display. But Jessica’s TV was hidden from view until it was in use. It gave me the distinct impression that this was Alex’s house, not Alex and Jessica’s house. Jessica was in hiding in this place. 
We sat down together on the couch, with room for another person between us. Jessica started the Blu-Ray and the trailers began. I saw Jessica reach for some popcorn and I went in too, engineering a key moment in the process. Our hands touched, I felt her soft skin make contact with my own. She pulled back with an embarrassed ‘Oh, sorry.’
I shook my head in silent apology and pulled my own hand back, giving her room to get popcorn. It was a cheesy move, I know. But in my experience, life isn’t subtle. It comes laden with clichés. That’s how clichés are born, because they happen a lot.
The movie started and Jessica relaxed a little deeper into the sofa. I let my own body relax a little too, but only to let Jessica feel comfortable. In my head, I was playing the waiting game.



Chapter Seventeen 
I was ten minutes into my second date, with a boy named Jack, a second year psychology student. It was going fairly well. He seemed nice so far, or at least not a jock idiot like the last one. He was telling me about his mother.
‘She’s my best friend, really.’
Was that weird?
‘Maybe that sounds a bit, I don’t know, dorky, but she raised me by herself so we’ve always been close.’
Not weird. Sweet.
‘But let’s not talk about that. Tell me about yourself.’
And he was clearly not self-involved. The boy was doing well. 
 ‘I’m a creative writing student. I want to be a novelist when I grow up’ I joked.
He seemed very impressed.
 ‘That’s cool. What kind of thing do you write?’
 ‘All kinds of things. I don’t like to limit myself. But right now, science fiction.’
 ‘Sci-fi? That’s my favourite genre!’
And from there we had an enthusiastic discussion about our favourite sci-fi books and movies, as well as our least favourites. We were in accordance on both sides of the coin.
The conversation was flowing nicely, when I suddenly caught Lucas’s eye from across the room. He tapped his watch, or the place where his watch would have been if he’d been wearing one. I got the message. It was coming up to the twenty minute mark.
Jack cleared his throat nervously. 
‘Hey, do you maybe want to go someplace else for a drink?’
I considered. He was nice, sensitive, smart and we shared tastes. Physically, he wasn’t classically handsome exactly, but he was definitely attractive in an unconventional way. I could imagine myself spending time with him. But that wasn’t what this night was about. It was about finding someone that made my pulse race. And on reflection, Jack just didn’t inspire those sorts of feelings. He was friendship material, not ‘hot one night stand’ material.
 ‘I’m sorry, I need to meet some people later on, so I’ll have to cut it short, I’m afraid.’
His face dropped a little.
‘But let’s swap numbers. I’d love to catch a film with you sometime. As friends.’
He understood the message, but he seemed to shake off the rejection with good grace.
 ‘Well, I was hoping for a bit more than that, I’ll admit it. But friends is good.’
We swapped numbers and he left the bar. I was glad to have met Jack and I hoped we really could be friends, but if I was going to shake Julia from my system, I’d need someone a little more stirring.
Lucas bounded over.
 ‘No joy?’
 ‘He was nice. But I don’t think the chemistry was there.’
 ‘And this is why you arrange as many dates as you can. Profiles and snaps are good, but you never can tell who you’ll click with.’
We played pool as we waited for my final date. One more chance, I thought. One more chance to find someone who could stop me feeling like I was stuck in this quagmire. 
And right on time, in she walked. 
Her name was Sienna, and her profile picture had been arresting. She was tall and leggy, with long caramel brown hair, olive skin and cheekbones for days. I’d almost forgotten to look at her description before I swiped right. But ‘art student’ and ‘spontaneous’ had been her headline credentials and they’d worked well enough for me. 
She glanced around the bar looking for me. I couldn’t help but notice half the bar glance back at her, but I didn’t blame them. She had something.
She saw me and sashayed over to where I was suddenly finding myself rooted to the spot. I felt Lucas’s hand on my back, pushing me toward her, pulling the pool cue from my hand. We met in the middle of the bar.
 ‘Penny?’
I nodded and I felt her eyes travel up and down my body. She wasn’t even trying to be subtle about it. She gave me a leering smile and said ‘Yeah. You’ll do just fine.’
I gave a sort of gasping laugh at her audacity.
 ‘Will I, now?’
 ‘Look, we both know why we’re here. Let’s not pretend. Now, shall we go get a drink?’
I looked back at Lucas, feeling suddenly like a little girl seated at the big kid table, but he just gave me a quick thumbs up. 
I looked back at Sienna. She was still waiting for my answer, but with a confident air that said, ‘You know you want to say yes’. And I found that I did. 
 
Ten minutes later, I found myself in the women’s toilet cubicle, with Sienna’s luscious body pressed up against me. The turnaround on this night had been astounding, but Sienna had had a point. This was what I’d been looking for. And I had to admit, I was enjoying myself. Sienna had an assertiveness that was exciting. She knew exactly what she wanted. And she’d made it very clear to me what that was. We’d talked in the bar for a few short minutes before she’d told me that she was going to the bathroom, and she’d be waiting for me in this cubicle. And she’d just left me there to make my choice. 
For all my talk, I was a little shocked. She moved so fast. I had an internal debate with myself. One the one hand, there was a part of me that said ‘Are you really the kind of person that could follow someone they’ve only just met into a public bathroom for sex.’ And the other part of me? It said ‘Julia is undoubtedly in someone’s bed right now. And she’s not giving you a second thought.’ Obviously, the second voice won.
So here I was, kissing a stranger in a toilet. Sienna’s generous mouth felt good on my own and I began to let my reserve go. I felt her fingers reach down and unzip my jeans.
‘Wait’ I heard myself say.
She paused in action.
 ‘What is it?’
If I was going to change my mind, this was the moment.
I sighed.
 ‘Nothing. Don’t stop.’
She smiled lasciviously as she began to tug my jeans down off my hips. 
 ‘Don’t worry, baby. You’re in good hands.’
She slunk down to her knees and teased my panties down with her teeth. Her skilled tongue was soon at work. And I stopped caring about whether this was OK. Right now, I felt good. This was what I’d wanted, what I needed. To get out of my head, out of my heart. To exist only in the visceral pleasures of my body. 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Thirty minutes into the movie and we were well into the second act. Jessica suddenly slipped her shoes off and pulled her knees up on the couch, fairly immersed in the Swedish movie. So far, it had been decent. A little solemn, but interesting. 
Suddenly, there was the distant crash of a door flying open and we both turned in surprise. It had come from the hall, the front door most likely.
Jessica hit pause on the movie and said ‘Excuse me.’ She jumped up and ran into the hall. I heard her say to someone ‘Where have you been?’
A voice, which I recalled as Georgia’s from my stakeout, said ‘None of your business.’
 ‘I haven’t seen you in days, I’d appreciate it if you would just send me the occasional text, so that I know you’re not dead, Georgia.’
 ‘I texted my mother. That’s the extent of my obligation here.’
Jessica replied, sounded beaten. 
 ‘I’m not the wicked stepmother here. I’m just looking out for you.’
There was no reply to that. But moments later, I heard some stomping up a set of stairs. Jessica hadn’t given up though.
‘Are you staying? Do you want something to eat?’
 ‘I can feed myself, Jess. I’m just grabbing a change of clothes and I’m gone.’
A moment later, Jessica came back in wearily.
 ‘I’m sorry about that.’
 ‘It’s OK. Is everything…’
The stomping suddenly started again, followed by the bang of the front door. A car engine roared away in the distance.
Jessica looked embarrassed.
 ‘She’s got a good heart, really. She’s just going through some sort of phase at the moment.’
She pressed a hand to her temple.
‘A really long phase.’
 ‘How old is she?’
 ‘Twenty.’
 ‘A little old for phases, isn’t she?
Jessica sat down tiredly.
 ‘I met Alex when I was twenty five. Georgia was thirteen then. I don’t think she took too kindly to having such a young stepmother on the scene. I don’t know, maybe that’s fair…’
She stopped then and I thought I saw a tear in the corner of her eye. I slid closer to her and put my arm around her. 
 ‘Hey, it’s OK.’
After a moment, she leaned in, accepting the contact.
‘Jessica, you seem like a really good person. She’s lucky that she got you for a stepmother. She could have done a lot worse.’
I’ll admit it, I was thinking of myself when I said that. Alex had tried to slot me into the role once upon a time. But Alex had obviously had no problem finding another younger woman to fit the bill. Not that I judged her for that, God knows I’ve been known to dip into that pool, but the relationship between Georgia and Jessica was in rough shape and it was really down to Alex to mend those fences. Had she tried, I wondered? Or had she just seen something she wanted and said to hell with the consequences. 
Thinking about it now, when Alex had surprised me by leaving her husband, she had taken it for granted that I was hers. I remembered that situation with me as the villain, because that’s how she’d painted it, but looking at it anew, hadn’t Alex been pretty badly behaved herself? She’d fully expected me to give her what she wanted. It hadn’t been a question, it had been a demand. I wasn’t going to try and pretend that she’d taken advantage of me, quite the opposite, but I was starting to see that she’d shown signs of a fairly selfish person herself, even then. Looking at the life she’d created for herself since, despite the money and the lifestyle, I’d made the correct choice. From the tension that was draped across the house like a veil, this was not a happy home. Jessica was not a happy wife and mother. Georgia was not a happy step-daughter. I didn’t know how Alex felt about it all. I didn’t care. Because I had an idea that she was the root of all this misery. She was certainly the root of mine.
And now, here I was, with Alex’s tearful wife in my arms. And yes, I had plans and schemes, but at that moment, all I wanted to do was make Jessica feel better.
‘You shouldn’t blame yourself.’
I put my other arm around her, deepening the hug, and she slipped her head into my neck. A few more tears escaped from her eyes, falling onto my arm. 
 ‘Oh, I’m sorry, she said as she began to dab at my arm with a tissue. I put my hand on hers, stopping her.
 ‘Don’t worry about that.’
She looked up at me. Her eyes were a spectacular shade of grey. I found myself getting a little lost in them. She was one of those women who was at her most beautiful in sadness.
‘You don’t deserve any of this, you know. You’re lovely.’
The compliment was utterly real. Jessica really did deserve better than this. She was still staring at me with those big eyes. I involuntarily moistened my lips.
 ‘Do you really think that?’ 
 ‘I do.’
And then she leaned in and gave me the briefest of kisses on the lips. I went in to continue the kiss but she jumped back as though electrified. She got up and went over to the window, staring out at the lawn beyond.
 ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.’
I got up and walked up behind her, standing inches away.
 ‘Is that really how you feel? That you shouldn’t have kissed me? Because I don’t. I’ve been wanting that since we met.’
She didn’t turn but I could feel the fear in her, fear that came from being on the precipice of doing something she wanted, but something she knew was wrong. I knew that feeling well. I slipped my hand around her body, running it lightly down her arm, resting it on her hand.
‘In fact, I want more than that.’
She still didn’t turn so I gently pulled her hand, drawing her body around to face me. Her grey eyes were alive with panic and desire.
‘But I’ll go right now, if that’s what you want.’
It was a real offer. I wasn’t going to push this. If Jessica decided that this wasn’t what she wanted, or that it wasn’t worth the price, I would walk right out.
She inhaled deeply and shook her head.
 ‘I don’t want you to go.’
She pushed her soft lips against mine. Her kiss was gentle, but deep. My hands reached up around her, my fingers caressing the small of her back lightly. She moaned softly. I pulled back, wanting to give her a chance to change her mind. 
 ‘Are you sure?’
She nodded and reached down for my hand. She pulled me across the room and we headed upstairs.
As we reached the bedroom, I thought ‘Should I really do this?’ and then Jessica was standing in front of me, slipping her dress straps off her shoulders, dropping the dress to the floor to reveal a forest green balcony bra with matching panties. I stopped questioning what was about to happen at that point. Because all that working out and calorie counting, it wasn’t a waste. Her creamy body was toned and supple from head to toe. Her breasts were the only large thing about her, at odds with the tautness of the rest of her, an incredible combination. I wanted nothing else but to feel that body against me, so that we could both forget out troubles for a moment, lose ourselves in desire.
I grabbed hold of her hand and pulled her to me, kissing her fervently. The bed was a few metres away (‘Alex’s bed’ I thought briefly) and I wanted to get there quickly so I grabbed her waist, wanting to push her gently in that direction. But I could feel how light her body was so I dispensed with the formalities and lifted her up to carry her to the bed. Jessica’s legs wrapped around me like a cobra as I held her, holding on to me tightly we continued to kiss ardently. I dropped her lightly onto the ivory coloured silk sheets and pulled my own dress off, throwing it on the floor. She leant up on her elbows to watch. She looked pensive but excited. I removed my own underwear and dropped it onto the floor. She drank in the sight of my naked body and I let her look, giving us a moment to enjoy our desire for each other.
When I couldn’t wait another second, I climbed quickly on top of her and I felt her hot lips on my neck as she slipped her hands into my hair, caressing it gently. I placed my hand on her breast, tugging the bra down until my fingers found her nipple. She whimpered and I began to tug more aggressively as I kissed her, wanting the bra gone. She realised what I wanted and reached around her back, undoing the clasp that I didn’t have access to. The bra was quickly tossed aside and I let my full weight push against her, the feel of our naked breasts pressing against one another was divine. As we kissed, her tongue danced lightly against my own and I put my hands around her face, trying to get closer, deeper. Trying to forget everything.
My left hand began to play with her supple breast, kneading it gently. She moaned and I slipped my hand down her body, reaching her thighs. I let my fingers caress the skin of her upper thigh, letting the ache build in Jessica until she couldn’t take it anymore.
 ‘Beth, please…’ she whispered.
It jolted me to hear that name but only momentarily. My drive was still to pleasure Jessica and I slipped my fingers into her slick recess. Her moaning rose sharply. She was incredibly wet and I pushed in deeper, discovering her. I could feel she was ready for me and I pushed two fingers inside her. I felt the hand on the back of my hand grip tighter and I began to slide back and forth, deeper each time, as she moaned in ecstasy. She pulled my other hand, still holding her face, into her mouth, sucking desperately on my fingers with each wave of pleasure. I felt her coming hard, and at the moment of climax she bit sharply down on my hand with a satisfied sigh. The pain was exquisite. 
She went limp for a second, and I looked down at her. She was staring at the ceiling and she let out a soft giggle. She looked content. It was a new look on her. I reached my hand down her body, not even close to finished, but she grabbed it.
‘No, come here. I need to taste you.’ She said quietly. And who was I to deny her? I leaned over and she pulled me to a sitting position, slipping underneath me gracefully. I felt her tongue slide inside, she moaned appreciatively at the flavour of me, and I grabbed hold of the bed frame to steady myself as she worked her eager mouth around me, her hands hanging onto my waist. I closed my eyes and gripped harder on the frame, feeling the force between my thighs build. She wasn’t there more than twenty seconds before I came sharply. But thankfully, she didn’t leave it there. She kept going, all the while moaning at the pleasure she was taking from tasting me, and orgasm after orgasm gripped my body, each one ascending in intensity. Eventually, after I’d lost count, her head dropped back and she climbed out from underneath me. I fell down on the bed, exhausted. Jessica climbed under the sheets and I joined her. 
We lay in silence for a moment. Now that it was over, my mind, which had been pretty quiet for the last hour, was beginning to work again. I was suddenly aware of where I was and who I was with. And what I’d come here for.
Jessica turned to me with a lazy smile.
‘I really needed that.’
I raised an eyebrow.
 ‘But you did most of the work.’
 ‘It still felt great.’
I realised that for Jessica, her pleasure hadn’t been the point. She’d just wanted to feel needed. And I’d certainly needed her. For a few magnificent moments, she let me forget the day that preceded them.
Realising that, my brain, cruel traitor that it was, suddenly pushed the thing I’d been hiding from right to the front of my thoughts. Penny. What had just taken place had been a divine distraction, but here she was again, taking up space inside me, making me feel like I’d lost something that couldn’t be replaced. Not with sex, not with revenge, not with anything. 
Anger bubbled up inside me. No, I told imaginary Penny, you won’t win this. You don’t want me and I’m going to find a way not to want you.
 ‘I hate to break the moment, but what about your wife?’
She jerked round to face me.
 ‘Alex? What about her?’
 ‘Are you going to tell her about this? I’m not really up to dealing with your pissed off wife coming to murder me.’
 ‘I don’t think that’s going to matter in the long run.’
 ‘What do you mean?’
Her face was lost in thoughts I couldn’t read for a moment. But then, I began to see that I was watching her realising something extraordinary. 
 ‘I think my marriage is over.’
I was having a terrible sense of déjà vu. Was this going to be like Alex all over again? 
 ‘Really?’
She looked over at me and gave me a sweet reassuring smile.
 ‘It’s OK, Beth. This isn’t about you. Things have been bad for a while. I don’t think…’
She paused as though letting what she was saying sink in for herself.
‘I don’t think we’re in love anymore. I don’t think we have been for a long time.’
She turned to me.
‘I think it took this to let me admit that to myself. I needed to accept that I don’t want to be here anymore. And I don’t have to be. I can leave. I can be happy again.’
My face must still have looked a little worried at that point because she grabbed my hand.
‘Beth, relax. I know you’re married too and I’m not making any assumptions about your marriage. I don’t expect anything from you. This was what it was. It was just a beautiful moment. That’s all I want it to be.’
I was happy for Jessica, she was a sweet girl and she really deserved to be happy. But I didn’t want to take credit for her epiphany. I wasn’t some knight in shining armour, coming to carry her off from the evil sorceress. I’d been in this for myself at the end of the day. She’d gotten something out of it too, and I was pleased for her. But I wanted one more thing from Jessica, if she could give it to me.
And the groundwork had been laid. I’d put myself here, in Jessica’s bed. I’d created an intimacy between us. I’d found cracks in the marriage, more than I could have dreamed off. There wasn’t going to be a better time to get some dirt on Alex.
 ‘So, what now?’
She shrugged.
 ‘I don’t know.’
 ‘Will you ask for a divorce?’
 ‘At some point, I guess.’
 ‘How do you think she’ll take that?’ I asked, knowing full well what the answer would be. Jessica’s eyes grew large at the thought.
 ‘Not great. Alex doesn’t like to lose. Even if she doesn’t especially want the prize.’
 ‘You think she’ll fight you, try to keep you?’
 ‘I don’t care. She can say what she wants. I’m going, no matter what it costs.’
 ‘But you’re entitled to half.’
 ‘I don’t want anything. I just want my life back.’
 ‘Jessica, that’s a very decent way to look at it, but let’s be honest. You’re going to walk out of here with nothing. No money and no job. And that’s going to be tough.’
She began to look a bit concerned.
‘You need to protect yourself, make sure you leave here with something. Make sure you’re at least set up to start again on your own.’
She sighed deeply, struggling with that idea.
 ‘Maybe I do have some entitlements, legally. But I don’t know, is it really right to take what I didn’t earn?’
 ‘You think you didn’t work for all this? You did. You were here for her, you made a home for her and you helped raise her child. You created half of this life. That’s not nothing. I had a friend who went through this exact thing, and she thought about it like you did. Now she’s sleeping on her sister’s sofa.’
That was a lie. But as far as I was concerned, it was still sound advice for anyone looking to divorce a richer partner. At any rate, it was only a pit stop on the way to what I really wanted to ask.
‘If I were you, I’d get my ducks in a row before she has time to even call a lawyer.’
 ‘I guess I do have a few days before she gets home, to start proceedings.’
 ‘You should use that time to think about anything that she really doesn’t want to lose, anything that could be leverage.’
She thought about that for a second.
 ‘The Murphy name, that’s her Achilles heel, if anything. Her reputation is everything to her.’
That was what I’d hoped she’d say. 
 ‘Do you have anything that could damage that? Something that she’d hate to get out?’
She thought for a second. 
 ‘Alex isn’t like that. She never crosses any lines that matter. She likes to think she’s beyond reproach.’ 
Bitterness clouded her features.
‘No, Alex’s crimes aren’t the kind that leave a mark. They’re less easily detectable than that.’
Well, great. Well done, Alex. Your wife only knows you as an emotionally abusive spouse. She doesn’t know how you do business. 
But the way she’d tried to crush me, I knew she didn’t play fair. There had to be something beyond the minor crime she’d perpetrated on me, something truly wicked in her past to expose her as the villain she was. But Jessica, relative innocent that she was, obviously had nothing that I could use. 
She leaned back on the pillow, finding peace.
‘I think I’d like to do this clean, anyway. If I lose, I lose, but she won’t take my pride. I’m not playing dirty.’
Good for you, I thought begrudgingly. Some of us don’t have that option. For some of us, dirty is all we have.



Chapter Nineteen
I was back to the drawing board. Nothing was different than it had been a few days ago. I still hadn’t managed to ruin Alex’s career the way she had mine. I’d slept with her wife, and I guess that could be considered pretty good revenge, but it wasn’t satisfying, because ultimately it didn’t change anything for her. Yes, she was about to go through a divorce, and I’d played my part in that. But it wasn’t enough. Because although I’d expedited the crumble of her marriage, it would have happened eventually, with or without me. I needed more than that. I needed to break her.
Had I been this angry when it first happened? I’d been furious, certainly, but it was worse now. Because it seemed that everything that had happened since was part of one maelstrom, with Alex at the eye of it. If I hadn’t lost the book deal, I wouldn’t have lost Lauren, and I may never have had the realisation of my enduring love for Penny. 
Thinking about the woman I’d been: moving forward with my life, satisfied enough with it, it felt as though Alex had taken much more than a book contract, more than a career, more than a relationship, more than love. It was a life she’d stolen. And that was a debt I wanted to repay. Now more than ever.
And there was one more card I had to play.
 
The group in lane seven of the upscale bowling alley were loud and drunk. They were a crowd of flashy trust fund kids, with too much time and too few brains. It hadn’t been hard to find them, social networking being the detailed diary it was to kids this age, with this much money. But one of them stood out. She was sitting a little apart from her friends, sipping from a hip flask, alone in the crowd. 
I walked over to where she sat. She didn’t look up as I approached, she seemed lost in her own little abyss. The resemblance to her mother was astounding.
‘Georgia?’
 ‘What?’ she said belligerently before she looked up and saw me. She looked taken aback, is if she’d been expecting it to be one of her cronies. 
‘Who the hell are you?’
I smiled at her, turning on the charm. I wasn’t Beth tonight. I was very much Julia.
 ‘I’m Julia Hawke. I’m an old friend of your mother’s. Can we have a little chat?’
 
We were sat in the bar next door to the bowling alley. It was an expensive place, in the hippest part of town, made for people like Georgia to waste their money in. 
Georgia was looking around impatiently.
‘Look, I don’t know what this is about, but if it’s anything to do with her, I’m not interested.’
Just as I’d thought. There was a lot of anger there. I could exploit that. 
 ‘Georgia, give me ten minutes to explain what I want. If you’re not interested, I’ll leave you in peace. But I think you are going to be interested, if you want what I want. And what I want is to take Alex down.’
She perked up at that last statement. I had her attention.
 ‘What are you talking about?’
 ‘Your mother blocked my book release because of a sixteen year old grudge. But if I can get some dirt on her, I can repay the favour. She’s being announced as CEO of Murphy House in a few weeks. I presume you know that?’
Georgia rolled her eyes.
 ‘Of course I know. It’s all she talks about. But what do you want me to do about it?’
 ‘You’ve lived with your mother all this time. You’ve been a child in her house. And if I know one thing about kids, it’s that they’re sneaky. They go through belongings, read mail, and overhear phone calls.’
She smirked a little. I was right about that at least.
‘Somewhere in the last twenty years, you’ve picked up some of you mother’s dirt. All you have to do is give me something nice and juicy. I’ll leak it, make sure it goes viral. A scandal will put a serious spanner in the works of that promotion.’
She leaned back in her chair, considering the offer, considering me.
 ‘I don’t know you. You think you can just walk up to me and ask me for something like this? What makes you think I would do something like that to my own mother?’
 ‘Because you hate her. Probably even more than I do.’
It was a big gambit. I hoped I’d read the situation correctly. Because if I hadn’t, I was done. Georgia would tell her mother what I was up to, and someone with her resources could still make my life worse, in all sorts of ways.
But Georgia’s lip curled up at the edge, conceding. I was dead on. 
 ‘Maybe. But you’re still a stranger, there needs to be real trust between two people if they’re going to do what you’re suggesting. I mean, there could be serious blowback for me here. I hate that bitch, but she does fund my life. If she found out, she’d cut me off in a heartbeat.’
 ‘OK, I guess that’s fair. How do you propose we develop this trust?’
She smirked to herself. 
 ‘Well, for starters, what’s this all about? Why does she want to ruin you? I’m going to need the details on that before I can begin to understand what you’re about.’
I’d been afraid of this. But she had a point, she needed to know what she was getting in the middle of. I was going to have to put all my cards on the table. 
 ‘Sixteen years ago, I had an affair with your mother. She left her husband, your dad, for me. But I didn’t want be tied down. In fact, I didn’t want to be a step parent to you, in all honesty. I was not much older than you are now and it just wasn’t what I wanted.’
Her eyes flashed in anger.
 ‘That was you?’
I nodded, looking her directly in the eye. She deserved that much.
 ‘Yes, it was.’
 ‘She kicked my dad out. My aunt Brenda told me all about it. The whole family had a meltdown.’
 ‘I’m sorry.’
 ‘I was four. Do you get that? Four!’
 ‘I know. But in my defense, I never asked her to leave him. I never wanted her to do that. It was just supposed to be a fling. It’s not much of an excuse, I realise. But there it is.’
She looked perplexed at that.
 ‘That’s not how Brenda tells it. My mum told her that you’d planned to be together but then you bottled out.’
I shook my head.
 ‘I don’t know if Alex really believed that or if she just said it to save face, but that’s not what happened.’
She looked away for a second, and I could see the wheels of her mind turn as she tried to incorporate this new perspective on her old understanding of her family history.
‘Didn’t Alex ever talk to you about this directly?’
 ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you? Her? Intentionally show me a chink in the Alex Murphy armour?’
 ‘So you never discussed it?’
 ‘She just said ‘it didn’t work out’. Dad said the same thing. They’re both locked up tighter than a duck’s arse.’
The roots of Georgia’s anger were becoming clearer. It wasn’t just the young step-parent, or a strict upbringing. These were people that didn’t talk about their emotions. Alex had been like that with me. We’d slept together for months without her so much as hinting to me how she felt. Georgia had been brought up in an atmosphere of keeping emotions under firm lock and key. And it wasn’t for her. And thank god it wasn’t. Because I needed her to start talking.
 ‘Georgia-’
 ‘So you really slept with my mum?’ she said, and there was something in her tone I couldn’t quite recognise.
 ‘Yes.’
 ‘How many times?’
 ‘I don’t know, it was a long time ago.’
 ‘Come on, take a guess.’
I sighed, trying to estimate a number. Where was she going with this?
 ‘I’m not sure, a few dozen times I guess.’
 ‘And she must have really loved you to break up her marriage.’
 ‘I suppose she did.’
I suddenly felt something underneath the table. Georgia’s foot was making the slightest contact with my own. 
 ‘But you didn’t want her. She couldn’t have you. Not the way she wanted.’
She was beginning to rub her foot against mine. A sexy grin crept onto her face.
‘Well, then. I think we can probably make some sort of agreement here. Quid pro quo, isn’t that what they say?’
Oh dear, I thought. This was not going quite to plan.
 ‘Georgia…’ I began admonishingly.
 ‘Come on, Julia. You’re hot. I’m hot. Wouldn’t it just sweeten the deal?’
I confess, it held an appeal. She was a beautiful young woman. And she had the keys to my revenge. It would have been easy and pleasurable to give her what she was asking for.
But when I thought about her motivations for it, I felt uneasy. It wasn’t about me, she just wanted to feel like she’d gotten one up on her mother. I was a trophy to her. I didn’t mind so much about that for my own sake. But it felt like a very bad thing to humour in Georgia. Something about it was uncomfortable.
But did that really matter? Did I care why she wanted what she wanted, when it so closely matched my own needs?
 ‘Georgia.’
 ‘Yes?’
 ‘I don’t think we should do that.’
Her foot stopped rubbing against me and she glared at me insolently. 
 ‘Spoil sport.’
She shrugged.
‘Whatever. I’m gonna help you anyway. I think I have some stuff that will do the trick.’



Chapter Twenty
I awoke to a thumping on my bedroom door.
‘Stone? You up?’
I climbed delicately out of bed and staggered to the door. I opened it to see Lucas holding a cup of tea out to me.
 ‘Is that for me?’
He placed it in my hand. I took a sip, the hot liquid felt good running down my throat.
 ‘Right. You’ve taken the tea. That puts you in a binding contract to exchange the goods for information.’
I groaned tiredly. I wasn’t really up to it.
 ‘Lucas, can we maybe do it a bit later? I’m still half asleep.’
He tried to look past me.
 ‘She’s not in there, is she?’
 ‘No! I’m just, I don’t know, feeling a bit delicate.’
 ‘Look, I wing-manned the bejesus out of you last night. I deserve to know how it shook out. I left you looking pretty chummy with that girl. Did she deliver?’
I could see he wasn’t going to leave till I gave him the low down. I stood back to allow him entry. He walked in and sat on my messy bed, already on tenterhooks. 
‘So?’
I sat down next to him.
 ‘Yeah. I guess she delivered.’
He snapped his fingers in triumph. Then he looked at my face and his expression dropped.
 ‘You don’t look very happy about it.’
 ‘I am. It was fun.’
And it had been. Sienna had been quite the exciting bathroom partner. After we’d finished pleasuring each other, she’d given me a peck on the cheek and told me that if I ever wanted to do it again, I knew where to find her. And off she strutted, out into the night, no doubt on the way to her next sexual engagement. 
 ‘So why does your face look like that?’
 ‘Like what?’
He didn’t reply for a moment.
 ‘It didn’t work, did it?’
 ‘I don’t know what you mean, Luc.’
 ‘You can’t bang your way out of heartbreak, Stone. I’ve tried enough times to know.’
His words surprised me and something horrible, something I didn’t understand, jerked inside me. I felt a tear well. I blinked it desperately away. But it was too late. He’d seen it. He put his arms out, trying to hug me.
‘Come here.’
I struggled away from the hug. 
 ‘No, stop it. I’m fine.’
 ‘Penny…’
He never called me Penny. It was the worst possible thing I could have heard at that moment. It made me feel vulnerable, naked. 
 ‘Luc, please don’t make me think about it.’
 ‘Think about what?’
I covered my face with my hands, wanting to hide from him, from myself.
 ‘Think about what?’ he pressed.
 ‘Think about the fact that I love her!’ I almost shouted.
He grabbed me again and this time I didn’t resist. I let him hold me. I let go, crying pitiful tears into his shoulder.
 ‘Why does she make me feel like this?’
 ‘Some people, they just, they get in. And there’s nothing you can do about it. But one day, there’ll be someone else, someone who makes you forget this feeling. Look at me. I had somebody like Julia, he pushed every single one of my buttons. And it turned out he didn’t give a shit about me. It really tore me up and I never wanted to feel that way again. Then, one day, there was Sam. He changed everything. I never thought I’d want to be with someone like that again. And now I’m completely, embarrassingly in love.’
It was incredible to hear Lucas talk like this, admitting his true feelings for once. He’d never talked about the ex before in any real detail. I had no idea he’d had his heart stomped like that. I was happy that he’d turned the corner with Sam. And the whole story was very comforting. The idea that one day, I’d meet someone who felt the same for me as I did for them, it was a nice dream. But that day seemed very, very far away.
The problem was, I didn’t know if anyone would ever quite live up to Julia. Because I’d done things the wrong way round. I’d started with the headliner and everybody else seemed like a support act.
Last night, there had been moments where it seemed as though everything might be OK. That I might be able to move forward from this feeling. But once I’d gotten home and I was alone, my stomach began to ache, and a lump appeared in my throat. And I knew nothing was really different. I’d tried to use Sienna like medication, a tonic to cure myself of love. But now I knew something I hadn’t known yesterday. That the trouble with using people as medicine is that they only treat the symptoms, not the problem. She’d been a short term solution to a long term problem.
Maybe what I should have done was to lean on my friend. To try to find pleasure in his happiness. It wouldn’t fix anything, I knew that. But it was a better use of myself. If I could only be broken right now, I could give him what little I had, rather than sink into my sadness. Or keep trying to distract myself from it.
 ‘Can you do me a favour, Luc?’
 ‘Anything, Stone.’
 ‘Can I meet Sam?’
He laughed.
 ‘Well, I can’t really refuse that request any more, can I? Come on, he’ll be in the editing suites. I’m sure he won’t mind me dropping in to introduce my bestie.’
 
It turned out Sam was a sweetie and he and Luc were a brilliant match. They bickered constantly, but in a way that looked very comfortable. I envied them. 
We went out to eat together, and I was concerned I might feel like a third wheel. But Sam didn’t let that happen, asking me question after question about myself. It comforted me no end that he was making a sincere effort to get to know me. Because I knew he was doing it because I was important to Lucas. And Lucas was important to him. That made me feel better than I had in days.
That night, after I got home, and I was alone, the stomach ache was still there. The pain of losing Julia for a second time, even if it was just in my head, it was still strong. But I hoped that with time, and the help of a good friend, I could learn to live with it. 



Chapter Twenty One
So, I had my dirt. And I’d written up the notes and research, ready for Jacob. I decided to call him, to run through the details.
‘Jacob, hey...’
 ‘I was just about to call you. This Stephen Griffin thing is really blowing up, I need more. I need a full interview. And I need it now.’
I’d had a feeling he was going to say that. I’d been banging out stories on him here and there for the last few weeks, in amongst the usual pieces on reality star rehabs and footballer player affairs. But I knew Jacob. He wouldn’t be happy until he got the very core of this story, producing an angle on it that no one else had. It was what made him the perfect editor for The Informer. He never stopped till he’d squeezed the last of the juice out of something. Until he’d given the readers what they really wanted, the filthy human heart of the thing.
 ‘I told you, Jacob. There’s no way he’s going to talk to me.’
 ‘I don’t accept that. If anyone can get him talking, it’s you.’
 ‘I doubt it but I can tell you’re not taking no for an answer here. So I’ll try.’
 ‘I’m really not. I expect something in the next few days.’
 ‘Fine. Be in touch.’
He was a pushy bastard, but I needed him to print the Alex story, so I had no choice. I’d have to get Griffin to open up.
 
I knocked on the door of Stephen Griffin’s house, still trying to work out my angle on this. Would I flirt with him? Try to seduce the interview out of him? God knows, I’d proven I could do that with tougher targets. In this case, I’d be keeping my clothes on no matter what he told me, but he didn’t have to know that. 
The door opened and Stephen Griffin peaked out, looking like it had been a while since he’d seen sunlight. He was in his bathrobe, unshaven, a few pounds lighter since the last time I’d seen him. He took one look at me and went to shut the door. I put my foot in the way, creating enough of a gap to speak through.
‘Hold on, Stephen. Let me just…’
 ‘This is private property. Remove your foot, please.’
 ‘Only if you promise to let me speak to you for a minute. I won’t try to come in, I won’t record anything. I’ll talk and if you don’t like what you hear, I’ll go.’
He didn’t say anything for a second. Then the door opened. I gave my best smile.
‘Stephen, I just-’
 ‘No!’ he erupted. ‘You want to talk? No chance. Not after last time. No, this time, you’re going to listen to me!’
My mouth closed. I decided to let him rage at me. It was already in motion, anyway. I couldn’t have stopped him if I’d wanted to.
‘You’ve ruined my life! Do you care about that at all? Did you lose any sleep over it? I bet you didn’t, you heartless bitch.’
I’d been prepared for abuse. It wasn’t the first time I’d been on the receiving end of an angry tirade. It came with the territory. But he was trying to pin the blame for all his problems on me. I wasn’t having it.
 ‘I ruined your life, Stephen? I stole money from the council and spent it on hookers? That was me, was it?’
He looked as though he was gearing up for a second outburst but he suddenly broke, tears rolling down his bristly cheeks. I felt genuine pity for him.
‘Stephen, let me in.’
He looked up from his tears.
 ‘What, so you can trick me into saying something stupid again?’
 ‘No, so I can make you a cup of tea.’
He heaved a sigh and opened the door. 
 
We were sat in his living room. It was a nice house but the current state of it was somewhat dishevelled. There were empty beer cans all over the place. 
We’d sat down with our steaming mugs and there had been a moments silence while I let Stephen collect himself. 
‘My wife left.’
I nodded, unsurprised. Stephen’s wife, Sylvia, had been pretty stoic with the press, from what I’d gleaned. But this story was about as humiliating a thing as anyone could find out about their spouse. It would be hard for anyone to stay.
 ‘How long has she been gone?’
 ‘Just a few days. She tried to forgive me. She really did. But how on earth could she?’
He sipped his tea, in his eyes a thousand yard stare.
‘I’ve wrecked everything I spent my life building. Respect, job, marriage’, he snapped his fingers, ‘Gone, just like that.’
 ‘It’s easier than people think to take a sledgehammer to your life.’
He looked up at me.
 ‘Yes, I checked up on you. You’re no stranger to this kind of thing, from what I gather.’
I gave an ironic laugh. 
 ‘No, I suppose not.’
 ‘What was it they called you? The sexy, no, the smutty…’
I rolled my eyes. He was going to make me say it.
 ‘The Slutty Professor.’
 ‘That was it, yes.’
That seemed to cheer him up a little.
 ‘So how can you do this for a living now? Make people’s life hell in the same way that yours was?’
I shrugged.
 ‘Honestly, I didn’t have a lot to hang on to. I was like you, lost a relationship, lost a job, lost respect. So when this job came along, I jumped at it. It was a life raft. And I understood the people I was writing about. I’m one of them, one of you. I couldn’t keep it in my pants and I paid the price.’
He looked at me, amazed.
 ‘You think that’s all this comes down to? Sex?’
It was a good question. It was a question I’d asked myself. I’d never really known the answer to it though.
‘Those woman I went to see, they weren’t giving me sex. Not exclusively. I had this big job, there was all this pressure. And I didn’t know if I could do it. I was carrying this weight on my shoulders. And those ladies, they helped me put it down, just for a moment.’
He put his tea down, wanting to make his point strongly.
‘Don’t get me wrong, I knew I was lucky. I’m not going to pretend I didn’t have a lot to be thankful for. But there was always a part of me that wanted to throw even the best things away. To be that other part of myself, the part that wants to be free of it all. My problem was that I tried to have both.’
Stephen had obviously had a lot of time lately, and he’d used it trying to understand why he’d done what he’d done. I considered his words. I tried to find myself in them and I couldn’t. Even though our stories had similarities, they were only superficial. I wasn’t like him. Whatever explanations there might be to my sexual games, I wouldn’t find the answer here. I didn’t know if an answer mattered to me, at any rate. What point was there trying to find deeper reasoning behind my tendencies. They were what they were and I’d made peace with them.
‘I’m sorry I tried to blame this on you. I think I just needed to vent a bit. Thanks for letting me. I’m ready for my interview now.’
I was amazed. I’d completely given up on getting the interview. 
 ‘What? Why?’
 ‘The worst has happened, no point trying to back pedal. I’ve messed up and I think I need to just accept that now. Take my lumps.’
 ‘If you’re sure.’
 ‘Yes. One thing though, can you promise you won’t try to spin this badly? Just print the truth, as I tell it to you. No better, no worse.’
I nodded.
 ‘I promise, Stephen’ I said truthfully.



Chapter Twenty Two
I was ready to work again, thank god. I hadn’t been able to look at the book the last few days. It felt too linked with Julia. I think I was frightened that she might begin to infect the story. And that wasn’t what I wanted to write about. Although I knew that eventually, it had to happen. After I’d processed it all, I would write something about her. I’d let it all out. But right now, I needed to work on this novel. And who knows, maybe there could be some salvation in it, a mental holiday from the pain of the last few days.
I was sitting in an off campus place, a cafe nearby. I wasn’t sure why I’d chosen to come here rather than work in my room like I normally would have. It wasn’t until I’d sat down, unpacked my things and opened my laptop that I knew why I’d picked it. It was somewhere I’d come with Julia once, after the first whole night we’d spent together, as a matter of fact. She’d eaten an omelette, I’d had a huge stack of pancakes. I’d been worried that we weren’t on the same page, but I’d hoped she might feel a little of what I was. But we hadn’t talked about anything that day. I hadn’t wanted to ruin the moment. 
Come to think, we’d always avoided talking about what was between us. Not until the end, when it was too late. I suppose I’d been scared to know exactly what we were. And I’d been right to be scared. When I’d found out that I was only the latest in a series of affairs with students, it had killed me. She told me she loved me that day too. And I thought maybe she really had. But not enough to stop her from sleeping with someone else not long after. 
Thinking about that time now, it felt refreshed in me. I’d spent a long time trying to put that ache to sleep and now I’d gone and woken it up again. It all felt raw again, as though I was reliving it. But I was beginning to accept that I couldn’t do anything about that. I just had to be patient. 
I opened the book and threw my mind into the story. I reread some of what I’d last written, making a few edits. Then I began to write a new chapter. 
 
A few hours later, I sat back and stretched my body out, yawning. I’d written a complete chapter and I had a good idea of what came in the next one. Now I needed something to eat. And after such a writing burst, I deserved a sugar rush. A chocolate muffin was in order.
I stood in line, in a slight daze. I didn’t notice the jingle of the bell as someone came in. I didn’t hear her footsteps as she walked through the cafe. But suddenly, I felt something familiar drift into my senses. It was the scent of vanilla, mixed with something I’d never been able to identify. I knew she was there before I turned around.
I spun round. Julia was standing at the end of the counter, looking at her phone, in her own world. I couldn’t believe it, it had happened again. 
‘Julia.’
She looked up and I thought I saw a brief smile on her face, happiness to see me. But then her expression seemed to lock down and she was a mystery to me, as ever.
 ‘Penny. We have to stop meeting like this.’
I pushed myself to smile nonchalantly, my teeth feeling like little soldiers, ready to defend me with their very lives.
 ‘Yeah, what are the odds?’
Julia looked around the place.
 ‘Actually, maybe not that high. This place is near the campus, isn’t it?’
I nodded.
 ‘I suppose so.’
 ‘In fact, we came together one time, didn’t we?’
 ‘Yeah, I think we did’ I said, as though I didn’t know exactly when that had happened, down to our menu choices. 
 ‘What can I get you?’
I jumped slightly at the order request from the woman behind the counter. My mind was blank. What had I wanted? I pointed at the first thing I saw the glass case. It was ginger cake. I hate ginger cake.
 ‘I’ll have one of those and a latte. Two lattes’ I added, remembering that it was also Julia’s favourite.
‘Oh, thank you’ Julia said and we stood there for an awkward moment, waiting for the coffee. It was frustrating when I thought about how hard we’d both worked not to be like this with each other. But that’s unrequited love. It makes you a mute buffoon.
Finally, the drinks and my terrible cake came. Julia took her to go cup and began to turn. I should have just let her go with an awkward goodbye. I’m not sure what compelled me but it just came out of my mouth.
‘The book’s going well!’
She smiled.
 ‘Must be all that time you’re putting into it.’
Was that a dig? Had she known I was lying about the reason for not wanting to maintain contact? Of course she had. Because she wasn’t stupid and I was a terrible liar. She had probably taken it as a sign that I was as immature as my age might dictate. I’d gotten her help and then blown her off. It was a terrible thought, that Julia might think badly of me. But maybe she had a right to. I had been a fool with all of this. What kind of fool, hopefully she didn’t know, but a fool all the same.
But I couldn’t let her think that I’d just gotten what I’d wanted out of her and then thrown her aside. I don’t know why. I just couldn’t.
 ‘Do you have a minute to sit with me?’
She seemed unsure but then she shrugged, indifferently. 
 ‘Sure. If you’re certain you can spare a minute. Don’t want to interrupt your flow.’
Was that sarcasm? I couldn’t tell. 
We sat down. She nodded at the laptop.
 ‘What’s your daily word count now?’
I was glad to be on safe territory.
 ‘Errm, usually about fifteen hundred.’
 ‘That’s pretty good, but I’ve got a feeling it’s going to rise. It’s like a muscle, you build the strength to do more each time.’
 ‘Well, I’m having to work around classes too, so I hope I’ll beat that when I’ve got more time in a couple of months. The course clears out some real free time then.’
I suddenly realised who I was talking to.
‘But of course, you must remember that’ I said, embarrassed.
She nodded.
 ‘Yeah. Sometimes I miss it.’
 ‘I bet you do. I know the students miss you.’
 ‘Do they?’
 ‘Yeah, there’s a girl called Chloe who always mentions you, says she wishes you’d stuck around to learn from.’
I thought I saw something flicker in Julia’s eye and I suddenly realised something.
‘Chloe… You didn’t…’
 ‘No! No. No, I didn’t.’
I was thankful. I shouldn’t have been, what difference did it make now if she’d had sex with Chloe a few years ago? But still, I felt relief. 
 ‘So she’s not a chapter of your book?’ I said, trying for a little joke to cover my awkwardness. She shook her head, amused.
 ‘No.’
And then I asked something that I was actually terrified to know. But out it popped, from my disobedient mouth.
 ‘By the way, did I get a chapter to myself? Or was I more background?’
She looked up.
 ‘You really haven’t read it, have you?’
She looked around, and I could see she was making ready to flee. 
 ‘Well, no. You don’t get a chapter. You take up most of the book.’
And on that, she stood quickly. 
‘I better go.’
She didn’t say goodbye, and neither did I. She almost ran from the café. I just sat there, dumbfounded. Not a word left. 



Chapter Twenty Three
I was working on the interview, thinking about yesterday. Of all the places I could have gone, why had I chosen that damn café?
I’d left the café that day and ran down the street like a crazy person. It wasn’t until I was at my car that I stopped. I tried to open the door but I couldn’t seem to get a grip on the handle. I realised I was trembling. 
I took a few deep breaths and then my hand worked well enough to get the wretched door open and I climbed in. I started the car and accidently honked the horn, making myself jerk in my seat. I turned the engine off, realising I was in no fit state to drive.
‘Get ahold of yourself, Julia!’ I’d had to actually say to myself. Eventually, I’d managed to get home in one piece. The second I’d reached home, I’d gotten right to work on my article, not wanting to give an inch of brain space to the fool I’d acted. Since then, I’d stayed busy. After the article was finished, I found myself cleaning the kitchen. I’d finally fallen into bed in the small hours, tired enough to fall to sleep quickly. I was thankful for that.
And now I was doing some edits on the interview with Stephen. It was a good article, I thought. Every detail was full and complete. He’d left the names of the sex workers out of it, for the sake of not harming their businesses, but apart from that, it had been a total account. He’d really emptied himself out. He’d ended it by saying he fully expected and deserved to go to prison and he would take whatever punishment the courts deemed fair. The poor bastard, I thought. I hoped whatever judge he landed wasn’t tempted to make an example of him.
I attached the file to an email to Jacob. Then I attached the research notes for Alex. I scribbled a quick note and I was about to hit send, when I stopped. 
I knew what it was. Penny. Seeing her in that café, the place where we’d gone after she’d spend the night with me, I felt dismantled once again. Why did this have to keep happening? Why the hell couldn’t we seem to stay out of each other’s way? For a second, I was furious with her sudden reappearance. I felt like I was being mocked. Not by her, but by the universe. Here’s what you want, it seemed to say. Here’s what you can’t have.
And that’s when I had the thought. I was about to do a bad thing. But why not really commit to it, raise the stakes a little. If I was going to do something wrong, why not do it right? 
Seeing Penny was jarring, but there was no reason it had to alter my course. I was done being a puppet for my feelings. I was still very much on track to destroy Alex, even if it meant a whole lot of trouble for me in the long run. In fact, I was beginning to relish the idea. I’d lied to Jacob. I knew full well she would figure out my part in this. And she’d make me pay, maybe a law suit, maybe something worse. But I took comfort in the idea of mutually assured destruction. 
But if that was what I wanted, now that I was being honest, then why not let Alex really have it? Why not look her right in the eye and tell her I was about to ruin her?
I emailed the interview to Jacob without the research document and then I got ready, taking my time, wanting to feel strong when I finally faced Alex.
 
I arrived at the Murphy House offices as the sun began to set, striding into the reception. A tired looking middle aged woman sat behind the extravagant front desk. She was reading a magazine and didn’t initially notice me. I didn’t try charm this time. I simply put my hand over the magazine and said ‘I need to see Alexandra Murphy. Right now. Tell her Julia is here.’
The woman looked up at me in surprise and I could see her deciding whether to call security.
‘Trust me, she’s gonna want to talk to me.’
The harassed woman shrugged, no interest in tangling with the furious woman that had just walked in and started throwing her weight around. I couldn’t blame her.
 ‘Fine. Wait there. But if she says no, you go, OK? We don’t need trouble.’
 ‘There’ll be no trouble for you, you have my word on that.’
She made the call and I watched as she muttered my request, along with my name. There was a pause while she waited for the answer. Then she said ‘Alright, Miss Murphy’ and hung up. She looked at me apprehensively.
 ‘She says go right in. She’s been expecting you.’
 ‘I bet she has.’
The woman shook her head, her role in this was now over and she wanted to get back to her magazine.
 ‘She’s on the top floor, end of the hall.’
She buzzed me through the security gate and I took the long lift ride, all the way to the top.
 
The top floor was where the bigwigs were kept, and it was obvious. But I wasn’t in the mood to appreciate the expensive décor. I strode right up to the door at the end and knocked.
‘Come in, Julia.’
I opened the door to a smug Alex. She was sitting behind a large ornate desk.
‘What took you so long? Come in and sit down.’
The arrogance was infuriating. It made me want to forget the confrontation, possibly just throw a chair through her window. The urge was mercifully brief. I didn’t want to lose my temper here. I just wanted to wipe that smile off her face, whilst keeping as much of my dignity as I was allowed to, given the circumstances.
I sat down in the chair.
 ‘I liked your book, by the way. I gather it’s based on real events?’
I tried to maintain my poise.
 ‘Yes, it is.’
 ‘Then I guess you haven’t changed much.’
 ‘No, maybe not. You either.’
 ‘Oh, I don’t know. Things are pretty different from where I’m sitting. I’m not a housewife anymore, that’s for sure.’
 ‘Were you ever really that, Alex? You never really seemed suited to it, from what I remember. Hardly a pinny-wearing drudge, were you?’
That amused her.
 ‘No, I suppose not.’
 ‘Still, I’m not sure where you would be now, if it wasn’t for Granddaddy.’
It was a cheap shot. But effective. Her smile faltered.
 ‘Well, I realise I’m no professor, but I haven’t slept my way through the company so I think I can consider that a win. And I still have my job.’
 ‘Well, it’s funny you should say that. Because I’m not sure how long you will once this goes public.’
I took a sheaf of papers out of my bag and tossed them across the desk. After Georgia had pointed me in the right direction, it hadn’t been too difficult to dig up a paper trail, find the right people to talk to. Alex picked up the papers, and I thought she looked a little paler than usual. She probably knew what was in them without having to read, but she looked at them anyway.
It had been a decade of the most cut throat corporate treachery imaginable for Alex. Accounts of blackmail, bribes and general malfeasance littered Alex’s corporate climb. Murphy House was filthy with it. All there if you knew where to look. And thanks to Georgia, I did. She’d pointed me to some old associates who’d been silenced a long time ago, when they’d had more to lose, but now, in simpler times and in exchange for a guarantee that they wouldn’t be named, had agreed to blow the whistle. Alex had not been well liked in the company and people’s grudges had been growing for a long time. This scandalous pot had been boiling for years and I’d come along at the perfect moment. No one wanted to see her take CEO above better, more decent candidates. And now was her weak moment. It had practically been easy once I’d started poking around.
She read the file completely before she looked up at me with a sneer.
 ‘So what?’
She threw the papers back across the desk. 
 ‘So what?’ I laughed. ‘That’s not just a spanner in your promotion, there could be criminal charges. But you’re not worried?’
 ‘No. You think someone doesn’t prepare for this when they’re about to get the job I’m getting? I’m protected. There are people who will take the blame for all this. And they’ll be well compensated for it. I’ve got eight subordinates that will share this out between them. They’ll lose reputation, yes, but no prison time. No charges will be brought, because we’re too big to take apart at this point. The world turns on us, financially speaking. So, if anyone comes calling about this, wanting answers, they’ll pretty much eat up the story we give them. No conspiracies, no grand villains, just a corporate culture attributable to the last generation. Which will not include my grandfather, by the way. No, the Murphy name will come out of this whiter than white. My god, we’re practically the heroes of this tale. So leak it if you want, it will only strengthen me. I’ll be a champion of justice, keeping this company afloat, bringing it into the light as my grandfather before me tried to do.’
I sat back, stunned. I had to admit, if it was a bluff, it was a good one.
‘So, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do. Close the door behind you.’
She spun her chair around to face the window. And I knew she was telling the truth. Because people like Alex, they always win. The game is always rigged in their favour. It was over. I’d been to hell and back to take her down, but she’d beaten me anyway. I stood up to leave.
Then it occurred to me that I still had something that could hurt her. In my mind, I thought of how I might say it. 
 ‘I slept with Jessica, you know. And I don’t know how bad it is to be married to you but sweet Jesus, she was grateful for every second of it. She couldn’t get enough.’
The words were in my mouth, ready to go. I knew it would break her haughty composure to hear that I’d had her wife. I’d probably get a pretty good tantrum out of it. It wasn’t what I’d really wanted, but it might do as a substitution. 
What stopped me was Jessica. It would bring utter hell down on her shoulders and I couldn’t do that. Whatever stage she was at with the divorce, confirmed infidelity would weaken her position terribly. And thinking about Jessica and Lauren and Penny, and all the women I’d been with who’d been too good for me, I began to lose my taste for all this.
Because sitting across from this cold woman who destroyed those she loved, I felt myself reflected back. Did people look at me the way I looked at Alex? Did all the girls, including Alex herself, that had wanted my love only to get nothing, had they felt this way? Those girls that had trashed me in the press, I’d thought them petty. But I was here to do the same. To get what little revenge I could on someone who’d taken something from me, something I cared about. It was a moment of sobering clarity. I was suddenly glad I hadn’t gotten what I wanted.
And with that thought, I was done with the whole thing. 
‘Alex?’
She turned to face me.
 ‘Why are you still here?’
 ‘Because I need to say something to you. I need to tell you that I’m sorry.’
She burst out laughing, in surprise and anger. She cupped her ear sarcastically.
 ‘You’re what? Sorry? Seriously? Do you think that’s enough to get me to change my mind and print your damn book? Now that you can’t get your payback?’ 
She didn’t want my apology. But I didn’t care. I’d done some bad things to get to this point and I was going to do a semi decent thing if it killed me, even though there was nothing in it for me. I couldn’t come out of this situation clean, I knew that. But I could try to shake off the worst of the dirt.
 ‘No. I don’t care about any of that right now. My writing career can’t be worth all this chaos. And you don’t own everything, I could still find a way to get the book published if I try hard enough. No, I’m just sorry. I was careless with you. And it wasn’t about you. I really did like you. But I was young and selfish, that’s all.’
Her face began to burn a deep red with rage.
 ‘You think this is about a heartbreak? No, Julia. That was the tip of the iceberg. My ex-husband went straight to my parents, told them about my new ‘girlfriend’. Guess what came next? They disowned me. Only my grandfather still wanted anything to do with me. He was the only one who didn’t care about my sexuality. He took me in, taught me the business, gave me something else. And I’ve rebuilt from that, but all that pain, it can’t be fixed with a sorry.’ 
She turned her eyes away from me then.
‘Yes, I loved you and yes, you broke my heart. But what you did had bigger consequences.’
I was shocked. I felt genuinely sorry for Alex. It was an awful thing to have happened to her. But nothing I could ever have foreseen.
 ‘I couldn’t possibly have known that would happen, Alex. ’
 ‘You didn’t care what happened to me. You got what you wanted and left.’
 ‘I did care. I just cared a lot more about myself. Same as you. You walked away from your marriage, because you saw else something you wanted.’
She didn’t say anything to that.
 ‘Go ahead and punish me, Alex. That’s alright. I’ll take whatever you’ve got to give.’
And I walked out, throwing Alex’s file into a bin as I left.



Chapter Twenty Four
I’d been sitting in my room for the last half hour, a pile of printed pages on my desk. Julia’s book. I was having quite the row with myself.
‘Read it, what harm can it do?’ said Penny One.
 ‘What harm can it do? Are you crazy?!’ replied Penny Two.
I felt that whatever decision I made, it had to be eternal. I either read it today or threw it away, never to look at it.
Here was the problem. Julia had told me that I was a big part of the book and of course, I was wildly curious. But what did that mean exactly? How had she painted me? She’d practically run from that café once she’d mentioned it. That wasn’t a good sign. It probably meant that it was a very unflattering portrait. 
And then it occurred to me that if it was, maybe that could be a positive thing. I was trying to get over Julia. And part of the reason I was trying to do that was because I knew I didn’t mean as much to her as she did to me. And everything that had happened since had confirmed it. She’d just continued on; dating, having the time of her life. Perhaps if I knew, really knew, how she saw me, it might help in some way. It would hurt like hell, but it might help me to accept that she’d never really been mine, and never would. It wasn’t going to be fresh news to me, but sometimes there’s a difference between knowing something in your heart and being walloped over the head with it for solid fact. It could make things simpler. I began to edge toward reading it.
And then I tried to imagine picking up those pages and actually reading them. Examining the prose, pulling meanings from things that didn’t have any inherent significance, misunderstanding things that did. The thought was upsetting and fatiguing. 
That made my decision for me. I’d tried to use my head to make my choice, but it didn’t have the power of the heavy, anxious feeling in my gut.
I picked up the pages, dropped them in my wastepaper bin and sat back down. And then I sat staring at the bin for six whole minutes.
‘Enough!’ I yelled at myself. I picked up the bin and pulled the bin liner out of it, tying it up. I took the bag and left my room, ran down the stairs, out the front door and right up to the large bin. I threw it in quickly. 
And then I stood staring at that bin for another half a minute.
‘For god’s sakes!’ I screamed. I heard a cough behind me and I spun around. Lucas was staring at me from the street, having walked up behind without me noticing. He was trying to mask a look of concern.
 ‘You alright, Stone?’
 ‘Fine.’
 ‘Then why do you seem to be angry with that bin?’
I groaned in infuriation.
 ‘It’s not the bin, it’s the contents.’
 ‘Yeah...?’
I didn’t want to talk about it. I was sick of talking about this. I just wanted to go upstairs and delete the book file from my computer in a way that couldn’t be reversed. I’d need a certain type of security program and I thought I knew of one that promised to utterly disintegrate files so that it was practically impossible to recreate them…
‘Stone! What the hell’s going on?’
Lucas broke my contemplative trance.
 ‘It’s Julia’s damn book, that’s all. Don’t worry about it. I’m not!’
And I stomped back into the house, leaving him standing on the street. I wasn’t too worried about the fact I’d acted like an unhinged lunatic in front of him. I’d apologise later. After I’d calmed down. And after I’d gotten this file off my laptop for good. 
I found the program I’d been looking for and fed the file in, watching it reach ten percent, then fifty percent and up to a hundred. And it was gone. 
 
The next morning, I awoke to the sound of a rubbish collection taking place loudly in front of the house. Ordinarily, the noisy bin men would have angered me, having ripped me from my sleep before seven. But this morning, I was grateful for it. Because it meant it was over. I could never read the book. I didn’t know how I felt about that in the long run, but right now I was relieved that that particular torment had been lifted from my soul.
I decided to get up and start my day. I had a hot shower, got dressed and came back to my room. I opened my laptop, ready to get back into my novel. But I had a writing ritual and I realised there was something missing from it. A hot cup of tea.
I went downstairs and it was still a little dark, so I flicked on the kitchen light. I almost screamed. 
Lucas was sitting at the kitchen table, in the near dark. God knows how long he’d been there, but he reacted like a mole to the sudden light, blinking at me in shock.
‘Jesus, what time is it?’
 ‘It’s almost seven. What the hell are you doing in here?’
 ‘I was just…’
He didn’t finish the sentence. And then I looked at the table in front of him. I was immediately furious. A pile of white pages was sat in front of him. He’d been reading Julia’s book.
 ‘Did you get that out of the bin?!’
 ‘Hold on a second...’
 ‘Why did you do that? It’s private!’
 ‘It’s a novel, not a diary.’
I was ready to throttle him.
 ‘You know full well what I mean! This is a massive invasion of privacy.’
Luc held up his hands.
 ‘Alright, yeah, I know I did wrong. My only defense is that I was curious about why you were so angry about it.’
I walked over and grabbed the pages.
 ‘That’s not much of a defense. I’m going to get rid of these right now! It might not be too late to catch the bin men.’
I headed toward the door. As an afterthought, I turned to Lucas.
‘Oh, and whatever you read in here, I want you to wipe it from your mind. I don’t ever want to know what’s in here, alright?’
He looked at me in astonishment.
 ‘Are you telling me you haven’t actually read it?’
 ‘That’s right. And I’ve got no intention of doing so.’
I turned again to leave and I heard a chair scrape. Lucas came bounding up to me.
 ‘Wait a sec, before you bin it, I think you should reconsider reading it.’
I paused.
 ‘Why would I do that?’
 ‘Because I’ve been up all night and I just finished it and-’
 ‘You read the whole thing?’
I was amazed. Lucas wasn’t a reader.
 ‘Yeah. And I don’t want to give you any spoilers, so I really really think you should read it.’
 ‘No, I’m not interested. It’ll just make all this worse.’
Lucas grabbed me suddenly by the shoulders, giving me a deeply serious look. I almost dropped the pages. I was amazed at his intensity. 
 ‘Stone! Seriously. I think you need to read it.’
I looked down at the book. It was like a movie monster that wouldn’t die, no matter what I tried. And now Lucas was demanding I read it. So I gave up. So be it, vampire. If a stake to the heart and sunlight can’t kill you, I suppose I’ll just have to accept my fate. I was going to read the book.



Chapter Twenty Five
I was driving home, exhausted. Not just from a long day or even a long week. But from a rapidly dissolving fury. I was experiencing what happens when you let go of an anger that has been driving you, making your decisions, pushing you onward. And now I was running on empty and I was tired. I had no idea how I was supposed to go on from here.
I pulled into my street and parked up in front of the house. Just as I turned the engine off, I glanced at my front garden to see a female figure sitting on the doorstep. I couldn’t tell who it was yet, but I was in no mood for whatever that person wanted from me.
I got out of the car and walked up my path to see a young woman smiling up at me.
‘Hello Julia.’
I was surprised. I really hadn’t expected to see her again.
 ‘Hello Georgia. How did you know where I live?’
She shrugged and stood. She was wearing short skirt and a low cut top, she looked dressed for an evening out. I wondered how she’d ended up here instead of one of her rich kid hang outs.
 ‘Wasn’t that hard.’
 ‘What do you want?’
 ‘Seriously? You’re not going to invite me in for a hot drink on a cold night?’
 ‘Georgia…’
I was about to tell her to get lost. But then I looked at her a little more carefully. Her usual cocky leer was present, but I thought I saw something else underneath it. The girl was sad. And she’d come to see me for some reason. I couldn’t refuse her. Still, I really wasn’t in the mood to coddle the girl. It was the wrong day for that.
I walked past her and unlocked the door, leaving it open for her.
 
I went to the kitchen but I went straight past the kettle. I headed for the cupboard, fishing out a bottle of vodka. Georgia appeared in the kitchen as I poured two shots.
‘Vodka OK with you? If it’s not, tough luck.’
She smiled and took the glass.
 ‘Works for me.’
I took a sip.
 ‘So, what do you want?’
 ‘What makes you think I want anything?’
I smiled bitterly.
 ‘Everybody wants something. We all want lots of things and we want them all the time.’
She smirked.
 ‘You’re not going to be all nice to me like last time?’
 ‘I was nice because I wanted something from you. And I was able to get it because I found the thing you wanted from me. Because that’s how things work.’
She stared at me for a second.
 ‘You’re just like my mother. Only honest.’
 ‘Yeah, I’m starting to get that.’
She paused and I could see in her eyes that she was gearing up to whatever she was really here for.
 ‘Did you tell her that I gave you info?’
So that was it. Georgia had been found out and she’d come for a pound of flesh. 
 ‘No.’
 ‘Well, she figured it out.’
 ‘What happened?’
 ‘She just called me. She said I’d embarrassed the Murphy name, first with all the drinking and now this. I’m being sent to rehab, and when I come out, she’ll decided what to do with me.’
I shook my head. Alex really hadn’t learned a thing from her own family history. Poor Georgia, she was being isolated, just as her mother had been. But it wasn’t just Alex to blame for this. I’d played my part. And now Georgia was yet more wreckage, piling up on the Julia Hawke highway.
 ‘Do you think she’ll cut you off?’
 ‘I don’t know.’
 ‘I’m sorry, Georgia.’
It was the second apology of the day and it was bitter in my mouth. I was truly worn-out with my own fuck ups.
 ‘She wasn’t angry. I don’t think she really cared. Maybe she’s even glad. She’s been waiting for me to really screw up, so she could finally shove me somewhere she doesn’t have to think about me. Somewhere I can’t embarrass her anymore.’
 ‘I didn’t mean for that to happen.’
 ‘If you’d known it would cause me all this trouble, would you have done anything differently?’
It was an interesting question. I would have liked to think it would have swayed me. But who knew? It was easy to paint yourself kindly in retrospect. 
 ‘Honestly, I don’t know.’
She nodded, putting down her glass, and I thought she was going to leave. 
But then her arm swung round, cracking me around the face with the flat of her palm. I clutched my cheek, shocked. Georgia stared insolently at me.
 ‘How did that feel? Did it hurt?’
And her hand flew out again. But this time I was prepared. I grabbed her hand before it could make contact with my face again.
 ‘Georgia! Stop it!’
 ‘No!’
And we began to struggle against each other. I had to hold both her wrists to stop her attacking me.
 ‘Come on!’ she screamed at me. ‘Stop me!’
 ‘Calm down!’ I shouted. But it was useless, she was like a wild animal. She was fighting my grip with everything she had. Her face was inches from mine as we fought and I saw in her eyes that some switch, long held in check, had flipped.
 ‘Come on, Julia! Why don’t you stop me?’
I was trying. I was holding her off with every reserve I had as she tried to hit me again, hoping she’d run out of steam eventually. But she couldn’t seem to stop. I began to see she was trying to get something else from me, something I didn’t understand.
 ‘Georgia, for Christ’s sakes, will you just calm down!’
 ‘No, I won’t! You’ll have to stop me! You’ll have to punish me!’
And there it was, exactly what she wanted. 
I barely thought about it. I simply pushed her forcefully off, and spun her around. I yanked her skirt up sharply, and pulled her panties down. I grabbed hold of a chair and sat on it, dragging Georgia - who had now stopped struggling - over my lap. Her creamy bare bottom was exposed and ready. Like a woman in a dream, I watched my hand come down on her left cheek, hard. She screamed, but she didn’t try to move. I brought my hand down again with a sharp crack.
 ‘Is this the punishment you want?’
I brought my hand down again harshly and I felt Georgia reach around herself. She began to touch herself between her legs.
 ‘Yes, please.’
Another crack.
 ‘Why?’
Her hand began to pump furiously. 
 ‘Because I’ve been bad.’
Smack, smack. Georgia began to moan as she started to climax. Her bottom was turning a deep red.
 ‘Do you deserve this?’ I demanded.
 ‘Yes, I do’ she moaned. ‘I really, really do.’
 ‘Then I want you to thank me for every slap I give you.’
Smack.
 ‘Thank you.’
Smack.
‘Thank you!’
Smack.
‘THANK YOU!’ she screamed.
Georgia suddenly went limp. She was finished. So was I. We both stayed in our positions for a moment, worn out from exertion. I think both of us were also in some shock at what had happened.
Georgia slid off my lap and climbed to her feet, pulling her panties up and her skirt back down. She didn’t look at me while she did it. She began to walk sorely out of the kitchen. 
I stood up as she went, wondering if I should say something. But what on earth could I say?
But as Georgia reached the doorway, she stopped. She looked over her shoulder, not directly at me, but almost.
‘Thank you’ she said quietly. And she left.
 
Sometime after she’d gone, I was sat with the vodka bottle and my glass, drinking at the kitchen table. My brain had been quiet for a while. And it wasn’t just the alcohol. I had the strangest of sensations. I felt calm. It had been obvious why Georgia needed what she’d gotten. But why had it laid something in me to rest? 
Because there had been an answer to a question contained within the incident, one I had never been able to answer before. Because even though I hadn’t taken my clothes off, and Georgia hadn’t touched me, and in fact it hadn’t really been sexual for me, it had the flavour of all the seductions I’d ever carried out. Because it had fed a need. A need I had, I was now realising, for control. 
I’d taken charge of Georgia, just like every other person who’d fallen into my web. That’s all it had ever been about with me. That was why I’d reacted so badly to the Alex problem. She’d had power over my life, and that was something I’d found impossible to accept. That was the reason I’d tried to mess with her life in such extreme ways. 
And that’s why I’d been good at gossip journalism, comfortable with the power I’d had to affect the course of people’s lives, able to sort through their dirty laundry with a sense of entitlement. 
And considering it now, that’s how my relationship with Lauren had been too. It had obviously worked for her up to a point, because she was comfortable letting someone else take the reins. And I’d felt happy to accept them. Taking a mental journey through other earlier relationships, the same patterns popped up time and again. I knew why. It was the only way I could allow them to get a foot in the door, if I knew I could slam that door shut at any time. It was how I protected myself, how I felt safe.
So now I’d had this realisation, what should I do with it? I could run with it, embrace the fact that the imbalance in power in my relationships was a craving that ran deep. But the thought of that made me inexplicably sad. Somehow, now that I knew exactly what game I’d been playing all this time, it seemed tiresome and immature.
And that was because there had been one time that I’d lost a measure of control, let myself be carried away on a tide of emotion. And it had happened because I had actually been happy. I had felt equalled, satisfied. Just one person had ever made me feel that way.
Just one.
I wanted to feel that again. I wanted it more than anything, even more than the comfort of being in command of everything that happened. I felt ready to let go of that life, as scary as that felt. But what I was ready for and what I needed now didn’t matter. The decision was out of my hands. For once in my life, I was not remotely in charge. And then I realised that for the first time ever… I didn’t care. I didn’t care that she didn’t want me. I was going to tell her anyway. I simply couldn’t keep walking around with those words unsaid to her. Not for another day, not for another hour. She was going reject me, I knew that. And it would hurt like the devil. But she had to know. I needed Penny to know. No matter the cost to me.
I got up and walked through the kitchen, down the hall, to the front door, driven no longer by hate, but by the strongest love I’d ever known. I swung the door open violently, ready to run down the street, not stopping until I found her.
But as the door flew open, I halted suddenly. Because there on the doorstep, stood Penny.



Chapter Twenty Six
I’d been reading the book all day. I’d read the whole thing through once and the second I’d finished the last word, I’d turned back to the first. I’d read page turners before, but nothing gets you reading like a story that features you as a central character. 
The beginning had been very uncomfortable reading. Julia had laid herself pretty bare and the way she’d treated those girls she’d seduced was as calculated a thing as you could imagine. She’d looked at them like a hunter views its quarry. It made me a little queasy to think that that was how she’d looked at me. But then a character appeared, ‘Alice’. It was quickly obvious that it was me. And it wasn’t like the other girls. Quite the opposite. She’d thought me a mousy little country girl and the description of me was utterly sexless. Thinking back to the eighteen year old version of myself, I had to admit that it was accurate. But even so, I was offended briefly until I remembered that I’d been afraid of her looking at me in the contrasting way. I couldn’t have it both ways, I admonished myself.
But those early passages weren’t uncomplimentary. Although she hadn’t thought of me as someone she wanted to seduce, she had still thought I had something special, that I had potential as a writer. A virginal bumpkin maybe, but not without talent. 
And then a change had happened. There was an account of a meeting that had taken place between Alice and ‘Olivia’, the teacher character. And in that meeting, Alice had talked about something she’d written and spoken on the topic of writing with intelligence and insight. I vaguely remembered that meeting. I didn’t recall being quite so eloquent. I’d felt like a crazy mess, sweating over what Julia would think of my work. But in Olivia’s eyes, Alice displayed a sensitivity that had made her completely reassess the outer attractiveness of her student. She’d seen underneath the oversized spectacles and drab cardigan. She’d seen beauty. 
I put down the book at that point, scared to keep going, scared to stop. But there was no going back. I kept reading.
The following pages described Olivia’s growing attraction to Alice, and how hard she tries to fight it. And it wasn’t because she was a student, obviously. That had practically been her predilection. No, it was because all her previous selections had been a certain kind of girl. They were highly sexualised types who were playing out their teacher fantasies with a hot and powerful woman, one whom they had no real desire to really know. And the way Olivia saw it, Alice was different. Sweet, layered, mature, decent. She was good in a way Olivia didn’t see herself. Not to mention sexually inexperienced. The fact of her virginity seemed to be quite a big sticking point. Olivia didn’t want to destroy something precious, and I got the impression that that went far beyond sex. 
And then they find themselves at a writers retreat together. That I remembered very clearly. It was my first time after all. We’d both seemed to get caught in a swirl of attraction, pulled into a sexual hurricane that swept me away completely. 
I hadn’t known how Julia had felt about that time, but the book was clear. She’d felt guilty, she thought she’d played with something special, taken something she shouldn’t have. But she needn’t have felt like that. It had been the most incredible thing that had ever happened to me. It had complicated everything extraordinarily, yes, but it had opened up my life to passion I’d never known. The effect of it had spidered out to all parts of my life, pushing me into places that scared me, but places that I wanted to be.
And after that the book describes an affair between the two. Olivia fights it desperately but finds that it spirals out of her control. The sex was described in words that convey Olivia’s profound desire for Alice. I was shocked. It had been my first love affair and it had been with someone much more experienced than myself, so I’d assumed that although I did my best to learn what pleased her, I probably couldn’t measure up to her past lovers. But this book was telling me that she’d been as fulfilled as I had been. I felt something beyond joy to learn that. But, I reminded myself, the book wasn’t over yet. There was still more on the horizon that I might not be so pleased about.
The affair goes on for several months, and Olivia breaks many of her rules for conquests in that time. It’s clear that this affair isn’t quite the normal way that these type of things have gone for Olivia in the past. She begins to worry that Alice will find out about all the other girls she’s had at the university, she knows she’d be hurt to discover that she was just the latest in a long line. But despite all those concerns for Alice’s happiness, she still considers the relationship a fling, with a sell by date that has to be approaching soon.
Then Olivia finds the net closing in on her. The university finds out what she’s been up to and she’s suspended. Shortly after, Alice meets another of Olivia’s conquests, Scarlett, she’s the person responsible for putting the wheels of Oliva’s destruction in motion with a complaint, a bitter girl who warns her to be careful with Olivia, that she’ll be tossed aside like all the others. Alice confronts Olivia, who finds herself unable to lie, giving her the full story. Alice is hurt, confused and angry and leaves after an angry sexual moment develops that scares them both. 
I remembered that occasion vividly. I still thought about it sometimes, with more than a little shame. When I look back on myself in that moment, I see a person who has briefly lost their mind, wanting things from Julia that I couldn’t have. Instead, what I’d taken had been raw and animalistic, nothing I could have thought myself capable of. 
And ‘Olivia’ was shaken by it too, I read. And in pain. Because she realises, too late, that she’s in love with Alice, and doesn’t want to give her up, despite the threat to her career. But it’s too late, she thinks Alice is gone for good. So she decides to try and get Scarlett to retract her statement, so she can at least hold onto her job. And that part of the book was the worst to read. If I thought the nasty tales from exes in the press had been bad, this was agony. She lets Scarlett think she’s using Olivia for sex, but Olivia orchestrates the whole thing to get what she wants, the retraction. It’s a graphic description of the encounter and my hands shook as I read it. Just as bad was the way that Olivia plays Scarlett for a fool. It was a spectacularly ugly moment. It pained me to think about how deceitful and manipulative Julia had been. It almost caused me to throw the book out of the window. But then I remembered how adamant Lucas was that I read this. Why would he put me through this? There had to be a reason. On I read.
Right after Olivia sleeps with Scarlett and has gotten an agreement of a retraction, she bumps into Alice. It’s awkward and sad. And Julia writes about the juxtaposition between the hollow sexual encounter she has just had, and the feelings she still has for Alice. And in that scene, she describes Alice as ‘The love of my life.’
That caused me to gasp out loud. I’d known she had loved me at that time, in some way. But I’d never dreamt that she felt that much. That she felt as much as I did. She’d been twice my age, with most likely a lot more than twice my experiences. But she’d loved me more than anyone in her life at that point. I couldn’t begin to deal with the emotions that coursed through me to know that. All I could do was keep reading.
And then, the same day as Olivia has seduced Scarlett and chanced upon Alice, Alice goes to see Olivia. She’s decided to give Olivia another chance, willing to give her the benefit of the doubt, in the hopes it still might work with her. But Olivia doesn’t want to lie to Alice anymore. She tells her what she’s done with Scarlett. Alice is shattered. She leaves, the relationship well and truly finished.
Olivia accepts her sacking without a fight after that. And then she sees Alice in a café and decides to say goodbye, wanting to see her one last time before she leaves her to get on with her life, a life she imagines is better off without her. And it breaks her. Because she still very much loves her. And after she says goodbye, off she goes, heartbroken, hoping to find a way to rebuild her life, but having lost everything she cared about and learned too many lessons too late.
It was devastating to read that end. Because that had been a terrible day for me too. Seeing her in that café and having to hold back all the love I still had for her had been the hardest thing I’d ever done. I would never have imagined that it had been even harder for Julia.
I finished the second reading about midnight. And then I sat on the edge of my bed, thinking about Julia. She’d given me this book, a key to a side of her I’d never quite understood. It had let me see the very worst of her. And now I understood her better than I ever had, in all her terrible glory. Any romantic illusions I might have retained about Julia were gone. Dead and buried. She had been shockingly behaved. She’d lied and manipulated to an astonishing degree. She was complicated, difficult, problematic. 
And I loved her. God help me, I just loved her. All of her. The worst and the best and everything in between. It all added up to Julia. And somehow, she was still the strongest and most beautiful person I’d ever known. Somehow, I wanted her more than ever.
I couldn’t fight it any longer. I had to tell her how I felt. Maybe she didn’t love me like this anymore, but I needed to find out if there was the slightest possibility she might. Because anything was possible, I hoped. And I was willing to risk my heart to find out. One last time, I would give her everything I had, for the smallest chance she wanted to give me the same.
 
The taxi dropped me off about half midnight. I walked up her driveway, planning to knock on her door. It was only then that it occurred to me how late it was. She might be in bed. As I reached her door, a worse thought hit me. What if she wasn’t alone? I stood there for a minute, wondering if I should come back at another time. But when I considered leaving, I knew I couldn’t do it. I needed to see her so badly that I ached.
Just as I lifted my hand to ring the doorbell, the door suddenly few open. Julia stood in the doorway, looking at me in amazement.
‘I was just…’ she began.
I interrupted her, eager to apologise for this ridiculous intrusion.
 ‘I’m sorry, this is probably not the right time, but I just wanted to tell you…’
She stepped over the threshold of the door, coming outside to meet me. She looked thrown, which was understandable. I had shown up at her house in the middle of the night, for crying out loud.
 ‘What do you want to tell me?’ she asked quietly.
I took a deep breath, quaking with fear. I didn’t know what was going to come out of my mouth, I had no plan. I just started talking.
 ‘I wanted to tell you that I read your book. And I don’t care what you’ve done. I don’t care, Julia’ I cried, breathlessly. ‘Because I see you. I know who you are. And I love you. I’ve never stopped loving you. I don’t know if you could ever…’
She stepped towards me suddenly, pulling my face to her, her gentle lips pushing softly against me. I liquefied into the kiss, into Julia.



Chapter Twenty Seven
‘I wanted to tell you that I read your book. And I don’t care what you’ve done. I don’t care, Julia. Because I see you. I know who you are. And I love you. I’ve never stopped loving you. I don’t know if you could ever…’
I didn’t realise that I’d moved until I was kissing her. I felt her silken lips press urgently against mine as our bodies surged against each other, our arms holding onto each other for dear life. And my mind had locked down, gone into a kind of shock, but I knew one thing. She needed me. Like I needed her. So I kissed her like my life depended on it. Which in some way, perhaps it did.
Lost as I got in the kiss, I felt a sudden desire growing. I wanted to look at Penny. Because this felt like a beautiful dream and I thought that if I looked at her, I’d know it was real. After several more breath-taking seconds, I broke the kiss, pulling back to look into her large jade eyes. She stared at me, seemingly as hypnotised by me as I was with her. Then I realised that there was something I’d forgotten.
 ‘I love you too, Penny. And I never stopped loving you either’ I whispered to her.
Her face broke into the most magnificent smile. And I couldn’t imagine wanting to do anything but make that smile happen again. We stared at each other, smiling fools, as the seconds ticked by.
I suddenly remembered we were standing on my driveway.
‘Would you like to come in?’
She laughed softly.
 ‘That sounds like a good idea. I think we’ve shocked your neighbours enough.’
And in we went.
 
In the hallway, I was suddenly overcome with a ridiculous shyness. Here we were, cards on the table, declarations of love made, and now I wasn’t sure what to do or say.
But I didn’t need to. Penny reached for my hand, taking it delicately in both of hers. 
‘Can we go upstairs? I need to show you…’
She didn’t finish but I understood. I nodded. There was so much to talk about, so much to figure out yet, but I felt that I could tell her what I felt more easily without words. Because sometimes, words just get in the way. And right now, I couldn’t afford to say this wrong. I needed her to feel my love, not just hear it. Believe it, not just know it.
She pulled me up the stairs and I followed her with hope that I could give her everything that she needed from me. I hoped I was enough.
 
Upstairs, we began to kiss softly again, gently undressing each other as we moved slowly toward the bed. And I was in no rush. Because I thought that maybe, this time, we had all the time in the world. 
We lay down on the bed, and somehow our clothes were now gone, and our bodies were entangled, fitting together like they were made to, our limbs interlocking like a beautiful puzzle. And all the pieces where there. I had everything I needed. I had Penny. 
She ran her fingers tenderly over my lips and I kissed the tips of them. They tasted sweet, like peaches. Then her hands moved onto mine, pressing them gently onto the bed as we began to move together, her soft skin caressing mine like silk. Her hair fell across my face and I inhaled the scent of it, intoxicated. 
I felt one of her hands slip from mine, and slip down my body, running down the length of me. I shivered at her touch. ‘My skin still remembers you’ she said into my ear. I reached for her face, pulling her into another kiss, needing to feel her lips against mine once more. I couldn’t get enough of her. I didn’t think I ever would. It went beyond need, she was like a fundamental necessity to me, like oxygen. 
I felt her hand reach further down, touching me deep. My hand reached for her too, and we were mirroring each other’s movements, searching for the most private parts of each other, more than physical, profound. She was finding something in me that only she had ever seen. That only she could ever see. Because it only existed for her.
Our bodies continued to rock against one another, the speed beginning to climb gradually. I felt her body tremble alongside mine and I began to say her name, softly, chanting it like a prayer. I felt her body move from trembling to shaking and I buried my face in her neck, her sweet scent filling my senses as I felt our twin desires shifting towards the inevitable. 
I could feel my body reaching the most beautiful of peaks and it was all the sweeter for the fact that I could feel Penny coming with me. We were together. We were on the same page. 
I let her look into my eyes and I shielded nothing. Neither did she. We both knew what this meant. And when it happened, it wasn’t a thunderclap, and it wasn’t an explosion. It was something stronger, gentler. It was like a vast wonderful wave, lapping onto the shore. 
 
Later, at around two in the morning, we finally fell back, tired and happy. Penny looked over at me from her pillow. Even though the light was dim, I felt like I could see her eyes smiling. Then I felt laughter rising in my chest and bursting out of me. I didn’t know why for a second and then I understood. The happiness I was feeling right now was overwhelming me, spilling out. Penny didn’t ask what I was laughing at, she seemed to understand. She started to laugh too, and I thought it was probably for the same reasons. And we just lay there, laughing in the dark. 
After the amusement had passed, we lapsed into a comfortable silence for a few minutes. And then Penny rolled over, pulling me into her body, wrapping herself around me in an enveloping hug. She sighed into my ear.
‘So, what now?’ she asked bemused. 
I smiled slowly to myself. I had no idea.
 










 
Thank you for reading. If you enjoyed this book, please take a moment to leave a review.
 
Coming soon
 
Book Three in the Julia Hawke series: 
 
Hawke’s Flight
 
In the meantime, make sure you’ve read Book One in the series:
Hawke’s Prey
 
Available now on Amazon and Kindle Unlimited
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