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One

   
   
   
 Alanna Hall wasn’t exactly trying to listen to the conversation going on out in the hallway. But her front door was in the living room and that’s where Alanna was, so it was happening whether she liked it or not. 
   
 She knew what it would be about anyway, what it was always about. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard this conversation in front of her apartment—or a version, anyhow. Even though one of the main characters would always change, the one that stayed the same was the problem: her neighbour across the hall—Keira. It had become very clear to Alanna that Keira liked to bang strangers of the female persuasion on a pretty regular basis.  
   
 Alanna wasn’t listening, but she had ears and she could hear Keira saying, ‘I put it on my profile. Casual.’ 
   
 ‘But I thought… I thought we had a connection,’ said whoever the hell this one was.  
   
 ‘We had a lot of fun,’ Keira corrected kindly.  
   
 ‘So what’s wrong, Keira?’ 
   
 ‘Nothing’s wrong, er…’ 
   
 ‘It’s Pollyanna!’ the woman cried. 
   
 ‘Pollyanna?’ Alanna whispered to herself, trying not to laugh. ‘She managed to forget that?’ She was locked on now, no pretence that she wasn’t having a good old listen.  
   
 ‘What are you doing?’ asked Benjamin as he walked into the living room wearing a towel, fresh from the shower. 
   
 Alanna turned to him. ‘Shh!’ 
   
 But the voices on the other side of the door had stopped talking. They knew they were being listened to.  
   
 ‘Did you hear that?’ asked Pollyanna. 
   
 ‘I don’t know. Anyway, look, it was a lovely evening, but I need to get to work…’ Keira hinted. 
   
 ‘But I just… Can’t we meet again? Just a coffee?’ Pollyanna whined. Alanna was embarrassed on her behalf.  
   
 ‘Stop listening,’ Benjamin told her quietly. 
   
 ‘I’m not,’ Alanna said, pushing him gently into the bedroom. She wouldn’t be able to hear now anyway. Benjamin wouldn’t let her. Spoilsport as ever. 
   
 ‘You’re so nosy,’ Benjamin admonished her, getting his trousers on. 
   
 She sighed. ‘I wasn’t trying to listen, but if she keeps breaking it off with one-night stands right in front of my door, I don’t know how a normal person could be expected to completely ignore that,’ Alanna told him. 
   
 ‘I don’t listen to it,’ he said, buttoning his shirt. 
   
 ‘Good for you,’ Alanna told him. ‘Must be wonderful to be perfect.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not perfect, I’m just an adult that respects the privacy of others,’ Benjamin said self-righteously, now fully dressed. 
   
 Alanna wasn’t really up for an argument, but she couldn’t fully ignore what had been said. ‘So I’m not an adult?’ 
   
 Benjamin rolled his eyes. ‘I didn’t say that.’  
   
 ‘You implied it.’ 
   
 ‘I need to get to work. I can’t be playing games with you right now.’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head at him as he walked out of the room. ‘You’re just gonna say that to me and then walk out?’ she said to his back. 
   
 He paused for a second, and Alanna thought he would turn back, maybe apologise, but he kept walking. Alanna hated her boyfriend at that moment.  
   
 After the door slammed shut and Alanna knew Benjamin was gone, she sat quietly down on the bed. She picked up her pillow, pressed it to her face and screamed, ‘Fuck you!’ into it. Then she put it down, took a deep breath, and went to the mirror. Her makeup was smudged, so she wiped it away and reapplied. Once she felt like she looked like a normal person again, someone whose relationship was not on the verge of implosion, she left the flat.  
   
 Alanna didn’t want to accidentally catch up with Benjamin on the street, so she took the elevator down to the parking garage, planning to sneak out the back way. As she strode through the dark concrete underbelly of the building, she noticed Keira parked up near the exit. She hadn’t left yet; she was just sitting in the car on her phone. Alanna tried to walk past her without making eye contact. So, of course, she accidentally locked eyes with her. 
   
 ‘Hi, Alanna,’ Keira said, winding her window down.  
   
 Alanna pretended she hadn’t noticed her before. ‘Oh, hi!’ 
   
 Keira glanced back out of her window. ‘Is she still around?’ 
   
 Alanna feigned confusion. ‘Who?’ 
   
 Keira gave her a half smile, popping out. ‘I think we both know who.’ 
   
 Alanna chewed her lip. ‘Pollyanna?’ 
   
 Keira winced, her olive-green eyes crinkling. ‘You heard the bit where I couldn’t remember her name? That’s embarrassing.’ 
   
 Alanna couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘Yeah, I’m sorry. But your door faces my door and…’ 
   
 ‘Of course,’ Keira said easily. ‘It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have taken it out into the hall. I thought she was gonna be cool.’ 
   
 Alanna would have loved to press for more details, but she and Keira didn’t know each other all that well. Alanna wasn’t one for getting up in her neighbours’ business. Basic politeness was her game. She drew the line at nods and hellos. Well, until today. This was the most she’d ever spoken to Keira. 
   
 Alanna had moved in a year ago with Benjamin, and Keira was already in situ in the building. From a distance, Keira seemed cool, if not a bit of a philanderer. But if you looked like Keira, casual sex was probably very easy to come by. She had shoulder-length no-nonsense dark blond hair and was always in casual wear: jeans, T-shirts, trainers, nothing that might draw your eye—unless you looked at her face. Because there, you’d find a set of world-class dimples. Alanna thought that for all that was appealing about Keira’s face, it was the dimples that probably did a lot of the work of tipping her face from attractive to sexy. They managed to suggest that its owner knew her way around the block and might be inclined to guide interested parties on that route if they had the ovaries to think they could keep up.  
   
 ‘Well, I’d better…’ Alanna nodded at her car. 
   
 ‘Right. I’ll see you around.’ Keira opened her car door and got out.  
   
 ‘Aren’t you going somewhere?’ Alanna asked, confused. 
   
 ‘No, I’m actually working from home. I was just trying to get… Wait, what was her name again?’ 
   
 ‘Pollyanna,’ Alanna reminded her. 
   
 ‘You’d think it would stick, but…’ Keira shrugged, laughing. She walked into the waiting elevator. The doors shut on her, still smiling to herself. 
   
 Alanna shook her head and grinned in spite of herself, as she headed out of the building. That Keira was something else.  
   






Two

   
   
   
 Keira Evans wondered, not for the first time, if all the drama was worth it. Things had gotten way too tricky today. It didn’t have to be that way. It shouldn’t be that way. She gave every woman she was planning to sleep with the full terms and conditions. Why did some of them insist it shouldn’t apply to them? If Keira took out a credit card and signed the contract, did she have the right to make a purchase and then say she didn’t agree with the interest rate? Of course she didn’t! The credit card company would drown her in CCJs, destroy her credit rating, and that would be the end of the discussion. 
   
 But it didn’t work that way with sex. Keira genuinely didn’t understand. Why couldn’t women accept that Kiera wasn’t the kind to fall in love? Why did so many think they were going to be the exception that proved the rule? Like What’s-her-face. Keira had it on her profile that she was casual. She said at the beginning of the evening that she never had girlfriends. She asked her right before… well, right before, if they were on the same page about not making this into more than one night. Keira felt that was the only fair way to treat her, to let her know what she was getting into. A bed and nothing more. Every question, every warning, What’s-her-face nodded along and agreed.  
   
 Until this morning, when she’d asked for Keira’s number.  
   
 ‘What do you need it for?’ Keira had asked with that sinking feeling. ‘In case of STI updates or something?’ 
   
 ‘Well,’ she replied shyly. ‘We… I mean, it was special, wasn’t it? I thought you might want to see me again.’ 
   
 Keira fought the urge to groan. ‘It was nice. But I told you I don’t—’ 
   
 ‘I know, I know, I know. You said you don’t usually have relationships.’ 
   
 Keira was pissed about the rewrite of her own words. ‘I didn’t say usually. I said never.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Are you sure? I could have sworn you said usually,’ the girl responded, frowning. 
   
 ‘You know what? I need to get to work,’ she lied. She didn’t want to do this, and she didn’t see why she should have to. She just wanted the girl to go now. If Keira was leaving, it couldn’t go on. Take the hint, thingy. 
   
 And then they were quarrelling in the bloody hall. Keira didn’t want to be that neighbour who brought scenes into the public spaces. She knew Alanna and Benjamin across from her were listening. If she could hear them talking through the door, (which she could) they could hear her.  
   
 Eventually, she managed to get the girl to the elevator and inside. She hit the button for the ground floor, and just before the doors closed, she jumped out and yelled, ‘I’ll take the stairs to the car park, quicker that way,’ as the doors closed on the girl's bewildered face. And off Keira went to wait in her car until she could be sure the coast was clear.  
   
 As she sat in her car, playing scrabble on her phone, she considered the way her day had started. At thirty years old, this was no way to keep living. She needed a better system. The obvious solution was to nun up. Opt out of sex altogether.  
   
 The trouble was that Keira liked it. Not just the sex, but the whole thing. The flirtation, the uncertainty, the mystery of a woman. Though it never took Keira more than a night to unlock that mystery. Once she’d done that, there was nothing more to say.  
   
 Did that make her shitty? Some people would say yes. But Keira kept her conscience clean by operating on a policy of full transparency. She made it clear who she was and what she wanted. That worked well with the women who were in Keira’s precise position—looking for no-strings fun. Trouble was, there was no way to properly vet out the stage-five clingers beforehand. You found out when it was too late. And then you ended up sitting in your car like an absolute tit, where your neighbour could see you, knowing that she knew exactly what a childish mess you’d gotten yourself into.  
   
 The only way to alleviate the horror was to get it out into the open. Luckily, Alanna was relatively approachable. Which was funny because her boyfriend seemed like a bit of an uptight prick; she couldn’t imagine why Alanna was with him. But this was why Keira didn’t do relationships. People brought you down.  
   
 Keira had caught her leaving and tried to apologise for the fuss. Alanna then made a charmingly terrible attempt to pretend she hadn’t heard anything. Keira was quick to push through that. She wanted to be square with Alanna, contrite. She didn’t want to be a bad neighbour.  
   
 Luckily, Alanna laughed the whole thing off. Keira couldn’t help but think that someone as good-looking and cool as her should not have to settle for a guy who permanently looked like he had something shoved up his rectum. Alanna was a looker, with intense dark eyes, sharp cheekbones, and extremely good hair. It was thick and dramatic and went right down to her arse. It screamed sex to Keira. As did her curvy body, always dressed in autumnal dresses. Though she tried not to pay it much mind. She wasn’t a sex maniac, trying to shag anyone attractive in sight. She had control in buckets. She had placed a NO ENTRY sign over Alanna quite a while back. 
   
 Keira decided it was time to go back upstairs. She tentatively approached her front door in case Pollyanna had doubled back on her, but the coast was clear. She went inside and sat down on the couch, opening her laptop and reviewing yesterday’s pages. Keira wrote mystery novels for a small publishing house, and she’d just begun a new title, The Cradle Falls. It was light, cosy fun meant to distract and entertain but wouldn’t exactly win a Pulitzer. But that was Keira. She stayed away from complexity. She had no time for it. She just wanted to have some fun in life. If only her one-night stands could understand that anything else was asking for trouble.  






Three

   
   
 Alanna was looking at a sad guy in his late twenties, sat across from her in a faux leather chair. ‘Hi, Justin, how are you doing today?’ 
   
 ‘She broke up with me,’ he said, fat tears slipping down his cheeks. 
   
 Alanna wasn’t surprised, but she was sympathetic. ‘I’m so sorry. Talk me through what happened.’ 
   
 He choked back a sob and began to explain, jumping right into the heart of the drama. His girlfriend had fallen out of love with him some time ago and been honest about it. Justin had begged for some time to earn it back. He was sure if he just upped his game, she’d change her heart, and she’d reluctantly agreed. Six months went by, and now here Justin was, dumped. 
   
 ‘How did you leave it?’ Alanna asked gently. 
   
 ‘She’s moving out. Or I’m moving out. I’m not sure. It depends.’ 
   
 ‘On what?’ 
   
 ‘On which one of us can get someone in to cover the other half of the rent,’ he said, wiping a tear away. ‘It’s so sad how it comes down to this. Rent payments.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘Do you want to stay in the flat?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’ He paused. ‘Actually, I don’t… No. I don’t want to stay. I think it might be weird to be there without her.’ His wet little face cracked a small smile. ‘Thanks, I didn’t really let myself consider that properly. I’m leaving. It feels good to make a decision.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘I’m glad.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. Takes the pressure off. I guess I… I can go and stay with my parents until I find somewhere. Might be kind of nice, actually.’ 
   
 Alanna thought that if Justin went home, he’d never leave. He was a very coddled boy. It was part of his problem. He expected things to be easy because his parents had trained him not to deal with things for himself. That was why he’d gotten lazy in his relationship. Though they’d talked about this a lot, Alanna couldn’t just tell him not to go home. She had to get him to think about it himself. ‘You want to live with your parents again?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, if I can’t be with Fiona, it’s the next best thing.’ 
   
 ‘Is it?’ 
   
 ‘You don’t think so?’ Justin asked. 
   
 ‘I just wonder if… We’ve talked about Fiona’s issues in the relationship, what caused her feelings to drift.’ 
   
 ‘I know what you’re getting at. But Mum… It’s not her fault Fiona left.’ 
   
 If someone had put a gun to Alanna’s head, she’d have said it was about thirty percent on his mother, but again, she couldn’t say that. ‘I’m just saying, this is a tough time you’re going through. The stress of a breakup is tremendous. But if you go home, I want you to be sure it’s for the right reasons. Because this moment doesn’t have to just be about loss. It can be about growth.’ 
   
 Justin sighed. ‘So you’re saying that I can grow as a person or I can go home to my parents and have them baby me?’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘That’s one way to put it.’ 
   
 He thought about it for a second and then took a deep breath. ‘Mmm. Yeah. I think I’ll grow another time. My Mum texted me, she’s made a shepherd’s pie.’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t sigh or tut or show her disappointment. She simply smiled and said, ‘OK, then.’ She couldn’t live people’s lives for them. 
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna let herself into the flat and dropped her keys in the bowl by the door. ‘Benjamin? You in?’ 
   
 There was no answer, and Alanna thought she was alone, which was a relief. It had been a long day of other people’s problems, and she could have done with some space. But then Benjamin appeared in the bedroom doorway. His arms folded, and his body rigid. ‘Hello.’ 
   
 Alanna knew right off that shit was about to go down. ‘Hi. You OK?’ 
   
 ‘Fine,’ he answered tightly. 
   
 Alanna smiled as if she didn’t hear the tone. ‘Great.’ She went to the kitchenette off the living room and opened the fridge. She felt Benjamin slide into the area and rest himself against the worktop. She ignored him, grabbing a bottle of beer. She had a feeling she was going to need it in a minute.  
   
 ‘We need to have a little chat about something,’ Benjamin said ominously.  
   
 She popped the lid and took a sip of sweet, numbing alcohol. ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘I came in ten minutes ago, and guess what I found?’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t have a fucking clue, nor did she want one. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Your makeup was all over your pillow. I’ve had to pre-treat it. Those sheets are organic cotton, and I don’t know if they can be saved. Why wouldn’t you take it off before you went to bed?’ 
   
 Alanna would have loved to tell him that the reason there was makeup on her pillow was not that she had slept with it on, but because she had screamed into it rather than at him. But that wouldn’t help, she knew. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
 ‘You’re sorry? What good is that when you don’t learn?’ 
   
 Alanna could feel her knuckles whitening. ‘Please don’t talk to me like a child.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t act like one, then,’ Benjamin told her.  
   
 Alanna looked at the beer in her hand and briefly considered bopping him over the head with it. Instead of committing manslaughter, she put it down and walked into the bedroom. She went into the en suite bathroom, and there was the pillowcase soaking in the sink. It had a slight dark smudge on it.  
   
 She thought of Justin saying, ‘So you’re saying I can grow as a person or…’  
   
 Alanna sighed through her nose. She walked back out. ‘Benjamin, I realise this is an issue for you and I’m sorry that I made a mistake. But I can’t live under these conditions. I need to be able to not do everything exactly right. I can’t live in fear like that.’ 
   
 Benjamin looked at her, eyes wide. ‘What are you saying?’ 
   
 ‘I’m saying…’ This was it, the moment to choose. Grow or wilt. She knew what growth was. It was leaving him. She wasn’t happy. She didn’t love him anymore. She wasn’t sure she ever had. ‘I’m saying…’ Come on, just say it. SAY it. ‘…I think we need to work on this.’  
   
 To be fair to herself, growth was pretty hard.  
   
 Benjamin sighed and smiled. He put a sensitive hand on her shoulder. ‘You’re right. I was… I could have been kinder about it. And you could have taken your makeup off. So, we both need to work on things.’ 
   
 Alanna suppressed the desire to take his hand off her shoulder and snap his thumb like a Kit Kat. ‘I think I just need to… maybe take a walk, get a breath of fresh air?’ 
   
 Benjamin gave her a magnanimous smile. ‘Of course, darling.’ 
   
 She dashed out as quickly as she could, wondering if there was somewhere she could go and release her rage. A vent to scream into, maybe. 
   
 Out in the hall, the elevator doors slid open as she approached them. Someone stepped out, a woman with feather earrings and a denim skirt. She walked toward Alanna, and they passed in the hall. It was a tight space, and they had no option but to address each other. ‘Hello,’ the woman said.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Alanna said uncertainly. 
   
 ‘Tight squeeze in here,’ the woman chuckled. 
   
 Alanna suddenly realised right then who she was. Someone she’d only heard before. Pollyanna.  
   
 Alanna kept walking. She sort of wanted to warn Keira that Pollyanna was coming. But she didn’t because firstly, she didn’t have her phone number. Secondly, as far as Alanna knew, Keira might have had a change of heart and invited her. Unlikely, but who was Alanna to say. 
   
 Alanna went downstairs and sat at the coffee shop down the street from her building for twenty minutes, drinking the most soothing drink the place sold, a chai latte. It didn’t improve her mood in the slightest. Eventually, she finished the drink and had no choice but to go home to Benjamin. 
   
 But when she stepped out of the elevator on her floor, thankfully, it wasn’t all that easy. There was a wonderful distraction standing outside Keira’s open door. ‘But I only want a chance,’ Pollyanna was saying into the crack of Keira’s partly open door. They were pleading words but said like a demand. 
   
 Alanna decided to stay by the elevator for a moment, not sure if she wanted to get too close to the drama. She hadn’t been noticed yet. 
   
 ‘Look, Pollyanna, it’s just not… I’m not looking to get into anything. And I was honest with you about that,’ Keira said, very gradually closing the door. 
   
 It was a good boundary setting, and Alanna admired it. Pollyanna didn’t. ‘You slept with me, though.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I did,’ Keira said, sounding dog-tired. ‘But…’ 
   
 ‘I just feel like you’re not giving me a proper chance,’ Pollyanna moaned. The door was inches from being closed now. But then it stopped. Pollyanna had placed her foot in the gap. 
   
 Alanna realised that while before all this had seemed slightly comical, she wasn’t so amused anymore. Pollyanna’s behaviour set off something in Alanna. She walked toward the train wreck, unsure what she intended to do when she got there. But a mad plan popped into Alanna’s head at the moment it was needed. 
   
 ‘Keira, who’s this?’ she demanded, approaching the scene. 
   
 Keira looked at her through the crack of the door, a bit confused. As well she might be. ‘Oh, umm…’ 
   
 ‘Oh god, please don’t tell me you’ve done it again!’ Alanna broke in angrily. 
   
 Keira’s mouth dropped open. ‘Huh?’ 
   
 Pollyanna looked at Alanna. ‘Done what again?’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head at Pollyanna. ‘She did, didn’t she? I can’t believe it.’ She turned to Keira. ‘After you promised last time? Do our vows mean nothing to you? I can’t leave the house for one conference without you cheating on me?’ 
   
 Keira gaped. Pollyanna gaped. Alanna shot Keira one last angry look. ‘I’m coming in. We need to talk.’ She pushed past a surprised but amenable Keira and turned to Pollyanna. ‘You need to leave.’ She slammed the door on her horrified face. 
   
 She turned to Keira in the flat and put a finger to her lips. Keira did as she was bid, and they listened. The distinct sound of heels travelling away at a clip could be heard through the door. Pollyanna was doing one.  
   
 As soon as they heard the doors of the elevator shut, Alanna turned to Keira with her normal, not fake-angry voice. ‘I hope that was OK. You just looked like you needed help.’ 
   
 Keira’s face broke into a smile. ‘She’s gone. I thought I was gonna have to call someone. What even made you think to…’ 
   
 Alanna shrugged. ‘Look, some people hear it when you put down a line, and some just walk right over it. She seemed…’ 
   
 Keira shook her head, exhausted. ‘I thought it was dealt with, and then she banged on my door this evening and all of a sudden, I was in a bloody hostage situation. I mean, I’m usually a big one for honesty in this position, but it really didn’t seem to be working.’ 
   
 Alanna felt a dash of guilt. ‘Yes, sorry, I kind of ran roughshod over you. You’re right. Honesty is best. I hope I didn’t tamper with your… methods.’ 
   
 ‘You did, and I’m grateful,’ Keira declared. ‘Because you got results. Thank you so much.’ 
   
 ‘Personal question, but why not stay over at their place? That way, no one ever knows where you live, and you can leave when you like.’ 
   
 ‘Fair question. I concluded that if I was going to avoid being murdered by a stranger, it was less likely if I didn’t go to anybody else’s place.’ 
   
 ‘That makes total sense. What about them, though? What if your sexual partner felt the same? If they wanted to go to their place because you might be dangerous?’ 
   
 ‘If they feel that way, they can opt-out, just as I would. But that rarely happens. And since I know I have no plans to chain anyone to a radiator, I don’t feel guilty about it going my way.’   
   
 Alanna mulled that over. ‘I can see the logic in that. Right, I’d better…’ 
   
 ‘Of course. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do than stand around here talking about my ridiculous love life.’ 
   
 Alanna did not have better things, but she wasn’t about to admit that. ‘OK, well, see you in the hall,’ she said cheerily and let herself out. 
   
 She stepped over to her front door and went into the flat. She found Benjamin chopping vegetables in the kitchen. ‘You’re back! I was just doing my chilli. I thought it might be… It’s my way of apologising.’  
   
 Alanna smiled. He was trying. Maybe she’d been too hasty. Maybe it would all be fine. Those thoughts she’d had about not loving him were probably just out of anger. And after all, what was the alternative? Go back to dating? Wade through a procession of bad choices before she found someone who was probably no better than Benjamin when you boiled it down. 
   
 Benjamin gave her back the beer she’d begun earlier—now tepid—and she drank it as she watched him cook, deciding that this was the best choice. 
   
 Once the food was ready, Alanna sat down and ate the chilli. It was a little too spicy but edible enough. 






Four

   
   
 Keira was enjoying the rush of a near miss. She’d thought Pollyanna was going to become a serious problem. She’d probably never come back now. As far as she knew, Keira was a cheating shitsack who lived with her partner. There was no reason to ever knock on this door again. Even if she was the kind of girl who would be happy to be the side-chick, she couldn’t come back for fear of running into the missus again. It was fantastic.  
   
 Who’d have thought Alanna would come to her rescue like that? Keira would never have asked her to, but she was thrilled Alanna had taken such initiative. It was a genius solution. She needed to send her a bouquet or something. 
   
 It was kind of sad it had come to that, though. That she couldn’t just say, ‘Here’s what it is,’ to Pollyanna and have that be the end of the conversation. She was determined to keep her foot in the door of Keira’s life, as well as her actual door. Keira had felt quite powerless and slightly nervous about where it was going to lead. Since Pollyanna wasn’t going to get what she wanted, would she step up her demands, get physical? Luckily, Keira would never know. 
   
 She wondered if she should simply stop having sex. Cosy up to her Rampant Rabbit and cut out the problem. Maybe? In fact, yes, decision made. No more sex. 
   
 She deleted every dating app on her phone that minute. She was turning over a new leaf, leaving the troubles that sex brought behind her.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Keira’s vow of celibacy lasted roughly six weeks. Six weeks of some pretty serious masturbating. The trouble was that it only scratched the physical itch. Sex wasn’t just an orgasm to Keira. There was something about being with another person that gave her a particular fix of serotonin that seemed to get her through life. Without that fix, life was a humdrum routine that bored her silly. Work, sleep, eat, TV, going to the toilet. That’s all existence felt like now. 
   
 She decided to download one app onto her phone. Just one. Just to see.  
   
 Soon enough, she was swiping. It was a comfortingly familiar action that brought satisfaction immediately. She didn’t even swipe right on anyone at first. Just left, left, left. She thought that might be enough to soothe the need. 
   
 But then, up popped Serenity. She had a certain something that intrigued Keira greatly. If she had been totally honest with herself, she’d have admitted that certain something was large breasts. She liked the kind you could bury your face in—she always had. Serenity’s DDs called to her, so Keira swiped right.  
   
 The moment she swiped, she felt guilty. This was the start of breaking her promise to herself, and she knew she wouldn’t stop there, not if they matched. Which they did. Keira told herself she didn’t have to do anything about that. She could just delete the app right now. But then her DMs were slid into. 
   

Hey, sexy. I like your smile. Wanna meet up for a drink?


 

 As well as big boobs, Keira also happened to enjoy confidence in a woman. Serenity was ticking yet another box. Keira checked Serenity’s profile. Looking for some fun. Check. Keira’s thumb paused over the reply button as she continued to debate whether she should get back in the saddle. She was still pretty gun-shy after the Pollyanna incident.  
   
 But apparently not completely traumatised, because she began to tap out a message, almost in a trance. 
   

Are you free tonight?

   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Serenity walked into the bar, her chest several steps ahead of her, and Keira knew the second they locked eyes that it was going to happen tonight. God, that feeling. It was such a rush. Keira understood right then that she couldn’t live without it. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Serenity moaned and slumped down onto the mattress, the fourth orgasm the charm. Keira drank in the sight of her: those naked breasts just as good out of the packaging. She was a good-looking woman. Shame she was a bit boring. But that wasn’t an obstacle when neither of you was interested in talking. Serenity was on the same page as Keira this time, and she knew it. They’d had one drink and come right back to Keira’s and set straight to work—wham bam. You didn’t do that when you were looking for love.  
   
 Keira was just about to start gently hinting that she needed to be up early in the morning, so maybe Serenity could be getting on home? Only Serenity was already snoring. Keira sighed and lay down next to her, shutting her eyes. She hated sharing a bed, but she wasn’t going to wake Serenity up and chuck her out—that was rude. Sometimes this was a price you simply had to pay. But Serenity wasn’t getting breakfast, that was for sure. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Keira opened her eyes and felt immediately like something was wrong. She rolled over sleepily and nearly fell out of bed when she saw Serenity, crossed-legged on the end of the bed, fully dressed, staring at her. ‘I just wanted to say goodbye before I left.’ 
   
 Keira caught her breath. ‘Oh, OK, sorry. OK, then. You’re going now?’ 
   
 Serenity nodded and climbed off the bed. ‘Yep. Got to get to work.’ 
   
 Keira couldn’t remember what she did, so she just nodded. ‘Are you sure I can’t make you a cuppa?’ she asked. It was a polite question that she fully expected a no to. 
   
 Serenity checked her watch. ‘Well, maybe I could squeeze in a quick one.’ 
   

Damn. 
   
 Keira jumped out of bed, slipping into a robe for modesty’s sake. She headed to the kitchen and put the kettle on, tea bag in a cup. She drummed her fingers on the countertop while she waited for the water to boil. Serenity smiled at her, and she smiled back.  
   

Boil, you fucker. 


 

 At long last, the kettle boiled, and she made one cup of tea—pouring a shit load of milk into the cup to make it quickly drinkable—and handed it to Serenity. 
   
 Serenity sat down at the small kitchen table, getting comfy. Keira had little choice but to join her.  
   
 ‘So, last night…’ Serenity said. 
   
 ‘It was fun,’ Keira finished. 
   
 ‘It was… Yeah. Fun. You’re… quite something.’ 
   
 Keira knew she was good in bed. She’d picked up a trick or two and she liked to please as well as get hers. ‘Thanks. You too,’ she replied. She wasn’t sure where the hell Serenity was going with this. Keira wasn’t up for lascivious conversation this early. 
   
 ‘So I thought… I wondered if you’d like to meet again?’ Serenity asked. 
   
 Keira’s smile faltered. ‘Well…’ 
   
 ‘I’m free tonight?’ 
   
 ‘Tonight?’ Keira asked, unable to contain her horror. ‘Can I just check something?’ Keira asked. ‘Your profile says you’re looking for fun, that’s all. Right?’ 
   
 Serenity was shocked. ‘Is it? I thought I changed that.’ 
   
 Keira paused. ‘So, you’re looking for…’ 
   
 ‘A serious relationship, yeah. What about you? Any wiggle room there for you on relationships?’ 
   
 ‘No,’ Keira said simply.   
   
 ‘Oh.’ Serenity pursed her lips. ‘But, I mean, is that hard and fast, or…’ 
   
 Keira felt panic flood her system. It was happening again. Whatever happened next was going to be sour and uncomfortable, in one way or another. Someone was about to be hurt. 
   
 At that precise second, she heard a sound from the hall. The sound of her opposite neighbours closing their door. She leapt to her feet, knowing she was taking a chance. It might be Alanna, or it might be Benjamin. Or it might be Alanna and Benjamin. But when she flung her door open, she saw Alanna, stood alone in the hall, putting her keys away. Luck was with Keira. She only had to hope it would hold out. ‘Alanna, oh my god, I didn’t think you were back till later!’ she said loudly. Alanna looked taken aback, and Keira threw her a panto wink mixed with a look of true pleading.  
   
 Alanna reacted with a speed that impressed Keira. ‘Keira, tell me you haven’t!’ she cried, pushing past Keira into the flat. Keira simply stood back and let her do her thing. ‘I don’t know what she’s told you, but she’ll never leave me for you!’ Alanna told Serenity.  
   
 Serenity’s mouth dropped open. Keira shrugged. ‘I’m sorry. I couldn’t control myself. I’m terrible.’ 
   
 Serenity was appalled. But she didn’t focus that on Keira, rushing to Alanna and grabbing her by the shoulders. ‘I didn’t know, I swear! I swear it to you!’ she cried with high drama.  
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘I know you didn’t. They never do,’ she replied sadly.  
   
 Serenity looked at Keira. ‘Disgusting!’ she declared and stormed out. 
   
 Once she was sure Serenity was fully out of earshot, she turned to Alanna. ‘Shit, I’m so sorry to drag you into this again, but I panicked.’ 
   
 Alanna chuckled. ‘It’s OK, I don’t mind. But I’ve got a client at nine, so...’ 
   
 ‘I won’t do this again, seriously!’ Keira called after her as she dashed out. Once she was alone, Keira slumped on the sofa. She was rather surprised at herself. The first time this had happened, it was all Alanna’s idea. She’d just gone along with it. This time, Keira couldn’t claim that. She’d broken her vow to herself to only ever be honest with her conquests. It didn’t feel great. 
   
 What did feel good, though? No scene with Serenity. No rejection. No escalation. Serenity would be pissed but not hurt. And she wouldn’t hassle Keira for anything more.  
   
 It was quite a good system. Better than honesty, even. Shame it couldn’t work like this all the time. But there was no way Alanna could be asked to do this regularly. Twice was more than enough.  






Five

   
   
 Alanna had been pretty surprised on her doorstep by Keira’s SOS, but it didn’t take long for her to decide how to handle it. She couldn’t leave her hanging, but she didn’t want to make a habit of this, either.  
   
 That first time, Alanna was getting her out of a tight spot. But if Keira had a habit of getting herself into those tight spots, that was something she needed to address by herself.  
   
 Alanna couldn’t be a part of that. She had other people to help. ‘Sandra, how are you doing?’ she asked her first client of the day.  
   
 The woman slumped down in her chair miserably. ‘I stole something from my aunt’s podiatrist,’ she admitted. 
   
 That was hitting the ground running, but Alanna’s face remained neutral. Sandra was a kleptomaniac, so it was par for the course. ‘What did you take?’ 
   
 ‘She was having a Hawaiian themed engagement party, the podiatrist, and I tagged along with my aunt. I was standing drinking a Mai Tai next to the mantle, and I just got that urge.’ 
   
 ‘Sandra, what did you take?’ Alanna pressed gently. 
   
 ‘Her dad.’ 
   
 Alanna paused. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘His ashes. He was just sitting there. No one was looking, so I slipped the urn under my dress and crab-walked out with it between my knees.’  
   
 ‘Sandra, this is… a development. You’ve never taken ashes before.’ 
   
 ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘How do you think your aunt’s podiatrist is going to feel when she realises her father is gone?’ 
   
 ‘She might not notice,’ Sandra said weakly. 
   
 ‘She’s going to notice,’ Alanna told her. 
   
 Sandra sighed. ‘You think I should give him back?’ 
   
 ‘That’s your choice.’ 
   
 Sandra frowned. ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
   
 As bad as this was, for Alanna, there was an opportunity to get to the root of Sandra’s issue. ‘What happened just before you stole the urn? Can you tell me how you were feeling?’ 
   
 Sandra took a long pause and then replied, ‘I was feeling like I wanted to steal the urn.’ 
   
 ‘OK. Maybe you could focus on what happened just before you had the idea?’ Alanna rephrased patiently.  
   
 ‘Well, I wasn’t thinking about the fact my ex-husband just got remarried, if that’s what you’re asking,’ Sandra said irritably.  
   
 Alanna raised her eyebrows. ‘He has?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I saw it on Facebook last week,’ she shrugged.  
   
 ‘But you weren’t thinking about that. At an engagement party.’ 
   
 ‘I just said I wasn’t!’ Sandra said petulantly. 
   
 This was going to be a tough session. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna left around lunchtime, done with her sessions for the day. She had studying to do, so she headed to the library. She wasn’t fully accredited yet, which meant that she was affordable and therefore not swimming in cash. She was fulfilling her training hours (guided by her supervisor) and, most likely, all her clients could afford. She tried to do her best for them, even if she was still learning. Though she’d always vowed that when she was fully accredited, she’d leave open as many cheap sessions as she could afford to. Broke people needed as much help as anyone else. 
   
 She was thinking about that when she walked in and caught Benjamin running the kitchen sink tap on every item of makeup she owned. 
   
 ‘What in the fuck is this?!’ she cried. 
   
 With the water running full blast, Benjamin hadn’t heard her come in, and he turned in surprise. ‘I thought you weren’t back until six?’ he asked irritably.  
   
 She looked at him aghast. ‘I say again, Benjamin. What the fuck is this?’ 
   
 He looked down at the sink. Pallets and pencils and pots, all ruined. He’d even unscrewed her mascara and with what had to have been remarkable patience, filled the tiny hole with water to really get the job done. He’d been truly thorough. But despite the mad scene he had orchestrated, he looked cool as you like. ‘I was just sorting out the problem.’ 
   
 ‘What problem? What did I do now?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I found another smudge. On the bedroom pillow.’ 
   
 That was no shock. She’d screamed into her pillow yet again this morning after Benjamin had complained about toast crumbs. Or, as it turned out, crumb. One single crumb on a sofa cushion. Benjamin had gone on and on about it, and Alanna had been forced to take to the pillow. She supposed she had known what would happen. That there would be a smudge and an argument. Perhaps this was her way of bringing things to a head with Benjamin. Well, the head was here. He’d destroyed her things. Whatever she’d expected the end of this to be, she couldn’t say she’d ever suspected he would go this low. ‘You motherfucker.’ 
   
 Benjamin looked shocked. ‘Alanna, that’s a bit much.’ 
   
 ‘It’s really not,’ Alanna said, feeling her head filling with heat and steam in need of release. For a while now.  
   
 ‘Look, I just thought that you could stop wearing it. You look better without it anyway. Problem solved.’ 
   
 She stared at him. ‘This doesn’t solve the problem. Because the problem is you.’ 
   
 Benjamin’s surprised expression slipped into anger. ‘Me? We both said we’d work on this. You said you would. You didn’t. That’s how we ended up here.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, well, I’m done working, I think. Yep, I’m wrapping the job up. We’re done.’ 
   
 Benjamin gasped. ‘You’re finishing with me? You are finishing with me?’ He started laughing. 
   
 ‘I’d love to know where this is going,’ she muttered to herself. She was really happy to feel herself fully checking out of this relationship. She’d held on tight to this person for much longer than she should have. 
   
 ‘I’m as good as you’ll get. You know that, don’t you?’ he told her. 
   
 ‘Oh yeah?’ Alanna asked, walking into the bedroom. She grabbed the remaining pillow and held it up. ‘Do go on.’ 
   
 ‘I’m nice-looking and I have a good job and I have good manners…’ Benjamin itemised as he walked in. He stopped his list when he saw the pillow in Alanna’s hands. ‘What are you doing?’ 
   
 She smiled at him and then pressed the pillow to her face, smearing her makeup all over it as hard as she could.  
   
 ‘You fucking psycho!’ he screamed.  
   
 Alanna laughed as she threw the pillow back on the bed. ‘You better get your pre-soak going, Benjamin.’ 
   
 ‘That’s it. We’re done,’ he snapped.  
   
 ‘I’m pretty sure that’s what I told you,’ she pointed out.   
   
 ‘Whatever,’ he spat. 
   
 In total unison, they announced, ‘You should go,’ to each other. They both paused. ‘No, you’re going,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘Ha, as if you could afford the rent on your own. Trainee counsellor! You make shit.’ 
   
 That was a good point. She couldn’t afford this place on her own. Benjamin, however, worked in IT and made more than her. He could swing it by himself, whereas she’d have to get a flatmate. And that was if she could convince Benjamin to leave.  
   
 Shit, she was going to have to leave. 
   
 Benjamin watched her, realising all this. He gave a bitter chuckle. ‘You didn’t think of that, did you? Gonna go home to your mum?’ 
   
 What a thought. Her mother was… well, actually, a lot like Benjamin. A control freak. She couldn’t believe this was the first time she’d noticed the parallel. She supposed it was because the things they tried to control were quite different. Benjamin was a neat freak. Her mother was more obsessed with how the world viewed her. This manifested itself through her tendency to keep trading up on husbands with increased status. She’d started with a plumber, Alanna’s dad, a poor start. After he died, which Alanna had always suspected had come as a relief to her mother, she married an accountant. She left him for a guy who owned a restaurant chain. She left him for a surgeon who she was probably going to see it out with, being as she was knocking seventy now. The whole thing was quite revolting to Alanna. Particularly as her mother tried to apply her worldview to her daughter. Was she successful enough, married, pumping out crotch goblins? It was a no on all counts, and her mother harped on her about these things constantly.  
   
 So no, Alanna couldn’t go there and live with her mother. But she didn’t like the way Benjamin was laughing at her. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got plenty of places I could go.’ She grabbed a bag and chucked a few things in it. She went into the bathroom to grab her makeup bag before she realised that was pointless. ‘Right, well, that’s me done,’ she said, going back into the bedroom and picking up her stuff. ‘I’ll text you to finish up details.’ 
   
 Benjamin nodded. ‘Best of luck,’ he said evenly. Alanna wanted to see more suffering than that, being as he was the villain of the piece. But he couldn’t even give her a bit of pleading or crying, could he, the bastard? Nope, he didn’t care. His life was untouched.  
   
 She slammed out of the flat. Out in the hall, she didn’t know what to do or where to go. She thought of her best friend, Jenny, a fellow counsellor, but she was on holiday, and she’d left yesterday for a full fortnight at an all-inclusive resort where she intended to, as she put it, ‘Rinse out the male population.’ 
   
 There was her next closest friend, Lizzy, who she’d known since school. She was married with two kids, three dogs, one cat, and a budgie. There couldn’t possibly be any room at that inn. 
   
 Next down the list? Her old uni buddy, Calvin. He was currently living in a van parked illegally on a trading estate in an attempt to get off the grid, which he tweeted about daily.  
   
 Those were the only people she could ask and all of them were non-starters.  
   
 She walked down the hall toward the elevator, wondering where the hell she was heading to. The doors of the elevator opened, and Keira was revealed. She took one look at Alanna and cried, ‘Jesus, are you OK?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I’m OK,’ she lied, puzzled. 
   
 ‘Your face looks kind of…’ 
   
 Alanna realised she had smeared her makeup in the heat of the fight. She must look like a panda having a breakdown. ‘Oh, no, I just… This is nothing. Don’t worry about it.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, alright. I didn’t mean to intrude,’ Keira said, stepping out of the elevator. Alanna stepped in.  
   
 ‘You’re not. I’m just…’ The doors began to close. ‘I just have to find somewhere else to live,’ she found herself saying as the doors shut. She pushed the ground floor button. The elevator moved off. Alanna reached into her bag and pulled out a wet wipe. She cleaned her face as the elevator took her to god knew where. 
   
 It juddered to the ground floor, and the doors opened. Alanna was about to step out into the foyer when Keira jumped out in front of her. Alanna let out a shriek of shock.  
   
 ‘Sorry,’ Keira said, panting, doubled over, pink in the face. ‘Took… the… stairs. I… was trying… to catch… you… before you… left,’ she wheezed. 
   
 ‘Were you?’ Alanna asked, surprised.  
   
 Keira took a few deep breaths, trying to gather herself. ‘Sorry… I’m… asthmatic.’ 
   
 ‘Take your time,’ Alanna said, still baffled. 
   
 ‘Did I hear… you say… you’re… leaving?’ Keira gasped, standing upright and then immediately bending double again. She pulled an inhaler out of her pocket and sucked a dose into her lungs. 
   
 ‘Are you alright?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Keira pulled a better breath in. ‘Almost… functional,’ she muttered. 
   
 Alanna kept waiting until Keira’s colour corrected and she seemed ready to talk again. But what came out of her mouth was surprising, to say the least. ‘Right, OK. What I was going to ask was… Do you need somewhere to live?’ 
   






Six

   
   
 Keira liked living alone. She had no desire to change that. But when those elevator doors closed on Alanna’s revelation that she was leaving her flat (and presumably, her boyfriend), Keira was struck by a belter of an idea. An idea that she needed to transport down to the ground floor despite her crap lungs or lose the opportunity forever.  
   
 ‘Do you need somewhere to live?’ she asked Alanna when she could breathe. 
   
 ‘Huh?’ Alanna asked, baffled. 
   
 ‘I’ve got a spare room. You could live in it.’ 
   
 Alanna paused for roughly half a millennium. ‘Why would you want that? Are you having problems with the rent?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, no. I’m all good. I wouldn’t charge you. I own the place. Well, mortgage it. But I can manage that alone.’ 
   
 ‘You do?’ Alanna asked, looking Keira up and down. ‘Aren’t you about my age, though? How the hell did you manage that? Rich parents or something?’ 
   
 Alanna was still standing in the elevator, and the doors began to close. Keira put a hand in front of the sensors, and they opened again. ‘Self-made woman. I made my money… Anyway. It’s got two bedrooms. My second one’s been a study, but I reckon I could shift the desk out. My bedroom’s got the space for it—’ 
   
 ‘Hold on, hold on,’ Alanna said, raising a hand. ‘You’re offering to give me your second room for free? Why on earth would you ever do that?’ 
   
 Keira grinned sheepishly. ‘Well, I was sort of thinking we could have… an arrangement?’ 
   
 Alanna put a hand to her chest. ‘Oh my. Keira—’ 
   
 Keira tutted. ‘I didn’t mean that. Jesus.’ 
   
 Alanna looked relieved. But only for a second. ‘Oh. So what’s the nature of this arrangement, exactly?’ 
   
 The doors started to close again, and Keira put her hand in front of them. They bounced back open. ‘I want you to be my girlfriend,’ Keira told her.  
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘I’ve had quite a day of it, Keira. And I would love it if you could lay this out simply for me, because so far, you’ve given me several heart attacks on the bounce during this conversation, and I don’t know how much more I can take.’ 
   
 Keira took a deep breath and gathered her words together. ‘I want you to be my fake girlfriend so that I can pretend to some of my… overnight guests that I’m taken. Like you did before.’ 
   
 Alanna paused. ‘I see.’ 
   
 ‘All those girls… Sometimes it gets heavy. Not every time. But when it does… Shit. I always thought that if I was straight with them, that it made it impersonal, and they were free of any bullshit ideas about me. But some of them seem to go and catch feelings anyway. I don’t like that—for me or them. I don’t want anyone feeling hurt about the way I am. Which is single for life. And I also don’t want to be stalked on my doorstep. So what I’m thinking is that I’d rather them feel that I’m the piece of shit than feel like they got rejected. That way, everyone wins.’ 
   
 The doors began to close. Alanna waved in front of the sensor, and they opened again. ‘I’m just gonna come out.’ She stepped out of the elevator. ‘Let me just… Let me think about this for a second.’ She chewed the inside of her cheek as the elevator doors shut behind her. ‘How often do you have your visitors?’  
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘I don’t plan it. Shit happens. Sometimes I make it happen, obviously. Trolling the apps and whatnot. But sometimes it’s on the fly. At the gym or whatever. One time I pulled in a shoe shop.’ 
   
 ‘Come on, I’m gonna need a number if I’m going to consider this,’ Alanna said reasonably.  
   
 Keira thought it over. ‘Well, it varies. But I guess—broadly–it’s, I don’t know, maybe a couple of times a week?’ she said.  
   
 Alanna’s eyebrows shot up. 
   
 ‘Is that a lot?’ Keira asked, suddenly a little embarrassed. 
   
 Alanna softened. ‘I don’t know what could be considered a lot.’ She still looked undecided about the offer.  
   
 ‘I know this is weird. I see that. But I thought it could be mutually beneficial,’ Keira said. 
   
 Alanna looked down at the bag in her hand. ‘But like, how long would we do this?’  
   
 ‘We could work that out. I mean, you could leave whenever you like. Unless we found that it was working. For both of us.’ 
   
 Alanna looked like she was swaying in Keira’s direction. She just needed a little push. ‘Look, it’s rent-free. Your money is yours. And you spend a few minutes every now and again putting on a little performance. Where are you going to find a better deal than that?’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna’s shoulders slumped in resignation. ‘I guess we could try it for a few days. See how it works. If it works at all.’ 
   
 ‘Great!’ Keira said. ‘That’s great.’ She hit the button for the elevator, and the doors opened again. She took the bag from Alanna’s hand. ‘Come on, roomie.’ 
   
 She stepped into the elevator, Alanna right behind her. Alanna looked at the ceiling of the elevator. ‘Alanna Hall, what the hell are you getting yourself into?’ she muttered to herself. 
   
 Keira gave her a grin as she pressed the button for their floor. ‘This is gonna be great, seriously.’ 
 Alanna sighed as though she didn’t fully believe that. Keira didn’t mind. Alanna had said yes, and that was all Keira needed. 
   






Seven

   
   
 Alanna was sitting at Keira’s kitchen table, watching Keira make coffee from a rather fancy looking bean-to-cup machine while she checked out the place where she would now be living. She hadn’t taken much in the last few times she’d been here. The flat was a similar layout to hers and Benjamin’s—open plan, with a kitchen off the living room and hall at the other end connecting to a series of doors. But it was a little bigger, and it had a different vibe. That vibe was messy. Laptop and cables spread all over the coffee table, laundry piled in a corner, an almost overflowing bin in the kitchen. Something was comforting about that mess coming straight from living with obsessive Benjamin. Comforting was good right now. Because Alanna didn’t understand how the hell she’d gotten here.  
   
 Alanna didn’t ordinarily like to use words like ‘Crazy’, but what Keira had proposed was batshit banana-pants crazy. Mad as fish. Nutty as a pistachio wearing a walnut shell coat and a hat made of almond.  
   
 However, she was offering a hell of a deal. Alanna had no idea what people usually had to do to live in places for free, but this felt like very little to ask. That worried Alanna. It was too good of an offer. When something seemed too good to be true, there was usually a cost you weren’t seeing. 
   
 But the thing was, Keira seemed like a bit of a mess in all senses, but not a monster. What could she get out of Alanna that she didn’t want to give? They’d addressed the sex issue, albeit accidentally. Keira had been horrified at the thought that she’d been trying to procure those kinds of services. Was it possible that this was an upfront deal? 
   
 Alanna couldn’t be completely sure. But she knew two things. The first thing was that no one was exactly queuing up to give her a place to live. The other thing was that if this didn’t work, she could leave and be no worse off than she was right now.  
   
 ‘Milk?’ Keira asked, pouring some into a metal jug.  
   
 ‘Er, yes. Please.’ 
   
 She put it under a small nozzle on the machine and hit a button. It began to buzz.  
   
 ‘Are you actually frothing that?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Yep.’ 
   
 ‘I’d have been happy with a Nescafe.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I wouldn’t. Syrup? I’ve got vanilla, hazelnut, salted caramel...’ 
   
 ‘Vanilla, please.’  
   
 Keira handed her the coffee a moment later, and when Alanna took a sip, she was wondering where the catch was again. On top of offering to let her live free from rent and utilities, the woman was a fricking professional level barista. ‘That’s incredible,’ Alanna said, savouring the flavour.  
   
 ‘I know,’ Keira said, taking a sip. ‘I love coffee, but I hate coffee shops, so I learned how to make it properly at home.’ She leant back in her chair. ‘So, if you don’t mind me asking, what happened with you and Benjamin?’ 
   
  Alanna looked at her without any attempt to answer. 
   
 Keira got the hint. ‘Gotcha. Beeswax, none of mine. Understood.’ 
   
 ‘I’m surprised you want to know,’ Alanna noted. 
   
 ‘Why?’ Keira asked, unoffended.  
   
 ‘You’ve never asked me a personal question,’ Alanna told her. 
   
 ‘Neither have you,’ Keira pointed out. 
   
 ‘Fair enough,’ Alanna acquiesced. ‘Maybe we should leave it that way?’ She couldn’t believe she was being snippy with Keira, given that she’d saved her bacon. But it was only about twenty minutes since she’d left her flat and her relationship. She wasn’t in a great place.  
   
 Her mood worsened a moment later when she realised something that had gotten lost in amongst the madness of Keira’s proposal. She would now be living across the hall from her former boyfriend. That was going to suck. Hard.  
   
 ‘I don’t mind if you want to keep things on a strictly business basis,’ Keira said evenly. ‘But I do have one semi-personal question and I don’t have any choice but to ask it. Do you happen to own a bed?’ 
   
 Alanna frowned. ‘Shit. No. I’ll get one soon. Can I sleep on the sofa until then?’ 
   
 ‘There’s a sofa in the study. You can take that until you’re sorted.’ 
   
 One less problem. ‘That’s great. Should we…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Run down how this is going to work?’ 
   
 ‘What, like a shower schedule?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘I was more thinking of the part where we pretend to be together,’ Alanna said dryly. 
   
 Keira smiled thinly. ‘Ah. Yes. That. OK, so it worked well the first two times. I didn’t wanting to change anything up.’ 
   
 ‘But I didn’t live here then,’ Alanna said, waiting for the lightbulb to go on. It didn’t go on.  
   
 ‘I don’t follow,’ Keira frowned. 
   
 ‘You don’t see the logistical issue?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Err…’ 
   
 ‘Well, it would be a bit weird if I jumped out of the spare room and I’d been there the entire time you were entertaining your… new friend.’ 
   
 Keira nodded. ‘Take your point. How about I text you when I’ve got someone in? That way, you can slip out while I keep my new friend in my room. If I smell trouble, that is.’ 
   
 ‘Alright, give me your number.’ 
   
 Keira unlocked her phone and handed it over. Alanna put her number in. She decided in a moment of whimsy to name herself, ‘The Missus.’ She handed the phone back to Keira. ‘So I get the text and then I sneak out? Do I leave the flat and walk back in? Or can I just be in the living room? Like I walked in before you realised?’ 
   
 ‘Dealer’s choice,’ Keira shrugged. 
   
 ‘Alright. What about the backstory? Where the hell have I been?’ 
   
 ‘Didn’t you mention something about a conference once?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Conference it is. And you’re a serial cheat, that’s right, isn’t it?’ 
   
 ‘That’s correct. Scumbag with a sex-addiction,’ Keira said, putting a hand up. 
   
 Alanna nodded, wondering if there might be a bit of truth to that last part. ‘Well, I think that probably covers my questions. Anything you’d like to add?’ 
   
 ‘Nope. I think we’ve got it sorted.’ She stood. ‘Right, I’m going out.’ 
   
 ‘What, like on a date?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Yep.’ 
   
 ‘We’re just jumping right in, I guess,’ Alanna noted. ‘But what about when you come back? How will I know?’ 
   
 Keira thought. ‘I guess it’s not fair to ask you to stay in your room all night. Especially as it’s still a study. OK, tell you what. I’ll keep her out until gone eleven. Do you pee much?’ 
   
 Alanna raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘In the middle of the night, I mean?’ Keira added quickly. 
   
 ‘Oh, I see. I hardly ever pee in the night. But I’ll just make sure to have a big one before I go to bed, just in case.’ 
   
 ‘OK, so on my date nights, you pee and go to bed before eleven. Is that… is that a reasonable thing to ask?’ Keira asked anxiously.  
   
 ‘For free rent. Yes,’ Alanna replied simply.  
   
 ‘Cool,’ Keira said. ‘Well, there are sheets and towels in the cupboard. Have a good night. I won’t see you later.’ 
   
 Alanna regarded Keira and her easy confidence. ‘You seem very certain your date will come back.’ 
   
 ‘I do, don’t I?’ Keira said cheekily as she left.  
   
 Alanna shook her head in amazement at her new flatmate and took another sip of good coffee. Who the hell was Keira Evans? In all of Alanna’s life, she’d never once considered anyone a sure thing. But Keira knew without a shadow of a doubt that by the evening's end, a virtual stranger would want to go to bed with her. Astonishing.  






Eight

   
   
   
 Keira woke, a little fuzzy. Her head felt thick with what could only be the remnants of a boozy night. And she only drank when… she turned over. Yep. There she was, sexual partner du jour. The details began to fill themselves in. Kim. Personal Trainer. Owner of a pug. In possession of a divorced mother who was getting remarried in a few weeks and had made Kim her maid of honour. Keira didn’t know what Kim could have said about her as Kim had done all the talking, but that suited Keira fine.  
   
 Keira sat up slowly, wanting to get her clothes on before Kim awoke. But just as she had her bra on, Kim snorted, sat bolt upright, and declared, ‘I’m not wearing a puffy sleeve!’ She blinked, and her eyes focused on Keira. ‘Oh, sorry. I was dreaming.’ 
   
 Keira slid into her robe. ‘Sounded like a nightmare.’ 
   
 Kim blew out a breath and slid out of bed. ‘You’re not kidding. I was wearing lime-green polyester.’ She began to look for her clothes. ‘I’ll be out of your hair soon, don’t worry,’ she vowed to Keira. 
   
 ‘Take your time,’ Keira said, relieved. Maybe she wouldn’t need to send Alanna the text? 
   
 Kim began to slip into her jeans. ‘Hey, err, I was wondering… I kind of need a date for the wedding.’ 
   
 Alanna was now officially in play. 
   
 ‘I’m busy,’ Keira said apologetically. 
   
 ‘I haven’t told you when it is yet,’ Kim frowned. 
   
 ‘When is it?’ 
   
 Kim put her top on. ‘Saturday.’ 
   
 ‘Yep. Busy.’ 
   
 ‘Are you sure? I know you’re a free agent and everything, and I respect that. I just need a date,’ Kim said with a childish pout that Keira found far from charming. Keira didn’t believe a word of Kim’s assertion that she appreciated Keira’s single status. She was trying to sneak herself into Keira’s life. Keira could smell it. Kim wasn’t the first to attempt a trojan horse. 
   
 ‘Well… Oh, wait. Is that my phone beeping?’ Keira grabbed her silent phone and began to search her contacts. Alanna’s number wasn’t there. What the fuck? Keira had watched her put the number in. Where the hell was it? 
   
 ‘So, it’s at a country estate, and the food and drink are gonna slap,’ Kim went on.  
   
 Keira nodded and smiled, still searching, running down the numbers one by one. It was a few hundred, so it was going to take a minute. She needed to delete a few of these. She didn’t need the number for a hairdresser from ten years ago that gave her that disastrous pixie cut. 
   
 ‘I mean, my mum is going to be Satan in an A-line, but…’ Kim droned on. 
   
 Hold on a second. Who the hell was this? The Missus? It had to be Alanna’s idea of a joke. Keira texted the number, ‘SOS,’ and prayed it was going to the room next door.  
   
 She heard a small thump from the living room and just as Kim started to talk about the dress code, Keira said, ‘Hey, how about a coffee?’ 
   
 ‘Cool,’ Kim smiled, and Keira led her out of the bedroom like a lamb to the slaughter.  
   
 The living room was empty, and Keira thought she was screwed. Then the front door opened, and Alanna walked in from the hall. In her pyjamas. ‘Who the hell is this?’ Alanna yawned at Kim with very obvious bedhead. 
   
 ‘Who the hell are you?’ Kim asked back, confused. 
   
 ‘I’m Keira’s girlfriend,’ Alanna shot back, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, jabbing a thumb at Keira. 
   
 ‘Really?’ Kim asked. 
   
 ‘You think I don’t know who I am?’ Alanna asked. It seemed like she was trying to say it angrily, but it just came off confused.  
   
 Kim’s eyes narrowed. ‘Where did you come from?’ 
   
 Alanna blinked. ‘A conference.’ 
   
 Kim didn’t buy that for a second. ‘But you’re in your pyjamas. Were you in here the whole time?’ Kim asked. Kim was no genius, but it didn’t take a bloodhound to smell the bullshit in the room.  
   
 ‘I absolutely was at a conference. The theme of the conference was… pyjama party,’ Alanna stuttered.  
   
 Keira rolled her eyes. ‘Christ,’ she muttered under her breath.  
   
 Kim turned to Keira. ‘This doesn’t make sense. What kind of stunt is this?’ 
   
 Keira looked at Alanna. She was now in deer-in-the-headlights mode, no use at all. ‘It’s my cousin,’ Keira eventually managed to tell Kim. ‘She’s… not been well. Fell off a roof.’ 
   
 Kim looked suspicious. ‘How did that happen?’ 
   
 ‘She’s a roofer?’ Keira claimed wildly, her voice high.  
   
 Kim looked at Alanna. ‘A roofer?’ 
   
 ‘Look, she’s having a moment. I need to get her to the hospital. You can let yourself out, can’t you?’ Keira said and pulled Alanna by the arm, dragging her out of the flat, grabbing her keys off the hook. 
   
 On the other side of the door, Keira shook her head at Alanna. Alanna gave a silent expression of pleading, and they frogmarched down the hall—Alanna in pyjamas, Keira in a robe, both of them barefoot—and jumped into the elevator.  
   
 As soon as the doors closed, Keira cried, ‘What the fuck was that?!’ 
   
 Alanna was repentance itself. ‘I’m so sorry. I slept terribly. I appreciate the sofa, but I’m too long for it. I only fell asleep a few hours ago. When I got your text, I was pretty out of it. I tripped over the fricking coffee table. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. By the way, where are we going?’ 
   
 ‘To sit in my car. Again,’ Keira sighed, livid. 
   
 The elevator doors opened, and they walked out to the underground car park. 
   
 ‘Again, really, truly sorry. I swear, I’ll be much more on my game once I can get a proper bed,’ Alanna promised pitifully. 
   
 Keira couldn’t stay mad at her. She looked too forlorn. Not to mention exhausted. ‘Well, that’s today’s task then. Once Kim’s buggered off, we’re going to get a bed,’ Keira said, taking her anger down to a mild simmer.  
   
 ‘How will we know she’s gone?’ Alanna asked.  
   
 ‘We won’t. We’re gonna have to steer clear for at least half an hour to make sure she’s done one.’ She unlocked the car with the key fob. 
   
 ‘We’re just gonna sit in your car for half an hour?’ Alanna said, bug-eyed, climbing into the passenger side. 
   
 ‘We’re shoeless. Where the hell else are we gonna go?!’ Keira asked as she slipped into the driver’s side. 
   
 They slammed their doors shut and sat in silence for a moment. Keira remembered that she’d put her phone in her robe pocket and she got it out for something to occupy herself. She opened Scrabble, taking a look at her latest game.  
   
 Alanna had been looking out of the window at a brick wall. But she glanced across. ‘What you playing?’ 
   
 ‘Scrabble.’ 
   
 ‘You playing someone?’ 
   
 ‘Bot.’ 
   
 ‘Is there a two-player mode?’ 
   
 Keira sighed and began a new game. She handed the phone over. ‘You better be good. Because I am.’ 
   
 Alanna took the phone. ‘I’m not bad.’ 






Nine

   
   
 Alanna handed the phone back. ‘Done.’ 
   
 Keira looked satisfyingly shocked. ‘How the hell did you do that? I never lose. You beat me by seventy-three points.’ 
   
 ‘When was the last time you played a real human?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I can’t remember.’ 
   
 ‘There’s your answer. Humans are harder to beat. They’re unpredictable.’ 
   
 ‘Tell me about it,’ Keira said pointedly. She checked the time. ‘Speaking of which, it’s been forty minutes. Let’s go back up.’ 
   
 They got out of the car and walked across the concrete car park. Alanna yawned. ‘Thank god I don’t have any appointments today. I’d be useless.’ 
   
 Keira hit the button for the elevator. ‘What do you do?’ 
   
 The doors opened. ‘Counsellor.’ 
   
 Keira sounded slightly shocked. ‘I didn’t know that.’ They stepped inside the elevator and hit the button for their floor. 
   
 ‘What about you? What do you do?’ Alanna asked quickly. She didn’t want a bunch of questions about her job. 
   
 ‘Novelist,’ Keira said shortly.  
   
 ‘Really? What kind?’ Alanna asked, interested.  
   
 ‘What kind?’ Alanna repeated . 
   
 Keira coughed and said, ‘Mystery.’ 
   
 Alanna blinked. And then burst out laughing. ‘You?! You write mysteries?’ 
   
 ‘Something funny about that?’ Keira asked pissily as the elevator shuddered to their floor. Her usually chill demeanour vanishing for a moment.  
   
 ‘Not at all,’ Alanna replied. But actually, what was funny was that Alanna loved the mystery genre. But she wasn’t looking to get chummy and share interests.  
   
 They got out of the elevator and went back to the flat. Keira put a finger to her lips and her ear to the door. She listened for a good half minute before she unlocked the door and opened it—no Kim. 
   
 ‘OK, get dressed. We’re getting a bed.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna looked at the steel-framed bed on the large shop floor. ‘That’ll do.’ 
   
 ‘You sure you don’t want to look around a bit?’ Keira checked. 
   
 ‘It’s on sale. That’s all I need to know,’ Alanna said. With the mattress, it was going to cost all the rent money she would have paid Benjamin today. At least it wasn’t an expense she had to worry about now. He hadn’t texted her since she left the flat. She supposed he was probably busy celebrating his independence by scrubbing the bathroom grouting.  
   
 Alanna went to the counter and paid up, arranging for the bed to arrive the following day. As they walked out of the shop, Keira said, ‘Right. That’s that. I’m going to the gym. I’ll drop you at home.’ 
   
 ‘Thanks,’ Alanna said. She would be glad for the peace. It had been a very stressful few days, and she needed to decompress from it all. Maybe grab a nap. 
   
 They drove back in silence. Alanna was pretty sure Keira was still pissed at her. She couldn’t blame her. Alanna had one job to do in exchange for a roof over her head and she’d screwed the pooch. She was knackered out from trying to get comfy on that couch. Her knees had been hanging over the armrest, and she wasn’t even that tall, only five-six on her tiptoes. It was only one more night, though. That was unless Keira came home from the gym today and told her to pack her shit. It wasn’t impossible.  
   
 Keira dropped her at the flat. ‘I’ve got a package coming today. Can you sign for it?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Sure. Are you planning to pick anyone up from the gym today?’ Alanna asked, only half joking. 
   
 Keira snorted. ‘God no. Not after this morning. The stress isn’t worth it. But we need to work on the system.’ 
   
 ‘So you’re not eighty-sixing me?’ Alanna asked with a nervous laugh. 
   
 ‘You don’t fire someone on their first day of work for making one mistake,’ Keira said with an easy smile. 
   
 ‘Phew,’ Alanna said, wiping imaginary sweat from her brow jokily. But she was genuinely relieved. ‘I can do better,’ she promised seriously.  
   
 ‘I know, I’ve seen it,’ Keira said kindly. ‘Relax. We’ll talk about it later.’ She handed a set of keys through the window. ‘Remind me to get more cut.’ She peeled off. 
   
 Alanna headed up to the flat and let herself in. She slumped down on the sofa and put Keira’s TV on. It was seventy inches. Keira was very well set up. She had to be making a pretty good living writing mystery novels. Alanna still couldn’t get over that little revelation.  
   
 She got out her phone and googled Keira. Nothing came up, not even social media. She probably wrote under a pen name. Alanna glanced at the bookshelves in the corner, expecting to see a clump of books that would give the game away. One wasn’t enough to live off comfortably; Alanna knew that much about publishing. But it wasn’t there. Where the hell did she keep her books? 
   
 Since Alanna wasn’t about to go snooping around the flat, she decided to make herself a coffee with Keira’s shiny chrome machine. It took ten minutes and three YouTube videos before she felt educated enough to even start it up.  
   
 She was just pouring beans into the machine when the doorbell went. Alanna opened it to find a young woman with a package and a rather large grin. Her smile dropped when she saw Alanna. ‘Package for Keira,’ she said sadly. 
   
 ‘Are you OK?’ Alanna asked her. 
   
 ‘Mmm-hmm. You Keira’s girlfriend?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘No,’ she said automatically. She was about to say she was just a flatmate when she saw the palpable relief on the young woman’s face. It didn’t take long to figure out what the situation was. Jesus Christ, was no one safe from Keira’s rampant sexual drive? Not even Amazon? The situation being what it was, Alanna thought she’d better amend her answer. ‘I’m her life partner.’ It was a bit over the top, but it got the point across. 
   
 The woman looked ready to cry. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘That’s right,’ Alanna sighed. She felt sorry for the kid. 
   
 The delivery woman stuffed the box into Alanna’s hands and ran off down the hall, definitely crying now. Alanna watched the girl peg it, running right past Benjamin, coming the other way, heading for his door. ‘Alanna!’ he exclaimed when he saw her at the door. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Alanna said coldly to Benjamin.  
   
 ‘What are you doing in there?’ Benjamin asked, looking baffled. 
   
 ‘I live here, Benjamin.’ 
   
 ‘What? With Keira? What?’ Benjamin asked, utterly discombobulated.  
   
 ‘That’s right. Well, bye.’ She slammed the door on his shocked mug. It felt pretty good to see him confused. And now he was going to go into their flat—his flat—and try to figure out what the hell was going on. She wished him happy bewilderment. She’d spent all her sleepless hours last night picturing him as he’d been the last time she’d seen him. Smug and satisfied. It hadn’t helped her insomnia to think of him like that. Winning. But she had a new picture now.  
   
 She went to her room and plopped down on the short, dreadful sofa in the study where she took a substantial and nourishing nap.  






Ten

   
   
 Keira was googling ways to murder people and get away with it. There were certainly some interesting options. The characters in her book were about to have a time of it. 
   
 She spent a lot of time thinking about murder, but it was (sadly?) not information she could utilise in real life. She was an unlikely murderer, as she was much too chill. She hoped her chill would continue to hold her in good stead through the changes that she had implemented in her life recently. So far, it wasn’t too bad living with Alanna. She wasn’t home that much. She was either working or at the library. When she was at home, she mostly stayed in her room, now a fully functional bedroom. It was crazy how little they saw of each other.  
   
 Keira’s only concern—if it could be called that—was Alanna’s job. She was a head shrinker, and Keira didn’t want her head shrunk. Ever. She didn’t want to be analysed, examined, or diagnosed. There was nothing to suggest Alanna wanted to bring her work home. Yet Keira couldn’t quite seem to shake the worry. 
   
 After Keira had spent two whole hours reading about poisons cultivatable from the average garden, she was kind of murdered out. She decided to kick back and watch some TV for a while. The second she switched the TV on, there was a knock. She sighed and got up. 
   
 Benjamin was at the door. ‘Oh. Hi,’ she said awkwardly. 
   
 ‘Hi. Is, err, Alanna in?’ Benjamin said, rubbing the back of his neck and looking at the somewhat dingy hall carpeting. 
   
 ‘I don’t think so,’ Keira told him. She hadn’t seen Alanna in a while. 
   
 But then Alanna appeared from her room and made a liar of her. ‘Hello, Benjamin,’ Alanna said brightly. Keira stepped back from the door. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ 
   
 ‘Nothing to leave us to,’ Alanna said to her. ‘Stay there.’ 
   
 ‘OK,’ Keira said, freezing. Did Alanna want her to stay? Should she go anyway? 
   
 ‘I want to talk,’ Benjamin said. 
   
 ‘What about?’ Alanna asked coldly. 
   
 ‘I was… Can we talk in private?’ Benjamin asked anxiously.  
   
 ‘No. What do you want, Benjamin?’ Alanna demanded.  
   
 Keira was desperate to get away. She had no desire to witness a scene between Alanna and Benjamin, but she was stuck.  
   
 ‘I was just checking in with you,’ Benjamin said anxiously. ‘So… you’re here now?’ 
   
 ‘That’s your question? Am I where you can see that I am?’ Alanna sneered. 
   
 Benjamin was sweating. Keira didn’t mind that. She’d never taken to him. 
   
 ‘So, I guess I wanted to ask…’ He looked back and forth between Alanna and Keira. ‘Is this…’ 
   
 Benjamin’s sentence trailed off, but Keira didn’t need the end of it. The idiot thought she and Alanna were making the beast with two backs. Keira began to laugh. ‘Wait, no, Benjamin, it’s—’ 
   
 Before she could explain, the window behind her exploded.  
   
 ‘What the shit!’ Alanna screamed. Keira looked at the hole in her window and followed the glass spray to a small box sitting on the rug. It was an Amazon box. She opened it. There was just a rock inside.  
   
 Keira drifted to the window and looked down to see someone looking up at her window from the street. ‘You bitch!’ screamed a girl with balayage and big hoop earrings. 
   
 Keira squinted at her. ‘Do I know you?’ 
   
 ‘It’s Kelly! I deliver your Amazon.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Hi, Kelly,’ Keira asked, confused. ‘Is this a payment issue?’ 
   
 ‘You don’t even remember me? We went out a few months ago, and you never called me!’ 
   
 ‘Ah,’ Keira said. ‘You’ve got a good arm to get that all the way up to the second floor. And how did you even work out that this was my wind—’ 
   
 ‘Fuck you!’ Kelly screamed.  
   
  Keira turned to see Alanna and Benjamin had joined her at the window, coming to see what the noise was all about.   
   
 ‘There she is!’ Kelly yelled. 
   
 ‘Who, me?’ Alanna asked, worried. 
   
 ‘Yeah. You know she cheats on you, don’t you? You poor fool!’ 
   
 Alanna and Keira swapped a look. 
   
 ‘Did you…’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna’s mouth quirked. ‘Yeah, I thought—’ 
   
 ‘I FUCKING KNEW IT!’ Benjamin suddenly roared at them.  
   
 ‘That was right next to my ear,’ Keira complained.  
   
 ‘I knew you didn’t just move in here for no reason. How long was this going on?!’ Benjamin demanded of Alanna.  
   
 ‘Benjamin, mate…’ Keira started. 
   
 ‘Not long,’ Alanna said. 
   
 Keira turned slowly to look at Alanna. But she was half smiling at Benjamin, who was now in tears. ‘I thought you were gonna… We just had a row, right? I’ve been waiting for you to come home and apologise. But you were a lesbian all along,’ he wept. ‘No wonder you didn’t seem interested in bed.’  
   
 ‘Wait a second, you were waiting for me to apologise and beg to come home?’ Alanna said, livid.  
   
 ‘Yes. Before I knew you were a secret lesbian,’ Benjamin snuffled. 
   
 ‘I’m bi, Benjamin,’ Alanna said. ‘I told you that when we met. It’s never been a secret.’  
   
 Keira hadn’t known that. Huh. 
   
 ‘No, you’re a full-on lesbian. That’s the only thing that makes sense,’ Benjamin said with certainty.  
   
 ‘I’m really not,’ Alanna told him. 
   
 ‘Then how come you couldn’t orgasm with me?’ 
   
 ‘That was… a different issue,’ Alanna said carefully. 
   
 ‘No. You’re gay. It all makes sense now. You’re a cheating… lesbo!’ he cried. He seemed to think that was a pretty good exit line because he slammed out of the flat. Keira turned to Alanna. ‘What the hell was that about?’ 
   
 ‘Hey! I’m still here!’ Kelly yelled from the street. 
   
 Keira groaned and looked down through the broken glass. She’d had enough. ‘Go home before I call the police and your bosses,’ she called down. 
   
 Kelly gave a sassy, ‘Ha!’ but she looked a shade worried. ‘You had it coming.’ 
   
 ‘Whether I did or didn’t, this was criminal damage. Don’t make this harder for yourself. Just go,’ Keira told her evenly.  
   
 Kelly went to open her mouth again and thought better of it. She scuttled away down the street and hopped into her van, speeding off too fast.  
   
 Keira turned to Alanna. ‘So, I ask again. What the fucking hell was that?’ 
   
 ‘Err, I told her I was your partner because it became pretty clear that you’d done your dirty deed—’ 
   
 ‘No, not, err…’ She tried to remember the girl's name, but it didn’t come. ‘Amazon girl.’ 
   
 ‘Kelly,’ Alanna reminded her with a tut. 
   
 ‘Not Kelly. Benjamin!’ 
   
 ‘Oh. That. Yeah, sorry about that,’ Alanna said with a sigh.  
   
 ‘Sorry about that? That’s all you’ve got?’ Keira asked. ‘He thinks I banged his girlfriend.’ 
   
 ‘So what?’ 
   
 ‘So? I’m trying to have a peaceful life here, Alanna. And what you just told Benjamin isn’t gonna foster good relations with the neighbours, is it? The whole point of this arrangement was to remove drama. And you’ve just added it.’ 
   
 ‘You can’t blame me for Kelly,’ Alanna said defensively. 
   
 ‘This isn’t about Kelly. But I’ll tell you this, no more Amazon for me. I’ll get my shit off eBay if I have to.’ 
   
 ‘Let’s not get wild,’ Alanna laughed. ‘You’ll be up to your tits in shipping fees from China.’ 
   
 Keira gaped at Alanna. ‘You’re laughing about this?’ 
   
 Alanna’s laugh faded. ‘Look. Benjamin and me… I know we agreed not to get personal with each other, but I guess I’m gonna have to explain this. He’s such a… I came to realise I didn’t love him. Because he made it impossible. And then I was the one that had to leave. He was untouched by our breakup. And now? He’s hurting. And it’s like, I guess I exist after all. That making any sense to you?’ 
   
 ‘Not at all,’ Keira said.  
   
 ‘No, I guess not. Because you’re a very sturdy little one-woman island. I respect that, I do. But some of the rest of us? We need to feel… seen.’ 
   
 Keira was mildly taken aback. ‘You think I’m unfeeling?’  
   
 ‘What? No, that’s not what I meant at all,’ Alanna said quickly. 
   
 ‘But you think I don’t need anyone or anything except myself?’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Alanna said uncertainly. 
   
 ‘Like a psychopath?’ 
   
 ‘No!’ Alanna exclaimed.  
   
 Keira had had enough of this. She didn’t want to talk about this anymore. ‘You know what, forget it. I have to call… a window fixer person.’ 
   
 ‘Glazer,’ Alanna supplied.  
   
 Keira rolled her eyes. ‘Glazer, whatever. I have to call someone to fix this fucking mess.’ She gestured at the glass all over the living room. 
   
 ‘For a writer, you sure do struggle with remembering words,’ Alanna noted casually.  
   
 Keira knew that was accurate, but it still pissed her off. ‘And for a counsellor, you’ve displayed quite a lack of emotional maturity today,’ Keira snapped. The look on Alanna’s face made her regret it quickly. The hurt in her eyes... Keira wondered if it was too late to take it back. But Alanna removed the look quickly and said, ‘Do you have gardening gloves?’ 
   
 ‘I haven’t got a garden,’ Keira replied, foxed. 
   
 ‘Any kind of industrial glove. It’s to pick up the glass from the rug without cutting myself to shreds,’ Alanna explained coldly. ‘I need a thick bag too.’ 
   
 ‘I think I’ve got something like that.’ Keira went into the kitchen and checked the cupboard under the sink. She found a bin liner and some heavy-duty gloves. 
   
 ‘These work?’ she asked. Alanna took them silently and pulled them on, setting to work. She glanced up at Keira, who was watching uselessly. ‘Well? You better get on the phone, hadn’t you?’ 
   
 Keira did as she was told, googling glazers in the area. She soon had one booked for an emergency job that afternoon. 
   
 ‘I’ve got the big pieces up. I think there’s probably a lot of little shards stuck in the rug. Maybe we could Hoover it?’ Alanna posited. 
   
 ‘Fuck it, no. We’ll just throw the rug out. It was old anyway,’ Keira said. It was actually only six months old, but she wanted to say something slightly kind. She could tell she’d crossed a line with her comment, but she didn’t know how the hell to walk it back.  






Eleven

   
   
 The glazer had the window replaced in forty-five minutes. She stepped back from her work. ‘Done.’  
   
 ‘Thanks for getting out so quickly,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘No problem. How’d it happen?’ the woman asked, putting her tools away. 
   
 ‘We were attacked by my flatmate's lover,’ Alanna said simply.  
   
 Keira rolled her eyes. ‘She wasn’t my lover.’ She turned to the glazer. ‘She was a… We’d only gone out once.’ 
   
 The glazer shrugged. ‘No judgement here, I’ve seen it all, love. Pressing charges?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, I don’t think so,’ Keira said uncertainly. 
   
 ‘I would if I were you. But then I’m very vengeful,’ the glazer noted nonchalantly. ‘Right, that’ll be two hundred.’ She got a card machine out of her bag. 
   
 ‘Okey-dokey,’ Keira said, reaching into her pocket. 
   
 ‘No, I’ve got it,’ Alanna said, getting her card out. 
   
 ‘No, don’t—’ Keira began. 
   
 ‘I said I’ve got it.’ Alanna aloofly tapped her card against the machine. It was not a kind offer. It was her passive-aggressive way of winning. She wasn’t sure what the hell she’d won, but she was still furious at Keira’s comment about her emotional maturity. ‘After all, this is my mess. Right?’  
   
 ‘I said the Kelly thing wasn’t your—’ 
   
 ‘That’s gone through,’ the glazer said, picking up her bag and making a swift exit. Alanna didn’t blame her.  
   
 The second the door closed, Alanna fixed Keira with a serious look. ‘I think it’s pretty clear this isn’t working out.’ 
   
 Keira sighed down her nose and sat on the sofa. ‘You want to go?’ 
   
 ‘It’s not about what I want.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not the one that said it.’ 
   
 ‘I’m just beating you to it,’ Alanna told her. That was the truth. She felt it coming, and she wasn’t going to wait for it.  
   
 ‘Look, this has been a bumpy start. But I wasn’t going to tell you to leave,’ Keira said. 
   
 ‘I would if I were you.’ She sat down next to Keira. ‘This has been a shit show.’ 
   
 Keira didn’t say anything to that.  
   
 ‘OK. I’ll make arrangements,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘I’m not kicking you out,’ Keira said quietly. 
   
 ‘Because you don’t like rejecting people,’ Alanna said. ‘If there’s one thing I know about you, it’s that.’ 
   
 She stood up and went into her room. She sat down on the edge of her new bed and looked at her phone for a long time, at one phone number in particular. Eventually, she rang it. It was picked up after two rings. 
   
 ‘Alanna?’ 
   
 ‘Hi, Mum.’ 






Twelve

   
   
   
 Keira was disquieted.  
   
 Alanna was leaving today, and Keira wasn’t sure how to feel about it. She supposed this whole thing had been a bad idea from the start. This was what happened when you made big decisions on the hop. Chaos. Keira didn’t like chaos. She wanted to cut through life like a dolphin through water, having a good time, getting laid often, and eating tuna occasionally. She’d had only one real problem and Alanna had presented a simple solution, so she’d thought.  
   
 Well, you live and learn. 
   
 She went into the kitchen for coffee and found Alanna clearing out her cupboard. ‘I’ll be out of your way soon,’ Alanna told her, putting a bag of pasta in a shopping bag with some other bits and bobs. 
   
 ‘Don’t rush,’ Keira said. ‘I’m just gonna be working in my room today. Come and go as you please.’ 
   
 ‘Well, she’ll be here soon,’ Alanna said, checking her watch anxiously. 
   
 ‘Your mother?’ 
   
 ‘That’s the one,’ Alanna said ominously. 
   
 ‘She bringing anyone to help get the bed out?’ 
   
 ‘She threatened to bring some man with a van, but god knows. My mother tends to change plans a lot.’ 
   
 ‘There’s no rush on that. You can get it whenever.’ 
   
 The flat buzzer went. A minute later, she was among them. Alanna’s mother was absurdly glamourous, wearing very fancy clothes and a coifed silver bob. She looked like Alanna might look in thirty years if she got heavily into animal print and hairspray. ‘Darling, you look dreadful,’ she said by way of a greeting. ‘Is it the stress?’ 
   
 ‘What stress?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Benjamin leaving you.’ 
   
 ‘I left him,’ Alanna corrected. 
   
 ‘Oh, yes. Of course.’ She looked around and spotted Keira. ‘Oh. Hello.’ 
   
 ‘Hello, Mrs Hall,’ Keira greeted her. 
   
 ‘It’s Mrs Lennox,’ the woman corrected. 
   
 ‘Hall was four husbands ago, right, Mum?’ Alanna said, as though it was a joke, but it didn’t sound like a joke. 
   
 Mrs Lennox laughed humourlessly. ‘So, shall we get on with it?’ 
   
 ‘Get on with what? I presume you’re not helping me drag a bed out, Mum. Didn’t you bring someone with a van?’ 
   
 ‘No, not today. I’ll send someone later. I’m here for what can fit in the Benz.’ 
   
 Alanna sighed. 
   
 ‘What does Benjamin have?’ Mrs Lennox asked. 
   
 Alanna shook her head. ‘Nothing.’ 
   
 ‘He must have some things of yours,’ Mrs Lennox insisted.  
   
 ‘He can keep whatever’s in the flat. Stuff is all he cares about anyway. Might as well let him enjoy it,’ Alanna shrugged. 
   
 ‘Well, let’s just knock on and see what he might give you.’ 
   
 ‘What, Mum, no—’ Alanna said, horrified. 
   
 But Mrs Lennox was already opening the door, heading across the hall, and knocking on Benjamin’s door. Keira had a pretty good view of the scene from her living room.  
   
 ‘Benjamin,’ Mrs Lennox said when the door opened, grabbing the guy in an embrace. Keira was rather shocked to see that. She hadn’t hugged her daughter, so what the hell was this? 
   
 Benjamin was confused but looked pleased to see his her. ‘Sandra, hi,’ he smiled. 
   
 ‘I’m so sorry to have to do this to you, but I did wonder if you might have anything we need to take to my place? Knickknacks, flat screens, that sort of thing.’ 
   
 ‘Oh.’ He looked past Mrs Lennox into the opposite flat, making eye contact with Keira and then Alanna. ‘You guys didn’t work out?’ he smirked. Alanna looked down at the ground. 
   
 Keira was struck by the impulse to stride over to him and punch him in the throat. She was rather surprised by it. She was normally very good at remaining beyond other people’s dramas. But something about that guy truly rubbed her the wrong way. Looking at him right now, she could sort of see why Alanna had wanted to wipe the smile off his face however she could.  
   
 ‘Right, well, I’d be happy to walk around with Alanna and talk through what she wants,’ Benjamin said with faux graciousness.  
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘Fine.’ She walked from one flat to the other, passing her mother. Mrs Lennox tried to join her. ‘You stay there,’ Alanna said firmly. 
   
 ‘Oh!’ Mrs Lennox exclaimed, hand to her chest. The door closed on her, and she came back into Keira’s. ‘So kind of you to take my daughter in,’ she said. She obviously hadn’t read into Benjamin’s comment about not working out very deeply.  
   
 ‘No trouble. Er, coffee?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Well, I only drink the freshly ground stuff,’ Mrs Lennox said haughtily.  
   
 ‘I can do that.’ 
   
 ‘Oh,’ Mrs Lennox said, sounding almost disappointed that Keira wasn’t so easily one-upped. ‘Black, no sugar.’ 
   
 She sat down at the kitchen table, and Keira set to work, making three coffees. She was pretty sure Alanna was going to need one when she came back. Speaking of which, she better be quick.  
   
 Once they were sat down, Keira didn’t know what to say to Mrs Lennox. But the woman was equipped to plug the gap. ‘So, you’re a friend of Alanna’s?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘How long?’ 
   
 ‘Quite recent,’ Keira said, keeping it purposely vague. She didn’t want to get into any details. She wouldn’t have known how. 
   
 Mrs Lennox took a sip of coffee. ‘I hope she didn’t impose on you.’ 
   
 ‘Not at all.’ 
   
 ‘She can be a bit of a handful.’ 
   
 While, technically, Alanna had created a problem or two, Keira didn’t like Mrs Lennox’s willingness to throw her daughter under the bus. ‘Oh, not at all. She’s very easy to be around.’ 
   
 ‘Oh? I always found her rather difficult. Like her choice of career? We’ve had so many rows about that topic. I’ve always wanted better for her than that.’ 
   
 Mrs Lennox was pissing Keira right off now. ‘Better? Like what?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I don’t know exactly. It’s a shame it couldn’t work out with Benjamin. He’s going places.’ 
   
 ‘Benjamin’s a dick,’ Keira said flatly.  
   
 ‘I beg your pardon?’ Mrs Lennox replied, shocked. 
   
 ‘He’s an arsehole,’ Keira said. ‘Why the hell would you wish that on your daughter? Who, by the way, helps people for a living and makes bugger all doing it. I can’t imagine wanting more than that from my kid. I’d be proud if I were you.’ 
   
 ‘Well!’ Mrs Lennox cried. ‘I’ve never been spoken to like that in my life.’ 
   
 ‘You probably just need to get out more,’ Keira shrugged. 
   
 Before Mrs Lennox could react further, they were interrupted by a voice. ‘Who are you calling an arsehole?’ Benjamin asked timidly. 
   
 Keira turned to see him and Alanna standing in the living room. Alanna had a bin liner in her hand with a dusty yoga mat poking out of it.  
   
 ‘How long have you two been there?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Long enough,’ Alanna said quietly.  
   
 Mrs Lennox was glad of someone to complain to. ‘Alanna, your friend has just spoken to me very badly.’ 
   
 Keira thought she might get a reaming. But Alanna only said, ‘I know. You ready to go?’ 
   
 Mrs Lennox stood. ‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ 
   
 ‘Yes,’ Alanna said and walked over to the table. She picked up the third cup of coffee. ‘Is this for me?’ 
   
 ‘Yep,’ Keira replied. ‘Vanilla, right?’ 
   
 Alanna took a sip and sighed with pleasure.  
   
 Mrs Lennox tutted. ‘I can’t believe you’d allow this. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea for you to come home with me today.’ 
   
 ‘Mum…’ Alanna said nervously. And that was Keira’s last straw. There was no way she was going to watch Alanna sing for her supper.  
   
 ‘No? OK. I guess she’ll have to stay then,’ Keira said, taking the bag from Alanna. ‘I’ll stick this in the bedroom, shall I?’ 
   
 Alanna’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I think we could make it work,’ Keira told her. ‘We just need a bit more time.’ 
   
 Benjamin snorted. ‘Oh, please. The two of you are never going to make it. Cheaters never prosper.’ 
   
 Mrs Lennox’s attention zeroed in on Benjamin. ‘What do you mean, exactly?’ 
   
 ‘These two, she basically stole… I mean, Alanna’s a lesbian now. Aren’t you?’ Benjamin said haughtily.  
   
 ‘Could you please look up the word bisexual? I’m begging you,’ Alanna snapped at him. 
   
 ‘Not this nonsense again,’ Mrs Lennox sighed. ‘I thought you’d grown out of it.’ 
   
 Keira shouldn’t have done what she did next. She wasn’t sure why she did it at all. She grabbed a surprised Alanna by the waist and pulled her close. ‘I know you wanted to take it slow, but I need you to stay. I already can’t live without you and it’s only been a few days.’ 
   
 Alanna was goggle-eyed. ‘Huh?!’  
   
 ‘It’s meant to be,’ Keira said, not winking as that would be a bit obvious, but doing a slight eyebrow raise that she hoped would have a similar effect. 
   
 Alanna glanced at her mother’s shocked face, Benjamin’s angry mug, and back to Keira. ‘Oh. Yeah. I… Right. OK, I’ll stay,’ she stuttered, at sixes and sevens. 
   
 ‘Cool,’ Keira smiled. She turned to Mrs Lennox. ‘Lovely to meet you, Mrs Lennox. Catch you on the flippy flop.’ She waved at her in a way that told her she’d been dismissed. 
   
 Mrs Lennox’s jaw perceptibly tightened. She looked at her daughter. ‘I thought you were coming with me, and now you’re staying? How dare you waste my time like this?’ 
   
 ‘I’m pretty sure you retracted the offer, Mum,’ Alanna said, looking cheered. Keira was glad to see it.  
   
 Mrs Lennox opened her mouth and all that came out was a series of splutters. Eventually, she looked Keira up and down. ‘This won’t last.’ She walked out. Benjamin was left behind.  
   
 ‘What the hell are you still doing here?’ Alanna asked him. 
   
 Benjamin opened his mouth as though an answer might occur to him, and when it didn’t, he closed it again and left.  
   
 As the door closed, Keira let go of Alanna’s waist. They turned to look at each other. 
   
 ‘What the fuck just happened?’ Alanna asked her. 
   
 ‘I think that was… tenancy renegotiation,’ Keira said. ‘Three months, and if it’s not working out, you find somewhere else.’ 
   
 ‘You want to keep this up?’ Alanna asked in amazement.  
   
 ‘Yeah.’ 
   
 ‘Why?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think we gave the system a proper chance. And also, I don’t like your mum,’ Keira said plainly.  
   
 Alanna snorted. ‘You hate my mother enough to let me mess up your life?’ 
   
 ‘I was ambivalent about you leaving, and now I’m not. And now it’s kind of a mutually beneficial situation. Pretending to be a couple for me and to stick it to those two.’ 
   
 Alanna smiled. ‘Well, if that’s the case, I’m paying rent,’ she said firmly.  
   
 ‘Wait—’ 
   
 ‘I can’t live off you,’ Alanna insisted. ‘It’s weird.’ 
   
 Keira sighed. ‘Fine. But it needs to be a nominal amount. Like a joke amount. Clown rent.’ 
   
 ‘Clown rent is about all I can afford,’ Alanna told her. 
   
 Keira put out her hand. Alanna shook it with a light smile. The smile dropped. ‘By the way, saying you can’t live without someone after two days would be a real worry.’ 
   
 Keira rolled her eyes. ‘I was flying by the seat of my pants. Is that not a thing people say?’ 
   
 ‘It was red flags all the way,’ Alanna laughed. 
   
 ‘I don’t know what monos say, do I?’ 
   
 ‘Monos? That’s what you call monogamous people? Jesus, I need to read one of your books. What the hell do your monogamous characters say to each other?’  
   
 ‘I’ve got a rough idea of what goes on,’ Keira told her dryly. ‘From TV and stuff.’  
   
 A sly smile slid onto Alanna’s face. ‘Been meaning to ask…. do you go by a pen name? I’ve googled you and nothing.’ 
   
 Keira was surprised by that. But not surprised enough to give up the goods. ‘Not happening,’ she grinned.  
   
 ‘Worth a try.’ Alanna gave Keira a moderately serious look. ‘But if we’re gonna really do this, we need to be upfront. So if there’s anything we need to talk about…’ 
   
 Keira thought about it. ‘Actually, there’s one thing. If you ever get the urge to try and diagnose me, I’d like you to resist it.’  
   
 ‘Diagnose you?’ Alanna repeated, slightly shocked. ‘Do you have something that needs to be diagnosed?’ 
   
 ‘No, and that’s what I’m saying. Don’t ever shrink me. Don’t try and solve the riddle of Keira Evans, OK?’ Keira told her evenly. She had to be clear on this. She was content as she was, and she didn’t want anyone to try and change anything about her because it didn’t fit in with their idea of what life was supposed to look like. 
   
 ‘Alright, then. I won’t do anything like that,’ Alanna vowed.  
   
 Keira hoped she meant that because she was taking a big chance on this working out. She didn’t want to end up second-guessing her choices just because Alanna was around. She was happy as she was, and she didn’t want to change—she was set. 
   
   
   
   
   
   






Thirteen

   
   
 Alanna was awoken by a beep. She sleepily checked her phone. ‘BB’ it read, simply.
Alanna knew by now that stood for Bunny Boiler. She jumped out of bed and went to her wardrobe quietly. She got dressed, rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and ran a brush through her hair. She slipped on some shoes and grabbed a small suitcase from the corner. In under a minute, she was ready. 
   
 Alanna listened at the door. All clear. Go time. She slipped out of the room like a ninja and went to Keira’s door, throwing it open. A robed Keira was being held by the waist by an underwear-clad girl in a way Alanna considered not altogether consensual. ‘You bitch!’ Alanna yelled at no one in particular. Keira slipped out of the ‘embrace’ and turned towards her. ‘Baby, I can explain!’ 
   
 ‘I can’t believe this. I go to one UFO convention and I find you with another woman. After you said you wanted a baby?’ Alanna cried. She turned her attention to the rando in the room. ‘As for you!’ 
   
 The girl put her hands in the air. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa. I didn’t even…’ 
   
 ‘Out!’ Alanna said.  
   
  The girl grabbed her clothes from the floor and fled without getting into them. They heard the front door slam. 
   
 Keira looked at her. ‘UFO convention?’ 
   
 ‘It’s a thing.’ 
   
 ‘I guess. But the kid thing as well?’ Keira said. ‘Where the hell did that come from?’ 
   
 ‘It just came to me in the moment. Allow me the freedom to vamp. Coffee?’ Alanna went to the kitchen, Keira followed.  
   
 ‘Might have been a bit much,’ Keira told her.  
   
 Alanna tutted mildly as she started the machine up. ‘A bit much?’ 
   
 ‘It was just a touch… am-dram.’ 
   
 ‘It worked, didn’t it? She’s getting dressed in the elevator right now. So watch who you call an amateur.’ 
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘Fair point.’  
   
 ‘Why did you pull the trigger, anyway?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘She wanted to go to breakfast with me.’ 
   
 ‘That beast,’ Alanna replied, hitting the pour button for Keira’s cup. 
   
 Keira smiled. ‘I said no, and she wouldn’t drop it. I was beginning to think that if I didn’t eat eggs in front of her, I was gonna get murdered.’ 
   
 ‘She did look a bit intense,’ Alanna conceded. 
   
 ‘What is it with people? Why can’t they treat sex as a sport?’ 
   
 ‘People are wired to form attachments. It’s evolutionary. You herd up to stay safe from predators,’ Alanna said, handing her the cup. 
   
 ‘That’s what it is?’ Keira said, shocked. ‘Cavepeople try not to get eaten by dinosaurs. and now I can’t get laid without girls trying to marry me?’ She took a sip of her drink, wide-eyed. 
   
 ‘Please assure me that you know those things didn’t exist at the same time,’ Alanna said, pouring her coffee into a to-go cup.  
   
 ‘You’re saying homo erectus wasn’t battling pterodactyls with an AK-47? I’ve got to stop learning history from Facebook.’ 
   
 Alanna gave her a dry smile. ‘Well, I’m out.’ 
   
 ‘Enjoy fixing people.’ 
   
 ‘Enjoy making people up,’ Alanna said, letting herself out and heading to work. She was in a good mood. Things had finally turned around for her. She liked the set-up with Keira, and it was only once or twice a week that she had to pull the wool over anyone’s eyes. In exchange, she had peace and very reasonable rent. No one hassling her about keeping things immaculately clean or telling her she should have more ambition. Keira demanded nothing more of her than what Alanna had to come to think of as one-minute plays with an interactive audience element.  
   
 A month in, they were in a rhythm that barely taxed her. And no one had reacted like Amazon Kelly, either. They all fled, embarrassed and annoyed but never feeling rejected, never demanding more than they could get from Keira.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Luke, good morning,’ Alanna greeted the extravagantly moustachioed man that entered her office that morning. It was only his second session. 
   
 ‘Hi, Alanna.’ He sat. 
   
 ‘How are you today?’ 
   
 He grinned excitedly. ‘I’m great. I went to the circus. They were taming lions, and I was picked to put my head into its mouth. Everyone clapped.’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t react, simply sat there waiting while Luke began to sweat. Eventually, his smile slipped. ‘I mean, no. I didn’t do that. But wouldn’t it be cool if that happened?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I suppose it would. What really happened today?’ 
   
 ‘I sat in my pants eating beans from a tin.’ 
   
 ‘So why did you tell me a lie?’ Alanna asked gently.  
   
 Luke shrugged. ‘Dunno.’ 
   
 ‘Were you hoping I’d believe it? Or that I wouldn’t believe it?’ Alanna pressed. 
   
 Luke rolled his eyes, the subtlety of the question lost on him. ‘People always believe me. I told a guy on the bus the other day that I conduct orchestras.’ 
   
 ‘And you think he believed you?’ 
   
 ‘Definitely,’ Luke grinned. 
   
 ‘How did that make you feel?’ 
   
 Luke shrugged. ‘Good. Because he was a mechanic. And he thought I was better than him.’ 
   
 ‘Is that something you need to feel? Better than others?’ 
   
 ‘Everyone wants to feel special.’ 
   
 ‘You can’t feel special without lying?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I don’t know. Sometimes I feel a bit… It’s just fun.’ 
   
 ‘If it’s so fun, why are you here?’ Alanna pressed him. 
   
 ‘Because my wife said she’s gonna leave me if I don’t come,’ he admitted. 
   
 ‘It seems like it would be pretty easy for you to lie and pretend you came,’ Alanna posited.  
   
 ‘I would. But she’s sat in the reception waiting for me.’ 
   
 That was a pretty good answer. ‘What brought that to a head?’ 
   
 ‘I lied about some stuff, and she caught me.’ 
   
 Now they were getting to it. Last week’s session had been one lie after another, so she’d never gotten to this point with him. ‘What did you lie about?’ 
   
 ‘I got sacked a few months ago. I told her I was going to work when I wasn’t.’ 
   
 ‘Where were you going?’ 
   
 ‘I was having an affair with this gorgeous French woman who teaches my son piano.’ 
   
 Alanna raised an eyebrow. ‘Were you?’ 
   
 Luke tutted. ‘I was going to betting shops.’ 
   
 ‘Why did you want me to think you were having an affair?’ 
   
 ‘Because… I don’t know, do I? That’s your job,’ he said defensively.  
   
 ‘I can’t tell you how you feel. You have to dig for it. Or this can’t work. Why does lying make you feel special?’ 
   
 He crossed his arms. ‘Well, I am special, because I’m a great liar. So it is like being an orchestra bloke. I conduct the world with my words, innit?’ 
   
 ‘It didn’t work with your wife. She saw through the lie.’ 
   
 ‘That’s only because my bastard brother-in-law ratted me out. He’s the one with the problem!’ 
   
 ‘He is?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. He’s a gambling addict. That’s how he found me out. Ran into him at Ladbrokes.’ 
   
 Alanna was not about to be diverted. ‘Why were you at Ladbrokes?’ 
   
 ‘I like a flutter, that’s all. My dad used to take me when I was a kid. It was how we bonded.’ 
   
 ‘Your dad used to take you gambling? What about your mother? Was she fine with that?’ 
   
 Luke laughed. ‘She never found out. We told her we were fishing.’ 
   
 Alanna settled into her seat, clicked her pen, and began to make notes. There was a lot to unpack here.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna needed to go home and sit in the bath for a long, long time. Three clients today and then a meeting with her supervisor. She was dog tired. As she got out of the elevator, she saw Benjamin coming out of his place. She decided to walk right past without acknowledging him. Every time she spoke to him, it turned into an event.  
   
 She was almost past him and she thought he was going to let it go, but as they levelled, he asked, ‘How’s it going?’  
   
 ‘Wonderful,’ she lied automatically. Shit. She’d engaged. 
   
 ‘Good. I’m glad. I’m doing well, too.’ 
   
 Alanna could see that there was something he wanted her to know, but she didn’t play along, just kept walking.  
   
 She let herself in to find Keira scowling at her laptop on the couch. ‘What’s the word for when you laugh but you’re not really laughing? Like a joyless, mirthless kind of thing?’ 
   
 ‘Sneering?’ Alanna offered. 
   
 Keira cocked her head. ‘Not quite. Fucking words. I hate them sometimes.’ 
   
 ‘Weird career choice, then.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t write because you’re indifferent to words,’ Keira told her. ‘You do it because you have a sick, co-dependent relationship with them that causes you to rage and delight all the livelong day.’ 
   
 ‘That makes sense, somehow,’ Alanna said, throwing her bag over her shoulder and sitting on the chair opposite Keira’s couch. Keira had her feet up on the coffee table, and although that wasn’t Alanna’s style, seeing it contrasted wonderfully with the inhabitant of the apartment across the hall. They were total opposites, Keira and Benjamin. Benjamin cared obsessively about things. With the apparent exception of language, Keira cared little about anything.  
   
 Alanna wondered if Keira got up one day and found Alanna dead in her bed, would she care all that much? Initially, she’d probably be shocked, but once the dust had settled, would she get over it pretty quick? Would she begin to flick through Tinder, looking for her next conquest while they wheeled Alanna’s body out? 
   
 Though she sometimes thought about what she’d overheard Keira telling her mother. That she should be proud of Alanna because of her career choice. Alanna had felt oddly moved by that. She didn’t know whether Keira really felt that way or if she just wanted to get under her mother’s skin. Sandra Lennox (formerly Hunter; formerly Kumar; formerly Hall) tended to bring that out in people.  
   
 It shouldn’t have mattered enormously if Keira thought well of her. But Alanna was realising that she wanted Keira to like her, because she liked Keira. She was exciting and funny and smart. It would have been good to count her as a friend. Alanna supposed that, by every metric of that term, Keira was one. She’d saved her bacon more than once. But it was like that thing she said about attachments. Did Keira simply miss the part of her brain that did that? It wasn’t unusual, though people like that tended to come along with a set of dark traits that Keira didn’t appear to possess. So what was it?  
   
 How tempting it was to try and pin it down, really get to the core of Keira Evans. But Alanna fought that instinct, because Keira had asked her to. ‘Don’t ever shrink me.’ Alanna wanted to respect that. 
   
 ‘Are you out tonight?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I’m not sure yet,’ Keira shrugged.  
   
 ‘You haven’t pinned it down?’ 
   
 ‘I haven’t even matched with anyone yet.’ 
   
 Alanna checked her watch. ‘It’s already teatime and you haven’t matched with anyone, but you still think there’s a chance you’ll be on a date tonight? I have to say, I love your confidence.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not confidence, it’s experience. I’ve done it many times. Here, look.’ Keira got out her phone. ‘You can watch me do it in real-time.’ 
   
 Alanna was intrigued. An opportunity to watch the maestro at work? Who could refuse? 
   
 She got up off her seat and joined Keira on the couch. Keira opened an app and up popped the first picture. ‘OK, so we’ve got Sam here.’ Sam had picked a close-up selfie as her main pic, her face filling the screen. She was blonde, pretty, twenty-seven.  
   
 Alanna regarded Sam. ‘So what do you think about—’ 
   
 Keira had already swiped left. ‘That’s a no.’ 
   
 Alanna was astounded. ‘What? Why?’ 
   
 ‘She had a look in her eye, and I didn’t like it.’ 
   
 ‘What look?’ 
   
 ‘It was an intensity. She looked clingy.’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head at Keira. ‘God forbid you should see a human emotion in your hookups.’ 
   
 ‘Human emotions are perfectly fine. But I don’t want the kind of evening where my date is telling me she wants a nature-themed wedding in the first half hour.’ 
   
 ‘Does that happen?’ 
   
 ‘It most certainly does. And when it does, you never go there unless you enjoy taking out restraining orders.’ 
   
 Alanna’s eyes widened. ‘Have you—’ 
   
 ‘Twice.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed, shocked. ‘What is your life?!’ 
   
 There was a new picture on the phone now. A woman named Farrah. She was twenty-three. She looked fun. Keira clicked the information button for a bio. Nothing. ‘OK, this one could go either way.’ 
   
 ‘What does it say on your profile, out of interest?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘It says I’m up for casual evenings of fun.’ 
   
 ‘That’s it?’ 
   
 ‘It makes the point it needs to.’ 
   
 ‘Apparently not, or I wouldn’t be here.’ 
   
 Keira sighed. ‘Look, it’s the disclaimer everyone clicks. Whether or not they listen, they were warned. That’s important to me.’ 
   
 ‘Fair enough. So, Farrah?’ 
   
 ‘No.’ Keira swiped her away. 
   
 ‘You’re picky. I’d have swiped right on her,’ Alanna admitted.  
   
 Keira half smiled, one dimple popping out. ‘Nothing stopping you from setting up your own account.’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head vehemently. ‘No thanks. Not for me.’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘Because I’m not looking for anything.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have to marry them. You realise that, don’t you?’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘No judgments but the casual hookup thing is not my cup of tea.’ 
   
 ‘Fine. I’m not pushing. I’d just like to see you shake off that dillweed across the hall.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not about him. I’m happy that’s over. I just think it’s important not to jump out of one thing and into another without learning anything,’ Alanna explained.  
   
 Keira smiled dryly. ‘Is that a dig at me?’ 
   
 Alanna was quick to disagree. ‘Not at all. I respect that you’ve chosen a way to live. You seem comfortable with it. I’m not gonna slam it because it’s not my way.’ 
   
 Keira looked at her. ‘I take it back, what I said.’ 
   
 ‘Take what back?’ 
   
 ‘You are mature,’ she said quickly. And then, before Alanna had a chance to react to that, Keira looked down at her phone and said, ‘Oh. Here we go. Jane. “Here for a good time, not a long time.” 
   
 Alanna was warmed by Keira’s compliment, but clearly, it was the end of the discussion. She looked at Jane. She had a dog filter on her pic, ears and a snout. Alanna didn’t think much of her. ‘That’s her bio? Here for a good time, not a long time? That’s so cheesy.’ 
   
 ‘It means she’s casual, though. A good time? That can only mean one thing.’ Keira swiped right.  
   
 ‘What if it translates differently than you think it does?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘How are you reading it?’ Keira asked, interested. 
   
 ‘Well, it’s just as likely to mean that she’s gonna squeeze as much life into a short amount of time as possible. For her, that could mean falling in love at lightning speed.’ 
   
 Keira’s eyes widened. ‘I never saw it like that. Oh shit. That tracks. I met this one girl with that same bio, and she told me she loved me right after. And I do mean right after.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed. ‘Wow. How many girls have fallen in love with you, do you think?’ 
   
 Keira tutted, annoyed. ‘If you ask me, none. A lot of them think they do, but...’ 
   
 ‘Fine, how many girls have said it?’ 
   
 ‘I couldn’t count that number.’ 
   
 ‘What is this magic spell you weave over women?’ Alanna asked, genuinely wanting to know.  
   
 And then Keira said something that Alanna would later attribute all her woes to. Everything began with that one casual yet life-wrecking sentence. ‘I guess I’m just very good in bed,’ Keira laughed.  
   
 Alanna, not thinking very much about it right then, laughed right along with her. ‘Wow. It’s just that?’ 
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘What the hell else could it be?’ 
   
 ‘Your personality?’ 
   
 ‘I’ll tell you right now, none of these women ever really get to know me. Most of them just want to talk about themselves all night.’ 
   
 ‘Could be that,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘If you’re all mysterious and inscrutable, they get to project whatever they want onto you. They can make you the perfect woman.’ 
   
 ‘That’s their idiocy, then,’ Keira said with slight darkness in her tone. 
   
 Alanna regarded Keira. ‘Maybe.’ 
   
 There was a bing. ‘Match,’ Keira muttered, brightening. 
   
 ‘That was fast.’ 
   
 ‘Welcome to app dating.’ Keira clicked on her match and tapped out a meeting. How’s it going? I’m usually busy but have time to meet tonight if you can do it?

   
 Alanna was amused. ‘You’re just jumping right in like—’ 
   
 A reply popped up. Great. Seven thirty? At Liquid?

   
 ‘What the hell?’ Alanna exclaimed.  
   
 ‘I gave her a limited time offer. She took it,’ Keira shrugged.  
   
 Alanna shook her head in wonderment at Keira as she stood. ‘You should do a TED Talk.’ 
   
 Keira half smiled. ‘OK, I’m off. You cool to be on alert tomorrow morning?’  
   
 ‘If you’re going to rock Jane’s world, I’ve got no other choice but to save her from falling in love with you, have I?’ Alanna grinned. 
   
 Keira stuck a thumb up and left.  
   
 Alanna was still swimming in astonishment at what she’d just watched unfold. She went into the kitchen to make herself a stir-fry. She was laughing to herself as she imagined this poor girl who didn’t know what she was in for, a night with a sexual ninja. 
   
 As she sat eating her dinner, she chuckled. Imagine a few orgasms making you think someone was the one? How good would those orgasms have to be to convince you to pursue someone as emotionally unavailable as Keira? 
   
 Really. How good? 
   
 Was this the kind of orgasm that Alanna was able to give herself? Or was it something only someone else could do? Benjamin had been a write-off in that department, but some of her previous partners had done alright. Were they that type of good?  
   
 Or were they the kind of orgasms that Alanna had never known? What a thought. That there was the kind of sex that Alanna had never been able to experience, for whatever reason. Was it that she wasn’t capable? Or was it only that she’d never found someone who could deliver in the way Keira apparently did? Alanna wondered what that kind of sex would feel like. Could you have it with a person you had no emotional connection with? Was it truly only a matter of skill? You just knew the right buttons to hit and bang? Hello nirvana? 
   
 It couldn’t be all that simple. How good could a person really be? How good could Keira really be? 






Fourteen

   
   
 Keira was pretty surprised to find that living with Alanna was turning out alright. She might even be tempted to call it nice. It had been kind of fun swiping with her. Keira had friends throughout her life, but they tended to be casual acquaintances. She’d always liked it that way. She liked to keep a wall around herself. She was happy behind that wall.  
   
 But then Alanna was there, and it just happened. Sharing. Kind of nice. 
   
 She’d thought there was a chance she was being stupid inviting Alanna back into her flat after the way things had started, but they ironed out the kinks, so to speak. Alanna was a fabulous safety net. Even though she didn’t always need her, it was good to know she was there. Waiting to catch Keira if she fell into the arms of a love-struck girl.  
   
 All in all, the situation was working. 
   
 But Keira didn’t see it lasting. How could it? Eventually, Alanna would move forward and out of Keira’s place. She’d probably get married, do that whole thing. People like Alanna always got around to it eventually. In fact, given the age she was at, Keira would have bet serious money that Alanna would probably settle down for a good long while, maybe forever, with the next person she dated. That was how it worked—for everyone else.  
   
 Even the women Keira slept with who seemed just like her, in a couple of years, they’d do the same. Step onto that ark. 
   
 That was fine. Keira didn’t care what anyone else did, particularly right now, walking into Liquid, because she was about to… Oh shit. She was actually about to get catfished.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ said a short, nervous-looking girl. It was Kelly from Amazon. It had taken a broken window, but Keira had managed to remember her name this time.  
   
 Keira sighed. ‘That wasn’t your picture.’ 
   
 ‘No, sorry.’ 
   
 ‘That was silly.’ Keira turned to leave. 
   
 ‘What are you doing on the app, anyway? You’re taken,’ Kelly said defensively.  
   
 Keira paused. ‘I made a mistake and I’m going home to Alanna right now.’ She turned to leave again. 
   
 ‘What, she’s still just waiting for you? She forgave you?’ Kelly spat. 
   
 ‘Yeah,’ Keira said. ‘She did.’ She turned again. 
   
 ‘You won’t stay? Just for a minute?’ Kelly begged. 
   
 Keira turned back, almost laughing. ‘Why would I do that?’ 
   
 ‘Because I want to apologise. For the window.’ 
   
 ‘You could have done that by text, a note, any other way than this.’ 
   
 Kelly looked forlorn. ‘I was just going to… I wanted you to understand. I felt like I needed to talk to you one-on-one.’ 
   
 Keira blew out an annoyed breath. ‘Ten seconds to say what you want to say, and then I’m going.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, er, can’t I have a bit long… no? OK, then, well, I just wanted to say that I only threw that package because I wanted to get your attention,’ she rambled, her speech picked up speed. ‘Because I think you’re awesome and we’d be good together. I don’t care if you’re with Alanna because I probably love you, and I—' 
   
 ‘That’s ten. Sorry, Kelly.’ Keira shook her head. ‘Let it go. I’m not that person.’ 
   
 ‘What does that mean?’ Kelly frowned. 
   
  ‘If anyone should understand, it’s you. You work for Amazon, right? Zero-hour contracts, no long-term contracts. That’s all this was with us, OK? But I’m not Jeff Bezos. I don’t have any power; I don’t hold anyone’s life in my hands. If you don’t like it, you don’t sign up for it.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, I’m on a rolling contract, so that’s not entirely—’ 
   
 Keira was getting angry, and though she didn’t like to be cruel, Kelly had run her patience right out. ‘It doesn’t matter. We will not be together, Kelly. You’re not getting what you want. Accept it.’ 
   
 ‘But I love you!’ 
   
 Keira’s blood temperature was tipping into boiling point. ‘Well, you shouldn’t, Kelly. You really shouldn’t.’ 
   
 ‘What does that mean?’ 
   
 Keira was so beyond frustrated with Kelly and her pig-headedness that something came out that she didn’t mean to say. ‘It means that love is bullshit. It means that when you grow up in care without a fucking clue who you are or where you came from or who it was that didn’t want you, you know how meaningless this all is.’ 
   
 Kelly grabbed Keira’s hand desperately. ‘But, but… It wouldn’t be like that… If your girlfriend doesn’t understand you… We could… I could be different. You wouldn’t even have to leave her if you didn’t—’ 
   
 ‘Do you ever shut up?’ Keira asked, snatching her hand away. 
   
 Kelly began to cry. People turned to look, but Keira didn’t care what they thought. ‘Bye, Kelly,’ Keira said quietly and walked out of the bar. She wondered if she should just walk on down the street, find another bar, and sit there drinking until someone picked her up. It had worked in the past. But Kelly had gotten her so angry, she didn’t think she was in the headspace for that, so she went home.  
   
 Alanna was on the couch where she’d left her, watching a crime documentary. She turned in utter shock. ‘Whoa! Not Keira Evans back here before nine, having struck out! Never!’ 
   
 Keira tutted and sat down next to her. ‘Catfish.’ 
   
 Alanna was appalled. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. Fucking Amazon Kelly.’ 
   
 ‘No!’ Alanna cried. ‘Did she try anything, like, violent?’ 
   
 ‘Nah. She was just trying to hook me back in. Didn’t work, obviously.’ 
   
 Alanna went quiet for a moment. ‘God, I feel really bad for her. She knows you’re in a relationship…’ 
   
 Keira raised an eyebrow.  
   
 ‘OK, she thinks you’re in a relationship, and she’d just be happy to be your mistress? That’s so sad.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t sympathise with her,’ Keira said irritably. ‘She’s selfish, that’s all. She wanted to take me from you. She didn’t care how you felt about that, either. It takes a real piece of shit to do that to another person.’ 
   
 ‘But she thinks you already cheated on me. She’s trying to land a cheat. Don’t you see how sad that is?’ Alanna breathed. 
   
 Keira was not in the mood to be sympathetic. ‘She likes the drama. She probably gets herself into scrapes like this every month. Bouncing from disaster to disaster, convinced she’s in love with someone new every two minutes. She’s chaos. I know her type. This isn’t my first rodeo as far as having someone try to catfish me after I dumped them.’ 
   
 Alanna’s eyes widened. ‘How many times has that happened?’ 
   
 Keira wasn’t sure. ‘A few. I guess I could avoid it with some internet research beforehand, reverse image searching and that type of thing. But in the ratio of occurrences, it seems like a lot of work.’ 
   
 Alanna snorted. But then her face became serious. ‘You know, the thing about Kelly is… People who create that kind of drama do it because they don’t know what healthy love is supposed to look like. But it doesn’t stop them wanting it.’ 
   
 Keira knew more about that than Alanna might realise, considering she lived some form of it. Only Keira wanted just the beginnings of it. The first few hours. She was self-aware enough never to take it further than that, unlike Kelly. Of course, she wasn’t about to confess any of that to her shrink flatmate. She’d probably have her up all night asking about her childhood. Screw that.  
   
 ‘What are you watching?’ Keira asked, kicking her shoes off, sliding her feet up on the coffee table. She wanted to feel normal again. Her brief time with Kelly had left a bad taste in her mouth. 
   
 ‘It’s about a serial killer in the seventies,’ Alanna told her. 
   
 Keira’s eyes widened. ‘Unless they caught him, I’m going to bed right now.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t worry, they did,’ Alanna assured her. ‘I fancy a cup of tea. You want one?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, why not?’ 
   
 Keira watched Alanna making tea in the kitchen and thought about what Kelly had been trying to make happen. Relationships. What a joke. Keira would never concede to something like that.  
   
 Alanna came in and handed her a cup of tea. Keira settled back on the sofa, directing her eyes at the TV as Alanna sat down next to her. No, not me. Lone wolf for life. 

   
 ‘Biscuit?’ Alanna asked, holding out a packet of Jaffa’s. 
   
 ‘Go on then,’ Keira said, taking a biscuit.  






Fifteen

   
   
 It was clear to Alanna that Julie was not in a good place today. The hat said it all. A great big beanie pulled down over her ears.  
   
 ‘I think everyone thinks I’ve got cancer,’ Julie announced. 
   
 ‘Has anyone said that?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘No. But a woman hiding all her hair—or lack of it—under a hat? It’s just where your mind goes, isn’t it?’ Julie posited reasonably. 
   
 ‘Would you prefer people to think that?’ 
   
 ‘Honestly, yes,’ Julie said. ‘It’s a lot less embarrassing.’ She sighed. ‘It’s warm in here. Do you mind if I just…’ She pointed at the hat. 
   
 ‘Of course, Julie. Please go ahead.’ 
   
 Julie pulled her hat off. She was sporting a lot of bald patches, a result of trichotillomania, a compulsive need to pull out hair. The disorder was having a serious flare-up because Julie was having problems at work. She was a biomedical scientist.  
   
 ‘Last week, we talked about possibly going back on your meds. Have you given that any thought?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I don’t want to. I mean, I can’t be on it forever, can I? Just so I can have hair? It’s a weird trade-off.’ 
   
 ‘That’s up to you. But it could certainly ease your symptoms. As a scientist, I’ve got a feeling you know that better than I do.’ 
   
 ‘Can’t we just figure out what’s wrong with me here? I mean, isn’t that what I come to you for? I’m pursuing non-medical avenues. But I can’t do that if you keep banging on about meds.’ 
   
 ‘Well, OCD is complicated. It’s sometimes best to have it treated by a combination of—’ 
   
 ‘Look, why don’t we just cut to the chase?’ Julie exclaimed. ‘It’s the thoughts that you’re gonna wanna hear about.’ 
   
 Alanna paused. ‘The intrusive thoughts?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ Julie chewed her lip. ‘The other day, I thought about hurting my boss.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘I wouldn’t be too hard on yourself about that. I think it’s pretty common to—’ 
   
 ‘I imagined knocking every single one of her teeth in with my stapler and then stapling her mouth shut so she had to swallow them.’ Julie looked at Alanna boldly. ‘How about that, eh?’  
   
 If Julie expected Alanna to be shocked, she was going to be disappointed. Alanna had heard worse. ‘How did you feel about that?’ 
   
 ‘How did I feel about that? That’s all you’ve got?’ Julie demanded. 
   
 Yeah, that’s what Alanna had. So she waited. 
   
 Julie rolled her eyes. ‘I wanted to throw up.’ She paused. ‘It’s terrible, isn’t it?’ 
   
 ‘Are you asking if I’m judging you for having that thought?’ 
   
 ‘I suppose.’ 
   
 ‘It’s an obtrusive thought, and it’s beyond your control. I don’t get the impression that you really want to make it happen. Though, even if you did, I still wouldn’t judge you.’ 
   
 Julie’s lip wobbled, and Alanna thought there would be tears. But Julie took a deep breath, and her face was calm again. 
   
 ‘Had your boss said anything that day that caused you stress or anxiety?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Julie glanced away. ‘She mentioned something about a performance review coming up.’ 
   
 ‘Are you worried about that?’ 
   
 ‘Of course I am,’ Julie snapped. ‘Who doesn’t worry about performance reviews?’ 
   
 ‘What are you worried about in particular?’ Alanna pressed. 
   
  ‘She’s gonna say I’m shit,’ Julie said plainly. 
   
 ‘Has she said that before?’ 
   
 ‘Not as such. But I know that’s what she thinks.’ 
   
 ‘How do you know that?’ 
   
 ‘Because… she never tells me I’ve done anything right. But she always tells me when I’ve got something wrong,’ Julie explained.  
   
 ‘Does that remind you of anyone else—’ 
   
 ‘Oh fuck off about my father, Alanna!’ Julie burst out. 
   
 Alanna was indeed heading that way. Julie was often a few steps ahead, so she tended to get frustrated and angry when she could see where Alanna was going. This meant that by the time they got there, Julie was too annoyed and couldn’t see past her anger. Sometimes, that made her harder to treat than a less-sharp client. ‘If you don’t want to talk about him, we don’t have to.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, great. Nice box to put me in. Either I don’t talk about what is clearly the real problem and waste the session. Or I talk about my bloody dad and hate myself for being a massive cliché.’  
   
 ‘I didn’t mean to box you in,’ Alanna said calmly. ‘But I do want to ask—’ 
   
 ‘If you ask me why I would hate myself for hating my dad, I’m walking out right now. I need you to do better than this, Alanna. I need you to think around corners. If I get bored here, I won’t do the work. That’s how I am. I have to be kept on my toes to do my best.’ 
   
 ‘That’s interesting,’ Alanna said. She picked up her pad. She wrote down what Julie had just said. 
   
 ‘What are you writing?’ 
   
 ‘Only what you said.’ 
   
 ‘Why, what was it about…’ Julie’s face broke into a sly smile. ‘Oh. I see. Being mysterious, leaving me to think you know things I don’t. Not bad.’ 
   
 Alanna gave Julie a direct look. ‘Julie, no matter what you ask for, I’m not going to play games with you. I don’t think it’s making you happy to feel like life is a maze and you’re the rat.’ 
   
 Julie looked astonished. ‘How did you know my dad made me run mazes for hugs!?’ 
   
 Alanna had not known that. But it didn’t matter. No response was necessary. Julie, for the first time in twelve sessions, was bawling. Alanna was stunned. This was partly why she liked this job. The occasional utter unpredictability of the human psyche.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna’s mother rang while she was on the bus home. Alanna let it ring for a long time before she gave up and regretfully answered.  
   
 ‘Darling, it’s Mummy,’ her mother said in a light tone that meant, No, we will not ever address the incident at Keira’s. We’re just rolling right over it.

   
 ‘Hello,’ Alanna greeted her evenly. 
   
 ‘So, how’s life?’ 
   
 ‘Good.’ Alanna didn’t say more. There was no point. Her mother didn’t listen anyway. She just waited for an opportunity to bring the conversation back round to herself.  
   
 ‘That’s great. So, I just wanted to check with you about the end of the month...’ 
   
 ‘The end of the month?’ 
   
 ‘It’s my tenth wedding anniversary on the thirty-first. Had you forgotten?’ 
   
 Alanna had stopped keeping track of wedding anniversaries after the third husband, but there was no chance she was going to say that. ‘I guess it slipped my mind. You’re having a shindig?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, out in the garden. Can you come?’ 
   
 Alanna would have rather switched to glass tampons. ‘Sure.’ 
   
 ‘Great. Just so you’re aware, I was planning to invite Benjamin.’ 
   
 Alanna pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’ 
   
 ‘I’m sorry you’ve hit a bump in the road, but I thought it might be a nice chance for you to have a good talk about it all.’ 
   
 She was trying to get her back with that dick. ‘You know I’m with Keira now, don’t you?’ Alanna said. She was glad to have that lie sitting in her back pocket for just such an occasion. 
   
 ‘Oh? Still?’ her mother asked.  
   
 ‘That’s right.’ 
   
 ‘She wouldn’t want to come, though, would she?’ her mother said, dressing up her instruction as a polite enquiry. 
   
 Alanna didn’t mistake it for a real question, but she pretended she did. ‘Well, I’ll have to check with her, but just in case, I wouldn’t ask Benjamin,’ she said, deciding that she would say that Keira was coming and make a last-minute excuse.  
   
 Her mother paused. ‘Oh.’ 
   
 ‘You already asked him.’ 
   
 ‘Well, yes.’ 
   
 ‘You asked him before you asked me,’ Alanna said, trying not to raise her voice.  
   
 ‘I was doing it alphabetically.’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t even try to argue with that. ‘Right. OK. Well, I hope you know that’s going to make it very awkward for me. And Keira.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’d be quite surprised if she bothered to come.’ 
   
 ‘Why would you be surprised?’ 
   
 ‘I’m sure she’s got… other things to do.’ 
   
 ‘Mum, Keira will definitely be coming with me.’ Oh god, she should not be saying that. Why was she saying that? 
   
 ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea? With Benjamin?’ her mother asked in as careful a tone as she possessed.  
   
 ‘Are you saying she’s not welcome? Because if she’s not invited, I’m not coming.’ Man, she was really digging herself a hole. 
   
 ‘Alanna, for god's sake! It’s my tenth anniversary. You can’t not come. It would look odd.’ 
   
 ‘I’m simply saying that if you invite my ex-boyfriend and ban my current girlfriend, you can’t reasonably expect—’ 
   
 ‘Ban?! I’m not banning anyone!’ her mother cried, her voice high. ‘I was just asking if it was a good idea to mix them, seeing as they have a difficult relationship.’ 
   
 ‘Keira doesn’t have a difficult relationship with Benjamin. I do. And if you expect me to be there with him, I will need Keira more than ever,’ Alanna said. She realised with astonishment that was true. She did need her there. It was a revelation that she didn’t have time for. 
   
 ‘I never said you couldn’t bring her. Please, feel free,’ Alanna’s mother said with faux graciousness.  
   
 ‘Great. Bye.’ Alanna hung up and sighed. What the hell had she done? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Heyyyy,’ she called through the door as she let herself in. ‘Keira, you in?’ 
   
 Keira was standing in the kitchen with a Cadbury’s Flake hanging out of her mouth. ‘Fucking hell, second acts are the worst,’ she mumbled through chocolate. She pushed the rest of the bar into her mouth with her finger, the whole thing vanishing in seconds. 
   
 Alanna thought this probably wasn’t the time to ask for a favour, but she went ahead anyway. ‘Umm, Keira…’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Keira said, turning to the fridge. 
   
 ‘Umm…’ 
   
 Keira turned back to her. ‘I’m suddenly not loving these ‘Umms.’ They sound like bad news.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not bad news, per se. It’s more like the start of me asking a favour that you’re probably not gonna want to do.’ 
   
 Keira’s eyebrows raised. ‘Let’s hear it.’ 
   
 ‘It’s my mum. She’s having a party.’ 
   
 ‘Right…’ 
   
 ‘She’s invited Benjamin. I think she thinks she can get us back together.’ 
   
 Keira looked revolted. ‘Christ.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I know, and the thing of it is, I kind of, sort of told my mother that you were coming.’ 
   
 ‘Why would you do that?’ Keira asked in a conversational tone that Alanna found somewhat encouraging. 
   
 ‘I knew you’d ask that. And I don’t know the answer. I can only say that it made sense at the time. But obviously, I can just tell my mum you got, I don’t know, laryngitis or something…’ Alanna babbled nervously.  
   
 ‘How long would I have to be there?’ 
   
 ‘Mmm, ninety minutes max?’ 
   
 Keira sniffed. ‘Yeah, fine.’ 
   
 Alanna was gobsmacked. ‘Seriously? I don’t have to talk you into it?’ 
   
 ‘There’ll be free food and drink, right? I never say no to that. And who knows, maybe I’ll pull.’ 
   
 Alanna made a face. 
   
 ‘Just kidding,’ Keira smiled. ‘When is it?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, thirty-first.’ 
   
 ‘OK then.’ Keira went back to the fridge, pulling out a beer.  
   
 ‘Thanks,’ Alanna said, the word insufficient.  
   
 ‘No bother.’ Keira popped the lid and took a pull of beer. 
   
 ‘I’ve got to say, I’m surprised you’re being so cool about this?’ 
   
 ‘I told you we're gonna help each other out. This is the first time you’ve actually asked for anything in the whole time you’ve been here. What, I’m gonna be a dick and say no?’ Keira asked, almost irritably. 
   
 ‘Oh, I guess I wasn’t sure how much you would expect to be… utilised.’ 
   
 ‘It’s all good, Alanna. Thirty-first. I’m not wearing a dress, though. I’m hard femme all the way.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed. ‘Wear a clown costume if you like, I don’t mind.’ 
   
 Keira took a swig of beer. She turned to Alanna. ‘I’m stressed, and this beer isn’t gonna cut it. I’m going to need sex.’ 
   
 Alanna felt her heart slide out of position for a second. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I’m gonna get on an app. Care to help me swipe?’ Keira asked casually.  
   
 Alanna’s heart found its way back into its natural position. ‘Umm, I think I’m gonna have a long bath if you wouldn’t mind.’ 
   
 ‘Cool, go ahead. I’m already showered and ready to rock.’ 
   
 ‘Well, have a good night. I’ll be on standby in the morning.’ Alanna headed for the bathroom, trying to understand her sense of disquiet. She had thought for a split second that she was getting propositioned by Keira and it had scared her—a lot.  
   
 Why would she have even thought that?  
   
 She heard the front door close, and she knew Keira was out on the hunt. She wasn’t sure why, but she sort of hoped she’d stay in tonight. It was nice to have someone to watch TV with. Someone to turn to and say, ‘I knew he was gonna say that,’ about a predictable sitcom punchline. That was all it added up to. Keira was agreeable company. 
   
 Alanna wondered who she’d bring home tonight. Hopefully not another Amazon Kelly, but who knew? How much could you know from a few hours? Even as a professional, Alanna hadn’t spotted Benjamin’s red flags for some time.  
   
 But Keira? Keira didn’t look. Because it didn’t matter to her in the long term. There was no long term for Keira. Which was odd. Because she wasn’t a true recluse. She didn’t hate humans. She seemed comfortable being around Alanna, for example. 
   
 Only she wasn’t here. She was out. Chasing strangers.  
   
 And Alanna, the idiot, the fool, the absolute and total dickhead, realised something she’d done a bang-up job of not realising for a little while now. She didn’t want Keira to want that stranger. Alanna wanted Keira to be here. To want… Alanna.  
  
 Those olive-green eyes and sexy dimples had finally gotten her. Alanna wanted to sleep with her aloof, probably sex-addicted, fake girlfriend.  
   
 Alanna stuck her head under the water and stayed there, hoping to drown herself. But unfortunately, self-preservation kicked in and she popped back up and took a breath. The truth came up with her. Alanna was furious. She was into Keira. This was not what Alanna wanted.  
   
 And yet, it was.  






Sixteen

   
   
 Keira woke up the next day, alone. That wasn’t completely without precedent. Plenty of one-night stands didn’t sleep over when the fun was done. 
   
 What was unusual was there hadn’t been any fun. Keira had spent a few hours in the company of a young lady called Tilly who worked in customer sales, enjoyed extreme sports and Studio Ghibli movies. Keira had no interest in any of those topics, but incompatibility didn’t present an obstacle to seduction ordinarily. As long as their personality wasn’t an outright turnoff, all was well.  
   
 Only, at the end of the night, Keira found herself suppressing a giant yawn and saying, ‘Well, Tilly, it’s been lovely to meet you.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, well, OK. Yes. Lovely to meet you too,’ Tilly said, seeming slightly put out. As well she might. Both of their profiles indicated they were looking for no-strings amusements. 
   
 They went their separate ways, and Keira walked home wondering what had just happened. She decided she was tired. She wasn’t a machine, after all. She was prey to the usual constraints of a human body. Everyone got tired. 
   
 When she got in around ten, Alanna wasn’t in the living room. Keira supposed she was having an early night. That sounded alright to Keira. She could climb into bed and finish that murder mystery book she was near the end of. The person who wrote it, she could say without arrogance, wasn’t as good as she was. The solution to the mystery screamed out. Keira was almost certain she knew the culprit, but it was always good to get your suspicions canonically confirmed by the author, if only to roll your eyes and say, ‘Yeah, no shit, it was the woman who runs the sewing shop. She obviously put one of her knitting needles in that vicar’s head for telling everyone she banged the butcher behind her husband’s back.’  
   
 Keira headed to her bedroom, which was right next to Alanna’s. But before she entered, she stopped to look at Alanna’s door. She suddenly felt less tired.  
   
 When Keira realised what she was thinking, she quickly went into her bedroom, shutting the door quietly. She got undressed and started to laugh to herself. Where the hell had that crazy thought popped out of? Keira didn’t see Alanna that way. She’d decided not to ages ago, and when Keira decided things like that, she stuck to her guns. 
   
 What the hell was that little instinct she’d had a minute ago to knock on Alanna’s door. For what? For that? No chance. Alanna would laugh in her face, just for starters. But the odd thing was that she and Alanna were enmeshed. They lived together. Keira understood that for some people, emotional intimacy could lead to sex. But not for her.  
   
 It didn’t matter if she and Alanna were more than just flatmates or people with an agreement to help each other out. Yes, they were friends now, and Keira could accept that. She wasn’t mad about it or anything like that. It was alright. It was nice sometimes, even. Fun. Keira was alone so much with her thoughts, it felt good occasionally to let them spill out to something besides her laptop. Because Alanna really listened. And she made her laugh. And she was… 
   
 Hot. 
   
 Unacceptable. Keira wouldn’t have this. She did not want to bang her faux girlfriend. Who did things like that? Animals, that was who. People without self-control. Keira had that. She had it in spades. That was how she never went back for seconds even with the best of them. She drew a line and stood right behind it, never dipping so much as a toe over.  
   
 So why hadn’t she just dipped her toe into Tilly tonight, so to speak? Why had she gotten bored even before the metaphorical entrée was on the table? Alright, so Tilly wasn’t a big brain. But Keira had never given two tiny shits about things like that. Has she got a good face, a nice body, and a pleasant manner? Yes? Great… Go time. No problems. That was how Keira worked. She didn’t ask for much. Just to trade orgasms with another soul in need of the same.  
   
 Except she didn’t want it tonight. Not from Tilly. Even though she hit the checkboxes. Somehow, it just wasn’t… enough. 
   
 Maybe this was about Amazon Kelly. Maybe Keira was a bit more traumatised by all that than she’d wanted to believe. That was feasible, wasn’t it? Buyable? A wrecked window, some light catfishing. It would cause anyone to falter. Keira had been striding with pride for a long time, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t misstep now and again.  
   
 Fucking Kelly. That girl was too much. Keira got angrier and angrier the more she thought about it. How dare she interrupt Keira’s peace?  
   
 It was fine, though. Now that Keira knew what the malfunction in her system was, she could deal with it. Having settled that for herself, she fell asleep, satisfied.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The next morning, Keira woke and headed for a much-needed coffee. She was feeling pretty amused about last night as she grabbed a bag of beans out of the cupboard. It all seemed like a moment of madness now. 
   
 ‘You couldn’t do me one, could you?’ Alanna asked, startling Keira.  
   
 Keira turned to Alanna in her pyjamas. The weather was warm, so they were quite sparing garments. Little shorts, a vest. Not suggestive as such, but certainly complimentary to what were quite a few gifts in Alanna’s possession. Keira had noticed those gifts before because she had eyes. But now, looking at her in those little shorty shorts, set off with that hair running right down to her arse? It felt different. 
   
 Keira was no longer amused.  
   
 ‘Oh, yeah, I’ll do you one… do you… one, yeah, sure,’ Keira stuttered. What the hell was this? Why was she going to pieces right now? Because Alanna had walked out in pyjamas like she’d done a dozen times before?  
   
 ‘Can you do my coffee black this morning?’ Alanna asked. ‘I didn’t sleep so well last night; I feel like I need to mainline the purest caffeine this morning just to get my brain online.’ 
   
 ‘You did-didn’t sleep?’ Keira asked. ‘I’ve got this ridiculously strong coffee for emergencies, let me find it.’ She rooted around her cupboard, knocking stuff over, spilling packets everywhere. Keira felt like someone had stolen her personality and left a generic brand personality in its place. Because Keira Evans sweated for no one. Who was this goddamn drip she was being? Keira didn’t like her. 
   
 ‘You OK? You seem a bit…’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Me? What? What do I seem?’ Keira asked more frantically than she meant to, making the coffee. 
   
 ‘On edge, maybe,’ Alanna completed. 
   
 ‘Must be the coffee.’ 
   
 ‘You haven’t had one yet. Hang on, where’s your…’ Alanna lowered her voice. ‘Do we have a guest? I didn’t get a text.’ 
   
 ‘Nobody here, just us. You and me. Just, just, just me and...’ Keira cleared her throat. ‘You.’ 
   
 ‘She left already?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Keira blinked. ‘Yep. Early bird. Left to catch a worm.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘Did you have… fun? Last night?’ 
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘Sure.’ 
   
 ‘Good. Good. Great. For you. You just do you, don’t you?’ Alanna said with a wan smile. 
   
 ‘Yep. Same old Keira, putting ‘em through their paces,’ Keira said, managing to force out a laugh as she poured the beverages. It made her feel a little more normal talking like that. Even if it was a barefaced lie.  
   
 ‘You know, sometimes I wish I was more like you,’ Alanna sighed, accepting her cup from Keira. ‘Swinging through life like a chimp in the jungle, grabbing whatever branch takes your fancy. Sounds kind of fun.’ 
   
 ‘Why don’t you give it a try, then? We could get you on the app today, and you could be on a date tonight!’ Keira declared. 
   
 Keira had made this recommendation before and been swiftly rebuffed. She fully expected to receive the same response on this occasion. But that was not the case on this strange morning. Because clearly, Keira was not the only one who’d had a surprise personality transplant. 
   
 ‘You know what?’ Alanna asked wistfully. ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘Seriously?’ Keira asked, trying to feel as pleased as she was pretending to be. And she really, really did want to be. She wanted Alanna to bang everyone in a five-mile radius and she wanted not to care one way or the other about it. 
   
 ‘Yeah. Maybe you could give me a few pointers with my profile…’ 
   
 Keira found herself putting out a hand and demanding, ‘Phone.’ 
   
 Alanna reached into her PJ pocket and grabbed the requested item. ‘You’re gonna do it for me?’ 
   
 ‘It’ll be quicker.’ Keira was snapping into action like it would save her life. But maybe it was more like it was saving her sanity. ‘Do I have permission to go into your selfie file?’ 
   
 Alanna looked blank. ‘My what?’ 
   
 ‘You know, a particular folder that you keep…’ Keira shook her head at herself. ‘You don’t have a selfie folder. I don’t know why I thought you would.’ She chuckled. ‘Alright, you have a snap of yourself that you like?’ 
   
 ‘I might have some photos I took with Benjamin?’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have even one you took of yourself, solo?’ 
   
 ‘For what?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Keira looked at her in wonder. Her lack of vanity was astonishing. ‘OK. I’ll do one now.’ 
   
 Alanna was shocked. ‘What? I just rolled out of bed! I look like warmed over shit!’ 
   
 ‘You do not look like warmed over shit, I assure you,’ Keira said, trying not to sound sleazy, just like how a friend might compliment you. ‘You’re rocking the natural look.’  
   
 ‘At least let me run a brush through my hair.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t change anything,’ Keira commanded. ‘The story this snap will tell is that you just got finished with your last conquest and you’re thinking about the next one, alright? You’re that voracious.’ 
   
 ‘The story the snap will tell?’ Alanna repeated, practically bug-eyed. ‘I think the story it will tell is that I need forty winks.’ 
   
 Keira looked Alanna in the eye. She wasn’t sure whether to say this, but it was coming out anyway. ‘Look, Alanna, you won the lottery, OK? You got the cheekbones. You got the sharp eyes that can see through a person. You got that big, thick, dramatic hair that would have Rapunzel asking for style tips. Own it, alright?’ 
   
 Alanna began to dissolve into bashfulness. ‘Keira, you don’t have to stroke my ego.’ 
   
 ‘Lying about our relationship is the only lie I need to tell. I’m not naturally dishonest,’ Keira said. It felt suddenly important to impart that about herself. 
   
 Alanna couldn’t seem to meet Keira’s eye. Keira knew without a doubt that she’d overstepped. ‘OK, let’s get that snap taken, get you fielding date offers asap,’ she said quickly. 
   
 ‘OK,’ Alanna replied, still a bit self-conscious. She settled on the sofa with her hands on her lap and smiled like she was getting her passport photo done. Keira pointed the camera at her from a high angle, pushed in tight and said, ‘Don’t smile.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Alanna asked, confused. 
   
 ‘Look at me like I’m Benjamin.’ 
   
 The moment Keira said her ex’s name, Alanna’s face fell. Keira got the shot. ‘That’s the one.’ 
   
 Alanna jumped up. ‘What? Are you serious?’ 
   
 Keira showed her the photo.  
   
 Alanna looked at it in surprise. ‘Oh. Oh.’ A small smile slid into her lips. Keira was pleased that Alanna could see exactly what she could. A gorgeous person. Alanna took the phone and had a closer look. ‘Did you use a filter?’ 
   
 ‘Nope. That’s all you. Resting bitch face works for you.’ 
   
 ‘How the hell did you make me look like that, though?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t make you look like anything. It’s just you. Accept it. Right, next step. Let’s get an account set up, shall we?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Bing, bing, bing. In they came. Men and women thirstily pouring themselves into the notifications and the DMs. Was Keira surprised? No. Did it make her feel good? No. Did she understand why she’d done this? Not totally.  
   
 But it was happening, and Alanna deserved to feel wanted. She’d been stuck with that dick Benjamin for so long, she could do with some fun. Just, you know, not with Keira. That would be bad. Very bad indeed.  






Seventeen

   
   
 Alanna wasn’t at all sure about this.  
   
 She didn’t even really know if she’d truly made this decision to dip into app dating or if it had been made for her. Keira had held her hand (metaphorically speaking, more was the pity) through every stage. She’d gotten that very complimentary snap, made her account, even written her an amusing bio that represented her perfectly: I’m a bad girl—as in bad at dating apps. Help me out by messaging me, and helped her with the swiping. And lo, they had come. Matches. 
   
 It had been tempting to engage, get to know some people, chat a bit, but Keira had warned her not to do that. ‘No endless chatting. Get a date set up straight off. First, you’ll weed out the catfish. Usually. Second, messaging is a rabbit hole, and it goes nowhere. Arrange an eyeball as quickly as you can. Better to get to know them over an hour and a drink rather than getting the same information messaging them for a fortnight. Life’s too short.’ 
   
 Alanna saw the sense in that. She’d had experiences like that in the past with online dating. Time wasters who she later realised never actually had any intention of meeting, who just wanted to mess around for whatever reason. Alanna trusted Keira to know her shit when it came to app dating. Although she wasn’t sure they were on the same page in terms of goals. Alanna didn’t know if she wanted to have a one-night stand, nor did she know if she was ready to meet anyone. But Keira had been quick to seize on Alanna’s impulse to let go a little. Alanna had no choice but to follow through. 
   
 Though this was not her first time dating via app, she’d never had that much luck with it before. She’d ended up meeting Benjamin at the barbecue of a work friend. They’d hit it off over corn on the cob. He’d seemed fun and nice. It had taken a long time to find out he was neither of those things. So Alanna wasn’t sure about this lightning approach to dating. Her instincts about humans, which were proven strong in session after session, seemed to fail her when there was something personal on the line.  
   
 And even when she could see the problem, it didn’t stop her stupid brain from having stupid thoughts. About a certain flatmate with deep dimples, for example. Alanna knew what it was now that she’d figured it out. She was horny. She hadn’t had sex in a while, and she hadn’t had good sex in years. Her libido was awaking from slumber. And Keira had dropped that comment about being dynamite in bed. It wasn’t rocket science, was it? Just good old-fashioned hormones. 
   
  She’d made it so much worse with all that stuff she’d said about how Alanna looked. Alanna thought she might be the first person in history to blush to death. Later, it was easy to see that it meant nothing to Keira to throw these compliments at Alanna. Because there was no ulterior motive. Keira threw hotter women than Alanna in the bin several times a week. This morning, even. Alanna hadn’t seen her but just knew some hard-bodied type had probably strutted out at an ungodly hour, leaving Keira weakened from a night of no-strings passion. Alanna envied that mysterious woman mightily. That’s why she was doing this, she supposed. To scratch that itch herself, so she didn’t do anything stupid.  

 

 She used the Keira technique, telling a couple of prospects that she was going out of town, but she was around if they wanted to meet tonight? Two out of three accepted the offer. 
   
 ‘Oh, shit, who am I supposed to choose?’ Alanna asked, panicked.  
   
 ‘Don’t. Meet both of them,’ Keira said easily.  
   
 ‘Good idea, I’ll just clone myself this afternoon.’ 
   
 ‘Look, you just meet one at seven and then another at nine at a different bar.’ 
   
 Alanna frowned. ‘That seems rude.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not if you let people know what you’re doing. Just be plain with them. It’s dating. They’re probably doing the same thing.’ 
   
 ‘It can’t be as cutthroat as all that, can it?’ Alanna said, shocked.  
   
 Keira raised a sage eyebrow. ‘Human beings are a mixed bag at the best of times. App dating can bring out the worst in them.’ 
   
 Alanna decided not to focus on that cynical take too long. ‘I’m just gonna pick one, I think.’ 
   
 ‘Your choice.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Oh, shit!’ cried a voice. ‘It’s you!’ 
   
 Alanna looked over at the door of the bar to see her date. ‘Kelly? Are you fucking kidding me?’ 
   
 Kelly looked forlorn. ‘This is what I get for trying to get out there again.’ 
   
 ‘You didn’t look like you in the picture.’ 
   
 ‘Neither did you.’ 
   
 ‘But it was actually me. I’m pretty certain you used a fake picture.’ 
   
 Kelly tutted, unbothered by the accusation. ‘Filters, other people’s pics, what’s the difference? Everyone lies.’ She frowned. ‘Wait a second. Are you cheating on Keira!?’ 
   
 ‘Err…’ Alanna wasn’t sure how to handle that question. ‘Umm…’ 
   
 ‘You are!’ she cried, horribly excited. ‘Or maybe you split up because she…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 An unsettling smile slid onto Kelly’s face. ‘Because she realised she loves me after all and that I’ll listen to her and she can cry with me about being dumped off as a kid and all that stuff,’ Kelly answered triumphantly. 
   
 Alanna’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. ‘Being what?’ 
   
 Kelly tutted. ‘You don’t even know that about her? That she went into care because she was abandoned? Wow. She must have felt our connection if she told me that and not you.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you Turkish?’ 
   
 ‘Am I Turkish?!’ Alanna repeated, baffled. 
   
 ‘Maybe Iranian? Was it an immigration agreement, you and Keira?’ Kelly clarified. ‘You can tell me.’ 
   
 Kelly was closer to the truth than she knew, but Alanna wasn’t going down that road with her. ‘Kelly, I don’t need to tell you anything because in the minute I’ve stood with you, you’ve told yourself a lot of made-up stories. Is that something you do a lot?’ she asked. 
   
 Kelly narrowed her eyes at Alanna. ‘Are you a psychiatrist?’ 
   
 Alanna was rumbled. ‘Counsellor.’ 
   
 ‘What’s the difference?’ 
   
 ‘A doctorate,’ Alanna said plainly. 
   
 ‘But you do the head thing, yeah? I know your type.’ 
   
 Alanna thought Kelly might well know her type, but clearly, not well enough. ‘OK, well, I think we can call this date a write-off—’ 
   
 Kelly started laughing. 
   
 ‘What’s so amusing?’ 
   
 ‘That’s your job and you don’t even know your girlfriend?’ 
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘Yeah, I guess we’ve got some stuff to work out. I better head home and get right on that.’ She walked away from Kelly’s horrid laugh. Despite what she’d said to Keira about feeling sorry for Kelly, Alanna hated the woman at that moment.  
   
 Or maybe it wasn’t hate. Maybe it was simple jealousy. As pathetic a creature as Kelly was, she knew something Alanna didn’t—Keira’s history. Alanna knew there was no reason Keira had to tell her about her traumatic childhood, but she wished she had. She wished they had that trust. Alanna wanted to know her. All of it. Everything that made her who she was and how she was. Because even if it wasn’t perfect, it was good.  
   
 Great, even. 
   
 This wasn’t about hormones. She didn’t just want to have sex with Keira. Feelings were happening. 
   
 Wow. That fucking sucked.  






Eighteen

   
   
 Keira was pretty sure that Alanna was in the flat today. But she hadn’t seen her in person since her date last night. Keira considered knocking on her door and simply asking how it had gone. But she didn’t. She had work later, so Keira didn’t want to bother her if she was just getting ready. She’d see her later, anyway, at her mother’s anniversary thing. They could catch up then. 
   
 Until then, Keira decided she was going to stay out of the flat. She went to the cinema alone, something she did occasionally. The movie was crap and nothing she’d even wanted to see. But the cinema had the advantage of not being within metres of where Alanna was possibly having sex with someone. 
   
 She drove straight from the bad movie to a bad party, trying not to get in her head about it all. But it didn’t work. Her mind was locked on to Alanna.  
   
 She knew it was crazy. She knew it didn’t matter if Alanna was sleeping with someone. Keira knew just how meaningless sex was. Only, that wasn’t how Alanna did things. So if she was with someone, did it mean something? 
   
 What the hell kind of a line of thinking was this? Keira didn’t dissect the motivations of women. She didn’t think about whether they liked her as much as she liked them. She didn’t care. 
   
 But this, this was different. Today, Keira cared. 
   
 Well, of course she cared. She was supposed to bloody care. They were friends. It made it easier to share living quarters at any rate. Keira might even go so far as to say it was good having Alanna there. And not just for the rapid ejection service she provided. It was… nice. Comfortable. Sort of cosy. Almost like it turned Keira’s place from somewhere to live into a home.  
   
 Keira had a thought that almost caused her to crash the car. That the way Alanna brightened up the place was possibly how it felt to have an actual girlfriend. 
   
 Keira didn’t want that. She’d never wanted it. Why would she? She didn’t even know what it would look like, not really, not up close. All she knew had been provided by fictitious representations: books and TV. But she’d learned early that fiction lied about things. Fiction told you that if you were a good person, life worked out for you. The universe rewarded you. Bullshit. Keira hadn’t been a bad kid. She’d done her best, yet no good had come to her. Round after round of meet and greets where people came and talked to Keira and acted as though they liked her before they selected a different kid to adopt. People didn’t choose Keira, not in the long term.  
   
 Some of the people she slept with thought they would. But even a flighty fuck-up like Kelly would do an about-turn if it ever got real. As soon as Keira said yes to somebody, they’d see the mistake. Keira knew that. Everything she’d ever had, she’d scratched and fought for—her home, her work, her life. But people weren’t something to fight for. They were fickle. They could carry you in their belly for nine months, give birth to you, and still change their minds about you.  
   
 Needless to say, carrying all that heavy shit into a party for a person she didn’t like probably wasn’t the best idea. What didn’t help things was that when she rang the bell, bloody Benjamin opened the door. Buttoned to the neck as ever, he frowned upon seeing Keira. ‘Oh.’ 
   
 ‘Hello to you too, Benjamin.’  
   
 ‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ he said. 
   
 ‘I have no idea why you’re answering the door, but you really need to work on your greeting skills,’ Keira told him. 
   
 ‘The party’s in the back. I was just using the toilet, and the door went. I was being polite.’ 
   
 ‘I think you might need to look up that word.’ 
   
 Benjamin gritted his teeth, and Keira looked at him for several seconds until he realised that the next stage of this thing was him getting the hell out of the way so she could get in. Once she managed to squeeze into the house, she had a look around. It was a swish place. Big and filled with classic fancy boomer shit. Rotary phones, leather Chesterfields, the whole thing. 
   
 ‘Is Alanna here yet?’ she asked, wiping her feet on the mat. 
   
 ‘She didn’t come with you? That’s a bit odd,’ Benjamin smirked. 
   
 ‘She had a late appointment today. She said she’d meet me here.’ 
   
 They stared each other down for a moment until Benjamin couldn’t stand it anymore and gestured down the hall. ‘Just head out, it’s through there.’ 
   
 Keira headed down the hall, noting portraits on the wall. Many of Mrs Lennox and a cheery-looking guy that Keira presumed was the surgeon husband Alanna had told her about. There were no photos of Alanna. 
   
 Out in the very large, precision-manicured back garden, there was classical music and drink trays, as well as lots of old men in linen trousers and women in hats. Keira decided that not one of these old dudes wearing linen did their own ironing, or they wouldn’t wear it. It took bloody ages to press it, and some miserable sod was probably sweating over it for them on minimum wage. That darkened Keira’s already sour mood. Just seeing linen. 
   
 ‘Oh, Keira. You came,’ said a light drawl, and she turned to see Mrs Lennox. She was wearing a white linen dress. Keira’s hatred was reignited. ‘Mrs Lennox,’ she said simply. 
   
 ‘Alanna not with you?’ Mrs Lennox asked, frowning down at Keira’s jeans. Keira didn’t care. They made her arse look spectacular, and that was higher on her priority list than impressing this woman. 
   
 ‘She’s probably on her way.’ 
   
 ‘I see.’ Mrs Lennox turned and grabbed a drink from a passing tray. ‘Champagne?’   
   
 Keira took the glass and had a swig. It was disgusting. She was more of a beer girl. But she said, ‘Thanks,’ anyway.  
   
 ‘I didn’t take you for a champagne drinker,’ Benjamin said from behind her. She didn’t realise he’d crept up on her. She downed the entire glass and handed him the empty. ‘Thought wrong.’ He looked around awkwardly and saw a table, placing it down. 
   
 ‘Another glass, Benjamin?’ Mrs Lennox asked him, a smile for him that Keira hadn’t gotten.  
   
 ‘Lovely, thanks,’ he said as she found him a glass. He sipped it. ‘Mmm, that’s the good stuff.’ 
   
 My god, he was crawling up the woman’s arse. Keira didn’t even know what the hell he was doing here. Was he actually trying to get Alanna back? They’d been split a couple of months now. Surely, he didn’t want a reconciliation considering he believed her to be a cheating lesbian now, and not just someone he didn’t know how to give an orgasm to.  
   
 ‘Ahh, is this Keira?’ asked one of the linen-trousered old guys, approaching. ‘Well, how do you do, young lady? Lovely to meet you. I’m Ed. Sandra’s husband.’ 
   
 My god, Keira was surrounded. And no signs of Alanna. The only difference was this guy knew how to greet a human, at least. ‘Hello, Ed. It’s nice to meet you,’ she said. 
   
 ‘Gosh, aren’t you a pretty thing!’ he said. 
   
 Was that creepy? 
   
 ‘If Alanna hadn’t gotten to you first, I’d be introducing you to my niece. She’s a lesbian too,’ Ed went on. 
   
 No, not creepy. Just a bit clueless. But nice clueless. ‘Oh, well, thanks, that’s nice.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I’m very au fait with the LGBLTs.’ 
   
 Keira knew what he meant. 
   
 ‘I think it’s just wonderful how people are about it these days,’ Ed said. ‘Do you know, I used to dabble myself in my school years!’ he declared.  
   
 ‘Edward!’ Mrs Lennox cried, appalled. 
   
 ‘Goodness me, I was just seeing what was what! I don’t see the big deal about it. Do you, Keira?’ Ed asked. 
   
 ‘I don’t think it’s a big deal at all, no,’ Keira smiled. She was suddenly having quite a good time.  
   
 Mrs Lennox? Not so much. ‘Ed, for heaven’s sakes, no one wants to hear about that sort of thing at our anniversary party,’ she hissed, glancing around to see who might have heard. But everyone was up their own arses, so she was safe. 
   
 Alanna appeared then. ‘Hello, everyone.’ 
   
 Keira turned to see her, noted she was wearing a dress that made her legs look about a mile long, and thought, Did you NEED to look that hot today?

   
 Mrs Lennox turned to her with venom that was really for her husband. ‘Well, so glad you could make it.’ 
   
 Alanna frowned. ‘Mum, I was at work. I did text you.’ 
   
 ‘Hullo,’ Benjamin said awkwardly.  
   
 Alanna turned to him. ‘Hi.’ She grabbed hold of Keira’s hand. Keira didn’t know how to react. She knew Alanna was just giving Benjamin a fuck you. Still, Alanna’s hand was extremely soft.  
   
 Benjamin noted the handhold, too. ‘Oh. Still doing that, are you?’ 
   
 ‘That?’ Alanna repeated sharply.  
   
 ‘Am I that?’ Keira joked. ‘Because if I am, she sure is,’ she added, trying to get into character.  
   
 Only Ed laughed. Alanna shot her a look she couldn’t decipher. But it probably meant Tone it down, so
Keira decided to keep her mouth shut for a bit.  
   
 ‘Ooh, is that champagne?’ Alanna asked, dropping Keira’s hand to take a glass from a server with a ‘Thanks.’  
   
 Keira was furious about how disappointed she was to lose the contact. But she needed to keep her shit together. This party was complicated terrain. Many battle lines were being drawn at all moments. Keira hated this kind of passive-aggressive mind play. Typical middle-class people.  
   
 But she’d made an agreement, and Alanna had never (intentionally) let her down, so she had to do her best here. 






Nineteen

   
   
 Alanna checked the time. Her client was five minutes late. Eventually, he staggered in, a sweaty, bedraggled bearded man in his fifties. ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry!’ he yelled as he threw himself into a chair.  
   
 Alanna smiled. ‘That’s OK, you alright?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, fine, I just… I just got waylaid.’ He smirked to himself.  
   
 Alanna didn’t question his private joke. She didn’t have to. ‘So, how are you doing today, Steve?’ 
   
 ‘Great.’ 
   
 ‘Great? Really?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I mean, yeah. Well, actually, on the way here… I got a quickie on the way,’ he said sheepishly. 
   
 Alanna knew the story before she was told it. She should, too, by now. She’d heard variations of it over five sessions. Steve was a sex addict who enjoyed paying for it. 
   
 ‘Ran long, did it?’ Alanna asked. ‘Since it made you late?’ 
   
 ‘It wasn’t planned. I was on the way and I thought I had enough time, so I just nipped along to Smith Street to see if Kurt had an opening. So to speak.’ He tittered to himself.  
   
 Alanna was struggling with this one. Steve had been coming to see her because his sex addiction was ruining his life. His relationship with his husband was suffering badly. Not to mention his bank account. But the thing was, Steve wasn’t ready to recover. He wasn’t ready to stop. Alanna wanted to help him get there, but so far, she didn’t feel they’d found what was at the root of it. All he’d done was come in each week and list his indiscretions in a way that made it clear he was having too much fun painting a picture of some kind of cheeky Casanova figure who kept getting into scrapes. But the reality was a lot sadder. 
   
 ‘Steve, what do you think made you stop off to see Kurt when you were on the way to counselling for sexually compulsive behaviour?’ 
   
 Steve folded his arms. ‘I see what you’re getting at. You think I was sabotaging myself?’ 
   
 ‘Do you think you’re sabotaging yourself?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I asked first,’ he said. 
   
 Alanna cocked her head. ‘But only you know the answer.’ 
   
 He tutted. ‘Fucking trick cyclists. I knew it would be like this. Throwing my own questions back at me.’ 
   
 Alanna took that in good humour. ‘Well, some of the cliches about us are true. But they become true because it works, so we keep doing it. And you used the word sabotage, and I would like to know why you chose that word?’ 
   
 ‘I told you, I don’t know,’ he snapped.  
   
 ‘You seem angry.’ 
   
 He folded his arms. ‘Sometimes, I just… I guess I don’t understand why I need to stop.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t?’ 
   
 ‘It’s just sex. I don’t know what the big deal is.’ 
   
 ‘You came in here and told me quite explicitly that you were a sex addict. Those were the words you used.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I know. Because that’s what my husband said. And I was maybe going to stop seeing Kurt. But now I’m wondering why I should. I mean, it’s just something I enjoy. It’s not really an addiction.’ 
   
 ‘But your husband hasn’t been here. You said the word addict to me without any prompting.’ 
   
 ‘It’s just a word.’ 
   
 ‘What does it mean to you?’ 
   
 Steve’s face darkened. ‘I think I’m gonna go.’ 
   
 Alanna sighed down her nose. ‘If you want to do that, that’s your choice.’ 
   
 Steve stood up. ‘Yeah. I’m gonna go. I’ll figure out how to do this myself.’ 
   
 ‘Do what?’  
   
 ‘Sort it all.’ 
   
 ‘What does that mean?’ Alanna asked him, down but not out. 
   
 ‘Maybe I’ll, I dunno, ask Jerry to go poly or something?’ Steve said vaguely.  
   
 ‘Do you think he’ll want to do that?’ 
   
 Steve didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then he sat back down. ‘No. I don’t think he’ll go for it.’ 
   
 ‘From what I understand about Jerry, I’d have to agree. So the question that we have to answer before we can go on is, do you want to stay in your marriage?’ Alanna asked him. 
   
 He bit his lip. ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘But Jerry made it clear that he wanted you to be monogamous.’ 
   
 ‘Yes,’ Steve nodded. 
   
 ‘So you’re in a situation where something needs to give. Your marriage or your habit.’ 
   
 Steve slumped down in his chair. ‘Yeah,’ he breathed. 
   
 ‘And that’s hard for you because you feel you need both to be happy.’ 
   
 ‘I guess.’ 
   
 ‘So, which do you think you need to sacrifice?’ 
   
 ‘Kurt. It’s obviously Kurt.’ He looked at Alanna. ‘I know that.’ 
   
 ‘Could you do that today if you decided to?’ Alanna asked gently. 
   
 He thought about it. ‘Yeah. Maybe. Or… I don’t know.’ His brow creased deeply. ‘Maybe not. No.’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘Because…’ He didn’t seem to like where that sentence took him, but he finished it anyway. ‘I can’t stop. I don’t know how to stop. I’m addicted to him. To the sex,’ he said, tears running down his cheeks. 
   
 Alanna nodded and smiled, proud of him. ‘Let’s talk about that, shall we?’ 
   
 ‘OK,’ Steve agreed sadly. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna was in a toilet the size of a coffin, though it had the advantage of being hers alone, just off the office she used for clients. She had a dress hung in there and she constricted herself into it, pulled a brush through her long, thick hair and slapped on as much makeup as five minutes would allow. She looked in her little hand mirror, not getting the full effect but hoping it would do. Ultimately, it didn’t matter if she spent five minutes or five hours getting ready. Her mother would find fault either way. Better to phone it in and give zero fucks. It was her own version of a victory. 
   
 She dashed out and grabbed a cab, stressed every second of the journey. This was not going to be fun. She didn’t expect Keira to be there yet, that she’d turn up when she felt like it. It was only fair. 
   
 Only when she got there, Keira—looking sexy as fuck in jeans that let you know her arse wasn’t here to play—was standing sipping champagne with her mother, her mother’s husband, and Benjamin. The cognitive dissonance of seeing this collection of people in a social situation nearly broke Alanna’s brain. ‘Hello, everyone.’ 
   
 Keira turned to see her and gave her a funny look up and down. 
   
 Her mother, who seemed oddly angry, said. ‘Well, so glad you could make it.’ 
   
 Alanna knew a passive-aggressive carp when she heard it. ‘Mum, I was at work. I did text you.’ 
   
 ‘Hullo,’ Benjamin said to her. 
   
 Alanna had half hoped he wasn’t gonna show up. But of course he had. ‘Hi.’  
   
 She turned to Keira and grabbed hold of her hand. Partly to let people know they were a couple, partly just out of gratitude to see her. She looked a bit surprised but allowed it. Alanna wasn’t sure if she’d crossed a line. 
   
 ‘Oh. Still doing that, are you?’ Benjamin snarked. 
   
 ‘That?’ Alanna repeated sharply.  
   
 ‘Am I that?’ Keira joked. ‘Because if I am, she sure is.’  
   
 Alanna, trying not to explode into flames at the mere idea, smiled at Keira, but it came out funny.  
   
 She looked at her mother and Ed. ‘So, ten years. Good work.’ She put her thumbs up. She didn’t mean it to be sarcastic. It was pure social panic. 
   
 Ed laughed. Her mother smiled in a way no one would ever think was genuine.  
   
 ‘Ten years? That’s what, diamond or something? I can’t imagine getting that far with someone,’ Keira said. ‘Well, maybe now I’ve met Alanna,’ she added hastily. 
   
 ‘Oh? Not had many lasting relationships?’ Alanna’s mother asked, her voice dripping with poison. Alanna smelled the trap a mile off. She wondered if Keira did, too. 
   
 But Keira answered honestly. ‘No. To be honest, I was pretty casual about all that. I guess I just hadn’t met the right girl.’ 
   
 ‘Met quite a lot of wrong ones, though, didn’t you?’ Benjamin said snarkily. 
   
 Keira turned to him. ‘I was just having a good time. I wouldn’t expect you to know anything about that.’ 
   
 Ed belly-laughed. ‘Ah, to be young. I often wished I’d been a bit sluttier in my youth.’ 
   
 ‘Edward,’ Alanna’s mother cried, appalled. Alanna laughed, surprised and delighted. She hadn’t spent much time with Ed before. She’d met him at the wedding and then only ever in passing since. She liked how much he was embarrassing her mother. It was her own ridiculous fault for being so obsessed with optics. How could you not love a man of seventy using the word ‘slutty’ about himself? 
   
 ‘Edward, can you check on the kitchen, make sure there are enough crab puffs. It seems those trays are moving quicker,’ her mother said.  
   
 Edward nodded. ‘As you wish, darling.’ 
   
 Jesus, how he shook off her rudeness like it was no biggie. Alanna couldn’t do that. Which was why she supposed she’d finished with Benjamin, who was even now examining an amuse-bouche with slight mistrust. What a near miss that had been. Alanna could have married her mother. The utter horror of it. 
   
 Instead, she was here with Keira, the world’s most unavailable person. A person Alanna might just be falling a tiny bit in love with. Thinking of it like that, she wasn’t sure if she’d made as much progress as she’d hoped. From someone whose grip was far too hard to someone with buttery palms.  
   
 Then again, maybe that was it? Maybe she had simply overcorrected. If that was true, she could fix that, couldn’t she? She could work through her feelings and let them go before she drove herself barmy. Because that’s what would happen if she kept walking down this road. 
   
 ‘So, Benjamin? What are you up to at the moment?’ her mother asked the little twat. 
   
 ‘Oh, well, actually, I was just promoted at work from junior systems admin to systems admin.’ 
   
 Alanna couldn’t believe how boring that sentence had been. But she raised a glass. ‘Congratulations,’ she said evenly.  
   
 ‘Oh, thanks,’ he blushed.  
   
 ‘Yeah, good for you, man,’ Keira added. 
   
 ‘Keira, I never found out… What do you do?’ Benjamin asked.  
   
 ‘Writer,’ she shrugged. 
   
 Her mother looked at Keira anew. ‘Oh? What kind?’ 
   
 ‘Novelist.’ 
   
 ‘Genre?’ her mother pressed. 
   
 Keira looked her dead in the eye and said, ‘Mystery.’ 
   
 Her mother snorted. ‘Really?’ 
   
 Alanna did not enjoy the fact that when Keira had told her this, she had reacted the same as her mother. Alanna made a note to tell her therapist that. It was not going to be a fun session. 
   
 ‘That’s right. Mystery,’ Keira replied, sounding bored. 
   
 ‘That’s interesting. Is it specifically for… people like you?’ her mother asked. Alanna came as close to slapping her as she ever had. 
   
 But Keira let it roll off her back. ‘There are gay characters, if that’s what you mean,’ she said dryly. ‘But it’s a mix.’ 
   
 ‘Is there dirty stuff in your books?’ Benjamin asked. ‘I bet there’s dirty stuff.’ 
   
 ‘Do you not like that?’ Keira asked him evenly. ‘Sex in books?’ 
   
 ‘Not my kind of thing, no.’ 
   
 Keira took a long pause, a slow, deliberate smile sliding onto her face. ‘But I bet you like porn, though. Right?’ 
   
 Benjamin looked as though he’d been smacked around the face. Alanna’s mother nearly choked on her puff pastry. Alanna was also a bit shocked, but she wouldn’t have put a halt to this line of questioning for the world. Benjamin had it coming. Keira couldn’t stand the guy but had still congratulated him on his promotion. She was big enough to do that. And how did he respond? He was trying to belittle her. Well, he’d picked the wrong woman to try to one up. Because Keira didn’t appear to give a single solitary shit what anyone thought of her. Alanna wished she had popcorn. 
   
 ‘Well, do you watch porn?’ Keira pressed Benjamin.  
   
 ‘Umm…’ 
   
 ‘Is it niche stuff? You can tell me,’ Keira said. ‘I don’t judge anyone. I don’t care if you’re a furry or into foot stuff, scat, whatever. We’re all just humans tryna make it through the night.’ 
   
 Benjamin’s eyes were wide with horror. ‘I don’t… I’ve never… I don’t watch furry porn. I mean…’ He tried to fake a laugh. ‘What is furry porn, even? I’ve never heard of it.’ 
   
 Keira squinted at Benjamin. ‘Hold up. You’re in IT, so I know you spend a lot of time on the internet. And you’ve never heard of furries? Wow.’ 
   
 Benjamin went bright red. He shoved his glass into Keira’s hands and said, ‘Excuse me.’ He turned and nearly ran into the house. 
   
 Oh, now that was interesting. Alanna had never known he was into that. She wondered how long it would have taken him to get up the guts to ask her if she’d dress up like a cat or whatever he was into.  
   
 ‘Did he just leave the party?’ Keira asked of Alanna and her mother, who was looking deeply confused. 
   
 ‘He might have,’ Alanna grinned. ‘Mum, do you think he properly left?’ 
   
 ‘Furthermore, Mrs Lennox, do you suspect—as I’ve come to, over the last minute—that’s he’s definitely a furry?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘What on earth is a… You know what? I’d rather not know,’ her mother said, and she walked off. 
   
 Keira tutted as she left. ‘Such a shame Ed missed that. I think he would have enjoyed the discourse.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed slightly too loud for the civilised party. But she didn’t care at all. She was somehow having a brilliant time right now. Because Keira was being herself even under these absurd circumstances.  
   
 ‘So, how’s your day been?’ Keira said, turning to her, taking a sip of her champagne and wincing.  
   
 ‘Only one session, but it was a toughie.’ 
   
 ‘Are you allowed to spill the juicy shit?’ 
   
 ‘Obviously not,’ she said, thinking about Steve’s problem.  
 They’d made real progress today. Talked about how he’d found out at fifteen that the woman who raised him was technically his grandmother, and his sister turned out to be his birth mother. It was quite incredible how common such a scenario was, but the toll that revelation had taken on him still reverberated throughout his life, destroying his ability to maintain healthy, honest relationships. He kept starting up new relationships, swearing fidelity and then breaking it soon after with sex workers, forcing himself to live a lie within every relationship. But Alanna had high hopes that if they worked together, she could help him break the pattern. How that would look and what his life was going to become would be up to him. But if he wanted to maintain his current marriage, it would have to change sharply.  
   
 Steve kind of reminded Alanna of Kelly. She was someone with a destructive streak. Alanna had less sympathy for her, though, now that she’d been a victim of her catfishing. She’d put Alanna in a very awkward situation. Because now, Alanna had information that she wasn’t supposed to have. It wasn’t a comfortable position to be in. If Keira found out what she’d learned, albeit accidentally, it could do damage. Just like Steve’s problems, she had to lock it away inside herself.  
   
 ‘So, can I ask about your books?’ Alanna said, attaching herself to a somewhat safer topic. 
   
 ‘God, not you as well.’ 
   
 ‘Come on, I just need something—’ 
   
 Keira’s phone vibrated in her pocket. ‘Do you mind if I check that?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Please,’ Alanna said. ‘Go ahead.’ 
   
 Keira looked at her phone. ‘Jesus tap-dancing Christ. Not again.’ 
   
 ‘What’s up?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I should have blocked her.’ 
   
 ‘Who?’ 
   
 ‘What’s her name? Amazon Kelly,’ Keira said with a tut.  
   
 Alanna felt her heart rate increase. ‘Oh? She texting you still?’ 
   
 ‘Not lately. I thought she was over it.’ She began to read the text. 
   
 ‘Don’t read it, just delete it,’ Alanna urged. She hadn’t told Keira about their accidental date. Because she didn’t want her to find out what she now knew about Keira’s childhood. ‘Block her,’ Alanna said, panicked. 
   
 But Keira wasn’t taking that advice, and her brow creased deeper with every word she read. She looked up from the phone at last. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you went out with her?’ 
   
 ‘Because I didn’t, not really. It was a catfish, as I’m sure you can imagine. It’s amazing, really, that she got us both. Is no one else on that frigging app? Just Kelly and some bots?’ She tried to laugh, but it died in her throat.  
   
 Keira was looking at her oddly. ‘Last night’s date was just Kelly. Why didn’t you tell me that?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, well, I haven’t seen you.’ That had been intentional avoidance, so this very conversation wouldn’t have to happen.  
   
 ‘It’s weird, though. That you didn’t text me or anything. Or even now. We’re standing here chatting. I would have thought it would be the first thing you’d tell me.’ 
   
 ‘I guess I… I was embarrassed,’ Alanna fibbed.  
   
 ‘Why would you be embarrassed? She did the same thing to me…’ A look of dark suspicion flew onto her face. ‘What did you… Did she talk about me?’ 
   
 ‘Well, yes, of course. She’s obsessed with you,’ Alanna answered quickly. That was true, at least. 
   
 ‘But what did she say?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think this is the place to discuss it,’ Alanna said, checking around her. But no one was paying a blind bit of notice. It was only more avoidance. 
   
 Keira glanced around her. ‘We’re good. What did she say?’ 
   
 Alanna was out of excuses. ‘We talked about… She thought I was cheating on my girlfriend, so you can imagine she was pretty excited to think the relationship was over.’ 
   
 ‘Anything else? About me?’ Keira asked.  
   
 But Alanna felt as though it wasn’t really a question. It was like Keira already had the answer and she was waiting to see if Alanna was going to lie about it. Alanna would have loved a look at the text Kelly had sent to find out exactly how boned she was right now. 
   
 But it didn’t matter what Kelly had said. Keira was intuitive, she knew. The only way out for Alanna was the truth. ‘She mentioned something about your childhood. That you were adopted.’ 
   
 ‘I was never adopted,’ Keira was quick to correct. Her face was inscrutable. 
   
 ‘Oh, I must have misunderstood,’ Alanna said. ‘It’s just, Kelly said…’ What Kelly had said was that Keira had been ‘Dumped off.’ Alanna would never have repeated that phrasing in a million years. But a different phrasing escaped her because right now, she was afraid. This was delicate. Alanna, for all her training, felt suddenly out of her depth.  
   
 ‘What did she say?’ Keira said. But her breathing seemed a little off. Shallow. 
   
 ‘Well, she said, that you… er…’ 
   
 Keira breathed raggedly. ‘What? Just say it,’ she said. But each word sounded strained and oddly quiet. Alanna realised Keira was having an asthma attack. 
   
 ‘Keira, where’s your inhaler?’ 
   
 Keira drew in a ragged breath. She checked her pockets. ‘I…’ She coughed. ‘…forgot… it.’ 
   
 ‘I’m calling an ambulance,’ Alanna said, taking out her phone. 
   
 ‘No… no… I just… need…’ 
   
 Alanna was already dialling the emergency services. ‘I need an ambulance, please. My friend is having an asthma attack.’ 
   
 ‘No, don’t…’ Keira wheezed as people around them were starting to notice.  
   
 Ed appeared. ‘Is she alright?’ 
   
 ‘Asthma attack. Is there anything you can do?’ Alanna said, remembering Ed was a surgeon. 
   
 ‘She’ll need medication and a nebuliser. Have you called an ambulance?’ Ed asked. 
   
 ‘It’s on its way.’ 
   
 ‘Good.’ He grabbed a chair. ‘Let’s get you sat down, first off. Even standing is an effort, isn’t it?’ 
   
 Keira nodded as Ed grabbed a garden chair and placed Keira in it. Alanna was relieved to hear a siren nearby. Help was coming.  






Twenty

   
   
 Keira had never been so mortified in all her time on planet Earth. If the asthma didn’t end up finishing her off, she might die of embarrassment.  
   
 She was lying on a gurney in A+E, a nebuliser over her mouth. Breathing was less of a trial now. She didn’t know what the hell had brought on such an intense attack, but she thought maybe there was something in the garden that caused her lungs to shut up shop. Keira had read about plants that were capable of triggering asthma attacks. It must have been that.  
   
 ‘How are we doing?’ asked the doctor. 
   
 ‘Much better, thank you, Dr Carmichael,’ she said from underneath the nebuliser. Keira spotted Alanna hovering in the hallway and she felt anger rise. She turned away from her, suddenly noticing that Dr Carmichael was a fitty, hot in that stormy-eyed way. Looking at her was as good as the medicine. ‘Hey, you wanna get a drink later?’ 
   
 The woman arched an amused eyebrow. ‘Sorry, I’m taken.’ 
   
 ‘Damn. Maybe I could give you my number in case you ever free up?’ 
   
 Dr Carmichael gave her an admonishing look. ‘Maybe just concentrate on breathing, Miss Evans.’ 
   
 ‘Keira. Though you can call me anything you like.’ 
   
 The doctor sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘I’m sure I will.’ 
   
 Good god, what the hell was Keira playing at, sleazing aggressively on the professional trying to take care of her? It wasn’t her style. Leave the damn doctor alone, you horn dog.


 

 Alanna walked in at last. ‘Hi. You feeling better?’ 
   
 Keira gave her a long look before she replied. ‘Yep.’ 
   
 Alanna looked very nervous. ‘Good.’ 
   
 Dr Carmichael glanced between them and seemed to know something was up. ‘Right, I’m leaving now.’ 
   
 ‘Great, can I go too?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘I rather you didn’t. Just stay for an hour so we can keep an eye on you.’ 
   
 ‘Doc, you’re no fun.’ 
   
 ‘That’s what they tell me.’ She smiled dryly and swished out, leaving Keira with Alanna.  
   
 Alanna gave a large sigh. ‘That was scary.’ 
   
 ‘I’m sorry I scared you,’ Keira said in a tone she didn’t like. But she couldn’t help it. She was angry. Alanna had known this very private thing about her and said nothing. It made Keira feel odd. Uncomfortable.  
   
 What pissed Keira off further was that she was absolutely sure Alanna had taken that information with delight, glad to finally have the answer to the riddle that was Keira. She didn’t want to be explained. She didn’t want to be a sob story.  
   
 Maybe what really bothered Keira was the prospect of Alanna losing respect for her and replacing it with pity. 
   
 ‘I’m not trying to make this about me,’ Alanna sighed, looking at the ground. ‘But the thing is, I know that what happened to you… You didn’t want me to know that. But you have to understand, I found out by complete accident. I never wanted to snoop. Whatever your life was when you were a child…’ 
   
 ‘Why are you bringing that up?’ Keira frowned. 
   
 ‘Because it’s why we’re here.’ 
   
 Keira stared at her. ‘What?’ 
   
 Alanna was sweating now. ‘You had a stress-induced asthma attack.’ 
   
 Keira was incensed. ‘I had no such thing. There’s something in your mum’s garden that set it off.’ She ripped off her nebuliser and threw it on the table beside the bed. ‘And I’m fine now. I’m going home.’ She climbed off the gurney and waltzed past Alanna. She could feel Alanna following her, but she didn’t turn around, just kept walking, not sure where she was going, looking for any way out of this rat’s maze of a hospital. ‘Jesus Christ, where the hell am I?’ she asked when she walked past the same vending machine for the third time.  
   
 ‘Keira, stop!’ Alanna commanded.  
   
 Keira turned to her. ‘What?’ 
   
 Alanna pointed at a sign with the word ‘EXIT’ on it. ‘It’s this way, come on.’ 
   
 Keira huffed and followed her. The sign took them to an elevator, and they stepped in. Keira took out her phone and found a dating app. It didn’t load. She had no signal.  
   
 ‘What are you doing?’ Alanna asked her. 
   
 ‘Scraping up a date. Or at least I would be if we weren’t in this elevator. Why don’t elevators have Wi-Fi? It’s bullshit.’ 
   
 Alanna looked at her. ‘You just got out of the hospital. Would you slow down?’ 
   
 Keira looked at her, enraged. ‘Slow down? I’m just living my life, Alanna. If I want to sleep with every woman who’ll have me, I’ll do it. If I want to have a threesome, I’ll do it. If I want to have a foursome, I’ll do it. If I want to fill a vagina-shaped pool with naked women and jump off a diving board from a hundred metres up and land like Esther Williams on a collection of boobs, assuming I could round up willing participants, I will do it.’ Keira stopped there, not sure where the hell she was going. 
   
 There was a long pause after that, both of them watching the floor number change.  
   
 ‘If you did that last thing, you’d kill everyone, just so you know,’ Alanna eventually sighed. 
   
 ‘Thanks for the logistical tip. I’ll pass that along.’ 
   
 ‘To whom?’ 
   
 ‘The people who plan vagina pools, obviously,’ Keira told her. 
   
 They passed a couple more floors. And then Alanna said something. The kind of thing that can ruin your entire life. ‘You don’t need to do this. I’m not gonna run from you because I know who you are.’ 
   
 The elevator reached its destination, and the doors slid open. But Keira couldn’t step out of them because her lungs had seized up. It was happening again. 
   
 ‘Keira, Jesus, are you having another attack?’ Alanna cried, her voice rising with panic. 
   
 Keira nodded.  
   
 ‘Look, just hold on, we can get you back up to the doctor.’  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Five minutes later, Keira was right back where she started. Dr Carmichael told her that she had to stay overnight. Keira didn’t argue this time. Alanna asked if she could stay too, and the doctor told her as long as she could cope with sleeping in a chair all night, she was welcome. Alanna set about getting herself comfy in that chair immediately. Keira didn’t argue with that either. She thought about it. But she didn’t.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 In the morning, Keira woke up and looked over at Alanna. She was contorted into the chair, her head hanging almost out of it, her mouth wide open, slight drool. She’d had a dreadful night’s sleep, and she looked like shit. Looking at her, Keira caught up to what her lungs already knew. The panic, the fear, the anger she’d been feeling. Keira knew the pure horror of what it added up to.  
   
 She hoped it wasn’t true, so she googled it to be sure. Yep, there it was. A desire to look at her, to be around her all the time, slight panic when she walked into a room. Feelings had been caught—for a person who only pitied her. It was a double nightmare, horror on top of horror. Sympathy and attachment. They had combined themselves in one package—Alanna.  
   






Twenty-One

   
   
 Alanna’s spine felt like dogshit when she woke up in the chair. But that didn’t worry her. What worried her was that her relationship with Keira was done for. She had fucked up. She’d thought that keeping her knowledge a secret was the least damaging course of action. But she should have known that secrets come out. They always do. And Keira, as predicted, had not wanted Alanna to know what she knew.  
   
 That hurt. Because if Keira had wanted it, Alanna would have listened for hours. Not as a counsellor, but as someone who cared. She simply craved closeness with her, in any form it might take. Maybe this whole thing wasn’t just about looking for the opposite of her anally retentive ex after all. Maybe she wanted Keira not because she wasn’t Benjamin but because she was Keira.  
   
 ‘Morning,’ Keira said, already awake. ‘I feel gross. I want to be in my shower.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, me too.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I mean, obviously, after you.’ 
   
 ‘How will we get home?’ 
   
 ‘The car’s downstairs. Ed dropped it off.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, that was nice of him,’ Keira said, surprised. 
   
 ‘I know. My mother was probably livid,’ Alanna smiled. 
   
 ‘Did he leave the party right in the middle?’ 
   
 ‘I think he was glad for the get-out. Turns out he’s not nearly stuffy enough for my mum’s crowd.’ 
   
 ‘Right, well, can I have the keys?’ 
   
 Alanna laughed. ‘You just spent a night in the hospital, you’re not driving. I’m driving.’ 
   
 Keira gave her a sardonic look. ‘Technically, you also spent a night in the hospital. Can you even drive?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The answer to that was sort of. Alanna had had about twenty lessons, but when she began her counsellor training, she ran out of money to finish. But she had a provisional license, which meant she could drive as long as she had a qualified driver in the car. 
   
 But as she tried to start the engine in the multi-story car park, she stalled the fucking thing immediately. She chose not to look at Keira. 
   
 ‘You OK?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Fine. Just a little rusty.’ Alanna started up the engine again and stalled again. ‘Fuck,’ she muttered to herself.  
   
 ‘Come on, I’m fine. Just lemme drive,’ Keira said. 
   
 ‘I can do it. I just need a second,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘Take your time, then.’ 
   
  Alanna stalled it for a third and fourth time, and she was ready to scream. All she wanted to do was transport Keira home and she couldn’t do it. The one-woman island was letting help roll off her like water off a duck’s back and she wasn’t even trying. 
   
 ‘What the hell is wrong with this car?’ Alanna snapped. 
   
 Keira chewed the inside of her cheek. ‘How many lessons did you say you had?’ 
   
 ‘I can drive,’ Alanna said. ‘I might not have done it in a while, but I can do it.’ 
   
 ‘Are you alright?’ 
   
 ‘I just want to get this sodding car started, and then I’ll be golden.’ 
   
 Keira took a pause. ‘What if I get it started and you take it from there? I’m used to the thing, maybe I’ve got the knack and I don’t realise it.’ 
   
 Alanna’s head dropped to her chest. ‘Fine.’ 
   
 They got out and swapped. Keira started the car without issue. ‘Hey, it’s only ten minutes to this brunch place near here and I’m Hank Marvin,’ she said. ‘Lemme just get us there, and you can do the second leg.’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head at herself. ‘Yeah, sure. Go ahead.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 It was a very sloppy breakfast burrito. Alanna already looked like shit from a night in a chair, but now she was adding the extra glamour of Siracha down the front of her dress. If Alanna had known what this outfit was gonna have to go through, she’d have said fuck it and worn a onesie to the party. Imagining her mother’s reaction cheered her up a bit. 
   
 ‘I wish I’d ordered that now,’ Keira said, looking from her egg’s benedict to the burrito. ‘It looks like the tits.’ 
   
 ‘It comes at a price. I look like a toddler learning to eat.’ 
   
 ‘Lemme get you a napkin,’ Keira said and then, in a move that astonished Alanna, began to dab under her chin. After a few seconds, Keira looked shocked at herself. ‘What am I doing? Sorry.’ 
   
 ‘No, no, it’s… Don’t… I don’t mind,’ Alanna said, completely flustered.  
   
 ‘I didn’t mean to come off like your mother,’ Keira frowned. 
   
 Alanna snorted. ‘That’s not how Sandra handled mess. She’d scream at me to get my clothes straight in the washing machine. Which I then had to operate myself. At seven.’ 
   
 Keira’s eyes widened. ‘She sounds like a delight.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not complaining. There’s worse, err...’ Alanna realised she had strayed into tricky territory. Childhood. She couldn’t face another asthma attack by her own hand.  
   
 Keira groaned and rolled her eyes. ‘You’re talking around the care home. Don’t. You know now. So stop being so bloody careful. It’s annoying.’ 
   
 Alanna paused. ‘You’re OK?’ 
   
 ‘I’m fine. I have an inhaler if I… I’m fine.’ She tutted. ‘I’m not a refugee from a war-torn country. I just don’t have parents. Don’t tiptoe around me. I won’t attend any pity parties.’ 
   
 ‘You wouldn’t get one, Keira, I can assure you of that. Why would I pity you? I think you’re incredible.’ Alanna had not meant for that to pop out. She had to amend fast. ‘I mean, I think you’re an incredibly… resilient… person.’ 
   
 Alanna thought Keira might roll her eyes again. But instead, she did something Alanna hadn’t known was in her wheelhouse. She blushed. ‘It’s warm in here,’ she said, her voice unusually high.  
   
 ‘Keira, are you embarrassed?’ Alanna couldn’t help but ask. 
   
 ‘No!’ Keira said, placing three syllables in the one-syllable word. ‘I told you, it’s warm in here.’ She began to shovel food into her mouth. ‘Look, finish up, because I’ve got writing to do.’ 
   
 ‘So, we’re just gonna go home and, you know…’ 
   
 Keira looked up, and her mouth fell slightly. It was filled with eggs. 
   
 ‘Just continue as we were?’ Alanna completed. 
   
 Keira looked confused. ‘What are you talking about?’ 
   
 ‘I’m talking about the fact we had an agreement that if it went south again…’ 
   
 Keira frowned. ‘We’re not talking about that again. You move out if it’s what you want to do. But let’s be clear. As far as I’m concerned, you live there too, alright? End of it. I don’t want any more drama about that.’ She looked down. ‘It works for me,’ she said quietly, eyes on her plate. 
   
 ‘I don’t want to go. I’m happy there,’ Alanna told her. ‘It’s home.’ 
   
 ‘Good. Great. Can we shut up about that now, then?’ 
   
 ‘You’re not angry at me?’ 
   
 Keira’s shoulders slumped. ‘No, not anymore. I was… I overreacted. Alright? It wasn’t your fault. It’s stupid Kelly’s. I don’t know what I was thinking telling her in the first fucking place.’ 
   
 ‘It did kind of surprise me that you told her anything. Considering your feelings about her,’ Alanna said carefully. This had been bothering her, and she needed to know. Why Kelly? 
   
 ‘I was… annoyed. I wanted her to understand why she shouldn’t bother trying to get me to love her.’ 
   
 That was a weight off. It wasn’t that she’d chosen Kelly as a confidant, the woman had simply pissed her off. ‘Because you don’t do that. Love.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly.’ Keira added firmly. ‘It’s my choice, and I don’t want to defend it.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have to,’ Alanna told her calmly.  
   
 Keira looked at her like she was waiting for more. But Alanna was letting it go there. Keira had stated her position, and that was the end of it. The plan remained. Alanna was going to very quietly get over Keira without ever letting on that she wanted to be anything more than what they had. And one day, it would happen. They’d just be friends. That would be good. Great even.  
   
 ‘So, you ready to drive me home?’ Keira grinned. 
   
 Alanna groaned at the thought. ‘Maybe you could just finish the journey. Less stressful.’ 
   
 ‘Alright. But you need to learn to drive.’ 
   
 ‘I can drive. I might just need a… small refresher.’ 
   
 ‘Right, well, maybe I could help you out with that sometime?’ 
   
 ‘Seriously?’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ Keira shrugged. 
   
 ‘That’s… I’d love that,’ Alanna smiled. 
   
 ‘Great.’ 
   
 OK, this was good. Keira was being normal with her. Everything was going to be OK. Alanna just needed time. 






Twenty-Two

   
   
   
 ‘Jesus Christ, you just backed into a Porsche!’ Keira yelled, glancing over her shoulder. They were in a relatively quiet car park on an industrial estate in Keira’s Kia. Only a few other cars were dotted throughout. But as Alanna tried to practise her reverse park, she’d found one of them with the bumper.  
   
 ‘Oh no, oh no, oh no,’ Alanna cried, looking back.  
   
 ‘Wait, no, hang on. It’s just a Fiat Spider. It kinda looked like a Porsche from this angle. But now I can see it’s a cheaper car,’ Keira assured her. 
   
 ‘How much cheaper?!’ 
   
 ‘Well, a brand-new Spider is about twenty grand as opposed to the seventy grand a Porsche cost.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have twenty grand, Keira!’ Alanna cried. 
   
 ‘Yeah, but you really don’t have seventy,’ Keira noted. 
   
 ‘Oh fuck. Let’s check it out.’ 
   
 They jumped out of the car to look at the Spider. ‘I don’t think you’ve marked it,’ Keira said.  
   
 ‘Really?’ Alanna asked anxiously, bending over to examine the car in as much detail as the human eye could deliver.  
   
 ‘Nah, there’s no nick. Don’t worry about it,’ Keira said, pulling her gently away from the car by the shoulder. 
   
 ‘You don’t think I should leave my details just in case…’ 
   
 ‘In case what?’ Keira asked, keen to know. 
   
 ‘I don’t know, the bump might have caused complications we can’t see.’ 
   
 Keira had to smile. ‘If you’d hit a person, I’d be with you on that. But I think if you can’t see any damage, the inside is fine. Cars are designed to absorb damage through the frame, particularly the front. Crumple zones and stuff like that.’ 
   
 Alanna took a deep breath. ‘Thank god. My financial future was flashing before my eyes. Maybe I shouldn’t drive after all.’ 
   
 Keira smiled forgivingly. ‘Come on, you were doing well until then.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know that I’d go that far,’ Alanna said with an eye roll.  
   
 ‘You were just about to nail that park, I’m telling you. I wouldn’t knock a point off for a bit of car park snooker.’ 
   
 Alanna’s stressed face broke into a grin. ‘Car park snooker?’ 
   
 ‘Sometimes you gotta bounce off the other balls to get into the pocket,’ Keira explained. 
   
 Alanna was laughing as she climbed into the passenger side. She was done with today’s lesson. ‘That’s a very laissez-faire approach to things.’ 
   
 ‘Keira Evans’ school of driving,’ Keira told her as she got into the driver’s side. 
   
 ‘I sometimes really envy your approach to life,’ Alanna said as she buckled up.  
   
 ‘Do you?’ Keira asked, surprised. She started the car. 
   
 ‘You’ve got real perspective on the small things,’ Alanna told her.  
   
 ‘I’d like to tell you it’s deliberate, but it’s just the way I am,’ Keira said. 
   
  ‘I’m sure it takes more than that,’ Alanna said with a small sideways glance. 
   
 ‘Yeah, maybe it does,’ Keira admitted, stopping at a light. It felt nice to accept the compliment. It was even nicer to receive it. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 When they arrived home, Keira went for the coffeemaker as ever. By now, she knew precisely how Alanna took hers. She prepared it and passed it to where Alanna sat on the couch, pulling a book from her bag. 
   
 ‘The Compassionate Mind? What’s that?’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna glanced up, accepting the coffee with a smile. ‘It’s about how we’re driven to compete with each other in society, how fear and opposition are natural instincts.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds depressing,’ Keira said. ‘If accurate.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, it’s not. Because it talks about how the human brain also responds very well to kindness when it’s available,’ Alanna explained.  
   
 ‘Does it?’ Keira asked, interested.  
   
 ‘It can increase our courage and resilience, according to the book,’ Alanna explained. 
   
 Keira took that in. ‘Kindness can make you brave?’ 
   
 ‘Essentially.’ 
   
 Keira sat with that for a moment, drinking her coffee. Kindness. She hadn’t seen a ton of it in her life. When she was growing up, it was in short supply, like everything else. It wasn’t a place like they showed on TV sometimes, filled with abuse. It was just that the people who worked there had limits. The home was only really meant to be a stop-gap until you found someone that could give you concentrated parenting. But Keira never made the grade in that department. So she had to fight dozens of other kids for everything… including kindness.  
 So maybe she wasn’t brave. Keira could accept that. She didn’t need to be. Nothing in her life asked for bravery. Certainly not her love life. That side of her life only asked for bravado. Keira had plenty of that. 
   
 Speaking of which, she should probably hit the apps soon. Only, she didn’t have the taste for it just now. Not since the hospital a few weeks ago.  
   
 Alanna had noticed and asked occasionally. Keira always said she was feeling too tired for it. She wondered how long she could make that last. Eventually, she was either gonna have to throw her hat back into the ring or find a convincing way to fake it. But that was sort of crazy, wasn’t it? Having to pretend to have casual sex to put up a front for the woman she’d brought in to make having casual sex easier? What the hell kind of system was that? 
   
 Keira hoped that the easiest thing would happen, and she was just going to wake up one day and find herself over her feelings for Alanna and ready to let her freak flag fly. That would be the best thing. It wasn’t impossible. Keira had googled it. 
   
 There was an abrupt and aggressive knock at the door. Keira and Alanna both jumped in their seats. 
   
 ‘Jesus, did you murder somebody?’ Keira asked Alanna. ‘Because that’s a copper’s knock.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe it’s the Porsche owner?’ Alanna cried.  
   
 Keira gave her a look. ‘It’s not the Porsche owner, you plum.’ She got up and answered the door. ‘Good god, it’s worse!’ she cried.  
   
 ‘That’s a lovely way to answer a door,’ Mrs Lennox said with a cat’s arse pout.  
   
 ‘Mum?’ Alanna said, joining Keira at the door. 
   
 ‘Alanna, thank god, can we have a word in private?’ Mrs Lennox asked her daughter. 
   
 Keira took the hint. ‘Lemme grab my laptop, and I’m out of here.’ 
   
 ‘Thanks, Keira,’ Alanna said as Keira made a swift exit with her laptop. She went down to the parking garage and sat working in her car. She was getting used to sitting there these days. It was beginning to feel comforting hiding there.  
   
 After a while, Keira decided to risk going back up. She opened the door tentatively. Mrs Lennox was gone. Alanna was sitting on the couch, giving the window a thousand-yard stare. 
   
 ‘Everything OK?’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna looked over at her. ‘Umm… I have a favour to ask.’ 
   
 ‘Go ahead.’ 
   
 ‘Hang on, let me rephrase that. I have the world to ask of you, and you’re not gonna like it.’ 
   
 Keira raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’ 
   
 Alanna took a deep breath. ‘My mum needs to stay with us.’ 






Twenty-Three

   
   
 ‘Well, what’s up?’ Alanna asked her mother. She hadn’t seen her since the anniversary party. No communication whatsoever. It had been very restful. But now her mother was in her space with a face like thunder. All peace had run away screaming, along with Keira. 
   
 Her mother walked into the flat without being invited and sat down on the couch. She frowned and pulled out Alanna’s book from under her bum. She looked at the title with a light sneer and said, in a quietly demanding tone, ‘Do you have a spare room?’ 
   
 Fear shot through Alanna’s heart. ‘Why?’ 
   
 ‘Because I have to move out for a bit. Ed is… we’re just taking some space.’ 
   
 ‘He kicked you out?’ 
   
 ‘It was mutual.’ 
   
 Alanna chose not to laugh at that obvious lie. ‘So why aren’t you going to a hotel?’ 
   
 Her mother ground her teeth. ‘I’ve been… I need to be on a budget for the moment. Until we can get some things sorted out.’ 
   
 Alanna narrowed her eyes. ‘Mum, what’s going on. Just spit it out.’ 
   
 She examined her fingernails. ‘I made a few errors, financially.’ 
   
 ‘Like what?’ Alanna pressed. This was worse than trying to crowbar info out of her clients. But Alanna knew that something had gone enormously wrong for her mother to have come here with her version of her cap in her hand.   
   
 ‘I gave some money to… a friend.’ 
   
 Alanna raised her eyebrow. ‘What friend?’ 
   
 ‘Just a friend. And well, it didn’t work out. So now Ed is rather… It was a few things. Your behaviour at the party didn’t help!’ 
   
 Alanna was incensed. ‘What the hell did I do?’ 
   
 ‘You made the whole thing about you. You and Keira.’ 
   
 ‘You mean her asthma attack?’ Alanna asked disbelievingly.  
   
 ‘Oh, come on. That was all a bit much, wasn’t it?’ 
   
 Alanna couldn’t answer that. Her jaw was too wide open to form words.  
   
 ‘Anyway, I need a room—for a few days. It’s the least you can do,’ her mother told her with finality, as though it concluded things.  
   
 Far from it. The least Alanna could do was nothing. She was incredibly tempted to do just that. ‘Mum…’ She began. 
   
 Her mother, sensing her arrogant request was about to be denied, switched tactics. ‘I can’t go anywhere else, Alanna. Please. I just need a couple of days,’ she said, letting a little desperation into her tone. 
   
 ‘I can’t do that. This is Keira’s place too.’ 
   
 ‘Then ask her for me.’ 
   
 ‘You’ve been nothing but rude to her. Why would she ever say yes?’ 
   
 Her mother’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that the reason you don’t want to ask? Is it difficult? Are you having problems? Because I can imagine the bloom is coming off the rose about now.’ 
   
 Alanna gritted her teeth. ‘We’re fine.’ 
   
 ‘Great. So you can talk to her. I mean, you’re not gonna let your mother become homeless, are you?’ 
   
 ‘Why can’t you go to your friends?’ Alanna asked reasonably.  
   
 ‘Because they don’t know about everything. Things are stressful enough as it is without all that.’ 
   
 ‘All what?’ 
   
 ‘Judgement.’ 
   
 Alanna allowed herself a small laugh about that.  
   
 ‘What’s so funny?’ her mother frowned.  
   
 ‘Nothing, Mum.’ Alanna thought it over. Her mother had housed her from years zero to eighteen. So even if she was a difficult woman, Alanna felt she had some obligation to see if she could help. But the final word had to be Keira’s. This was more her place than Alanna’s. She thought Keira would probably say no, which was fair enough. ‘Look, I’ll talk to Keira. But if she says no, there’ll be nothing I can do. Alright?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I just hope you two have as strong a relationship as you claim,’ her mother said snottily.  
   
 ‘You’re gonna go there right now? Really?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I’ll be gone in two days. I just need to let the dust settle,’ her mother frowned. 
   
 ‘Yeah, and I’m gonna have some questions about exactly what dust needs to settle.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not one of your
people, Alanna,’ her mother said. ‘You can’t strain me like a tea bag and squeeze out made-up problems.’ 
   
 Alanna looked her up and down. ‘Oh yes, I can see you’re completely issue-free.’ 
   
 Her mother rolled her eyes and stood. ‘Right, I need the bathroom, if you don’t mind.’ 
   
 She swept off. Keira walked in a moment later. ‘Everything OK?’ she asked. 
   
 Alanna didn’t have long because her mother would be back out in a minute. They had to talk fast. ‘Umm… I have a favour to ask.’ 
   
 ‘Go ahead.’ 
   
 ‘Hang on, let me rephrase that. I have the world to ask of you, and you’re not gonna like it.’ 
   
 Keira raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’ 
   
 Alanna took a deep breath. ‘My mum needs to stay with us.’ 
   
 Keira let out a moan. ‘Why?’ 
   
 ‘She and Ed have had some kind of bust-up, and she also appears to be broke. She’s being very cagey about all of it. It’s a lot to ask, I know that. If you want to say no, I’m not going to push.’ 
   
 Keira blew out the kind of sigh people do before they say yes to something they really don’t want to say yes to. ‘Where’s she gonna stay?’ 
   
 Alanna hadn’t thought about that. ‘Well, I…’ 
   
 Her mother came back out and looked between Alanna and Keira. ‘So?’ 
   
 Keira looked at her. ‘How long?’ 
   
 ‘A couple of days.’ 
   
 Keira looked at the floor. ‘Fine.’ 
   
 Her mother smiled, satisfied. ‘You seem to have a spare room.’ 
   
 ‘It’s my study,’ Keira said quickly. 
   
 ‘I just had a look in there. It’s got a double bed.’ 
   
 Alanna could have cheerfully slapped her mother. ‘Already making yourself comfortable I see.’ 
   
 ‘I had to check the facilities!’ her mother said. 
   
 ‘I hadn’t said yes yet,’ Keira told her. 
   
 ‘Well, you have now, so can I sleep in there or not?’ 
   
 Alanna looked at Keira, and they both realised what this meant. Unless Alanna confessed to their fake relationship, they were going to have to share a bed.  
   
 She almost did it, there and then. Because trying to imagine sleeping in the same bed as Keira terrified the life out of her. All she had to do was confess and she would be free to sleep on the sofa. The whole charade would be done. ‘Mum…’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, fine. Take the second room,’ Keira said, rolling her eyes.  
   
 ‘Great. I’ll fetch my case from the car,’ she said and then didn’t move. She looked at Alanna. ‘Unless you’d like to get it for me?’ 
   
 Alanna looked at her mother. ‘I’d love nothing more.’ She accepted the proffered keys and headed down to the street to find her mother’s Benz. When she got back, her mother was looking through the kitchen cupboards while Keira watched, aghast. 
   
 ‘Mum, seriously,’ Alanna said. ‘What the hell are you doing now?’ 
   
 ‘I’m just checking what I need.’ 
   
 ‘Apparently, my coffee isn’t fancy enough. I think she wants the kind the monkey’s shit out.’ 
   
 Alanna’s mother turned. ‘I simply said that I wanted Italian rather than Viennese beans. Nobody said anything about monkey faeces.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, I thought I was a snob about coffee, but you, Mrs Lennox, are something else,’ Keira said. 
   
 ‘Call her Sandra since she’s living under your roof,’ Alanna told her.  
   
 Her mother turned. ‘That’s not for you to say.’ 
   
 Alanna raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? You want her to continue to call you a title, do you? She’s being kind enough to give you a roof over your head and you want her to continue to call you Mrs Lennox?’ 
   
 Her mother sighed and looked from Alanna to Keira. She knew she was trapped. ‘Please, call me Sandra from now on,’ she said with resentment. 
   
 ‘Alright, Sandra. You ever go by Sandy?’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna pig-snort laughed. ‘Wow. I haven’t heard anyone call you that for a long time, Mum.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve never gone by Sandy,’ her mother said, eyes ablaze.  
   
 ‘Back in the day, I think Dad used to call you that.’ 
   
 Her mother faltered. ‘I don’t remember that.’ 
   
 Alanna examined her mother. She looked flushed and embarrassed. ‘Well. I do.’ 
   
 ‘If you say so,’ her mother said dismissively.  
   
 It was always like this when anyone referred to Alanna’s dad. Alanna had the distinct impression she was embarrassed that there was anyone left alive who knew she’d once been married to a plumber, so she always pretended not to recall anything specific about him. That enraged Alanna. Her dad didn’t deserve to be forgotten like this.  
   
 ‘Look, it’s been a long day. I need a bath if no one minds,’ her mother said, and she didn’t wait to see what anyone thought about it. She just swept off with her case. 
   
 Keira put her hands on her hips. ‘That woman is a lot.’ 
   
 ‘I know,’ Alanna nodded. ‘Believe me.’ 
   
 Keira lowered her voice. ‘Umm, we have a slight problem, though.’ 
   
 Alanna knew right away what she meant. But she didn’t know how to address it. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, her voice feeling high and silly. 
   
 ‘Well, you’re gonna have to kip in my room tonight, aren’t you?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, umm… I could sleep on the floor?’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t make you do that. I’d do that if we needed to.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t be absurd. It’s my bloody mother that’s causing the issue. Any problems stemming from this whole situation should fall on my shoulders.’ 
   
 Keira sighed. ‘We’ll figure something out.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘OK,’ she said like it was no big deal. But the situation felt fraught with anxiety. 






Twenty-Four

   
   
 Keira had her back to Alanna while they awkwardly got dressed in their PJs. A lot of the time, Keira slept naked. But not tonight. She was wearing an old T-shirt and her knickers. ‘You decent?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Yep. You?’ 
   
 ‘I’m done.’ 
   
 They turned. Alanna was in a large T-shirt and a pair of loose joggers. It was odd that she was so covered up for bed. The weather was rather warm.  
   
 ‘So I’m taking the floor,’ Alanna said. It wasn’t a question.  
   
 ‘Alanna…’ 
   
 ‘Shush. I’m doing it.’ 
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘Alright. But I don’t have an extra duvet.’ 
   
 ‘Is that a throw on the end of your bed? That’ll do,’ Alanna said.  
   
 Keira tossed it to her, along with a pillow. Alanna set herself up on the floor next to the bed. Keira watched her, frowning. This felt odd. But in a way, she was relieved. She wasn’t sure she could cope with the heat of Alanna’s body so close in the dark. She might have another asthma attack.  
   
 Alanna got herself settled on the floor. ‘OK, night.’ 
   
 ‘Night,’ Keira said, climbing into bed. ‘Can I turn off my lamp?’ 
   
 ‘Go for it.’ 
   
 Keira plunged the room into darkness and settled herself. She thought about the uncomfortable evening she’d just had. She and Alanna sat on the sofa with the TV on while Sandra sat hunched in an armchair, occasionally running off to ‘her’ room to make mysterious phone calls. Every time she vanished, Alanna and Keira posited a fresh theory about who she was talking to. It ranged from the obvious (‘she’s begging Ed to take her back’) to the ridiculous (‘she’s part of MI5 and she was asked to take out the Queen, but she refused the mission, and now she’s on their hit list, so she’s arranging a new identity’), and it had amused them somewhat.  
   
 But Keira worried that Alanna was just making jokes to deal with real stress. Back under a roof with her mother? Alanna hadn’t said a ton about it, but Keira was well aware that childhood had been a tough time for her, living with that woman and losing her dad. Keira hadn’t had a nice childhood, but she wouldn’t have swapped it with Alanna’s, all the same. Bad was bad. Now that badness had forced itself into Alanna’s home. It had to be hard on her. 
   
 Keira listened to Alanna tossing and turning on the floor for a few minutes, trying to get comfortable. It was driving Keira a bit mad listening to it. ‘Alanna, for the love of God, would you please just get in here?’ 
   
 There was a pause. ‘I don’t…’ 
   
 ‘Just do it. I can’t listen to you turning yourself like a goddamn rotisserie chicken anymore,’ Keira complained. She was putting aside her feelings, tiredness taking over. She needed sleep. 
   
 After a while, there was a shuffle, and then the blanket lifted, and Alanna slipped in quietly. Keira felt abruptly electrified at the closeness. But she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to ignore it. She waited for the inky black fingers of unconsciousness to end this crappy day.  
   
 Only it didn’t happen. Because every time she heard the faintest little sound coming from the other side of the bed, Keira was hyperaware of it. It was like when she spotted a spider in the bathroom with her. Fear made its every movement enormous.  
   
 But she was just gonna have to suck it up and deal. It was just Alanna. Her friend. Her very good friend. The only person she could rely on. 
   
 Oh, goddamn, why were these thoughts making it worse? Love was so stupid. No, hold on, a crush. That’s the terminology she was comfortable with. There was no love here. She didn’t believe in it.  
   
 Not that there wasn’t some kind of affection between them. There was closeness and care here. Matter of fact, Alanna didn’t know how not to care about people. Even her horrible mother received it. Alanna was able to love people, and that was proof that it existed in some form.  
   
 But could something like that rub off? Had Keira exposed herself, gotten a dose of attachment? She didn’t understand any of this. She’d thought about herself in a certain way for a long time, and that way was very comfortable. But this stuff firing around her body and her mind about Alanna? That wasn’t comfortable at all. It was terrifying.  
   
 What terrified her at this very moment was that Keira wanted Alanna. And she was so close. So damn close. Yet somehow, she was a million miles away. 
   
 There was a little snore. Alanna was out. That eased Keira’s mind somehow. Alanna had gotten comfy and fallen asleep. So Keira would do the same. It was OK. It would all be over soon. Another night after this and Sandra would be eighty-sixed. They could go back to keeping a wall between them. Keira prayed that then this would pass. That she could go back to being who she’d always been. Keira Evans. Alone.  
   
 Alanna snored again. Keira smiled to herself at the sound and fell asleep. 






Twenty-Five

   
   
 Alanna woke up and rolled over. She felt her hand touch something. A human body part. Her eyes flew open when she realised what it was. Before she could react, Keira sat up quickly as though woken by the contact.  
   
 ‘Alanna, did you just touch my…’ 
   
 Alanna leapt out of bed. ‘I’m so sorry. It was an accident. I wasn’t trying to… Oh shit. Do you want to call the police? Do you feel violated?’ 
   
 Keira started laughing, but there was nervousness in it. ‘Goddamn, woman. Calm down. It was an accident. I presume you were asleep.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, I just woke up and then I kind of reached out… I think I forgot where I was. I was looking for my phone.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not what I call it,’ Keira said. She got up and put on her robe.  
   
 ‘Seriously, are you trying to make this funny because you’re actually horrified because I touched… Little Keira.’  
   
 ‘It’s fine, OK. Just calm down.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry, did you just say Little Keira?’ 
   
 Alanna looked away, embarrassed.  
   
 ‘Jesus Christ, what a start to the day. Who needs coffee when your flatmate can just grab your vagina, eh?’ 
   
 Alanna was mortified. ‘I’m gonna get in the shower. You can think about whether you want to press charges.’ 
   
 Keira was bug-eyed. ‘Alanna, for someone who works in mental health, you’re fucking mental, you know that? I’m not calling the… This is ridiculous. You didn’t take my precious flower or whatever. Just calm down, would you? It’s not a big deal.’ She sounded a little angry, though. 
   
 Alanna left the bedroom, her face burning with shame. She almost walked into her mother. Sandra was on the phone again. She cancelled the call the second she saw Alanna. Alanna frowned at her mother. ‘Mum, who are you on the phone to?’ 
   
 Her mother’s face darkened. ‘Nobody. Don’t you have work to go to?’ 
   
 ‘I do, as a matter of fact,’ Alanna said, stepping past her mother and heading into the bathroom.  
   
 What the hell was that woman up to? Alanna wasn’t completely sure she wanted to know the details. Her mother’s upper-crust façade was running smack into reality, and it was quite an uncomfortable thing to witness. Once, Alanna might have been curious to see what was under the Chanel and Prada. But she’d given up on knowing her mother a long time ago. What they were to each other could not be fixed.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘I didn’t even ask her to do anything, and she’s screaming at me, like some kind of crazy person,’ Mandy said.  
   
 ‘You didn’t ask her to do anything?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘No!’ 
   
 ‘Did you maybe ask her to not do something?’ Alanna asked.  
   
 ‘What the bloody hell does that mean?’ 
   
 ‘Well, what stood out to me from that story is that she was wearing a short-sleeve T-shirt, and when you found out your sister was coming to visit unexpectedly, you asked her to wear long sleeves.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, so what?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I guess I’d like to know why you did that?’ 
   
 Mandy rolled her eyes. ‘What difference does it make? I asked her to change her top to something a bit nicer.’ 
   
 Alanna paused. ‘But you’ve mentioned in passing that your daughter had issues. With self-harm.’ 
   
 Mandy blinked. ‘Oh, I bet you think you’re clever, don’t you? So what if I don’t want the world to see my daughter’s scars? What’s wrong with that?’ Alanna could see Mandy was about to go off. She sat back and waited. She didn’t have to wait long. ‘You know what your fucking problem is? You’re a know-it-all.’ 
   
 ‘Am I?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Yes. You haven’t helped me at all with my husband.’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t feel that was fair. Mandy had come to see her originally because her husband was having an affair and Mandy didn’t know what to do about it and needed an ear to talk it all through. But Mandy’s problem was that she did know. She was just too frightened to do it. And today, she didn’t want to talk about her husband. Instead, she’d come in with a bee in her bonnet about her teenage daughter’s ‘Unnecessary tantrum.’ 
   
 ‘Mandy…’ 
   
 ‘No, fuck this. I knew this was pointless.’ Mandy stood up. ‘Don’t expect to see me next week.’ She walked out. 
   
 Alanna was left alone with her failure. She’d laid it out too clearly for a person who wasn’t ready to see certain things. Maybe she was a know-it-all. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘So the session didn’t go well?’ her own therapist, James, asked later that day. She had to get forty hours of personal therapy with him as part of her accreditation.  
   
 ‘It went shit, James,’ Alanna told him. ‘If I’d tread a bit lighter, I might have been able to help her. And who knows what will happen to her now.’ 
   
 ‘You know you can’t take responsibility for a client’s unwillingness to engage with the process, don’t you?’ James asked.  
   
 ‘I know that. But I can take some. I should take some.’ 
   
 ‘Of course you should. But I’m not convinced that this client was there for the right reasons.’ 
   
 Alanna sighed and slumped down. ‘You weren’t there, James.’ 
   
 ‘No, I wasn’t. You were. How would you perceive her commitment?’ he asked, as though he already knew the answer.  
   
 Alanna nearly did a Mandy there and then, calling him a know-it-all and walking out. Instead, she took a deep breath. ‘OK, fine. Maybe she couldn’t engage. But I have plenty of clients who come in without knowing what’s going to be asked of them. I can still get them there.’ 
   
 ‘Is this the first time a client has walked out on you, mid-session?’ 
   
 Alanna thought. ‘Yes. A few have threatened, but they never actually made it out of the door.’ 
   
 James looked surprised. ‘Seriously? The first time? And you’re in your third year? When I trained, it happened to me a few times in the first year alone.’ 
   
 That surprised Alanna. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘Speak to other counsellors, and I guarantee they’ll tell you the same. You did well to get this far without experiencing it. You’re being far too hard on yourself.’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t say anything to that. 
   
 James sat back and laced his fingers together. ‘Does this have anything to do with your mother staying with you?’ 
   
 Alanna gave James a hard look. ‘I feel like you’re making me understand why people hate counsellors right now.’ 
   
 He laughed, unbothered. ‘You’d say the same if you were sat here. I know you would.’ 
   
 ‘Fine. Yes. I would. Do you want to talk about my mother?’ she asked him. 
   
 ‘Do you want to talk about your mother?’ he asked—the bastard. 
   
 ‘Not especially.’ 
   
 ‘What about Keira?’ 
   
 Alanna was startled to hear her name. ‘What about her?’ 
   
 ‘How is it, living with your mother and Keira?’ 
   
 Alanna frowned. ‘Weird. I grabbed her genitals this morning.’ 
   
 His eyes widened. ‘Your mother?!’ 
   
 ‘No, Keira.’ 
   
 James paused. ‘Can you give me some context?’ 
   
 ‘I have to share a bedroom with her at the moment, and this morning, there was an accident.’ 
   
 ‘Because your mother still thinks you’re in a relationship?’ 
   
 ‘Don’t say it like that.’ 
   
 ‘Like what?’ 
   
 ‘Like you’re saying it. I don’t care what my mother thinks. I just want her off my back. Keira is very good at providing a buffer.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I get that impression. But why keep up the lie? Your mother is not in a position to judge you now.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed. ‘You don’t know Sandra Lennox. She could fall in horse shit and judge its ability to grow a rose.’ 
   
 ‘Is that what it’s really about? Keeping your mother off your back?’ 
   
 ‘What else?’ 
   
 ‘Perhaps the opportunity to have this closeness with Keira, even if it’s not real, is something you didn’t want to turn down.’ 
   
 Alanna gave him a hard look. ‘As a matter of fact, James, I was gonna admit it all when my mother started talking about taking the spare room. But then Keira jumped in and said she could have it.’ 
   
 ‘She kept up the lie. Not you?’ 
   
 ‘Right.’ 
   
 ‘Presumably, because that’s what she thought you would want her to do?’ James posited.  
   
 ‘Presumably, yes.’ 
   
 ‘Or…’ James let the sentence hang in the air. 
   
 ‘For god’s sakes, or what?’ 
   
 ‘Is it possible she wanted that opportunity, too? For closeness?’ 
   
 Alanna blinked. ‘No, that’s not possible. She probably didn’t want to give my mother the satisfaction of being right.’ 
   
 James mulled that over. ‘Or…’ 
   
 ‘James, if you do that again, I swear I’m just gonna leave and kiss this hour goodbye.’ 
   
 James smiled. ‘Look, I don’t know Keira—obviously. But has it occurred to you that you’re not the only one in this situation that might have developed romantic feelings?’ 
   
 Alanna had a good laugh about that. ‘No, James,’ she sputtered out between guffaws, ‘It had not.’ 
   
  ‘Why?’ 
   
 ‘I told you. She’s made it clear that’s not her cup of tea. She might be aromantic, for all I know.’ 
   
 ‘Did she say she was aromantic?’ 
   
 ‘Not as such,’ Alanna admitted.  
   
 ‘And she’s not asexual?’ 
   
 Alanna laughed again. ‘Definitely not. But what does that have to do with anything? Not all aromantics are asexual. And vice versa.’ 
   
 ‘True. But I guess what I want to ask is if you think it’s a choice she’s made or if it’s simply her nature.’ 
   
 ‘That’s very dodgy territory you’re in right now,’ Alanna told him. 
   
 ‘How so?’ 
   
 ‘Because it’s not for me to say. It’s not for anyone to say. Except her.’ 
   
 ‘That’s true, Alanna. You’re absolutely right. We can’t sit here and make decisions about who she is.’ 
   
 ‘No, we can’t.’ 
   
 ‘It’s almost as if it requires communication to find out.’ 
   
 Alanna glared at him. ‘I told you, I can’t do that.’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘Because she told me never to try to… how did she put it? Head-shrink her.’ 
   
 ‘But this isn’t about your job. It’s about your feelings. It’s about finding out if there’s any possibility that she wants exactly what you want.’ 
   
 ‘She’s sensitive. More than she wants to admit. When we talked about her childhood, she almost died. That’s not an exaggeration.’ 
   
 James sighed. ‘You don’t think she can handle the conversation? Or you can’t?’ 
   
 Alanna groaned at the ceiling. ‘Mandy’s right. We are bloody know-it-alls.’ 
   
 James smiled at her. ‘Maybe we are.’ 
   
 ‘We are. And it’s no good at all. Because now, you’re telling me I have to admit how I feel. And I’ve got to do it because it’s growth, and if I don’t, I’m full of shit every time I push anyone in that direction.’ 
   
 ‘This is why we do mandatory personal therapy. So you know exactly how it feels to sit in the other chair.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know, alright?’ Alanna said. She hated James so much. 






Twenty-Six

   
   
 Keira was staring out of the window down at the street. She was frozen in place, unable to turn around. She wasn’t sure what the hell to do. She’d just walked in on Sandra in the shower. The woman had just about screamed the building down. This flat was officially too damn small. People kept accidentally seeing and touching stuff they weren’t supposed to see or touch.  
   
 There was a small cough from behind her. Keira turned slowly. ‘I didn’t see anything, I swear!’ But when she turned, it was Alanna. ‘What?’ 
   
 Keira was deeply relieved to see her. ‘Thank god you’re home. You need to talk to your mum.’ 
   
 ‘What about?’ 
   
 ‘For a kick-off, she needs to learn how to use a lock.’ 
   
 Alanna’s face dropped. ‘Oh no. What happened?’ 
   
 ‘I’d drunk two coffees and a cola; I was busting. And I had my headphones on. And I guess I forgot your mum was here…’ 
   
 Alanna closed her eyes and shuddered. 
   
 ‘Look, just go and check it out with her. Tell her I wasn’t trying to walk in on her,’ Keira begged. 
   
 ‘She probably knows that.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think she does. She called me a pervert.’ 
   
 Alanna seemed appalled. ‘I’m sorry about that.’ 
   
 ‘She was just shocked. But can you just check in with her? I don’t think I can face her until I know it’s all sorted.’ 
   
 ‘Sure. Where is she?’ 
   
 ‘I think she’s in your… in the study…’ Keira said, rolling her eyes. 
   
 Alanna left and came back a moment later. ‘She’s not there. I think she’s out.’ 
   
 ‘Oh.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe she’s with Ed, sorting things out. Maybe you seeing her tits was the last straw, and she’s gone to beg him for a second chance,’ Alanna said, snorting. 
   
 ‘I saw nothing,’ Keira said emphatically. ‘It was all steam. You have to believe me.’ 
   
 ‘I’m just messing.’ Alanna’s smile faded. ‘Look, while we’ve got a moment, I need to… Can I talk to you about something?’ Alanna asked, suddenly serious.  
   
 ‘OK…’ Keira said nervously. She wondered if she was about to get a fake divorce. Maybe Alanna was ready to move on from the arrangement? Maybe she was getting her own place? 
   
 The thought of Alanna leaving made Keira want to throw up. She was shocked by that gut reaction. 
   
 ‘Great. Ummm. The thing is—’ Alanna began. 
   
 There was a loud rap on the front door. ‘Hold that thought.’ Keira went to the door to find Ed looking anxious and forlorn.  
   
 ‘Keira, hello. I’m so sorry to impose on you like this. I was just…’ 
   
 ‘Ed, hi!’ said Keira. She was sort of glad to see him again. And she was grateful for the interruption. If Alanna was leaving, Keira wanted to keep that moment as far in the future as she could. Even if only an hour.  
   
 Right then was the moment. She knew.  
   
 This feeling would not simply go away in a week or two. The possibility that Alanna might leave was so utterly unbearable to her. It had brought the miserable truth into sharp focus.  
   
 It was love, and Keira was neck-deep in it. 
   
 ‘Is your mother here? There’s something I need to say to her,’ Ed asked. 
   
 ‘No. We thought she might be with you?’ Keira said, putting aside all shock realisations for the time being. 
   
 ‘No. No. If she’s not here, she’s probably at the bank,’ Ed said sadly. 
   
 ‘Why would she be at the bank?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Trying to get them to…’ Ed paused. ‘Did she tell you what happened?’ 
   
 ‘No,’ Alanna said. ‘My mother’s being secretive about everything. As ever.’ 
   
 He looked at them. ‘I suppose I don’t have to protect her anymore, considering what she’s done. She got scammed.’ 
   
 Alanna and Keira swapped a look. ‘Scammed?’ Keira repeated.  
   
 ‘She met a man on the internet. He told her he was a retired astronaut living in Florida. She was leaving me for him.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, Ed,’ Keira exclaimed. ‘A bloody astronaut?’ 
   
 ‘It would have been bad enough if he’d actually existed. But of course, he didn’t. He conned her out of sixty grand. Told her he was going to build her a new house, a mansion, but that the plot of land he wanted to build on was up for sale now and his money was tied up in investments. She believed it.’ 
   
 ‘She can’t have been that stupid!’ Keira cried. 
   
 Alanna looked at her. ‘My mother has never been able to see the forest for the trees. I’m less surprised by this than I probably should be.’ She looked at Ed. ‘How did you find out?’ 
   
 ‘Well, after she took the money from the account, I think she thought she’d just leave without having to talk to me. But of course, communication went dead silent with the man after that and she was, er, I suppose she was stuck—with me. It didn’t take me long to find out the money was gone. She tried to make up a lie about investments to cover, but as soon as I started asking questions, the whole thing fell apart. I got the details out of her bit by bit.’ 
   
 ‘You’re getting a divorce, I take it?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I have to, don’t I? I can’t trust her anymore. I don’t know why I thought I was going to be different from the other husbands. I guess we both got conned.’ He put his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor.  
   
 ‘Christ, Ed,’ Keira said. She went over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. Her pity for him was enormous. ‘You’re not the idiot here. She is.’ 
   
 Ed smiled sadly. ‘That’s very nice of you to say, Keira. But I don’t think it’s true. I loved her and I couldn’t hang on to her, that’s all. Otherwise, how would she have been tricked? She didn’t have what she needed from me, so she was willing to believe a lie to get it.’ 
   
 ‘Ed, Ed…’ Alanna groaned. ‘She’s always been like this. It’s not about you. It’s always about something in her that needs to clamber over other people's backs to achieve some imaginary status. But the truth is, she’s just a miserable little woman who’ll never be happy because she doesn’t know how to be. Don’t believe whatever’s inside you that keeps telling you that’s all you deserve.’ 
   
 Keira looked at her and back to Ed. She wanted to say something. Something comforting. ‘Love’s a fucking vampire. Drains you dry,’ she said, which didn’t sound that great. But what she wanted to add to the sentiment was that it only applied to the wrong women. Because Keira thought that if she could have gotten Alanna to love her, it wouldn’t have been like that. She didn’t know how she knew that. There was no reason she should have. But she did. It was a shame Keira wouldn’t know what to do with that kind of love if she had it. She’d just fuck it up. 
   
 But she never got to the encouraging part of her homily because the front door opened, and Sandra was back. ‘Ed!’ she cried desperately.  
   
 Ed looked at her. ‘I just came to tell you I’ve been in contact with my solicitor. I’ve begun proceedings. I thought you deserved to hear that in person.’ 
   
 Sandra’s face fell. Then she looked at Alanna and Keira. ‘Could we have some priv-’ 
   
 ‘They know everything,’ Ed told her shortly.  
   
 Sandra’s eyes bulged. ‘I don’t think it’s fair to talk behind my back like that.’ 
   
 Ed looked at her. ‘Oh? You don’t want people sneaking around behind your back?’ His face creased into rage. ‘The nerve!’ 
   
 Sandra looked shocked. ‘Ed, don’t raise your voice to me.’ 
   
 Ed laughed mirthlessly. ‘I’ve spent the last few years tiptoeing around you. But now, I’ll do what I want. You, you bloody… vampire!’ 
   
 ‘What on earth does that mean?’ Sandra asked. 
   
 Keira looked at Alanna, and they silently agreed that they would give them that privacy after all. They fled the flat, putting the yelling that was now going on behind a closed door.  
   
 But in the hall, the drama didn’t diminish. Benjamin was coming out of the elevator. It was the first time Keira had seen him since she’d outed him as a furry at the anniversary party. He beamed at them. ‘Hi, guys!’ 
   
 Keira and Alanna looked at him, both baffled at his chipper tone. ‘Hi, Benjamin,’ Alanna greeted him. 
   
 Benjamin passed them and, in a further confusing move, knocked on his own door. Alanna and Keira both turned to look in confusion. The door opened, and someone grabbed him by the collar and dragged him forward, meeting him for a kiss. Keira’s eyes popped when she got a good look at the snogger. ‘Kelly!?’ 
   
 Kelly broke the make-out and turned. ‘Oh.’ She gave a finger waggle wave and smiled lightly. ‘Hi, Keira. Alanna. How’s life treating ya?’ 
   
 For about the fifth time that afternoon, Keira and Alanna looked at each other to confirm that the other was seeing what they were seeing. They turned back to the pair. ‘Umm, what’s…’ Alanna said.  
   
 ‘Oh, I brought him a delivery…’ Kelly began. 
   
 ‘I recognised her from that time with the window,’ Benjamin completed with a grin. 
   
 ‘So we got to talking, and well, one thing led to another,’ Kelly shrugged.  
   
 ‘I thought she was gorgeous, so I asked her to go for a drink,’ Benjamin said. 
   
 ‘He promised I could pump him for information about you two so I could destroy your relationship,’ Kelly added casually. ‘And we ended up doing another kind of pumping altogether.’ 
   
 Keira tasted bile.  
   
 ‘We’re in love now,’ Benjamin added for full clarity. ‘She moved in yesterday.’ 
   
 Keira smiled and nodded like that was all to be expected. ‘Well, that’s, err, fucking demented. But good luck to you both, I guess?’ 
   
 ‘Thanks, guys,’ Kelly grinned.  
   
 ‘Yeah,’ Alanna said, visibly confused. ‘I hope you guys make it work.’ 
   
 ‘We will,’ Benjamin said. ‘Hope it works out for you too, Alanna. I really do.’ 
   
 Kelly looked them up and down and added smugly. ‘Yeah. But if it doesn’t work out for you, you know, what with everything, don’t feel bad. Not everyone has what we have.’ 
   
 Alanna raised an eyebrow at that. ‘Interlocking emotional issues?’  
   
 Kelly and Benjamin looked at each other and smiled in a sick-making fashion. ‘Call it what you want. But it works,’ Benjamin said. They went in and shut the door behind them.  
   
 Keira turned to Alanna. ‘Wow.’ 
   
 She was snorting with laughter. ‘Yeah. Wow.’ 
   
 They went into the elevator. ‘Where are we going?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘I don’t know. I never know,’ Keira said, flummoxed. She punched the button for the main floor. ‘We could get some coffee on the corner?’ 
   
 ‘It’s not as good as yours,’ Alanna said. 
   
 Keira had to smile. ‘Damn straight. But it’s not in this building full of lunatics, so I’ll suck back the swill.’ 
   
 The elevator moved off. Keira, her stomach churning, remembered what had conveniently been forgotten for a few minutes. She decided to brave it since she didn’t have much choice. ‘Did you say something about… There was something you wanted to talk to me about?’  
   
 ‘Oh,’ Alanna said, clearing her throat. ‘No, I was just… I was thinking about switching our internet provider. I think we’re getting screwed.’ 
   
 Keira felt two tons of panic slide off her back. ‘Oh. Yeah, sure.’ She laughed. ‘We’re definitely getting screwed. I just never had the energy to deal with it. Feel free.’ 
   
 Alanna smiled. ‘Great. I’ll get on that.’ 
   
 It was OK. Keira had more time. She didn’t know what the hell to do with it. But she had it. 
   
 But then she remembered what she also had. Sandra. A dreadful house guest who wasn’t going anywhere any time soon.  
   
 ‘I’ve changed my mind about the coffee shop. I can’t stomach that place. Could we maybe get a beer?’ she asked Alanna. 
   
 ‘Thank god you said it so I didn’t have to,’ Alanna smiled. 






Twenty-Seven

   
   
 Alanna had been so close to saying it. To giving Keira both barrels of gut-busting truth. It was kind of lucky that Ed had appeared, and Keira had said that thing about love being a drain. Alanna didn’t need to say anything now, because she knew where Keira stood. Where she’d always stood, unchanged, uncompromising. And Alanna had found out without having to make herself look silly. Worse, damaging the friendship.  
   
 Keira came back from the bar with two beers. ‘How long do you think we need to stay out?’ 
   
 ‘God knows.’ Alanna paused. ‘But I hope you realise what this means?’ 
   
 ‘Your mother is broke and homeless, and I’m never getting her out of my flat? Yeah, that had occurred to me,’ Keira said with a sigh. She took a pull on her beer. 
   
 ‘I’m so sorry you’ve been put in this position.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not your fault.’ 
   
 ‘It’s definitely my fault. I believed her when she said a night or two.’ Alanna got a steely look in her eye. ‘Well, this can’t work long-term. She’s gonna have to work something out for herself. She can’t just expect to make herself my financial burden now that she’s set fire to her relationship.’ 
   
 ‘So what are you gonna do? Because I can’t see you kicking her out without somewhere to go,’ Keira said. 
   
 Alanna couldn’t see it either. Their relationship had never been something Alanna had received much from. Not comfort, not support, not unconditional love. Still, the woman had nothing. And she was her mother. That kind of relationship wasn’t easy to set aside, even when it was toxic. But she couldn’t make it Keira’s problem because she wasn’t actually her partner. Keira’s tolerance for the situation, while so far gargantuan, had to have a limit. Alanna was in a serious pickle.  
   
 Keira started to laugh. 
   
 ‘I can’t imagine what you’re finding funny right now,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘I was just thinking about Kelly and Benjamin. I can’t believe she’s going to be my neighbour now.’ 
   
 ‘Again, how the hell are you getting any laughs out of that? She’s fixated on you, and now she’s metres away.’ 
   
 ‘She’s moved on,’ Keira shrugged.  
   
 ‘So she says.’ 
   
 Keira seemed unworried. ‘I wish her the best. I do. Shame it’s with your dildo ex. No offence.’  
   
 Alanna smiled. ‘None taken.’ She chewed the situation over. It would have been easy to stress about the circumstances. But Keira wasn’t. So maybe there was nothing to worry about. ‘I guess it’s a relief that they found each other. Hopefully, that means Benjamin will stay out of my way from now on, too.’ 
   
 ‘Your mother’s gonna be gutted. I think she was probably hoping to get you and him going again.’ 
   
 ‘She’s got bigger fish now anyway.’ Alanna shook her head. ‘A fucking astronaut.’ 
   
 ‘Do you think the conman made one up, or do you think she thought it was one of the existing ones? Like Buzz Aldrin or something?’ 
   
 ‘Feel free to ask her. I’m certainly not. She can keep her secrets if they’re all like that. It’s funny. I’ve always known she had issues, but I never thought she was stupid.’ 
   
 ‘As you said, people believe what they want to believe,’ Keira said. 
   
 ‘Like Benjamin and Kelly thinking it could work?’ Alanna asked. 
   
  ‘Yeah. Like them.’ Keira took a thoughtful sip of her beer. 
   
 Alanna thought about that for a moment. For a second, James had her believing there was a chance that her feelings for Keira might be returned. So yes, she could understand how you could fool yourself into believing something. Maybe Alanna had the same kind of stupidity as her mother, though hopefully in smaller doses. Then again, Alanna was probably as close to being with Keira as her mother was to snagging a guy who’d gone to the moon. So perhaps they were peas in an idiotic pod. 
   
 Alanna realised that she and Keira had both sucked those beers down kind of fast. ‘Shall we have another?’ 
   
 ‘It’s either that or risk going home and walking into the middle of astronaut-gate. So yeah, hit me,’ Keira smiled. 
   
 Alanna went to get them. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
             Alanna counted the dead soldiers on the table. They were each four deep. But no one wanted to go home yet.  
   
 ‘So he poured your makeup down the sink?’ Keira asked, shocked.  
   
 ‘He sure did.’ 
   
 ‘Fucking hell. That’s, like, what’s the phrase people always use? Toxic.’ 
   
 ‘It most certainly is,’ Alanna said with a small hiccup. 
   
 Keira laughed at her. ‘You’re cartoon drunk right now.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed back. ‘It feels good to relax. I’ve been tense since my mother knocked on the front door. My shoulders have been around my ears all day.’ 
   
 ‘Tell me about it. After the shower incident, I was grinding my teeth. I haven’t done that since I was a kid,’ Keira said. 
   
 ‘But you had an out, surely. I mean, you could have,’ Alanna pointed out. 
   
 ‘What are you talking about?’ 
   
 ‘You could have just gone out for the evening and hooked up, right? Gone to their place? Broken your rule about second locations.’ 
   
 Keira chewed her lip. ‘I guess.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, when was the last time you brought anyone home?’ Alanna thought about it and she couldn’t recall. 
   
 Keira was quiet for a moment. ‘Last week, wasn’t it? That, err, that girl with the hair?’ 
   
 ‘Her name was Joelle, and it was a pink pompadour. And that was ages ago.’ 
   
 ‘I guess they all blur after a while,’ Keira shrugged. 
   
 ‘Yeah. How did you… I…’ She stopped, realising what her tipsy mind was telling her to ask. ‘Never mind.’ 
   
 ‘No, what?’ Keira pressed. 
   
 ‘It’s too personal.’ 
   
 Keira looked embarrassed. ‘Look, we’re obviously past the point where we don’t ask each other personal questions. I mean, we’re friends now, right?’ 
   
 ‘Of course we are,’ Alanna assured her quickly, pleased. ‘But still, I was going to ask something I’m not sure whether you’d like.’ 
   
 ‘You want to know what I get out of one-night stands, don’t you?’ 
   
 ‘I’m not asking. You told me I couldn’t,’ Alanna said. 
 Keira gave her a lopsided smile, and one of those famous dimples made an appearance. ‘As long as you’re not gonna make a thing of it. I guess I’ve always seen people as mini-mysteries that you unlock. Only no one ever really takes that long to solve.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve never found that to be true, myself.’ 
   
 ‘No, I suppose in your job, you take longer to draw the picture. Because you’re trying to solve their issues, fill in every detail. I don’t want to do that. I just want, you know, an outline. The outline is all I ever need. I get bored after that. It all feels very obvious.’ 
   
 ‘You never see anything that makes you want to take it down to the next level? Fill in some detail? Just in case it’s more complicated than you think it is.’ 
   
 ‘Not usual—’ Keira stopped mid-sentence. ‘No, never. It’s never that complicated.’ 
   
 Alanna tried not to show the disappointment that Keira’s statement inspired. This wasn’t about her, anyway. She was letting that go. This was not about her. ‘OK.’  
   
 ‘That’s it? OK? You’re just gonna accept that?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘I bet you wouldn’t accept it if one of your patients—’ 
   
 ‘We call them clients.’ 
   
 ‘Alright, if one of your clients said what I just said, would you push it then?’ Keira asked. 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘Absolutely.’ 
   
 ‘What would you say?’ 
   
 Alanna looked at her. ‘I thought you didn’t want me to shrink you?’ 
   
 ‘You get a pass. For today only.’ 
   
 ‘You were pretty emphatic about it, Keira,’ Alanna pointed out. 
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘If you don’t want to…’ 
   
 Alanna thought about whether she should say what she wanted to say and concluded that she shouldn’t. And then she said it anyway. ‘I’d say that maybe your need to make other people simple is actually because you need them to be. So that no one can ever hurt you. Because they’re just these two-dimensional jokes to you.’ 
   
 Keira’s eyes bulged. ‘Jesus, Alanna.’ 
   
 Alanna realised what she’d just said was far too much. The booze was lowering her inhibitions. ‘Oh my god, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It was over the line.’ 
   
 Keira looked winded. ‘I mean, I did ask for it.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, but I don’t know if you knew what you were asking for.’ 
   
 Keira didn’t say anything for a moment. ‘Gotta say, it does sound to me like you’re describing a psychopath.’  
   
 Alanna knew she’d taken this too far already. But she wanted Keira to understand the fullness of what she was trying to say. ‘Quite the opposite. I think you might be burdened with an excess of emotion. More than most.’ 
   
 Keira’s brow deepened, and there was no sign of her dimples now. ‘I can’t… I don’t know…’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t want Keira to have to account for herself like this. Keira had been right all along. No good came of bringing her work home. ‘Look, I’m not your counsellor. You don’t have to listen to a word I say. I’d advise that you don’t. As far as you know, I’m fucking terrible at my job.’ 
   
 Keira looked at her seriously. ‘I don’t think you are. And maybe there’s a little bit of truth in what you said.’ She paused. ‘I understand more than you think. Maybe even about you.’ 
   
 ‘I bet you do,’ Alanna said quietly. ‘Because I bet you’re good at your job too.’ Alanna took a pause, feeling overwhelmed. She didn’t understand how they’d ended up here, but it was too much. She decided to lighten things up. ‘Is that why you picked the mystery genre?’ 
   
 ‘You want to know why I write mysteries?’ 
   
 ‘Only if I’m not pushing my luck with all these tricky questions.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not tricky at all. It’s simple. The world doesn’t make a lot of sense. Bad things happen and they happen a lot. We don’t know why half the time, and there’s not much justice. But in my books, I know. I know why someone does a bad thing. And then I make it so karma catches up with them. It’s a just, logical world. It brings me a lot of satisfaction to create it.’ 
   
 ‘That’s a great answer,’ Alanna said. ‘Maybe we should do a trade-off. I get to read one of your books and I put you through a session.’ 
   
 Keira started laughing. 
   
 ‘What’s funny?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Sorry. It’s just that I think you and I have different definitions of the word “Session.”’  
   
 Alanna felt herself blush from the tips of her toes to the roots of her hair. ‘Oh, um…’ 
   
 Keira chuckled. ‘I’ve embarrassed you. I don’t know what the hell made me say that.’ 
   
 Alanna tried to scrape back some dignity. ‘You look kind of embarrassed yourself, actually.’ 
   
 Keira laughed weakly. ‘Me? What would I have to be emb—’ 
   
 Before Keira could finish that sentence off, they realised that a woman was standing next to their table, a tall blonde. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Alanna said, confused. ‘Did you want one of our chairs?’ 
   
 She smiled slyly. ‘Actually, I just wondered if we could… have a chat.’ 
   
 Alanna looked at Keira to see if she was as confused as she was. She didn’t look confused. She looked annoyed.  
   
 The blonde wasn’t waiting for permission to start this chat of hers. ‘So, are you two, er…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘A couple?’ 
   
 Alanna wasn’t sure what to say. She’d been trained to agree to that if asked. Only this wasn’t the usual set of circumstances.  
   
 Luckily, Keira took the lead. ‘Why do you ask?’ she questioned, looking like she knew full well why.  
   
 ‘Because I was just wondering if you’d mind if I joined you. Both,’ the woman said with a knowing smile. Alanna finally understood what was happening. 
   
 Keira laughed. ‘Yeah, we’re just having a quiet drink. Not looking to get involved in a tricycle tonight,’ Keira said casually to the woman. 
   
 ‘Shame,’ the woman said. ‘OK, bye,’ she said, all interest lost as she flitted away. 
   
 ‘Well, that’s a first for me,’ Alanna said.  
   
 ‘What, being offered group sex?’ Keira asked, grinning. 
   
 Alanna rolled her eyes at Keira. ‘I’m sure it happens to you regularly. You probably have ménage à trois once a week.’ 
   
 Keira looked horrified at the thought. ‘God, no. No thanks. Don’t do ‘em.’ 
   
 ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I tried once, years back. Me and two hotties. Can’t remember their names.’ 
   
 Alanna gave her a dry look. ‘Of course not.’ 
   
 ‘Let’s call them One and Two,’ Keira smiled. ‘Anyway, it was before my policy about going to other people’s houses, so it was at One’s house. When we got to the bedroom, Two saw that she had some dorky collection of… fuck, I didn’t even know what it was, some toy thing, it was too niche. I mean, I appreciate that we’re all a dork for something, but these two were dorks in a way that their general appearances hid. They looked like Kardashian wannabees, but they were both secret nerds. So, of course, when they saw that they were both into whatever the hell the thing was, well, they were pretty jazzed. They got chatting and forgot all about me. I let myself out. I don’t think they knew I’d gone.’ 
   
 ‘That’s kind of a romantic story. For them, I mean.’ 
   
 ‘You’re not kidding. I ran into them a few years later. Married now.’ 
   
 Alanna smiled. ‘And to think, if you’d managed to be the meat in that sandwich, they might never have found their future wives.’ 
   
 ‘Hence the policy. Nobody wants to be the obstacle in someone else’s romantic comedy.’  
   
 Alanna snorted. ‘I guess that’s probably how Benjamin and Kelly look at both of us now. Obstacles on their path to romance.’ 
   
 ‘Give it time and that genre’s gonna switch. To horror.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed. ‘I was trying not to say that.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t say that stuff because you’re a good person. I don’t tend to worry about that. So I’ll be horrible for both of us.’ 
   
 Alanna gave Keira a long look. ‘I’m no better than you. I was very snarky about it all, right to their faces.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I guess I feel I’m more selfish than you. On the whole.’ 
   
 ‘You’ve done some very selfless things in the time I’ve known you. I mean, you took my mother in. And you can’t stand her.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t do it for her. I did it because you asked,’ Keira said. Before Alanna could decide what to feel about such a big, bold statement of beautiful emotion—at least it was coming from the usually aloof Keira—Keira said, ‘Maybe we should risk going home now.’  
   
 ‘Oh. OK. I’m gonna pee first then,’ Alanna tried not to feel disappointed as she went to use the facilities. It was only classic Keira. There one minute, gone the next.  






Twenty-Eight

   
   
 Keira was playing a dangerous game here. She kept finding herself tiptoeing up to the line with Alanna. She didn’t mean to. She was never gonna tell her the truth, so it didn’t matter if her stomach did backflips when Alanna looked at her with those intense, dark eyes. Keira wasn’t that person. She couldn’t love anyone beyond its physical definition.  
   
 Only, it hadn’t been that way for a while, had it? She hadn’t slept with anyone in weeks. She didn’t even have that anymore. What the hell had happened to Keira? Who had she become?  
   
 Well, she wasn’t quite ready to give herself up. She was fighting it because she didn’t like this new part of herself. The part of her that was even now waiting for Alanna to come back from the toilet and missing her company already. That part of Keira was truly sickening. But it was oddly strong. And frightening.  
   
 The door of the bathroom opened, and Keira automatically picked up her phone. She didn’t want Alanna to know she was watching for her like some dog waiting for its owner to come home.  
   
 ‘Checking the apps?’ Alanna smiled as she came over, slipping on her jacket.  
   
 Keira put her phone away. ‘Just a quick look. In case of fresh blood.’ 
   
 ‘Anything interesting?’ 
   
 ‘Not today,’ Keira told her. And that wasn’t a lie. She wasn’t interested in anyone that might be on that app. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 They went home and found Sandra in the living room, flicking through a copy of some magazine called Haute Living. ‘What time do you call this?’ she asked as they came in. 
   
 Keira’s eyes nearly rolled clean out of her head. ‘What time do I… What?!’ 
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘Mother, I’m thirty. And this is my place. You can’t pull that one anymore.’ 
   
 Sandra chose not to respond to that. ‘You stink of beer.’ 
   
 Alanna rolled her eyes. ‘I’m going to bed.’ 
   
 She walked out of the room. Keira realised she should probably follow. ‘Night, Sandra.’ 
   
 She walked into the bedroom. Alanna was sat on the edge of her bed. ‘What the hell was that?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘At a guess? She’s embarrassed about all the stuff we know about her and she’s trying to exert some control by relying on the old parent-child dynamic,’ Alanna said casually, slipping off her shoes.  
   
 Keira raised an eyebrow. ‘She knows I’m not her kid, though. Right?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know what her brain is doing right now. I’m trying not to engage with her shit.’ 
   
 Keira felt that anything she could say to that would likely be unhelpful, so she kept her yap shut and began to get undressed. She stopped just short of the underwear stage, but before she could ask for privacy, Alanna said, ‘I’m looking the other way, don’t worry.’ 
   
 Keira didn’t bother to check, trusting Alanna’s word on that. She stripped down and went to her wardrobe to grab a T-shirt. But what she forgot was that her wardrobe had a mirror on the door. As she put her hand on the handle, she glanced into it and accidentally saw Alanna in her bra and panties. She looked away quickly, but it was too late to cancel out what she’d seen. Goddamn, Alanna had a body. This wasn’t big news to Keira. She’d seen her in clothes that rocked her assets before today, so she had some idea of what was underneath. But getting a good look was a different thing. That long hair slipping down her naked back. Keira was gonna have to get ahold of herself. A sight like that could cause a person to lose their mind.  
   
 Keira quickly put her T-shirt on and slipped under the covers, switching off her lamp and saying, ‘G’night!’ and settling herself down. 
   
 ‘Night,’ Alanna said, and Keira felt her slip in beside her. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for darkness to take hold. It came quickly, thanks to the beer. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Keira!’ 
   
 ‘Huh?’ Keira said, looking up. She was sitting in a giant hall with a few dozen other people, all at individual desks. She hadn’t been here a minute ago, but she was quick to accept the new location. 
   
 Standing above her was Sandra. She was handing her a pencil. ‘You forgot this! Can’t take a test without something to write with. Honestly, you kids. You don’t think.’ 
   
 Keira frowned and took the pencil. Sandra walked off back to her desk at the front of the test hall. Keira looked down in front of her. Fucking maths test. It was her worst subject. 
   
 ‘Psst.’ 
   
 Keira turned, and Kelly’s desk was next to hers. She was leaning over. ‘What did you get for question five?’ 
   
 ‘I haven’t even started yet!’ Keira screeched. 
   
 Sandra looked over. ‘Shush!’ 
   
 Kelly tutted and went back to her test. 
   
 Keira looked down at her test. Question number one. If A is love and we subtract B (friendship), what is the product? Divide by abject sorrow and lives ruined.

   
 Keira didn’t know the answer. She didn’t even understand the question. 
   
 ‘Five minutes!’ Sandra called. 
   
 Keira looked up, shocked. ‘What!? The test just started,’ she tried to say. But it came out as a whisper. She needed help, but she didn’t know how the hell she was going to get it. Who could help her? 
   
 She looked around her and saw someone she sort of recognised. Pollyanna? Was that her name? She was reading a magazine, ignoring her test altogether. She couldn’t help.  
   
 At last, Keira spotted Alanna, several desks away. The relief to see her was enormous. She would help. Keira tried to wave at her. But Alanna’s head was down, and she was working hard. She looked confident, scribbling away. Suddenly, Alanna’s desk was right next to Keira’s. She looked over at Keira. ‘This test is like a Fiat Spider,’ she said. ‘Or maybe a Porsche?’ Keira didn’t have a clue what the hell that was supposed to mean, but then Alanna nodded at Keira’s hand. 
   
 Keira looked, and she was holding a calculator. This would help, surely? She stared at her page, and the original problem had turned into baffling numbers, a long stream of them. Keira began to tap the first number on her calculator, but she hit the wrong button. She cleared it and started again. But she couldn’t seem to hit the numbers she wanted. Every time, her fingers jumped and tapped a different button.  
   
 She looked up to ask Alanna how to fix her stupid fingers, but she was gone. 
   
 ‘Time’s up!’ Sandra yelled. ‘Turn in your papers.’ 
   
 Keira examined her completely blank piece of paper. She had failed. Sandra appeared and snatched the paper away. She had a sneering look at it. ‘I guess you can’t go.’ She turned to the room. ‘Everyone else, head out! Your parents are waiting to take you home!’ 
   
 Everyone began to troop out—except for Keira, who was stuck in her chair. But that didn’t matter. No one was waiting for her anyway.  
   
 She saw Alanna at the door. She looked back at Keira with disappointment. ‘Everything’s a joke to you.’ 
   
 ‘No, no,’ Keira said. ‘I was trying.’ But Alanna was already gone. Keira was left with Sandra.  
   
 ‘You don’t even know how to try,’ she said. 
   
 ‘Yeah, well, you tried to fuck a fake astronaut,’ Keira said to her angrily.  
   
 Sandra sighed. ‘That’s not on the test. No wonder you failed.’ 
   
 ‘What was the answer?!’ Keira demanded. 
   
 Kelly, who Keira hadn’t realised was still in the room, suddenly plonked herself on the edge of her desk. She looked down at her. ‘You know the answer. You told me.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Keira said, confused.  
   
 Kelly rolled her eyes. ‘It’s the same answer as it always is, you stupid little orphan.’ 
   
 Kelly got up and walked out. Keira, finally able to get out of her chair, followed her to the door. But the handle was stuck. She banged and screamed at the glass pane. She saw Alanna walking away, almost gone. The hall seemed to stretch for miles, and she was almost a dot. ‘ALANNA—’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Come back!’ Keira screamed as her eyes popped open. She was in her room, and it was morning. It took a while to make sense of that. 
   
 ‘Keira, what’s the matter?!’ Alanna said from beside her. Keira turned, confused to see her. She was gone, wasn’t she? No, she was here. It was just a dream. A very stressful and upsetting dream. She didn’t understand why it had upset her as much as it had. 
   
 ‘Keira! You’re crying!’ 
   
 Keira wiped at her face. There was indeed a tear. ‘Sorry, I’m… I don’t know what the hell’s…’ 
   
 ‘You were having a nightmare. It sounded bad.’ 
   
 ‘I was trying to use a calculator, and it was really hard,’ Keira explained and then paused. ‘It’s worse than it sounds.’ 
   
 Alanna smiled gently. ‘I don’t doubt it. You were flailing around. You said something about trying?’ 
   
 That brought a lot of it back. Not that she would tell Alanna that. She didn’t understand exactly what her dream meant, but she knew it would tell Alanna too much. ‘Yeah, it’s kind of fading now. Not sure what it was about.’ She sniffed.  
   
 ‘You don’t have to tell me,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘I just said, I don’t remember.’ 
   
 ‘OK. Well, I’m awake if you want to talk.’ 
   
 They sat side by side, in awkward silence. Keira didn’t know what to say. She was still freaked out. That dream. She didn’t understand it, and yet she did. Some of it, anyway.  
   
 She suddenly knew what the answer was. 
   
 ‘Alanna?’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ 
   
 Keira forced herself to ask the question as casually as she could, as though she was asking if Alanna fancied a coffee. ‘Just wondering… You wanna have sex?’ 
   
 Keira didn’t think she had ever seen someone look as surprised as Alanna did right then.  
   
 ‘I’m just kind of… I was feeling kind of… I thought we could relieve some stress,’ Keira explained. But she was lying. What she wanted to do, what she needed to do, was force this situation to be simple. If she could get the physical desire out of her system, the rest might follow. This had to be the answer. It had always been the answer.  
   
 Only Alanna didn’t look very pleased with the offer. In fact, she looked angry. Correction, she was fucking outraged. ‘What the hell is the matter with you, Keira?’ Alanna demanded.  
   
 Oh dear. This had been an error. 






Twenty-Nine

   
   
 Alanna couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this angry. And she’d been living with her mother for two days.  
   
 ‘How dare you?’ she demanded of Keira. 
   
 ‘I was just, just, I was only… I was—’ Keira sputtered. 
   
 ‘I thought we were friends!’ Alanna said, jumping out of bed.  
   
 Keira, clutching her duvet, looked small and scared. ‘We are.’ 
   
 ‘Then why would you ever say something like that?!’ 
   
 ‘Well… well…’ Keira stuttered. 
   
 Alanna put her hands on her hips. ‘Explain yourself!’ she cried. She didn’t care how many times her own thoughts had strayed to being physically intimate with Keira, but she didn’t ever want it like this. Keira wanted to use her. Alanna wouldn’t have it. Because she had decided to be content with a friendship with Keira. And Keira didn’t even care enough about that. 
   
 ‘I didn’t mean anything by it!’ Keira managed to eventually say. ‘What the hell are you getting so upset for?’ 
   
 Alanna’s jaw tightened. ‘In case you didn’t know. I mean in case this is something that doesn’t exist as a concept in your world, you don’t… I mean, you shouldn’t use a friend for sex.’ 
   
 Keira frowned. ‘But when you think about it, why not?’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ Alanna repeated, getting ready to rip into Keira. Only, she couldn’t explain why not, exactly. Because she had a point. You could do that. People had casual sex all the time and the world didn’t end. But Alanna wasn’t angry about what she was claiming to feel angry about. What was enraging Alanna was that she wanted more from Keira. And what Keira had just offered her was something she didn’t care about—sex. It made Alanna feel like every girl that entered this flat in the hopes of getting close to Keira and finding… nothing. A total lack of interest and care. If that was what Keira would take from Alanna, it showed how little she thought of her. 
   
 But of course, she couldn’t say all that to Keira. ‘Forget it. You wouldn’t understand.’ She left the bedroom without looking at Keira. 
   
  Her mother was already up and about, her hair in rollers. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asked Alanna.  
   
 ‘Don’t ask,’ Alanna said. She went to the bathroom and got straight into the shower, where she stayed for about half an hour. When she got out, the flat was empty, which was a relief. It was too complicated with everyone she lived with.  
   
 She headed out, hoping to leave all the complications behind. But out in the hall, wouldn’t you know, she ran slap bang into Kelly. ‘Oh, brilliant, I was gonna shove this through your slot, so to speak,’ she said, handing a small card to Alanna.  
   
 Alanna looked at it. It was a party invite. ‘Just a little getting-to-know-you type of thing. Since I’m living here now,’ Kelly explained. 
   
 Alanna frowned. ‘It’s not really that kind of building.’ 
   
 ‘What, no one likes free booze?’ Kelly asked. ‘Everyone hates vol-au-vents in this building?’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t even know why she was engaging with this. ‘Yeah, I’m sure they’ll all come. But I’m busy that night, I’m afraid.’ 
   
 ‘The date’s on the back, you haven’t looked at it.’ 
   
 Alanna flipped the card over and checked that date. ‘As I thought. Busy.’ 
   
 Kelly gave her a pitying look. ‘Your loss. It’s gonna be a rager.’ 
   
 ‘Have a great time,’ Alanna said, making a mental note to charge her noise-cancelling headphones. She began to back away when she decided that actually, there was something she wanted to talk to Kelly about. There might not be a better time, and this was something she had to deal with for her peace of mind. ‘Kelly, um…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I was just wondering how you’re getting on with, err… The thing is, when I was living with Benjamin, he…’ 
   
 ‘Is this about the makeup thing?’ Kelly asked, bored. 
   
 That took Alanna by surprise. ‘You know about that?’ 
   
 ‘I had to know what happened between you two, didn’t I?’ Kelly shrugged. 
   
 ‘And how do you feel about his… issues with cleanliness?’ Alanna asked carefully. She had to check in about this. She couldn’t not care. Even if it was Kelly. 
   
 Kelly smiled. ‘Look, we talked about that, and in the end, what we decided was that he could keep things as clean as he liked, but if he ever fucked with my stuff, I’d throw his laptop out the window.’ 
   
 ‘Right,’ Alanna said. ‘That’s… I see.’ 
   
 ‘You see, it’s all about communication,’ Kelly said smugly.  
   
 Alanna’s concern was now done. ‘Well, seems like you’ve got that covered then. Bye.’ She walked away quickly. 
   
   
            *** 
   
   
 ‘So, I saw Carol, and she was on a date,’ Brian said, seething. ‘He looked like a right idiot as well. Tattoos all down his arms and a dickhead haircut.’ 
   
 Alanna wasn’t sure what he meant by ‘dickhead haircut,’ but it seemed like a side-track, so she tackled the main issue. ‘That was difficult for you to see?’ 
   
 ‘Not with my high-definition binoculars, it’s not. You wouldn’t believe the reach,’ Brian beamed.  
   
 ‘You were surveilling her?’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘Just for a couple of hours. I’ve really cut down,’ Brian assured her. 
   
 ‘OK, Brian, well, maybe we could talk about the reasons you like to do this?’ Alanna asked without displaying the worry this behaviour gave her. 
   
 ‘Well, it’s just nice to see her.’ 
   
 Alanna bit the inside of her cheek. ‘But she can’t see you.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t want to bother her or anything,’ Brian said dismissively.  
   
 ‘Don’t you think she might be bothered if she found out she’d been spied on?’ 
   
 ‘That’s what I’m saying. I’m really good. She never catches on. Everyone wins.’ 
   
 Alanna paused while she contemplated Brian’s definition of a win. ‘You had a relationship with Carol previously, is that correct?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. For a long time.’ 
   
 ‘How did it end?’ 
   
 ‘I think she got a new collection route.’ 
   
 ‘Collection route?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, every other Tuesday she came and picked up my recycling for three years. And then…’ He snapped his fingers. ‘It’s over. No goodbye, no nothing.’ 
   
 ‘So you didn’t have what you might call an intimate relationship?’ 
   
 ‘It was very intimate,’ Brian said defensively. ‘I separated my glass for her.’ 
   
 This guy was gonna be real work. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Anyone in?’ Alanna called as she stepped into the flat, not looking forward to seeing any inhabitants of the flat whatsoever. Although Keira just about had the edge over her mother.  
   
 But the person she found sitting in the living room was neither of those people. He was a man of about seventy-five, dressed in a suit and cravat. He had a pencil moustache and reeked of Old Spice. ‘Oh. Hello,’ he said nervously. 
   
 Alanna blinked. ‘Hi. Don’t I know you?’  she asked, thinking, Well, I better get my keys ready to stab him in the eye if needed.

   
 ‘I’m Jonty. From the fourth floor.’ 
   
 ‘Ah,’ she said, with a polite nod, trying to think of the best way to ask what the fuck he was doing in her flat right now. But the question became irrelevant when the toilet flushed and her mother came out of the bathroom. ‘Ah, Jonty, this is my daughter, Alanna.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, we were just meeting. Lovely place you’ve got here, Alanna,’ Jonty said. 
   
 ‘Thanks,’ Alanna said hesitantly. 
   
 ‘Well, shall we?’ Jonty said to her mother, gesturing at the door. 
   
 ‘Absolutely. Let me just get my handbag, and I’ll see you at the elevator.’ 
   
 Jonty nodded, smiled, and left the flat.  
   
 ‘You love a snappy dresser, don’t you, Mother?’ Alanna smirked. 
   
 ‘Don’t,’ Sandra said, picking up her handbag and heading for the door. 
   
 ‘Have you even met with a solicitor about your divorce yet?’ Alanna asked her. She shouldn’t be baiting her mother like this. But she was in a shitty mood and it was low-hanging fruit.  
   
 ‘Shh!’ Sandra hushed her urgently. ‘Jonty thinks I’m already divorced!’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head. She waited for her mother to leave. But she paused at the door and gave Alanna a very long, sad look. ‘It’s so easy for you,’ she said enigmatically.  
   
 Alanna’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What exactly is easy for me?’ 
   
 ‘It’s all in front of you. You don’t know what it’s like to have your best behind you.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, your prime gold-digging years must have dried up if you’re trying to get your feet under Jonty’s table. He must have less than poor old Ed.’ 
   
 Sandra sighed heavily. ‘Just this once, try to understand.’ 
   
 ‘Understand what?’ 
   
 ‘That I never met anyone like your father ever again and I never will. All that’s left to me is to try and be comfortable.’ 
   
 Alanna felt as though she’d been struck by lightning. ‘You didn’t… I mean, you never actually loved him. Did you?’ 
   
 Her mother was angry. ‘I never loved anyone but him, Alanna. But he died. And I’m still here.’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t have a single thing to say in response to that. And her mother didn’t give her a chance, walking out of the flat on her bombshell, closing the door gently behind her. She heard Jonty say, ‘Ah, my fair maiden.’ 
   
 ‘Good luck, Jonty,’ Alanna muttered to herself. But it was just sarcasm to cover her very complicated feelings about the most revealing thirty seconds she’d ever spent with her mother. What a thing to find out so late. It wasn’t that she’d never loved him. It was that she’d loved him far too much. 
   
 She slumped onto the sofa, trying to wrap her head around it. Just then, Keira walked in. ‘Hi,’ she said shyly. 
   
 ‘Hello,’ Alanna said neutrally.  
   
 ‘Umm, I was… I was thinking that I should probably say I’m sorry—for this morning. 
   
 Alanna gave a thin smile. ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.’ 
   
 Keira nodded, relieved. ‘I’m so glad you’re not still upset. I just want things to be back to normal.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. Normal.’ Alanna’s mind went to her mother, or rather, the wreckage of her left behind by the love of her life lost forever. How easy it was to get stuck in that love, even when it was over or gone. Or never was, like Brian’s love for Carol. Like Alanna’s for Keira. 
   
 It was time for some hard growth. 
   
 ‘Look, Keira, I think it’s time we… I’m going to move out.’ 






Thirty

   
   
 Disappointment was not new to Keira. Neither was sadness. Grief was an old buddy. But today, they felt brand-new. Because these feelings had not been felt in a while. She’d built a wall around herself a while back that would have kept the emotional version of a zombie outbreak at bay.  
   
 But now, those feelings were breaking through the barriers. Because Alanna was leaving. And all because Keira had tried to sleep with her to keep her at arm’s length. Well, behold her terrible success. Alanna would be gone soon. Keira’s confusion had driven Alanna away and once that happened, she wouldn’t have any part of her. The friendship would vanish once they had no reason to see each other because that was the way things went.  
   
 Keira wouldn’t have it. Not the leaving, there wasn’t a thing to do about that. What Keira wouldn’t have was the pain. She refused to let it win. Because if anyone was good at winning with a bad hand, it was Keira.  
   
 As she watched Alanna making an appointment to see some house share on the edge of town, she promised herself that everything would be alright. Maybe better, even. Because she could go back to being herself. The old set-up would have to be resurrected as soon as possible. Yeah, maybe she didn’t want casual sex with a stranger right now, but it was like riding a bike. She had to get back on someone to remember how to do it.  
   
 Alanna finished her call. ‘I’m going to see a place tomorrow.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah?’ Keira said casually, slipping her phone out of her pocket and opening an app. She began the process, swiping yes and no on several women. It didn’t have that old edge of excitement to it, but there was something to be said for the familiarity. 
   
 ‘Yeah,’ Alanna said, glancing from Keira to her phone. ‘It’s a nice enough looking place, a bit closer to work.’ 
   
 Keira nodded, looking between her and the phone. ‘How about your mother, you taking her with you, or have I inherited her now?’ she asked lightly. 
   
 ‘I’ve got a feeling she won’t be under either of our feet for much longer. She’s snagged herself some poor bugger from the fourth floor, Jonty.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah? I’m on elevator nodding terms with Jonty. I think he’s, umm, maybe a pharmacist?’ 
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘A pharmacist. That ought to just about do for her.’ 
   
 Keira continued swiping.  
   
 Alanna solemnly looked at Keira like she was going to say something serious. Keira kept her eyes down and pretended not to notice. Alanna started talking anyway. ‘Look, Keira, I hope you don’t… I’m not moving because… It’s been nice living here.’ 
   
 Keira glanced up. ‘Alanna, say no more. You want to move on. You don’t owe me a thing. That was what we said at the beginning, right? You’re not tied to me,’ Keira said coolly, as though she didn’t feel completely ripped up inside. It was just pain. It would pass. 
   
 ‘Yes, I know we said that at the beginning. But we’re friends now, aren’t we?’ Alanna said with an edge of desperation in her voice. 
   
 ‘Sure,’ Keira said with a shrug, swiping right on some girl with a bull ring through her nose. ‘Friends. Maybe we’ll get coffee now and again after you leave. You can fill me in on Sandra’s latest drama. Maybe do some more driving lessons?’ It was starting to make Keira feel nauseous, talking like this. But what the hell else was she gonna do? Get down on her hands and knees and beg her to stay?  
   
 Alanna smiled thinly. ‘Yeah. Sounds good. It’s been a stressful day. Would you mind if I commandeered the bathroom for a bit? I could really do with a soak in the tub.’ 
   
 ‘Go for it,’ Keira smiled. Once Alanna had disappeared, the smile dropped rapidly. Her mouth set in grim repose. She carried on swiping joylessly. A few minutes later, she matched with someone and not long after that, a message popped up. 
   

Hi, Sexy

   
 Keira had any number of stock responses to that opening gambit, and she thought them over. But nothing sounded right. God damn Alanna Hall. She’d wrecked everything. But she’d never find out. Not for anything would Keira ever let that woman know what she’d done to her. 
   
 Which was how she found herself in an all-night coffee shop a few hours later, working away on her laptop with a piss poor Americano at her elbow. If she couldn’t hook up, she could at least pretend she was. Meanwhile, she’d pour all the energy that used to go into sex into her work. Because that was her other failsafe. The arranging of words into sentences, chapters, novels, and eventually, money. Even Alanna couldn’t take that from her. She’d taken far too much already. And now she was waltzing out the door with it all. The stability and safety she’d found in life were gone. 
   
 But maybe, and this felt like a very thin hope indeed, maybe Alanna had only borrowed these things. Maybe once she was gone, Keira could get it all back.  
   
 Keira wished she believed that.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘How was it?’ Keira asked a week later. Alanna had just gone to see the third apartment of the week.  
   
 ‘Umm, yeah, I think it might be the one?’ 
   
 ‘Oh,’ Keira said, ‘Great. That’s great for you. Cool.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah,’ Alanna said. ‘I think it’s gonna work.’ 
   
 ‘Great, great,’ Keira said, forcing herself to smile. They stood nodding at each other for a while until Keira couldn’t take anymore. ‘Hey, where the hell’s your mother gotten to? I haven’t seen her in a few days.’ 
   
 ‘Take a guess.’ 
   
 Keira was aghast. ‘Surely she’s not living with him for chrissakes? They only met a week ago.’ 
   
 ‘Love moves fast when you’re financially motivated,’ Alanna sighed. ‘But anyway, better than me being stuck with her. Or you.’ 
   
 ‘When you put it like that… Hey, I bumped into Benny Boy and Kelly in the elevator earlier. She invited us, again, to that bloody party tonight.’ 
   
 ‘You couldn’t drag me to that social mishap with a team of ‘roided up horses.’ 
   
 ‘The thing is, I sort of said that I’d, well, actually, that we’d go,’ Keira admitted. 
   
 Alanna’s mouth fell open. ‘What on earth possessed you?’ 
   
 ‘I’m not sure. But I think what happened was that she…’ Keira tittered nervously. ‘The thing was, she sort of implied that we weren’t coming because we were a more boring couple than them?’ 
   
 Alanna looked confused. ‘Well, as toxic as those pair are, they are technically a couple, which is where they’ve got us beat.’ 
   
 ‘True,’ Keira admitted. ‘I don’t know what came over me. It was all just way too smug in that elevator. If you’d been there, I think there’s a chance you might have done the same. Benny Boy was grinning like the cat that got the cream.’ 
   
 ‘Well, the lie’s about to end soon, anyway. When I’m gone…’ Alanna began gently.  
   
 Keira shook her head, embarrassed. ‘I know, I know. You’re right. I’ll make something up and get us out of it.’ 
   
 Alanna chewed the inside of her mouth for a moment. ‘No, screw it. Let’s go.’ 
   
 Keira’s eyes popped. ‘What? Seriously?’ 
   
 ‘We can just make an appearance; we don’t have to stay till last call, do we?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, ten minutes, in and out. Check out the freak show and get the hell out. Great,’ Keira grinned, meaning that word for the first time in this conversation. She didn’t know why she was a little excited to be attending this party with Alanna. It was nothing. One last time pretending to be what they couldn’t and wouldn’t ever be. What was Keira thinking would happen? That Alanna would have a few drinks and blurt, ‘Actually, I’m in love with you and I was too shy to say.’ That wasn’t life. Life was what was going to happen after the party. Alanna was leaving because she was done with all this, done with Keira. That was the thing to focus on. The end.  






Thirty-One

   
   
 ‘…And when I went into the room, he was dead,’ said Holly, a new client. They were about twenty minutes in and getting to some of Holly’s trauma. 
   
 Alanna nodded sympathetically. ‘And then what happened?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I called the ambulance. But they took days. And I just had to stay there with the body.’ 
   
 Alanna’s brow deepened. ‘Days?’ 
   
 Holly blinked. ‘Yeah, they said they were really busy.’  
   
 ‘Two entire days?’ Alanna repeated, shocked. 
   
 Holly nodded quickly. ‘Yeah, definitely two days. Maybe even three.’ She paused. ‘It was because of nine-eleven.’ 
   
 ‘You were in New York?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Holly paused. ‘Yes. I lived there as a child.’ 
   
 Alanna had to clarify something. ‘I thought you mentioned that you’d lived here all your life. Did I get that wrong?’ 
  
 ‘Oh. Well. Yes, I did say that. I mean, I didn’t really live there. It was a holiday. So anyway, that’s when Jacob appeared.’ 
   
 ‘Jacob?’ 
   
 Holly nodded voraciously. ‘Yes. My other personality. He can show up any time. I hope you never have to meet him. He’s kind of rude.’ 
   
 Alanna had to think very carefully about how to proceed here. Holly was supposedly here for Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome, and now suddenly, Dissociative Identity Disorder had been added into the mix. That was a rare disorder, though Alanna would have been willing to believe her. Only, her story kept showing holes. Alanna didn’t think she was a garden variety pathological liar. It was more than likely Munchausen’s Syndrome, where the sufferer wanted to be viewed as unwell to gain care and attention. Though everyone needed attention and care on occasion, no one faked PTSD or DID because they were mentally well. That was the tricky thing about Munchausen’s. If they were faking mental illness, then they were still actually mentally unwell. Just not with the problem they wanted you to think they had. It was a real onion of a problem because Alanna was going to try and treat the problem underneath the problem without necessarily being able to address it.  
   
 ‘Can I talk about your childhood before the, err, the incident in New York?’ 
   
 ‘Don’t you want to talk about Jacob?’ Holly asked, disappointed. 
   
 ‘I’m sure we’ll come around to him,’ Alanna assured her. ‘I’d just like a bit of background.’ 
   
 Holly frowned. ‘What for? I had a very happy childhood before my dad died. There’s nothing to talk about there.’ 
   
 There was almost certainly something to talk about there.  
   
 ‘I noticed you haven’t mentioned your mother. Could I ask where she was when your father died?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah, well, she was there too, I guess,’ Holly said quickly. 
   
 ‘So your mother was with you too?’ 
   
 ‘Not at the exact moment he died. I mean, she went out and… Did I forget to mention, she was hit by a car the same day? So that’s why I was alone with my father.’ Holly sighed and looked down, and Alanna thought she was about to break down and admit to making the whole thing up. But instead, she suddenly sat bolt upright and said, in a deep voice with a very broad cockney accent, ‘Who the fuck are you?’ 
   
 Alanna was somewhat taken aback. ‘Sorry?’  
   
 ‘Holly’s gone. I’m Jacob. What are you doing with her? Are you getting her upset?’ 
   
 Alanna felt suddenly wildly out of her depth. She was not ready to deal with this.  
   
 ‘You don’t believe her, do you?’ Holly (or Jacob) asked. 
   
 ‘I never said that.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. Well, she can tell. I can tell. So leave the kid alone, alright?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, Jacob? Do you think Holly might want to tell me that for herself?’ 
   
 ‘No. Because you’re a bitch.’ He nodded to himself as though he was listening to someone. ‘She’s staying in here where she’s safe.’ 
   
 If her alters were talking to each other, that would be considered co-consciousness. Even rarer. ‘OK. So shall I talk to you, Jacob?’ 
   
 ‘No ta. I might be able to find Sally, though. She loves a natter.’ 
   
 ‘Sally?’ 
   
 Holly’s voice suddenly took on a posh, female booming quality. ‘Oh, hello, I’m Sally. Lovely to meet you!’ 
   
 Alanna took a deep breath. ‘Hi, Sally,’  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Alanna was supposed to sign the contract on the new place today, but time had run out. She’d just spent two hours talking to her supervisor, taking one quick break to call the letting agent and ask to reschedule. Because Holly was a lot and Alanna wanted to help her. But even her sagely wise supervisor seemed a bit foxed.  
   
 One thing they could agree on was that Holly might well have some issues stemming from some incident in her past, but they were pretty certain she was not a legitimate sufferer of DID. She’d done a reasonable impression of some media depictions, but since the media usually got it wrong, so had Holly. The dead giveaway was how cartoonishly broad her alters personalities were. One of them had a southern American accent that was straight out of Foghorn Leghorn. 
   
 Eventually, Alanna and her supervisor had agreed on a plan for Alanna to keep treating Holly, which most likely had something to do with childhood neglect, common to Munchausen’s sufferers. Alanna had never been more thrilled to have backup. She was worn out from the whole thing. But her day wasn’t over. She still had to go to Benjamin and Kelly’s little soiree.  
   
 She went home to get ready for the party with a slight feeling of dread. This was not an engagement she was looking forward to. But Keira had seemed embarrassed, and in the grand scheme of favours, Alanna was happy to even things up a bit before she left.  
   
 She wondered if Keira would go out afterwards to meet some stranger from an app. She’d been out every evening this past week, though she never brought anyone back. Alanna assumed she’d found a work-around for her old rule about strangers’ houses. Maybe she was paying for hotels? That had to be racking up a serious bill, but Alanna would be out of her hair soon enough and Keira could go back to how things used to be. Alanna only hoped she didn’t find herself getting into trouble again with some of the more attachment prone matches. 
   
 But Keira didn’t seem particularly put out to be losing her fake girlfriend. She was very blasé about the whole thing. Alanna had thought it would be a much bigger discussion than it turned out to be. Likely, Keira was secretly relieved to get her place back. That only reinforced Alanna’s decision. It was the right choice. She was gonna take that shabby room in the house share with three nice-enough seeming people, where there was not much space or great coffee. But what it had going for it—its particularly attractive amenity—was that it contained a lack of anyone she was currently in unrequited love with. Once Alanna had settled in there, she could begin the process of getting over it. At some point. Hopefully. 
   
 Alanna stepped into the flat and found Keira writing. She stopped tapping immediately. ‘Hi. Ready to party down with our ex-lovers and partners?’ she asked acerbically.  
   
 ‘You know it!’ Alanna said with a sarcastic thumbs-up. ‘Just let me run a brush through my hair and slap on some lippy.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t need to do anything,’ Keira said. Adding quickly, ‘Those jokers probably won’t notice anyone but each other. That’s what this whole thing is for, I think. Us to admire their love.’ 
   
 ‘That sounds like a healthy relationship I’m sure will last right down the years. Alright, let’s get this thing over with.’ 
   
 They stepped out of the flat together and across the landing to the opposite door. Beyond the door were party sounds. Things had kicked off quickly, Alanna was surprised to find. She knocked on the door. It was flung open by Alanna’s mother.  
   
 ‘Mum? The hell are you doing here? I haven’t seen you in days,’ Alanna exclaimed. 
   
 ‘I was invited,’ her mother said irritably, walking away from the door. Alanna and Keira entered to find a busy flat, full of a variety of people Alanna had seen in the elevator or around the bins. It was a decent turnout. There was booze in the kitchen, snacks on the table, jazz on the speakers.  
   
 Alanna’s mother was in the corner, chatting with a group that included Jonty, as well as Benjamin. Jonty was hanging on her every word. As was Benjamin. Odd how he still kissed her ass when he was not interested in Alanna anymore.  
   
 Over in the kitchenette, Kelly was throwing her head back and laughing with two middle-aged guys with beards who Alanna vaguely recalled lived together on the first floor. 
   
 Seeing her old flat like this, with a social function in full swing, made her suddenly sad. Benjamin, Kelly, her mother. Everyone was moving on. While she moved… sideways? Well, better than backwards. 
   
 ‘I need a drink,’ Keira said, heading for the kitchen where Alanna had found Benjamin destroying her makeup once upon a time. There was red wine on the side. ‘I hate red wine,’ Keira said, pouring two glasses out. She handed one to Alanna and took a sip from the other. She gagged and took another sip.  
   
 Alanna smiled. ‘You could just not drink it.’ 
   
 ‘That’s how the terrorists win,’ Keira said cryptically.  
   
 ‘Oh, wow, you guys came!’ exclaimed Kelly, noticing them, detaching from her new besties. Her conjoined twin, Benjamin, appeared by her side.  
   
 ‘Do you like that wine?’ Benjamin asked. ‘We got it from this little vineyard we visited recently.’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t ask me that. I’m a total philistine about wine. It’s all grape-flavoured drain cleaner to me,’ Keira said easily. 
   
 Benjamin and Kelly looked expectantly at Alanna. She felt pressured to sip the wine. ‘Yes, that’s… very full-bodied?’ Alanna was pretty sure that was a phrase applied to wine, which was not a subject she gave a rodent’s anus about. 
   
 They nodded. ‘That’s what we said,’ Kelly smiled. 
   
 Alanna had to forcibly tell her eyeballs not to roll back into her skull.  
   
 ‘So, how’s it going with you two?’ Benjamin asked with the slightest smirk. ‘You, err, hanging in there?’ 
   
 Alanna’s brow creased. ‘Umm, yes, thanks. You two fine?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, well, I’m sure you can see how fine we are,’ Kelly said with a little sideways glance at Benjamin. What was this now?  
   
  Keira was clearly on the same page as Alanna but more likely to say it. ‘You two are being fucking weird. Why?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, nothing. We’re just checking in,’ Benjamin said quickly. ‘Hey, look, Mrs Nguyen came!’ They spun away to attack the old lady with their smug couple-ness. 
   
 ‘What the fuck do you suppose all that was about?’ Keira asked, watching them. 
   
 Alanna chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘Not sure. There was a slight vibe of knowingness about them, though. Don’t you think?’ 
   
 ‘What, like they know something about us?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘You think they know about the ruse?’ 
   
 Alanna shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 
   
 Keira cocked her head philosophically. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter all that much now. They’re both done with us, so it won’t cause any drama in that respect. I know you probably wouldn’t want it getting to your mother, though, right? She’d never shut up about it.’ 
   
 Alanna glanced over at her mother saying something to Jonty that she could tell, even from this distance, was disapproving. ‘I feel like if she wants to judge me, let her. If that’s what she needs to do to be, well, not happy exactly, but whatever her version of that is, she can crack on with it.’ 
   
 Keira looked at her. ‘So this is it? I mean it it. Getting a divorce, so to speak.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘I’m not gonna go shouting about the fact that it was all lies, but I’m not gonna do anything to keep up the charade anymore. As long as that’s alright with you.’ 
   
 Keira shrugged. ‘Let the chips fall where they may, I guess.’ 
   
 Alanna wasn’t sure what to say to that, so she changed the topic slightly. ‘While we’re talking about this, what are your plans for…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Your little adventures with strangers?’ 
   
 Keira gave a rueful smile. ‘I’ll figure something out.’ 
   
 ‘What, though?’ 
   
 ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Keira said mysteriously.  
   
 It was funny that Alanna was even asking. Because she didn’t want to hear about all that. But she missed the time when Keira would talk to her about anything, unfiltered. They’d gotten there at one point. But somewhere along the way, that was gone again. Keira’s wall was right back up. Alanna didn’t quite know what had happened. She just knew it was sad. But inevitable.  






Thirty-Two

   
   
 Keira was talking to some woman who lived a few doors down from her, though she didn’t recognise her at all. ‘So, how long have you lived here?’ she asked the lady.  
   
 ‘Umm, about three years. Of course, I know you’ve been here about eighteen months now, haven’t you?’ 
   
 ‘How did you know that?’ Keira asked. 
   
 The woman raised an eyebrow. ‘Seriously?’ 
   
 Keira’s mouth quirked. ‘Oh. Yes, right. We had that… drink that time. Sorry.’ 
   
 The woman shook her head at Keira and walked away. Keira thought that was a pretty good argument for the advice, ‘Don’t shit where you eat.’ Speaking of which, here came Kelly.  
   
 ‘Hi, Sexy,’ Kelly said. 
   
 Keira’s eyes widened. ‘That’s no way for a taken woman to talk.’ 
   
 ‘I’m cohabiting, not dead,’ Kelly said, though she did do a quick check to see if her beloved was in earshot. Keira saw he was in the kitchen, tackling some washing up. In the middle of his party.  
   
 After a slightly awkward silence, Keira thought she should attempt some ‘friendly’ chat. ‘So, you seen any good movie’s lat—’ 
   
 ‘I’ve seen you, you know,’ Kelly interrupted. 
   
 Keira raised an eyebrow. ‘What?’  
   
 ‘In that coffee shop. I’ve been working evenings, and my route takes me past that place every evening. And there you sit, alone. Every night.’ 
   
 It was Keira’s turn to check quickly to see if Alanna was around. As far as she was concerned, Keira was on a nightly quest for naked fun times. But Alanna was on the other side of the room, having her ear bent by Jonty about something she didn’t seem too thrilled about. ‘Kelly…’ Keira began. 
   
 ‘Look, I know what it’s all about. You and Alanna haven’t worked out and you’re staying out of her way.’ 
   
 Keira was about to dispute that when she realised there was no point. It was the simplest thing for Kelly to believe. Alanna was leaving and didn’t care who knew they weren’t a couple anymore, so why argue? ‘You caught me. Yep. Everything you said, bang on.’ 
   
 Kelly sighed and smiled. ‘I knew you couldn’t last.’ 
   
 Keira looked at Alanna, listening with a strained smile to her mother’s new beau. ‘Of course we couldn’t,’ Keira said, turning back to Kelly. ‘Good for you, Nostradamus.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, it was pretty obvious you weren’t right. What with all the cheating.’ 
   
 Keira felt that Kelly had pissed on her and Alanna’s corpses enough and should really zip up her trousers now, but she didn’t want to give Kelly the satisfaction of knowing she was annoying her. ‘We can’t all be the dream couple.’ 
   
 ‘Me and Benjamin are something special.’ She paused. ‘Not perfect, of course.’ 
   
 Keira wasn’t sure if she wanted to know, but she asked anyway. ‘What does that mean?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, nothing. Just a thing where he wants me to dress up like a Labrador for him, and I’m not really into that. Other than that, it’s pretty great.’ 
   
 Keira was forced to swallow a metric ton of laughter. ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I mean, everyone’s got a kink. For instance, I love a good bottom spanking,’ she said with a glint in her eye. ‘But you remember that, don’t you?’ 
   
 Keira scratched her temple. ‘I dimly recall, yes. Not really on a par with a dog fetish, though, is it? I mean, a bit of spanking is pretty vanilla these days.’ 
   
 Kelly’s hackles went up. ‘It’s not a dog fetish. Furries like anthropomorphised animals, a distinctly human element to them. Not the same thing,’ she said defensively. 
   
 ‘I didn’t mean to kink shame the dude, my apologies,’ Keira said quickly. 
   
 Kelly’s hackles slid back down. ‘Yes, well. It’s still not my cup of tea, so what the hell am I supposed to do?’ 
   
 ‘I guess that depends on whether you might be comfortable going along with it now and again,’ Keira suggested casually. She wasn’t sure how the hell she’d gotten into this conversation, but she wanted out. 
   
 ‘I dunno. I don’t care about it either way. It’s just… Isn’t love supposed to be easy? Aren’t we just supposed to fit?’ 
   
 That didn’t quite sound right to Keira, but she didn’t have the experience to say either way. ‘I don’t know, Kelly. I’m not the one to ask.’ 
   
 ‘Because you and Alanna don’t fit?’ 
   
 Jesus, Kelly really couldn’t leave it alone, could she? ‘Sure, yeah.’ 
   
 ‘So, you wanna go over to yours for twenty minutes?’ Kelly asked with utter nonchalance. ‘We’ll just tell those two we went out for ice. Actually, do you have ice? Because it would be a lot easier to make that fly if we really came back with a bag.’ 
   
 Keira looked at Kelly with mild horror. ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ 
   
 Kelly frowned. ‘Come on, you knew it had to happen sometime, didn’t you? I love Benjamin, but people like us, we need to do stuff like this sometimes. It doesn’t matter as long as no one finds out.’ 
   
 Keira took a deep breath. ‘No, Kelly. No. I can’t keep saying that to you.’ 
   
 Kelly tutted, irritated. ‘Then don’t say it. Stop denying yourself.’  
   
 Keira was so frustrated she could scream. ‘I thought you’d gotten your shit together, and look, here we are, square one.’ 
   
 Kelly’s mouth slid downwards. ‘You don’t have to be mean about it. I just thought we could… I mean, that’s your thing, isn’t it? Before you tried to box yourself in with Alanna. Casual sex? I saw you on the apps all the time.’ 
   
 Keira tried to picture that time, tried to feel it. She couldn’t remember now what she’d needed that for. It felt like a different life. It didn’t matter if she never saw Alanna again. She’d changed Keira. She couldn’t deny that any longer. ‘Actually, I think that part of my life might be over now.’ 
   
 ‘What, sex?’ Kelly asked, horror-struck. ‘You becoming a nun?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know what the fuck I’m becoming, but sex with strangers, I don’t know, it just feels different now. It was fun while it lasted, but I think I’m over it.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not a stranger, though,’ Kelly pouted. ‘We’ve been together. So it's still—’ 
   
 ‘Kelly, for fuck’s sakes. Why won’t you stop this?’ Keira asked quietly, trying not to let this situation draw attention. ‘It’s horrible for us both, did you know that? It pains me every time I reject you because I do actually feel things, Kelly. And I don’t like hurting another person like this. Maybe you need that hurt, I don’t know. But I can’t keep supplying it like this.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t know me,’ Kelly growled. 
   
 ‘That’s right. I don’t. And you don’t know me,’ Keira told her. 
   
 ‘Neither does your girlfriend, though. Right?’ Kelly said, threat in her eyes. 
   
 Keira felt a stab of fear. ‘Kelly…’ 
   
 But Kelly was off, heading for Alanna. Keira chased her, hoping to head her off. But she was angry, and she was fast.  
   
 As they reached Alanna, she was right in the middle of saying, ‘Jonty, please don’t drag me into this—’ 
   
 ‘Hey!’ Kelly said, loud enough to make the entire room pause and turn. It was even loud enough to cause Benjamin to pop out from the kitchen, marigolds up to the elbow. 
   
 Alanna turned to Kelly, seemingly aware that something was wrong. You really couldn’t miss it. ‘Is everything OK?’ 
   
 ‘Everything’s fine,’ Keira said, putting a hand on Kelly’s shoulder, intending to draw her away. Kelly shook it off like an angry dog that didn’t want to be patted and locked on Alanna. ‘You know she doesn’t love you, right?’ 
   
 Alanna glanced at Keira. Keira didn’t know what to say or do, so she did nothing.  
   
 Alanna looked back to Kelly. ‘Oh?’ she said neutrally.  
   
 Kelly looked angry that Alanna hadn’t seemed particularly shocked by that little revelation. ‘Yeah. She’s been hiding out every night at a twenty-four-hour coffee shop on Stafford Street. Tapping away on her laptop, all sad looking because she doesn’t want to come home.’ 
   
 Keira looked down at the ground, not wanting to meet Alanna’s eyes. Because this was a revelation, if not for the reasons Kelly believed. Keira had never felt so exposed. Alanna was going to know. 






Thirty-Three

   
   
 Alanna was talking to Jonty. He’d cornered her by the nibbles for a ‘chat.’ She knew why he was doing it. He liked her mother, so he was trying to make nice with her to grease the wheels. The poor fool thought her opinion on her mother’s love life mattered.  
   
 He was making some excruciating small talk about his pharmacy business, and Alanna was nodding away, politely smiling. Until he said, ‘So, err, Alanna, I was… I need to ask something of you. A rather big favour.’ 
   
 Alanna’s jaw tightened. ‘A favour?’ 
   
 He laughed nervously. ‘Yes, I… I was wondering…’ More dreadfully fake laughter. ‘I was wondering if you’d give me permission to, um, perhaps, if you wouldn’t be too averse, you might let me… marry your mother?’ 
   
 Alanna didn’t know what magic her mother had, but men fell fast and hard for her and tended to propose hastily, so this wasn’t exactly a shock. But she didn’t want to be pulled into the narrative. ‘I can’t permit you, Jonty. I think that’s usually given by the person you’re trying to marry.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I know, but, haha, I just thought it might be nice… You see, in my youth, we asked the father. And of course, he’s not…’ 
   
 ‘Yes, well, if that’s what floats your boat, you could try asking her last husband, I suppose.’ Jonty’s face fell. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ Alanna said quickly. ‘I’m just… I prefer to keep out of my mother’s love life.’ 
   
 Jonty’s anxious laugh got a little louder. ‘Yes, well, I was only… I mean, we’re going to be a family, aren’t we?’ 
   
 Alanna somehow managed not to laugh directly into the old man’s face. ‘Didn’t you only meet a week ago?’ 
   
 ‘At my age, you can’t mess about when you meet the one.’ 
   
 Alanna suppressed an eye roll. ‘Well, that’s between you and her. Please don’t drag me into this—’ 
   
 A hand came down on Alanna’s shoulder, and she spun around to face its owner, relieved for the rescue. Until she saw that it was Kelly. She was practically vibrating with anger, a stark juxtaposition to their last conversation a minute ago.  
   
 ‘You know she doesn’t love you, right?’ Kelly spat. 
   
 Keira appeared, looking a little nervous, trying to drag her away with no success. Alanna looked at her for some clarification of the situation. She didn’t find any. 
   
 Alanna looked back to Kelly. Alanna didn’t know what was happening or how she was supposed to react. This wasn’t news, but Kelly thought it was supposed to be. ‘Oh?’ Alanna eventually replied. 
   
 Kelly looked even angrier. ‘Yeah. She’s been hiding out every night at a twenty-four-hour coffee shop on Stafford Street. Tapping away on her laptop, all sad looking because she doesn’t want to come home.’ 
   
 Now, that was a surprise. Keira wasn’t out working her way through the female population. She’d just been… writing? Why wouldn’t she have done that at home? Keira didn’t even like coffee shops. She’d made that clear on several occasions. So this wasn’t the exposé Kelly thought it was. But there was something off here. 
   
 She looked at Keira for confirmation that any of this was even true. But Keira was looking at the floor, shoulders low. It was true. And Keira hadn’t wanted her to know it. Why? 
   
 There wasn’t time to figure that out right this second. Because most of the population of the apartment block was looking at her, waiting for some manner of reaction.  
   
 ‘Well?’ Kelly demanded, still angry for reasons Alanna couldn’t begin to understand.  
   
 ‘Well, what?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Aren’t you going to do something? Dump her or something?’ 
   
 ‘Kelly, what’s going on?’ Benjamin said, jumping into the action, pulling his rubber gloves off.  
   
 ‘Oh Christ,’ Keira whispered to herself.  
   
 Kelly spun around. ‘I was just telling her what I told you about Keira hiding in that coffee shop on my route.’ 
   
 Benjamin nodded, but he looked baffled. ‘OK, but it’s none of our business, is it?’ 
   
 Kelly didn’t say anything to that.  
   
 ‘Is it?’ Benjamin asked again, nervously. Alanna was pretty sure he was putting something together at the same time she was. Kelly was not truly over Keira.  
   
 Kelly rolled her eyes and huffed. ‘I’m getting out of here.’ She slammed out of the flat.  
   
 Benjamin scanned the room, that particular vein in his temple looking ready to blow and take everyone with it. ‘Everyone, get out.’  
   
 Alanna didn’t have to be asked twice, and she trundled out with a muttering crowd, including her mother and Jonty.  
   
 ‘What have you done now?’ her mother hissed at her. Alanna gave her a look but said nothing as the music went unceremoniously silent. 
   
 Out in the hall, people dispersed quickly, though there was loud chatter now, people talking to each other about the odd little drama that had just broken out. Jonty followed Alanna’s mother up the hall to the elevator and as many as possible squeezed in, the rest taking the stairs.  
   
 Alanna went into her flat, ready to ask some questions herself. But her intended respondent wasn’t there. Alanna checked the whole place, no Keira. Somehow, in the chaos, she’d slipped away. 
   
 Alanna stood in the middle of the flat, wondering what the hell had just happened and where Keira could have vanished to. The answer to the first question was beyond her grasp. But the answer to the second question presented itself to Alanna rather quickly. She knew exactly where Keira would be. 
   
 Alanna headed back out into the now cleared out hall and took the stairs down to the parking garage. She looked over into the area that Keira favoured and found her Kia. Sure enough, Keira’s dark blonde head was visible in the front seat. 
   
 Alanna walked over and threw the passenger side door open. Keira shrieked and dropped her phone. ‘Hi,’ Alanna said. 
   
 Keira smiled nervously. ‘S’up,’ she said, trying to regain the cool she’d just lost.  
   
 Alanna slid into the car. ‘So. What’s all this about then?’ 
   
 Keira gave a disaffected shrug. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘You’re sitting in your car. You only do that when you’re trying to avoid someone.’ 
   
 Keira frowned. ‘I guess.’ 
   
 Alanna gave her a second, but it became clear she wasn’t going to explain without a little pressure. ‘Who are you avoiding?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, Kelly?’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head. ‘You’re such a crap liar. I don’t know how the hell we ever thought we’d pull the wool over anyone’s eyes. I really don’t know anyone who lies as poorly as you do.’ 
   
 Keira smiled sadly and looked up at the roof of the car. ‘Lack of experience, I guess. I’ve never liked it. It just tastes bad in your mouth. Even back in the day. Prospective parents would be asking me stuff and I knew I was supposed to bullshit them and pretend to be perfect. I just couldn’t do it. They’d ask me if I liked school and I be like, “I fucking hate the place.”’ 
   
 Alanna took a moment to digest that. ‘You once told me you were never adopted.’ 
   
 ‘That’s right. Last kid standing, a lifer. Well, until I was shunted off at eighteen.’ 
   
 ‘Sounds hard.’ 
   
 Keira’s eyes narrowed. ‘We’re not getting into it. I was just saying.’ 
   
 ‘I wasn’t trying to… I came down here to ask why you’ve been spending your nights in a coffee shop.’ 
   
 Keira groaned. ‘It’s not that big of a deal.’ 
   
 ‘Then you’ll have no trouble explaining it, will you?’ Alanna said firmly.  
   
 ‘I just needed some space.’ 
   
 ‘You hate coffee shops.’ 
   
 ‘I hate your mother more.’ 
   
 ‘She’s barely been around, don’t blame her. If you were trying to avoid anyone—then and now—it’s me.’ 
   
 Keira was silent. 
   
 ‘I thought you were on dates,’ Alanna said. ‘You let me think that. Why?’ 
   
 Keira still didn’t answer. In the silence, Alanna had time to think about that. ‘When was the last time you were on a date, actually?’ More silence that Alanna didn’t need help to fill. ‘You always used to tell me. Even if you didn’t need to. But you stopped a while back. So, either there’s a reason you don’t mention them, or you’re just… not dating anymore. What the hell’s going on, Keira? Just fucking talk to me, would you?’ 
   
 ‘Why?’ Keira asked sharply, turning to look Alanna right in the eye. ‘Why the hell does it matter? Why can’t you just leave it alone? Why can you never leave anything alone?’ 
   
 Alanna felt annoyed. Angry. Maybe even furious. And in that fury, something broke in her. She couldn’t keep up this lie about how she felt. She was sick of doing things this way. She’d been this way forever, always too terrified to tell people who she was and how she felt and what she wanted. Terrified to take up any space in her own world. It couldn’t go on like this. She had to be able to live. 
   
 She needed one last true moment with Keira, even if it would be humiliating. She was past caring about that. She needed to let it out. 
   
 ‘Would you really like to know why I can’t seem to leave things alone? Why I always want to know everything? Always got my sticky beak in your business?’ Keira looked frightened then, as though she suddenly knew what was coming. But Alanna didn’t care. ‘It’s because I want to know you. Every last part. Because I’m in love with you. So deal with that!’ she practically screamed. 
   
 Keira stared at her, and Alanna couldn’t tell how she felt about that. Her face was an impenetrable mask of blankness. 
   






Thirty-Four

   
   
 ‘Would you really like to know why I can’t seem to leave things alone? Why I always want to know everything? Always got my sticky beak in your business?’ Keira never got the chance to answer that because Alanna was yelling now, and it was very loud in the small car. It was quite terrifying. ‘It’s because I want to know you. Every last part. Because I’m in love with you. So deal with that!’ she screamed, almost in tears. 
   
 Keira should have been happy. Or relieved. But she was neither of these things. She went into shock.  
   
 She wasn’t sure what the hell she was supposed to do now. She was working through panic and confusion, and it was very slow progress. Not for a second had it ever occurred to her that things could turn out like this. She couldn’t handle it.  
   
 Her first thought was to jump out of the car and run. She felt her hand move to the door handle as though she might do it. 
   
 ‘Well?! You gonna say anything to that?’ Alanna demanded angrily. 
   
 That only overwhelmed her more. She was going to do it. She was going to run away. 
   
 But before Keira could make her move, there was a loud crack behind her. She turned around and saw a cracked raw egg sliding down the back window. Her terror turned to confusion.  
   
 Both she and Alanna jumped out of the car to see Kelly a few metres away, holding an egg box. She was sliding another egg out of its housing. ‘How dare you!’ Kelly yelled and pelted the egg squarely at Keira. It exploded on her shoulder. It stung a bit.  
   
 ‘The fuck?!’ Keira exclaimed, distracted from her scrambled head by scrambled eggs. ‘How dare I what? And where the hell did you get those eggs? Did you just go right to the shop and get them? Like straight from the party?’ 
   
 But Kelly wasn’t in a place for logistical questions. ‘You had to ruin it, didn’t you!’ she screamed. She took another egg out and wound her arm back. Keira braced herself for the impact, closing her eyes. But she only heard the crack; she didn’t feel it. She opened her eyes, and Alanna was blocking her view. She’d stepped in front of her and taken the bullet.  
   
 Keira stepped to Alanna’s side to look at her. The egg was on her chin. They locked eyes for a second. ‘Why did you take that egg?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘I didn’t want you to get hurt,’ Alanna explained weakly, almost tearfully. 
   
 Another egg exploded, this one on Alanna’s hip. ‘Got plenty for you too!’ Kelly yelled at Alanna. 
   
 ‘Jesus Christ!’ Keira shouted. ‘Right, that’s it. I’ve had it with you! I’m gonna kill you!’ She began to step toward Kelly, furious, ready to do something—she wasn’t sure what, she’d always been a lover, not a fighter—but Kelly didn’t meet her for violence, she stepped back. ‘I’ve got three more!’ she threatened.  
   
 ‘Go ahead,’ Keira said, rageful, still coming for Kelly. An egg whistled past her and hit her car’s backlight. But Keira didn’t pause. ‘Go on! I’m right here. Two more, I can take them! Hit me, not her,’ she said. 
   
 Kelly went to grab another egg. But in her panic, she dropped the box and the remaining eggs splatted. ‘Fuck. I knew I should’ve gotten a dozen!’ Kelly cursed.  
   
 ‘What the hell is wrong with you?!’ Keira demanded of Kelly. ‘Why won’t you stop!’ 
   
 ‘Because Ben won’t take me back now, will he? You ruined it!’ 
   
 ‘No, you ruined it! I didn’t do anything.’ 
   
 ‘You said that stuff! All you had to do was shag me one more time, and you had to be mean instead. Why wouldn’t you? One last time?! That would have been enough. I could have taken that and been happy.’ 
   
 Keira shook her head angrily. ‘But you wouldn’t have been happy, Kelly. Why the hell don’t you see that? It was never going to be enough. You want me to love you. And I never will.’  
   
 ‘If we’d done it again, maybe you would have! And anyway, it’s not as though you actually love her!’ Kelly shouted, gesturing behind her to where poor, egg sodden Alanna stood. 
   
 ‘YES, I DO!’ Keira screamed with her full chest. It was out of her before she even realised.  
   
 At last, Kelly’s mouth shut. She stepped backwards, away from the eggy mess. She opened her mouth as though something else might come out. But she seemed to think better of it and turned and ran. The door of the garage slammed behind her as she fled the building. 
   
 Keira was rooted to the spot. She didn’t dare turn around. Squelchy footsteps approach her.  
   
 ‘Did you mean that?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Keira couldn’t look at her. But her mouth was at least working again. She was a little calmer now, somewhat more able to talk. She’d been so panicked a second ago, but Kelly’s intervention had deflected her confusion and fear. ‘What would happen? If I did?’ she asked honestly. She was still frightened, if less ready to bolt. 
   
 Alanna swallowed. ‘That would be up to both of us, I guess.’ 
   
 Keira felt her heart thudding. ‘None of this feels like it’s up to me.’ 
   
 ‘You have more power than you realise,’ Alanna told her.  
   
 Keira felt a little tight-chested, and she wondered if she might be about to need another trip in the ambulance. But after a few seconds, it didn’t get any worse. She took a few deep breaths, and she felt alright. She finally looked into Alanna’s dark, serious eyes. ‘I don’t want to have that power. I don’t know what to do with it.’  
   
 Alanna looked at her wretchedly. ‘Tough. Because I love you. So it’s yours. But maybe what worries you is that I have power over you too.’ 
   
 Keira shook her head, a smile tried to creep onto her lips. ‘Always the shrink.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed, sadness in her eyes. ‘It doesn’t matter how you feel about me if this isn’t what you really want. We can still walk away.’ 
   
 Keira had wanted to do that only a minute ago. But not now. She couldn’t have walked away from Alanna if her life depended on it.  
   
 Keira, her heart beating loudly in her ears, slipped her sticky hand into Alanna’s. ‘To answer your earlier question, I’ve been sitting in a coffee shop all week rather than be around you because I thought it would become obvious that I was in pain. Because you were leaving.’ She tried to smile, but it came out crooked. ‘I felt like I was dying.’ 
   
 Alanna looked down at the hand and back up to Keira. ‘You have?’ 
   
 ‘You’re the smartest person I know, and you didn’t figure that out?’ 
   
 She shook her head. ‘I don’t think I’m as smart as you think I am.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t buy that.’ 
   
 ‘Well, here’s a fantastic example of my dumbassery. I was going to leave because I didn’t think you shared my feelings. I didn’t think you’d care if I left.’ 
   
 ‘I cared, Alanna.’ 
   
 ‘I’m starting to realise that.’ She paused. ‘If I’d known, I wouldn’t have dreamt of leaving. You know that, right?’ 
   
 Keira understood what she was telling her. She would not abandon her. Keira believed her. She didn’t even question it. Not today. This person would not up and leave her, not like that. 
   
 ‘I don’t know what the hell I’m doing,’ Keira confessed. 
   
 ‘Neither do I,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘But you know that I’m like a virgin,’ Keira said. 
   
 Alanna raised an eyebrow. 
   
 ‘Relationship-wise,’ Keira clarified. 
   
 Alanna wiped egg off her chin. ‘I know it’s not who you are.’ 
   
 ‘But what if I wanted it to be? What if I wanted it to be… just us? You and me.’ 
   
 ‘Just me?’ Alanna repeated anxiously. ‘How would that ever be enough for you?’ 
   
 ‘It already is,’ Keira told her. ‘I haven’t wanted anyone else in a long time now.’ 
   
 Alanna’s eyes widened. ‘How long?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know. That stuff doesn’t matter to me anymore. Because I’d rather sit on the sofa next to you than do anything else.’ 
   
 Alanna looked down shyly. She looked like Keira felt—shy and scared. Keira decided to make a bold move for both their sakes. ‘I need a shower. I’m covered in egg. You coming?’ 
   
 Alanna’s eyes widened. ‘You mean… together?’ 
   
 ‘Not if you… I mean, we can take it slowly. There’s no rush.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think it could be considered rushing when I’ve loved you for months.’  
   
 Keira blushed. She hadn’t known her cheeks could even do that. It felt kind of nice. But there was only so much blushing she could put up with. ‘So I’m gonna go and get in the shower, get all this egg off me,’ Keira said, looking down at herself. ‘But if I was in there and maybe you decided to de-egg yourself, too, and you don’t mind the company…’ Keira said, hoping Alanna would see that this proposition was not like last time. She wanted to be intimate with Alanna for the exact opposite reason. She wanted her close. 
   
 Alanna smiled nervously. ‘I am rather worried about contracting salmonella.’ Her smiled dropped. ‘Nice, Alanna. A sexy and not at all boring thing to say.’ 
   
 Keira laughed, more in love with Alanna than before. She felt as happy as she ever had in her whole life. She couldn’t believe how close she’d come to robbing herself of this moment out of pure fear. That’s all that had ever stood in her way. It was still there. Because she didn’t know what came next or if she could handle it. But she had to believe that there was a chance that it would be alright. Because she trusted Alanna. So maybe if she could trust her, then she could trust herself, too. She was going to rocket off into the unknown, but her co-pilot seemed reliable and capable. Those words had never been so hot. 
   
 ‘Come on,’ she said, taking Alanna’s hand. Alanna smiled at her, and she felt that feeling again, that burst of love and happiness. How life could change this much in a few short minutes was blowing her mind. If Kelly hadn’t decided at that very moment to pelt her car with eggs, she wasn’t sure where she’d be now. Maybe not here with Alanna, standing on the precipice of everything she’d been frightened to even want. 
   
 She didn’t want to dwell on that. Because she was here.  






Thirty-Five

   
   
 They walked toward the elevator, and Alanna hit the call button, leaving small traces of yellow on the button. She wiped it quickly with her sleeve. ‘Damn it.’ 
   
 ‘I think you got it all,’ Keira assured her as the elevator doors opened. They stepped inside. They faced each other as the doors shut. Alanna thought they would probably wait until they got into the flat, they’d been utterly chaste with each other until now, and Alanna felt that a few minutes more could be waited. But something about standing in that little box together had an effect. They were looking at each other, covered in raw egg, and they knew it couldn’t wait even a second.  
   
 They moved towards each other. Their noses bumped, and they both laughed and tried again, finding each other perfectly the second time. Keira, it came as no surprise to learn, kissed flawlessly, passionately. But this wasn’t about skill. The chemistry blew Alanna’s hair back. It was hard to believe Keira didn’t feel the same, but Alanna’s doubt’s crept in. After several minutes, Alanna pulled back and said, ‘Whew.’ 
   
 ‘I know,’ Keira agreed. 
   
 ‘So that was… It was alright?’ 
   
 ‘Alanna… I’ve never been kissed like that in my life.’ 
   
 Alanna was amazed but trusted Keira enough to believe it. She leant in and kissed Keira again. It was even hotter, even more electric. Alanna could have kissed those lips forever.  
   
 After a long while, they reached a natural stopping point, and Keira glanced at the elevator doors. ‘Shouldn’t we be on our floor by now?’ 
   
 Alanna looked at the elevator screen. ‘I think we forgot to push a button.’ 
   
 ‘I dunno about that,’ Keira said. She laughed. ‘Shit, I’m not usually this cheesy.’ 
   
 ‘You seem nervous,’ Alanna noted. 
   
 ‘That’s because I am,’ Keira told her.  
   
 ‘You don’t know how much of a relief that is,’ Alanna said. ‘I’m sweating right now.’ 
   
 ‘So we’re both scared. Are we supposed to be?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know. Maybe?’ Alanna shrugged. 
   
 ‘You don’t know?’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been in relationships. None of them started like this.’ 
   
 ‘With you pretending to be someone’s girlfriend so they could screw people without consequences?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Actually, I meant I don’t think I’ve liked anyone as much as you,’ Alanna said, dipping her head. Eye contact was so hard right now. 
   
 ‘So this is new for both of us. We’re both idiots.’ She grinned at Alanna. ‘What can go wrong?’ 
   
 ‘Everything,’ Alanna answered. ‘I think that’s why we’re scared.’ 
   
 Keira’s smile dropped. ‘Right. Shit.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe we should just go upstairs before we keep panicking,’ Alanna suggested. 
   
 ‘Good plan.’ Keira hit the button for their floor. The elevator moved off.  
   
 ‘So, we’re doing this?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Keira took a deep, shuddery breath. ‘We’re doing this. I mean, if you want to?’ 
   
 ‘I think you know I do.’ 
   
 ‘I guess it’s taking a minute to accept that it’s a two-way street.’ 
   
 ‘Tell me about it,’ Alanna said. ‘We should have just talked. You’d think I’d have realised that.’ She frowned. ‘Wait, am I talking too much about it now, though?’ 
   
 Keira sighed and smiled. ‘You can talk as much as you want. It never gets old to me.’ 
   
 ‘Give me time.’ 
   
 ‘That’s what I’m hoping to do,’ Keira said.  
   
 The doors slid open, and they walked down the hall together hand in hand, like a couple of kids. None of this was new, but somehow, it was. Keira had never been in a real relationship, and Alanna had never fallen for anyone this hard. Such a cynical start and somehow, they’d come out as innocents.  
   
 Alanna spent her days trying to help people deal with their issues, and sometimes that could make you feel like the adult in the room. But a few kisses and she was right back where she started. A kid again.  
   
 In the flat, as they headed for the bathroom, she felt herself go shy again. Because Alanna had done some living and she knew enough to know by now that feelings like this were not common. You didn’t get many Keiras. You didn’t get to fall in love like this all the time. Alanna thought there might never be another day like this ever again. Keira, who never loved anyone, loved Alanna. That was a hell of a thing to have happened. Alanna didn’t know what made her so special. Was this real? Was Keira really letting her in? 
   
 Keira turned to Alanna in the bathroom. Apparently, Alanna’s poker face was not great because the second Keira looked at her, she was worried. ‘Hey, what’s going on,’ Keira asked with deep concern.  
   
 ‘I’m nervous,’ Alanna said. ‘About us getting… You know…’ 
   
 ‘Me too,’ Keira admitted.  
   
 ‘You are? But you’re…’ 
   
 ‘I know, I know. But you have to understand...’ Keira thought about it for a moment and then said very seriously, ‘Say I wanted to run a marathon…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Bear with me. So I enter a marathon and I start training on a treadmill, pushing myself a bit farther every time. I get my distance right up there over several months; I can run twenty-six miles on the treadmill. I’m ready, right? Wrong. Because when it comes time to run the marathon, I’m running on a road. There are peaks and troughs and uneven, hard ground that I never knew from the comfort of my rubber-lined treadmill. I’ve only half trained. I have no idea what’s gonna happen. Might not have the stamina for real running at all and cop-out two miles in. Might fall over and crack my ankle on the first step because it’s different terrain.’ She took a breath. ‘And that’s you. The London Marathon.’ 
   
 Alanna smiled. Keira sure did have a way with words. But Alanna couldn’t seem to shake her fear. ‘That’s sweet, but…’ 
   
 ‘You’re not convinced,’ Keira said, and she put her hands on her hips, thinking. A slow smile appeared. ‘Look, what if I gave you something that I never gave to anyone else?’ 
   
 Alanna’s fear went into overdrive. ‘If it’s an advanced sexual position, you need to know that my balance isn’t great, and I don’t like being upside down—’ 
   
 Keira smiled and shook her head. She turned around to the toilet and leant down by its side, saying, ‘Did you never check down here for reading material?’ 
   
 Alanna had noticed a couple of dusty paperbacks down there, tucked underneath a stack of magazines, wedged between the toilet and the bath. But she hadn’t disturbed them because she usually just looked at her phone if she was there for a while. But as Keira turned around, holding the books, Alanna realised that she should have looked closer. ‘Your books?’ 
   
 Keira nodded anxiously. 
   
 Alanna took the books and looked at the one on top. It was called Devil’s Creek. ‘Wait a sec. You’re Alice Baker?’  
   
 Keira shrugged nervously. ‘I am she. Feel free to take a look at those when you get some time.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have to. I’ve read all your books,’ Alanna explained, shocked. 
   
 ‘Stop it,’ Keira said. But she looked scared. 
   
 ‘I’m serious. Every single one,’ Alanna said, almost delirious.  
   
 Keira’s terror faded, but only slightly. ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘The Scarred Widow, Devil’s Creek… Oh my god, The Wolf’s Tomb was my favourite!’ 
   
 ‘That’s not possible,’ Keira said. ‘I’m obscure.’ 
   
 ‘You are not.’ 
   
 ‘Obscure enough that you shouldn’t have heard of me, anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I have. Alice Baker, I mean you, is my go-to when I’m tired of dry textbooks.’ 
   
 Keira sat down on the edge of the bath to steady herself. ‘Sweet Jesus. I never wanted to tell you who I was because I thought you’d think my books were, I don’t know, a bit silly, I guess.’ 
   
 ‘They’re not silly. They’ve brought me light when I needed it.’ 
   
 Keira started laughing. ‘This is crazy.’ 
   
 ‘Totally and completely.’ Alanna paused. ‘So, um…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘When’s the next one coming out?’ 
   
 Keira rolled her eyes. ‘Have you been talking to my publisher?’ 
   
 Alanna perched on the edge of the bath next to her. ‘Maybe you could just slip me a chapter or two?’ she asked. ‘Just to keep me going.’ 
   
 Keira grinned at her. ‘It’s almost finished. I’ll send you the whole thing in a week. How about that?’ 
   
 Alanna punched the air. ‘Score! I knew I was right to fall in love with you.’ 
   
 They smiled at each other.  
   
 ‘You still feel that way even though I murdered the protag from the In
Sheep’s Clothing series?’ Keira asked with a raised eyebrow.  
   
 ‘I forgot you did that,’ Alanna said, suddenly irritated. ‘I was livid.’ 
   
 ‘It was right for the story,’ Keira said. 
   
 ‘I know. But I was still livid.’ She half smiled. ‘I forgive you, though.’ She stood and slipped her eggy cardigan off, letting it drop onto the floor. Her top went next. Keira watched, frozen. Alanna let her. This wasn’t about her imperfections or her insecurities anymore. They were in love and they were going to touch each other. Nothing about that could go wrong.  
   
 She went to the shower and got it running at a comfortable temperature. She climbed in and let the water run down her body. She turned around, and Keira was still fully clothed. ‘Are you getting in?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 Keira swallowed and nodded nervously. She began to undress. Alanna watched her. She was just as beautiful as Alanna had known she would be. She stepped into the shower, and they kissed, long, deep, close. Steam wasn’t just coming from the showerhead. 
   
 Alanna felt she’d waited her whole life to be in that shower. Somewhere she wanted to be, asked to be, deserved to be.  
   
   
   
   






Thirty-Six


 


 


A year later

   
 ‘Wait!’ Keira said quickly before disaster could occur. ‘You’ve got it in reverse.’ 
   
 ‘Are you serious?’ Alanna cried, taking her hand off the wheel and putting it in first. ‘I’m taking my test today and I’m still making basic errors like that?’ 
   
 ‘You’re just nervous. But you’ve got it down. You’ll do it right when you need to,’ Keira told her easily. It seemed to calm Alanna down and she began again.  
   
 She started the car up with no problem this time. ‘How do you think the test giver would react to you coming along and giving me pep talks from the backseat?’ 
   
 ‘Look, you passed your accreditation last week. What’s driving a car compared to driving people?’ Keira asked. 
   
 ‘Driving people? Is that what you think I do?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘No, but I liked how it made my sentence flow,’ Keira explained. ‘OK, are we doing this or not?’  
   
 Alanna groaned. ‘Fine. One last drive before they tell me I’m banned from ever getting near a combustion engine ever again.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell do you think happens in that test?’ Keira asked her. 
   
 ‘I’m preparing for the absolute worst. As far as I’m concerned, I might be in prison by the day’s end for dangerous driving. That way, if I just fail, I’ve still got my freedom.’ 
   
 ‘That’s one way to approach it. Now, come on. You don’t want to be late.’ 
   
 Alanna pulled out perfectly onto the road, driving them over to the test centre without a single hitch.  
   
 ‘Right, I’ll be waiting for you over there in that…’ Keira looked across the road, ‘…Stationery shop. Damn.’ 
   
 ‘What’s wrong with that? You can buy notebooks. You love notebooks.’ 
   
 ‘That’s exactly what I’m worried about. I’m stockpiling as it is. And I just know I’m going to find numerous lovely ones in there that have to come home with me. And then I’ll make all my notes on my laptop.’ Keira realised Alanna had gone quiet. ‘You’re gonna smash it.’ 
   
 Alanna sighed. ‘We’ll see.’ 
   
 Keira kissed her gently on the cheek. ‘Go and get full marks so we can go on that road trip next month without me having to shotgun Red Bulls the whole way to Scotland.’  
   
 Alanna moaned and got out of the car like she was walking to her death. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Keira saw Alanna leaving the test centre from the window of the shop. She finished paying and ran out holding four notepads, sprinting across the road for the news. ‘Well?’ 
   
 Alanna shrugged, looking miserable.  
   
 Keira cocked her head at her girlfriend. ‘This is a fake-out, isn’t it? You passed. Didn’t you? Didn’t you? Stop it, now. I know you passed.’ 
   
 Alanna grinned. ‘Sixty-nine points out of seventy-four.’ 
   
 Keira nearly dropped the notepads. ‘Yes! I knew it. Bonus for the hilarious score.’ 
   
 Alanna laughed. She looked down at Keira’s hands. ‘Four notebooks?’ 
   
 ‘Don’t notebook shame me.’ Keira put the notebooks in her bag. ‘Ready to drive me home to celebrate?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘You don’t seem very surprised that I passed.’ 
   
 ‘Because I’m not.’ 
   
 ‘You didn’t think there was a chance I might fail?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Not for a second,’ Keira told her. She never doubted Alanna. She never thought she’d be able to say that about anyone in the whole of her life. But thanks to a crazy idea to keep her life a certain way, here they were, everything upside down and so much better for it. 
   
 Sometimes she wondered, though. She’d read some of Alanna’s books and she had to question if her unconscious mind had recognised a keeper and worked against her conscious mind’s desire to stay removed by finding silly ways to keep Alanna in her life.  
   
 Then again, maybe she was just an idiot who got lucky. 
   
 ‘I’m your chauffeur now, aren’t I?’ Alanna asked, getting into the driver’s seat. 
   
 ‘You’re just better at parking,’ Keira explained. 
   
 Alanna rolled her eyes and smiled at her girlfriend. ‘Yeah, yeah, get in the car, your majesty.’ 
   
 ‘I could get used to that title,’ Keira said as she climbed in. But she already had. Alanna treated her like a queen, always. She made it so easy to feel like she deserved the love she’d run away from her whole life. In turn, that made it easier to give it back, too. The fuck up she was waiting to make hadn’t happened. Not yet. Every day, it felt a little less likely to ever come.  
   
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Later, at home, they were relaxing in front of the TV. On the coffee table was a piece of post that had been received this morning, an invitation. 
   
 ‘So, are we going?’ Keira asked, looking at the invitation. It was very fancy. It was going to be a big deal, this shindig. She didn’t want to go for numerous reasons, but ultimately, it would be Alanna’s call. 
   
 ‘Why the hell would we ever go to that?’ Alanna asked. 
   
 ‘Because it’s your mother.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘Your choice.’ 
   
 ‘I just don’t know if I can do this one,’ Alanna said, dread in her voice. 
   
 ‘But what if this is the one where she gets hammered and does karaoke? You’d kick yourself.’ 
   
 ‘That would never happen,’ Alanna said flatly. 
   
 There was a knock at the door. They swapped a look. ‘Shall we pretend we’re not at home?’ Alanna whispered. 
   
 ‘I heard that,’ Sandra said through the door. ‘These doors are practically made of balsa wood.’ 
   
 Alanna shook her head and got up to answer the door. She opened it to find Sandra with her fiancé.  
   
 ‘So, are you coming to the wedding or not? Because everyone else has RSVP’d,’ her mother said sharply. 
   
 Keira didn’t want to get involved, but she got up and joined Alanna at the door, placing a hand on the small of her back for support. She felt Alanna’s spine loosen a bit at the contact. 
   
 ‘To be perfectly frank, Mother, I don’t know if I’m going to come,’ Alanna said. 
   
 ‘Why not?’ Sandra demanded. 
   
 Alanna gestured at the intended groom. ‘Our previous relationship makes it a bit odd. Can you not see that?’ 
   
 Benjamin rolled his eyes and slipped his hand into Sandra’s. ‘Look, you said you were over us.’ 
   
 Alanna nodded. ‘And I truly am, Benjamin. It’s all good in that department. But it’s just weird to be Eskimo sisters with your mother.’ 
   
 Sandra frowned. ‘You keep using that phrase, what on earth does it…’ 
   
 ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Benjamin said to Sandra, and she nodded. Keira would have paid cash to see that discussion.  
   
 ‘Well, give it some thought. We’d like you to be there,’ Sandra said with a small nod. She and her young husband-to-be went back across the hall to their place. 
   
 Alanna shut the door. ‘It’s normal that I’m creeped out, right?’ she said to Keira. ‘I’m not going mad here?’ 
   
 ‘You are not going mad,’ Keira said. ‘I can’t even imagine how it feels to know…’ Keira shuddered. ‘I can only thank god Jeremy Kyle’s not still on the air.’ 
   
 ‘Look, let them do…’ Alanna winced, ‘…whatever. But I don’t think it’s fair to ask me to sit there watching them swap spit at the altar. It’s the stuff of nightmares.’ She paused. ‘You know, when we broke up, I called him a motherfucker. Little did I know…’ 
   
 It was a shocker, no doubt. Benjamin had apparently ‘taken solace’ in Sandra after the big party bust-up with Kelly and it had taken a romantic turn. Poor old Jonty was quickly dispatched, and Sandra and Benjamin set up home soon after. They should have seen it coming. Benjamin always had seemed a little too pleased to see Sandra and vice versa. All that time, they’d thought her mother was trying to get them back together and that Benjamin was on board. How wrong they’d had it. And now wedding bells were in the air. 
   
 ‘Hey,’ Keira asked, sitting back down on the sofa. ‘Do you think Benny ever asks your mother to—’ 
   
 ‘If you finish that sentence, I’ll never sleep again,’ Alanna told her. 
   
 Keira zipped it on that particular front. ‘Anyway, sleep on the wedding thing. See how you feel about it tomorrow,’ Keira advised her. 
   
 Alanna sighed and slumped on the sofa. ‘I’m going to have to go, though, aren’t I? I mean, when you get down to it, I can’t see a way out. And I am, in a very disgusted way, pleased for them. Kind of.’ 
   
 ‘You’re a bigger woman than I am,’ Keira said, impressed.  
   
 ‘What else can I do? I’ve found love. I can’t deny them the same, can I? I have to give them my blessing. Which means going to that horrid wedding,’ Alanna said with a groan. 
   
 Keira smiled, cuddling up to her on the sofa. ‘You’re amazing, you know that?’ 
   
 ‘I can afford to be,’ Alanna said, giving her a look that shot a tremble up Keira’s spine. She wondered if it was too soon to suggest they maybe have an early night? She decided it might be a touch insensitive after that much discussion of her mother’s physical relationship with her ex-boyfriend. That was alright, though. Keira didn’t need things to be physical every minute. Their love had a lot more to it than that. 
   
 The door went again. ‘Who now?’ Keira demanded and went to the door to find Kelly. ‘Here ya go,’ Kelly said, handing over an Amazon box. 
   
 ‘Kelly!’ Keira greeted her. ‘How’re tricks?’ 
   
 ‘Don’t ask. I’ve got to go and deliver something to the happy couple now,’ Kelly grumbled. 
   
 ‘You could always try and get a different route?’ Keira suggested. 
   
 Kelly chewed it over. ‘Nope. I think it’s good for me to practise being an adult about it. If I do it enough, I think I will be.’ 
   
 Keira’s life was not the only one changed by Kelly throwing those eggs at Keira’s car. Kelly had destroyed a good relationship for reasons she didn’t understand that night. It wasn’t the first time she’d blown shit up inexplicably. She couldn’t keep doing it, she decided. Several weeks later, Keira and Alanna received a (jointly addressed) letter from Kelly saying she was sorry for everything and she hoped they could sort it out someday, but in the meantime, did Alanna happen to have a good recommendation for someone that could help her get her shit together? 
   
 Keira and Alanna were suspicious at first that it was another ruse to create more destruction. But Alanna sent a letter back with a name and number anyway. They didn’t hear from her for months. Until Alanna ordered a book and Kelly, back on her old route, came to drop it off. You couldn’t miss the change in her. ‘A work in progress,’ she called herself. She wasn’t perfect, but she was doing alright. Keira was pleased for her. And also a little inspired by her courage to face up to herself.  
   
 Keira decided it was time for her to face things, too.  
   
 She found an investigator who specialised in tracing birth parents. He found her birth mother very quickly. Mostly because she’d wanted to be found. She’d been doing her own searching for years. It had been a hell of a day when Keira had gone to that café meeting with her biological mother. Keira had thought she might pass out before she could enter the building, but Alanna held her hand and got her in the door, to the table, to the woman that gave her up thirty years ago. 
   
 Her name was Rose, and she told a classic tale through many tears. Pregnant at fifteen with her first boyfriend, religious family, she was pressured to give Keira up even though she loved her at first sight. She never stopped regretting it. She’d put herself on every list for consent to contact that she could find but had given up hope after so many years without a word. She’d been so happy to get that call and to meet Keira at last. That afternoon was a weight off Keira’s shoulders. Her life hadn’t started with rejection. She didn’t have to carry that anymore. And screw every prospective adoptive parent that only wanted the kids who felt pressured to present perfection. That had never been Keira’s fault. 
   
 Keira and Rose cried together that afternoon—which was weird but sort of nice—and vowed to keep in contact. It might be a bit late to be mother and daughter, but they wanted to find some kind of relationship. They had met several times now, and Keira was pleased to be able to forgive her, even to grow fond of her. Keira hadn’t found her birth father yet—Rose had lost track of him—but the investigator was working on it. And if he never did find him, it was OK, because Rose could fill in a lot of gaps in Keira’s history. That was important to her. Keira knew the beginning of her story, at last. So now, she could live the rest of it fully. She knew who she was, and she knew what she wanted. She was sitting on the sofa next to her, after all.  
   
 ‘How do you feel about Mexican tonight?’ Keira asked Alanna.  
   
 Alanna raised an eyebrow. ‘I was thinking about an early night.’ 
   
 Keira was delighted. ‘Are you sure? You’re not a bit…’ 
   
 Alanna waved a hand of dismissal. ‘Forget them. Forget all of it. We’re locking that door and we’re not opening it again for the rest of the night, not even for food. I just want you tonight.’ 
   
 Keira forgot about the idea of a burrito very quickly, standing up and grabbing Alanna by the hand. ‘Who cares about food, anyway,’ she said, pulling Alanna to her feet, where she met her in a passionate kiss.  
   
 In the bedroom, things got hot extremely fast, and as Keira made love to Alanna, she couldn’t remember why she’d ever wanted anyone else. Not one of her one-night stands had ever made her feel this kind of passion. But it was lucky she had wanted that life once upon a time. Because she might not have gotten close to Alanna any other way. She’d been too stupid to see what was right in front of her the entire time. The perfect woman. She didn’t know how she’d been so blind that she hadn’t seen it the second she laid eyes on Alanna Hall.  
   
 It was a mystery she simply couldn’t solve. 
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