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One

   
   
 This was possibly one of the most boring conversations Olivia Ross had ever had in her life. If she hadn’t been having it on live TV, she’d have made her excuses by now and swerved out of it. ‘So, Mr Prime Minister, what are your plans for the weekend?’ she asked the leader of the country, Mike Walpig. 
   
 ‘Well,’ the smarmy sod said, batting the softball back, ‘I’ll be working, of course.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ Olivia replied, thinking, Ask about the scandal, ask about the scandal, ask about the scandal. ‘I hear your wife’s birthday is this weekend. Big plans with the Missus?’ 

 

 As though reading her mind, the woman in the booth who was under the not entirely inaccurate impression that her hand was up Olivia’s arse, operating her like a puppet, Liza Kelly, said into Olivia’s earpiece, ‘Keep it pleasant, please, Olivia.’ 
   

The Prime Minister answered easily, unconcerned with what insiders had just learned, what his wife almost certainly knew but what no one dared break for fear of being sued out the arsehole. That he and a female member of his cabinet had been ‘working nights’ on and off for the last ten years. ‘Oh, well, I’m sure I can take a break for my wife’s party on Saturday night.’ 
   
 ‘Lovely,’ Olivia smiled and turned to the camera, signing off. ‘And now to Jack with the weather.’ 
   
 Mike Walpig gave her a smile and a thanks and was whisked off in under ten seconds by several security guards.  
   
 ‘That was close,’ muttered the man next to her on the sofa, Ben Benjamin. He was as unimaginative as his parents had been when they named him, but Olivia didn’t hate him. It would have been like hating wallpaper. ‘Thought you were gonna say something for a second,’ he said with a nervous chuckle. 
   
 Olivia gave him a polite smile. ‘I know the brief, Ben.’ 
   
 Ben nodded. ‘It’s always better not to make waves.’ 
   
 Olivia wondered how he’d ended up in current affairs if he didn’t like trouble. But then again, Olivia wouldn’t look any different to an outside eye, would she? She was professional, earnest, banal. Any rebellious streak was kept well under wraps. That was what it took to keep a job on the Channel Seven breakfast show these days. To keep your spot on the sofa, you didn’t go off half-cocked, grilling the PM on unsubstantiated rumours of his fondness for a BJ while he watched himself on the news. People didn’t want that in the morning while they were getting ready for work, getting the kids dressed for school. They wanted manageable, warm, easy to digest—the televisual equivalent of a buttered slice of toast. Or so Liza said. In her tenure, that was the remit. Boringly comforting. 
   
 ‘Hey, have you been to Crazy Land before?’ Ben asked quietly as they waited for the weather to finish. He was tugging at his stiff three-piece suit anxiously.  
   
 ‘Er, yes, I have done. A while ago. Why?’ 
   
 ‘Going with the kids this weekend. It’s my eldest’s birthday.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, how old is Sam now?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘She’s eleven. But, like, it’s not… I mean, Crazy Land has plenty of gentle rides? Right?’ 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you been to a theme park, Ben? The point is terror. Sam’s gonna hit the worst of the worst if she’s anything like I was at that age.’ 
   
 Ben’s mouth fell open. ‘Oh, god.’ He looked over to the monitor. ‘Maybe we’ll get rained off.’ 
   
 Jack, the weather guy, finished and tossed back to Olivia. ‘So if you’ve got plans this weekend, you’re in luck. It’s gonna be a scorcher,’ Jack vowed. 
   
 ‘Goooodddd,’ Ben moaned before the red light came on in the studio. 
   
 ‘Thanks, Jack, that’s great news. I’ll be sure to hit the garden for some rays,’ she said, ignoring Ben’s suffering. The extent of his displeasure about life was being dragged ever so slightly out of his comfort zone, and Olivia envied it. She had the opposite problem. All she wanted was to make a little trouble, and she wasn’t allowed to. It made the job feel pointless. Her whole life, in fact. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The next day, that sunny Saturday Jack had promised, Olivia was indeed out in her garden. She was out there a lot lately. It was better than being indoors. Because indoors, well… She was trying not to give that issue brain space and enjoy her day off.  
   
 She felt tired today, to the extent that it even made enjoying her patch of green difficult. She’d slept fine last night, so it wasn’t that. Maybe she was just tired of life in general. It embarrassed her to think that way. She had what others wanted—money, fame, relative prestige. Once upon a time, it had seemed like it was all there was to want from life. Seven years in, it didn’t seem such a prize. If only they hadn’t had that regime change a while back. Her job might still have some meaning. 
   
 Her phone rang—Liza. Olivia didn’t want to pick up but did anyway. ‘Liza, if it’s about tomorrow’s Dancing on Ice segment, can it wait until-’ 
   
 ‘Olivia. It’s Ben. Something happened at the theme park,’ Liza said with dread in her voice. 
   
 Olivia put a hand to her heart. ‘Is he… Is he dead?’ 
   
 Liza paused, confused. ‘No, he’s not dead. Though his career might be.’ 
   
 Olivia sighed, relieved. ‘Jesus. You do not phone people up and say, ‘something happened at the theme park,’ with your voice all deep and foreboding like that. You don’t even want to know what I was picturing.’  
   
 ‘Olivia, just listen, will you? He’s lost his voice.’ 
   
 Olivia paused. ‘I don’t… What?’ 
   
 Liza took a deep breath. ‘He went on a theme park ride and screamed so hard he injured his voice, I guess?’ 
   
 Olivia had thought a minute ago that Ben was dead. Now she had to laugh. ‘He what? What ride was this? It must have been bloody terrifying if he broke his throat over it.’ 
   
 ‘It was the teacups.’ 
   
 This got better by the second. ‘No!’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I don’t think Ben had ever been to a theme park before, so apparently, even the teacups terrified him like a lump in the armpit. But anyway, I’m not phoning to gossip. I’m gonna need to fill his seat. Temporarily.’ 
   
 What was at first frightening, and then funny, became quickly worrisome. ‘With who? Not that little prat with the horrible moustache? Liza, I can’t. He tells me constant stories about his cat between segments. And his cat is fucking boring.’ 
   
 ‘If you mean Reg Morris…’ 
   
 ‘A segment producer nicknamed him The Pussy Tickler, can we call him that?’ Olivia asked, trying to amuse herself. 
   
 Liza, who had nearly no sense of humour, sighed and said, ‘Reg’s permanent on CPT now, he can’t do it.’ 
   
 ‘Who then? Not that radio news guy with the voice?’ 
   
 ‘The voice? You mean Simon?’ 
   
 ‘It’s too deep. I think it’s on that brown noise frequency. When he talks for too long, I feel like I need the toilet.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, come on!’ Liza said incredulously.  
   
 ‘I’m serious. Last time he filled in for Ben, I spent every break on the—’ 
   
 ‘You don’t need to finish that story because it’s not him either,’ Liza said quickly. ‘I don’t have a definite name for you, but I’ve got a shortlist. People are coming to see me today. Good people.’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t like the sound of that at all. ‘What? No. We can just… Let’s just get Jack.’ 
   
 ‘Olivia, Jack’s great on a ten-minute weather segment, but he hasn’t got two hours in him,’ Liza explained.  
   
 ‘He did fine when I had that flu.’ 
   
 ‘He did not do fine. He kept zoning out during segments. You must have seen that video of him reading Reddit on his iPhone while a woman talked about her battle with Lyme disease. Ironically, he was on a thread called ‘Am I the Arsehole?’ I nearly sacked him, but he told me he had ADHD, got a note from his doctor and everything.’ 
   
 ‘This is fucking ridiculous. You can’t just go out and grab anyone.’ 
   
 ‘We’ve been talking about needing new cover. This was a bit sooner than I was expecting, but I’ve had a list for a few weeks. But needs must when the devil… I forget the rest.’ 
   
 ‘When the devil drives,’ Olivia told her. ‘Which is what I’m going to do right now. I’ll get in the car this minute and come to those meetings,’ Oliva said seriously. 
   
 ‘No. Leave it with me.’ 
   
 If Liza thought that was the end of the conversation, she was wrong. ‘I want a say, Liza. I’m one half of that sofa. It’s only fair I get a say on the other cushion’s occupant.’ 
   
 ‘It’s temporary cover,’ Liza assured her. ‘I don’t know why you’re getting so bent out of shape about it. It’ll be a fortnight at most.’ 
   
 ‘So what was that comment about Ben’s career being over?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Liza cleared her throat. ‘I was exaggerating. Probably. Two weeks and his throat might well return to its original condition.’ 
   
 ‘And if it doesn’t, I’ll be stuck with your pick.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not gonna screw you over, Olivia. You must know that by now.’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t answer that. 
   
 ‘Look. I’m gonna consider your point of view.’ 
   
 ‘But you won’t know it because I won’t be there,’ Olivia pointed out. 
   
 ‘I’ve worked with you for two years. I know what you think, trust me. Look, I gotta go. See you tomorrow.’ She hung up before Olivia could get another word out.  
   
 Olivia was livid. She was being cut out. Not only did it anger her, it made her suspicious. She wasn’t sure why. Had Ben screamed himself out of his job? Maybe. She texted him. 
   

Liza just called and told me the news. Are you alright? 

   
 The text came back quickly.  
   

Those teacups are ridiculously fast. I don’t know how it’s legal. 

   
 Olivia shook her head and texted back, I hope you feel better soon x. She meant it. He was not exactly her bestie, but he was the devil she knew, and worthy of sympathy and a gift basket when she had a minute. The idea of some random being plopped on the sofa beside her on Monday morning scared her. She could only hope Liza was being honest about taking what she wanted into consideration. That this wasn’t some kind of… what was the word? Ah yes. Railroading. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The next morning, she arrived at the studio and went straight to Liza’s office. 
   
 ‘Jesus, you look like shit,’ Liza said as she walked in. 
   
 ‘I didn’t sleep well,’ Olivia admitted.  
   
 ‘Well, I hope you weren’t worried about today? Because there’s no need. I think you’re going to be happy with my choice.’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I’ve been talking to the heads and apparently, they wanted to try something a bit different. They want an all-female team.’ 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘OK.’ 
   
 ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’ 
   
 Olivia would have been pleased if she trusted Liza any farther than she could throw her. But she had this feeling she couldn’t shake. A feeling she was about to experience her own Ides of March. ‘This new person, this woman, she wouldn’t happen to be younger than me, would she?’ 
   
 Liza’s smile never slipped. ‘Barely.’ 
   
 ‘How much of a gap?’ 
   
 Liza waved a dismissive hand. ‘I don’t know her age. It’s illegal to ask employees that sort of thing.’ 
   
 ‘Liza, how fucking old is she?’ Olivia asked plainly.  
   
 Liza sighed. ‘She’s thirty-three.’ 
   
 ‘She’s the age I was when I got the job?’ Olivia noted, folding her arms across her chest. 
   
 Liza picked up her phone and checked something. ‘I don’t know what you’re implying,’ she muttered from behind the screen. 
   
 ‘I think you do,’ Olivia said, holding her eye. 
   
 Liza looked at her wordlessly, and Olivia waited to see how she would handle this. But Liza got lucky, a knock at the door saving her from having to answer. ‘That’ll be Holly.’ 
   
 ‘Which Holly?’ There were several Hollys in the business. Major Hollys, minor Hollys, good Hollys, bad Hollys. Who would come through the door? 
   
 ‘Reynolds,’ Liza said. ‘Come in,’ she called. 
   
 The door opened, and in she walked. Holly Reynolds. Olivia had never met her in person, though she knew her by reputation. She was an up and comer, a decent newsreader who usually did teatime news on their channel. But that was all beside the point. Holly Reynolds was known for being the ‘sexy newsreader.’ She was constantly touted as the sexiest this and the hottest that on the kind of publications that made that type of list. And if you wanted to see them, her naked breasts were all over the internet. This was getting worse by the second.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ Holly said, putting out her hand. ‘I’m so excited to work with you.’ 
   
 Olivia pushed down the dark suspicions she felt. ‘I bet you are,’ she said as un-bitterly as she could manage as she took the beautiful younger woman’s hand and shook it. She was… well… ‘Very symmetrical’ was all Olivia would have said if pressed. Olivia had met a lot of beautiful people in her time, so she was unimpressed by her hourglass shape, her electric-blue eyes. She couldn’t have cared less about her jawline that could slice bread, nor her high cheekbones that put one in mind of an Amazonian warrior, nor her flowing caramel hair that fell in that absurdly perfect sharp bob that framed her face just so. Nor her smile, which was of the kind that seemed to suggest sex. It was all just shapes. Well, Holly and her collection of damn near perfect shapes could take a running jump. Holly was the enemy, and Olivia would never, ever forget it. 






Two

   
   
 Holly Reynolds wasn’t very sure about this now.  
   
 It had seemed like the dream call Sunday afternoon, her agent saying, ‘OK, final meeting. Get your hair on point tomorrow morning, it’s basically yours now.’ Which turned out to be accurate. The meeting was indeed an elaborate yes. It was only a temporary job, of course. But who knew? If she could be on the roster as the go-to girl when someone was on leave, or sick, she’d be happy with that. Very happy. But also, rather fucking terrified. Because Olivia Ross was something else. Red hair, creamy skin, patrician features and sharp green eyes. She was a classic Irish beauty. But only if you fixated on things like that. Holly didn’t because everyone made a big deal of her appearance and it pissed her off no end. What intimidated her about Olivia Ross had nothing to do with her looks. What made Olivia a giant amongst women was her razor-sharp intelligence, combined with a total inability to take shit, no matter who tried to feed it to her.  
   
 The Health Secretary, Phillip Smythe, had once told her to check her information after she’d asked him about some NHS budget figures. She’d given him a brief icy look, picked up her research, and read it to him like a child until he had to concede that he was the one who was totting things up incorrectly. Holly had watched that happen live, delighted. It was less delightful now because she was standing in front of Olivia Ross, on her first day of a new job, and she knew how Phillip Smythe had felt. About ten inches tall. There was something in her those deep-set eyes that made her feel seen right through. Lacking. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Holly said, putting out her hand, trying to summon confidence. ‘I’m so excited to work with you.’ 
   
 Olivia looked her up and down in a barely subtle manner. ‘I bet you are,’ she said in that lilting Irish brogue. It was a voice that could charm you even when it was insulting you. 
   
 ‘It’s great to, er, to meet you, Miss Ross,’ Holly said, practically ready to curtsy. 
   
 ‘Is it?’ she answered, with a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. ‘Well, I’ll let you get caught up with Liza. See you on set.’ She walked out. 
   
 Liza was quick to try and warm things up, though she was pretending there hadn’t been an atmosphere, which was patently ridiculous. ‘God, we’re so glad you’re here. You were such a get. The heads are excited to see how we do with an all-female sofa.’ 
   
 Holly smiled and nodded. Some people might have felt invalidated by what Liza had just said, feeling like they were just a token. But if they wanted to cash in on a trend for more woman on TV, let them see it that way. Holly always felt she was more than people tried to reduce her to. If people wanted to box her into her gender, or the sex appeal she possessed, there was nothing to be done about that but ignore it as best she could. Because Holly believed herself to be a lot more than the sum of her parts. And she hoped today, she might get a chance to prove it. 
   
 If she could only stop crapping herself around Olivia Ross. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Holly went through the coiffing machine for the next forty-five minutes. She emerged with hair and makeup on point, wearing a dark-green skirt and a white blouse that she hoped wasn’t quite as see-through on camera as she worried it was. She’d almost said something to the wardrobe department but chickened out. She didn’t want to appear difficult on her first day.  
   
 Soon, she was sitting on the famous red sofa in the glare of studio lights, and it was almost go-time. Olivia wasn’t in the studio yet, which was odd to Holly, they were going on air in two minutes. Holly had been prepped by a PA on the segments and read through her script so nothing on the teleprompter was going to be a shock to her. But two minutes was cutting it a bit fine. When she was at her normal job on the teatime news, they wanted her sitting ten minutes ahead. Then again, Olivia had been doing this a long ten. Maybe she would walk out and sit two seconds before the show started and pull it off. She was a seasoned professional, twenty years in the game, seven on the show. Oliva had less than half of that time in current events. It probably wasn’t for her to say what Oliva’s morning schedule should look like. 
   
 ‘OLIVIA ON SET!’ the floor manager yelled at a volume Holly found a bit much. But then in she came, Olivia Ross, and Holly thought it was only right to give her that kind of entrance. This morning, she’d looked intimidating enough. After an hour of hair and makeup? She was terrifying. Despite her diminutive stature, she seemed to cast a shadow over the entire studio. The whole studio crackled and though people were working away on this and that, Holly could feel their awareness of her. But maybe she was projecting. Maybe she was the only one who was shrinking in fear. 
   
 Olivia stepped in behind the elaborate walnut coffee table and took her usual position on the left. After a moment, she turned to her. ‘Holly?’ she said. 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Holly responded, hoping for just the slightest bit of niceness, something to calm her nerves. 
   
 ‘You’re too close.’ 
   
 Holly was confused. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘There needs to be about five inches between us. You’re practically in my lap,’ Olivia said with a dry smile. 
   
 Holly was dismayed. ‘God, sorry.’ She budged quickly over. 
   
 ‘Now you’re too far. Stand up.’ Holly stood. Olivia patted an area of the sofa. ‘You want to hit about here.’ 
   
 ‘ON AIR IN TEN, NINE…’ called the floor manager.  
   
 Holly felt panic flood her system, which was unusual for her, she was no newb to the live TV game. She quickly jumped down into the position Olivia had indicated. She might have been a little bit quick though. Because as the floor manager counted, ‘SEVEN,’ she heard Oliva say, ‘Christ.’ Holly realised she was sitting on Olivia’s hand. 
   
 ‘Oh, god,’ Holly stated, mortified, lifting herself quickly so Olivia could retrieve her hand. ‘I’m so sorry,’ Holly whispered.  
   
 ‘FOUR!’ 
   
 Olivia rubbed her hand. ‘Hell of a start.’ 
   
 Holly couldn’t think of a single response to that and then the stage manager called, ‘ONE,’ and that was that.  
   
 The show was starting up. Holly slapped an awkward smile on her lips and saw through her peripheries that Olivia looked like she always did at the start of the show. Apparently, she was already over the fact Holly had given her a handful of butt cheek seconds ago.  
   
 ‘Good morning and welcome to Channel Seven Breakfast,’ she said to the early risers of the country. ‘With me, Olivia Ross, and filling in for Ben Benjamin, Holly Reynolds.’ 
   
 ‘Good morning,’ Holly added. ‘The top headlines of the morning…’ 
   
 She detailed the big news of the day as the VT played on the large screen to her left. A car crash on a motorway, a debate in parliament over knife crime, and something pleasant to round it off, a Paralympian from the UK team being put on the Queen’s honours list. That all went fine, though the entire time her mouth was reading the words, her brain was saying, You bloody idiot. You sat on her hand.







Three

   
   
 ‘And here’s Jack with the weather.’ The small red light disappeared to let her know they were off the air. She let her smile drop. She was mortified. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered out of the side of her mouth quietly. 
   
 ‘What?’ Holly said, scanning through a few sheets of paper. 
   
 ‘Sorry, about… I wasn’t quick enough with my hand.’ 
   
 ‘Oh,’ Holly said, looking surprised. ‘No. It was my fault. I should have looked before I leapt. I’m sorry, I’m just a bit jittery. First day nerves.’ 
   
 That was nice of her, to make out like it wasn’t Olivia’s embarrassment, but her own. Still, she wasn’t about to chum up with her. It was all probably just how Holly was easing herself in, ingratiating herself with the established host. However, it might be good to get a bit of intel out of her in this outwardly warm moment. ‘So, how was the vetting process? Lots of meetings?’ 
   
 ‘A few, yeah.’ 
   
 ‘How long have you been talking with Liza?’ 
   
 ‘Let me think, umm… I guess I got the first call a few months ago?’ 
   
 ‘A few months ago?’ Olivia repeated, surprised, though not shocked. So now she knew what she’d only suspected. That when Liza had said she’d had a short list of potential stand-ins, things had been a lot further along than that. If Liza had lied, she’d had a reason to. The reason was obvious. Olivia was out. And Liza thought Olivia would just naïvely train up her replacement like a mug. Well, if there was one thing Olivia wasn’t, it was a dummy. 
   
 She didn’t know exactly what Holly knew. But probably more than Olivia. Olivia needed to keep her talking. ‘It’s a lot to take on with the day job too. I mean, you’re on at 6pm, right? That’s a hellish schedule, getting up for us, and then being ready to go again, twelve hours later?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I think if I was doing it regularly, it might be a bit tough. But it’s only a week or a day here and there, I think I can tough it out. They gave me two weeks’ leave on this occasion, so I could settle in properly.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, so you’re not quitting your other job?’ 
   
 Holly’s eyebrows disappeared into her fringe. ‘What, to be an occasional stand-in on this show? I mean, it pays well, but not that well,’ she said with a laugh. 
   
 Olivia gave a light laugh. ‘I meant in the long term.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, god, I don’t know. If I came across a better permanent job, I might think about it. But I’m pretty happy there now.’ 
   
 ‘So why take this job? If you’re happy now?’ Olivia asked, aware her tone was taking on a slight edge.  
   
 Holly seemed not to notice. ‘My agent thought it was good to spread my wings a bit. He’s constantly harping on about profile, all that.’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t worry about that,’ Olivia said. ‘Weren’t you trending recently?’ 
   
 Holly’s smile dropped. ‘Oh. That. Yeah. That wasn’t really…’ 
   
 ‘And back in thirty!’ the stage manager yelled.  
   
 Olivia supposed she’d never get that answer now, but oh well. She had learned a thing or two about Miss Holly Reynolds anyway. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say she’d narrowed some things down about her. Because every answer she gave sounded honest. Which meant she was either completely in the dark about the planned move, or she was so good at lying, it was scary. 
   
 Time would have to tell. 






Four

   
   
 It was twenty-five to nine, and Holly was counting the minutes till they went off the air. This whole morning had been tense. The worst of it was getting that grilling from Olivia in the first weather break. She’d known Olivia was trying to get something out of her, but she was damned if she understood what.  
   
 But then she’d brought up the trending thing.  
   
 Last month, Holly had done something a lot of people could get away with, but apparently not her. She’d sunbathed in her garden in a bikini, something she did when the sun was simply too gorgeous to resist. She had a private garden with a high fence, and she was careful to check the sightlines before she removed the bikini top for a full, unbroken tan. But guess what had happened? Some bloody pervert with a telephoto lens snapped her. 
   
  She couldn’t for the life of her spot where they’d been positioned. They had to have the bloody Hubble telescope attached to the camera to get her from the distance they must have been. But they’d gotten her. And every single refusal she’d ever made to requests for scantily clad photoshoots was for nought. Anyone, anywhere, anytime could google her and that fucking shot would come up—Holly with the girls out.  
   
 Holly was beside herself. She rang her agent and told him to rain down the fires of hell on anyone who published the shot. He didn’t exactly heed her call to action. ‘This is great, Holly. This is what people have always wanted. Most of them do it now, it’s no big deal for a newsreader to bare all these days, you know,’ he said breezily. 
   
 ‘I don’t care what anyone else does. I didn’t want to do it. And now the choice has been taken away. You need to get it pulled, and I want to sue everyone involved.’ 
   
 Simon sighed. ‘Well, yeah, we could do that but… Maybe sleep on it first?’ 
   
 ‘Sleep on it? You think I’m going to wake up tomorrow happy that everyone has seen my nipples?’ 
   
 ‘I’m just saying, look at the bright side.’ He paused, and Holly dreaded what was coming next. Sure enough… ‘And look, I’m not sleazing, but it’s a good shot. Complimentary.’ 
   
 Holly decided to ignore the line cross. ‘Again, Simon, I don’t give a shit. And I can’t believe you’re telling me I shouldn’t be upset about having my privacy invaded.’ 
   
 ‘Look, all I’m saying is I can’t turn back time, especially in these viral days, so reap the benefits, eh? I heard the show’s already seen a ratings spike. Might be able to get you a bit more money next renegotiation.’ 
   
 It was clear Simon couldn’t have cared less. He was a money-grabbing bastard, with no interest in her personally. Holly was tempted to sack him, find someone else, maybe start the legal process herself. But in the end, indolence won out, and she left things as they were rather than go through the hassle. Because he did have a point. In the internet age, you couldn’t truly erase a photo. Her tits were out there, and that was that. 
   
 But Olivia didn’t know any of that, and likely never would. The one shot she had to explain it had blown away on the wind. She didn’t know exactly why she wanted Olivia to understand. She supposed it was because she respected the woman deeply, even looked at her as someone she wanted to emulate. That was what burned. Nothing like this had ever happened to Olivia. Holly had an idea it never would; she wouldn’t have allowed it. She probably had a much better agent, someone who would have stopped those shots, were they to exist, from ever making it into the press. Maybe she even thought Holly had staged the whole thing for publicity, which had been a particularly nasty rumour that had done the rounds on social media. That was a disheartening thought—that Olivia might think she was the type of person who would manipulate and scheme for a little more attention.  
   
 Christ, all she wanted was to do her job and be respected, and she couldn’t have it. A few genes had developed in the womb that had written the code for a large set of breasts, and no one could ever stop trying to make it all she was about. It was fucking infuriating.  
   
 She wanted to change the script. That was the real reason she was here. To sit next to Olivia and hope something might rub off. Some of that sharpness, that charisma, that steely glamour. It was all Holly could expect. Because it was quite clear to her that Olivia would never see her as an equal, much less a friend. Holly just had to take what she could get and be happy with it. This is what she told herself as she watched Olivia introduce a man who had run the circumference of the world, with some help from jet propellers, to raise awareness for a sanctuary for abandoned guinea pigs.  
   
 ‘So Dave, your feet must be killing you,’ Olivia began with a smile. Dave grinned. ‘Yeah, not half. But those guinea pigs are the real heroes.’ 
   
 ‘How so?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Well, they make great therapy animals for a start.’ 
   
 ‘Where would you place them on a scale with dogs?’ Olivia asked him. 
   
 ‘Olivia, let me tell you, they knock dogs into a cocked hat for mental health benefits,’ Dave declared.  
   
 ‘They must be special indeed, considering how hard that run must have been. We’ve got some photos of you at the start of the run and the end.’ 
   
 Holly glanced up at the screen behind her head to see two pictures side by side, a before-shot of Dave – slight beer belly, his thumbs up to the camera - next to a photo of him after his trip looking tanned, skinny and burnt out. ‘Looks like you could do with a guinea pig, there,’ Olivia quipped. Dave laughed, as did Holly. Holly marvelled at how easy Olivia was with the general public guests. Warm and amusing. This was the wonder of her. She could shred a politician and twenty minutes later, she’d be charming the pants off a woman who was knitting to raise money for cancer, and nothing jarred about the transition.  
   
 Someone waiting in the wings brought out a small, brown guinea pig to Dave. ‘Speaking of which, this is my buddy, Dr Pancakes,’ Dave said, accepting the animal into his hands. Holly didn’t outwardly shudder, but she wasn’t happy to see the guinea pig. It was a childhood thing. Her brother had an absolute bastard of a guinea pig called Marcel when they were kids. He didn’t like his cage and was allowed the run of the house, and he utilised that freedom to shit in Holly’s shoes on an almost daily basis. But eventually, the little bugger had moved up from ruining footwear and crawled onto her face one morning while she slept to bite her on the nose. Holly had woken up screaming, blood on her face, eyeball to eyeball with a grinning Marcel. Needless to say, Holly had no love for small rodents.  
   
 ‘Doctor Pancakes? He’s got his doctorate, has he?’ Olivia smiled.  
   
 Dave was loving the banter, and he looked up from Dr Pancakes to say to Olivia, ‘He should, he’s helped a lot of people through to the other side of their problems.’ Unfortunately, the little creature used his warden’s distracted eye as an opportunity to jump right out of his hands. ‘Doc!’ Dave cried, but the guinea pig was on the floor, legging it.  
   
 Holly wanted to scream, but her professionalism managed to win out, and she didn’t make a sound as the creature ran towards her legs. If it was true Doctor Pancakes had a way with people who were suffering, that might have explained the beeline he made for Holly, who was terror-struck as he climbed up her leg. Dave stood to collect his rodent pal, but he wasn’t fast enough, and the guinea pig climbed up to perch on her shoulder while Holly stayed locked in fear. He settled himself and Holly didn’t know how to react, but that decision was taken from her when he opened his bottom and dropped a load of raisin-shaped poops down her shirt. It was about then that PTSD kicked in for Holly and she involuntarily swiped the guinea pig off her shoulder. He flew several feet across the studio to a soundtrack of horrified gasps, before he was caught in mid-air by a quick-reacting boom operator who dropped his mic with a crack to save the creature.  
   
 ‘DR PANCAKES!’ Dave screamed, running to him, taking him carefully and examining him all over for issues. He gave a little squeak, and it seemed all was fine. Though Holly—now that she was guinea pig-free and had her sanity back—was beginning to realise what a massive professional fuck-up she’d just committed.   
   
 ‘Well, that’s live TV folks,’ Olivia chuckled from beside her. ‘But I’d like to assure everyone that Dr Pancakes seems to be fine. Now, over to Jane Sacks for the sports news. Jane?’ 
   
 The little red light went off, and Holly turned to Dave. ‘God, I’m so sorry. I have… I don’t… I’ve always had this fear…’ 
   
 Dave was still aquiver from the shock, but he managed to collect himself enough to say, ‘Dr Pancakes and I forgive you.’ He stroked the guinea pig and whispered heartfelt apologies to him. But overall, Dr Pancakes seemed pretty chill. 
   
 ‘Jesus Christ, can we get someone in to clean up Holly?’ Olivia called. ‘She’s covered in tiny shits.’ 
   
 An assistant flew in with a pack of wet wipes and began to pick little turds off of Holly. As the guy worked, Holly didn’t dare look at Olivia. This was only day one of her new job and she’d caused mayhem. She wasn’t sure there was going to be a day two. 






Five

   
   
 Olivia was playing the clip in slow-mo. Frame by frame, she watched as the guinea pig ran up Holly’s body, landed on her shoulder, did his crap, and then got slapped across the studio, whizzing out of frame. Olivia shook her head, looking to Liza, whom she was showing the clip. ‘And this is your pick, is it?’ They were in Liza’s office. An assistant was watering a plant in the corner. Olivia noticed her shoulders were shaking in silent laughter.  
   
 Liza also looked like she was trying not to laugh. ‘Come on, Olivia. Have a bloody sense of humour.’ 
   
 ‘You think this is funny?’ Olivia asked, amazed to find Liza’s taste in humour was tickled by slapstick. 
   
 ‘It doesn’t matter if I think it’s funny. You know people love this type of stuff. Live TV accidents are popular. I mean, you don’t want them too often, but the occasional look behind the curtain? People love it. It’s been trending all morning.’ 
   
 Right, of course. Liza could only say it was funny if it was backed up by numbers. ‘Oh yes, I forgot that’s the only thing anyone cares about now. Becoming bloody clickbait,’ Olivia snapped. ‘But this isn’t like toddlers walking into frame during a live interview from somebody’s home office. She nearly killed that thing!’ 
   
 ‘But she didn’t. So it’s funny. Alright?’ Liza said firmly.  
   
 Olivia felt a warning in her tone but didn’t heed it. ‘This was her first day, and she almost committed rodent manslaughter. What’s she going to do tomorrow? Kick a puppy to death?’ 
   
 ‘You don’t like her, do you?’ Liza said. 
   
 Olivia was tempted to go nuclear right then, air her ever-hardening suspicions about Holly’s true purpose. But she wasn’t quite ready. And she never attacked without having all the facts. ‘I don’t have anything personal against her at all. I don’t know her. But this wasn’t a good first day, that’s all I’m saying.’ 
   
 ‘And all I’m saying is give the girl a chance.’ 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘She’s thirty-three, Liza. I don’t think we can classify her as a girl.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’m sixty, so she’s a girl to me. And to you, while we’re at it.’ 
   
 Olivia’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’m sorry?’ 
   
 Liza paused. ‘I just meant, because of your years of experience, she’s a kid next to you. In that respect.’ 
   
 Again, Olivia teetered on the edge of hitting the button, releasing the nukes. But she held herself back. ‘I think it’s time I went home, see you in the morning.’ She walked out. But she wasn’t going home, not yet. She needed to talk to someone, someone who might tell her the truth about her employment future. But as Liza had pointed out, Olivia was no kid, petulant and impulsive. She was a grown woman who knew how to bide her time.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Karen!’ Olivia exclaimed, surprised. Though not really. She had waited outside this particular restaurant for twenty minutes to orchestrate an unexpected meeting of two old industry friends. Karen had started around the time she had in the business, and they had worked together on the lunchtime news on CTV, Olivia, a researcher, Karen, a runner. But Karen didn’t get anyone’s coffee anymore. She was the Head of Factual on Channel Seven, Olivia’s big boss, above Liza. She would know what was up. And she came here every Monday to get a ridiculously high-priced salad in lavish surroundings.  
   
 ‘Olivia,’ Karen said, eyes wide, smiling. Olivia couldn’t help but note the strain in the smile. ‘Are you here for lunch? Meeting someone?’ Karen asked. 
   
 ‘I was just popping in to grab a drink with a friend, but she cancelled,’ Olivia lied through her teeth. She wasn’t really into subterfuge. But since no one was being honest with her, this was the position she was left in. Forced to match their lies. ‘Are you meeting anyone, or…’ she said, and left it hanging, hoping Karen would fill in the end of the sentence with, ‘Let’s have lunch.’ 
   
 But she started stuttering, ‘Oh, well, er…’ Oliva knew this was not going to go down the way she’d hoped.  
   
 A moment later, it became clear just how off-piste this plan was going to get as Holly rounded a corner. ‘Hi,’ Karen said to her awkwardly. 
   
 ‘Olivia!’ Holly exclaimed, looking between the two women nervously. ‘I didn’t realise you were coming to this lunch.’ 
   
 Olivia took a moment to compose herself before answering, ‘No. Just a coincidence. Anyway—’ 
   
 ‘Why don’t you come in and have lunch with us?’ Holly said, with a quick look to Karen. ‘I mean, this wasn’t anything formal, right?’ 
   
 ‘No, of course, Olivia should join us,’ Karen replied, her tone as smooth as butter now.  
   
 Olivia couldn’t think of anything more horrendous than being at this meeting. And it was a meeting, Regardless of what Holly believed. But Olivia was going anyway. Fuck awkwardness. ‘Actually, that sounds lovely, thank you,’ she told the women. She checked both their reactions. Holly looked pleased, and Karen looked… less pleased.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Olivia was halfway through an overpriced espresso martini she was trying not to neck for comfort. So far, this mission had yielded nothing. Holly and Karen were blathering on about nothing in particular—mutual acquaintances, channel history, that sort of nothing. Drinks had come and gone, food picked at, and Olivia was none the wiser. Though Karen’s discomfort was telling her something.  
   
 ‘Well, I’ve got to go, I’m afraid,’ Karen announced to the table suddenly. ‘But this is all on the company tab, so order whatever else you want.’ 
   
 A small price to pay for an easy out, Olivia thought. ‘Thanks, Karen. It was lovely to see you,’ Olivia told her. Karen stood and kissed her on the cheek. Olivia was reminded of another infamous betrayer’s cheek peck as she watched her old friend walk away. 
   
 Olivia picked up her drink to finish so she could make her own excuses, but apparently, Holly wasn’t going to make it easy. ‘While I’ve got you, I just wanted to, I don’t know, touch base about today’s… incident.  
   
 Olivia put her drink down untouched. ‘Which part?’ she asked, though of course, she knew. But she was no soft touch. 
   
 Holly laughed, embarrassed. ‘The part where I bitch-slapped a rodent through the air?’ 
   
 Olivia was surprised by the phrasing, and a laugh escaped her. She was quick to stuff it back in. ‘Well, yes, it was…’ She paused to look for the right response. ‘Liza thinks it was good TV, if that’s any comfort,’ she offered honestly. It wasn’t quite a kind word from Olivia, only the passing on of someone else’s. Even that, though, felt like a concession. She was not going to be kind to Holly, she vowed. She would not be charmed; she would not be fooled. If the health minister couldn’t pull the wool over her eyes on live TV, Holly Reynolds wasn’t going to do it over a quinoa salad.  
   
 ‘Yes, she told me people thought it was funny,’ Holly said, chewing her lip. 
   
 ‘You’re not happy about that?’ Olivia asked, interested. 
   
 ‘I wasn’t hoping to be funny today,’ Holly said, her cheeks colouring a little. ‘I mean, if I’d gotten off a good witticism, that would have been one thing. But this morning was a bit…’ 
   
 ‘Clownish?’ Olivia offered. 
   
 She was annoyed to find herself regretting the word choice when she saw the look on Holly’s face. ‘God, was it that bad?’ Holly asked, dismayed.  
   
 Olivia had an opportunity here. She could put the boot in. But she was starting to get the infuriating sense Holly cared what she thought. That could have made it easier to take her down. But Olivia wasn’t inherently mean. She could cut like a scalpel when she needed to, but only if you were truly asking for it. Something about Holly didn’t warrant cruelty.  
   
 Olivia sighed and took a sip of her drink. ‘My first week on the show—when I was shooting packages before I got the sofa—I was doing a segment on a young Olympic hopeful. I was standing right at the edge of the mat while she did a few moves. This thirteen-year-old girl—who is now quite famous but I’m not naming names—was trying to complete a move for the camera that was pretty tough, I think it was… now what was it?’ Olivia sifted through time and found the answer. ‘Oh, yes, it was called a Double Arabian Front, and it involves several flips in mid-air. So this young gymnast attempts this very difficult move on live TV, doesn’t quite pull it off, bounces off the mat and kicks me square in the face.’ 
   
 Holly gasped. ‘The face?’ 
   
 ‘Google it. The camera captured the smack perfectly. I shouted something like, ‘Christ on a cracker!’ and went down like a ton of bricks.’ 
   
 Holly let out a belly laugh. At that moment, she looked different. It took Olivia a moment to realise this was the first moment she’d ever seen her not incredibly stressed. She was quite… Well, she looked less like the TV golden girl and more like a person. It was hard not to be slightly swayed by it. ‘I had a black eye for a week. The makeup crew had a hell of a time covering it, I can tell you. So anyway, the point is, it happens.’ 
   
 ‘Well, that’s…’ Holly sighed with the pleasure of a good laugh. ‘That’s comforting. And I’m definitely googling it later.’ Holly took a sip of her drink, still smiling as she imbibed. Olivia was glad to see her look happy for a moment.  
   
 Wait. Shit, no! This was all wrong. This was seek and destroy, not a cosy chat! Something had gone terribly off track here. That something, Olivia was furious to realise, was that she was growing to like Holly. That wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all. She had to get the hell out of here. ‘Well, I’ve got to be off. Things to do and all that.’ 
   
 ‘Sure,’ Holly said with a nod. ‘I’m sure you’re crazy busy. But this was… I’m really glad I got to have lunch with you.’ She smiled that infamously sexy smile. 
   
 ‘Yep… Yeah… Yes.’ Olivia stood. ‘Bye then.’ 
   
 ‘Till tomorrow,’ Holly said as Olivia tried not to break into a run for the doors. 






Six

   
   
 It was now official. Holly would never trend for a positive reason. Twice in a month, her name was right up there on Twitter, and twice now, it was dumb. Be it a catapulted rodent, or her exposed mammary glands, she was giving up on the idea of ever gaining respect in her field.  
   
 But maybe she didn’t deserve respect. No one had forced her to belt that guinea pig, had they? She’d simply done it without thinking. Because maybe she wasn’t as right for this new job as she thought. It wasn’t like reading the news, there was a lot more interaction on the breakfast show. There was a generality to it Holly wasn’t used to.  
   
 Which was why, when she got a call from Karen—The Big Boss—shortly after they’d wrapped, she’d thought they were pulling out the big guns to sack her. God, how embarrassing to be let go from a two-week job on day one. She was even surer of it when she suggested a restaurant, somewhere public being the classic place to impart bad news to avoid an outburst. Did they think she might throw a tantrum when told she wasn’t up to snuff? She wasn’t the type, but she supposed they couldn’t know she was way more likely to go home and eat her feelings than throw her toys out of the pram. 
   
 So she went to the restaurant with a heavy heart. It sank a bit lower when she saw Olivia. They were tag teaming her. Except no, they weren’t, because it seemed Olivia wasn’t actually invited. Holly, in a panic, sought to change that. She wasn’t sure what good it would do, because if Karen was about to put one in the back of her head, Olivia’s presence would alter nothing.  
   
 But then it was pleasantries and copious cocktails and lunch on the company credit card. Holly was off-kilter the entire time, waiting for the downshift into seriousness. It never came. Karen walked out without any unpleasantry at all. 
   
 That was a relief, but Holly still felt like a dickhead from the morning’s tomfoolery. She was determined to make Oliva understand how remorseful she was, that she wasn’t apathetic about her fuck-up. She wanted Olivia to know she was truly embarrassed. It seemed for a moment as though Olivia agreed wholeheartedly that she should be. But then something magical happened. She showed Holly kindness.  
   
 Holly had not expected that. Because she’d been getting a pretty big vibe from Olivia that she thought quite little of her and probably wasn’t happy to share the red sofa with, well, a nobody. Because Olivia was Somebody. It wasn’t her fame that made her that, either. If Olivia had never been on TV a day in her life, she could still walk down the street, and if you passed her, you’d know, she’s Somebody. But as it stood, she was at the top of her game, if you weren’t already intimidated.  
   
 And Holly was.  
   
 She’d never felt like she didn’t deserve anything she had. She earned what she got by being smart, hardworking and conscientious. But suddenly, it didn’t feel like that. She felt like a little kid at big school, overwhelmed and underprepared. It was new and frightening. God, all she wanted was a little encouragement from Olivia.  
   
 Well, now she had it: a ‘chin up, kid’ story, all hers. Yet still, she felt… unsettled, nervous. No better than she had. Why? Why hadn’t Olivia’s compassion, the thing she’d needed, helped? Maybe because she might have needed it, but what she wanted was respect. And she didn’t have that. Not yet.  
   
 But she was determined to get it. Tomorrow, she would be better than she was today; for Olivia and for herself.  
   
 When she got home that day, she found her brother on the doorstep. ‘Oscar! Not again,’ she moaned as she approached the forlorn figure sitting hunched over on the step of her small semi-detached house. Oscar looked up. ‘Can I have your spare bed? Just for a night. Two tops. I mean, very most, a week or two.’ 
   
 Holly sighed as she stepped past him and opened the door. ‘Sure. But do you mind if we talk your problems through later? I’m pretty tired. Today was kind of a big day.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, fuck, yeah,’ Oscar said, scratching his scruffy beard. ‘I caught a minute of the show, but that was around the time Daniel said he thought I was having an affair with the Deliveroo bloke because we got Mexican last night and… So, anyway, I can stream it when I get in.’ 
   
 Holly opened the door and went straight for the kitchen. ‘Tea?’ 
   
 Oscar followed her in. ‘Anything a bit harder?’ 
   
 Holly looked in the fridge and found a beer. She cracked the lid off and handed it to him. ‘How long’s this gonna go on?’ 
   
 ‘I thought you didn’t wanna talk about it now?’ 
   
 Holly shrugged.  
   
 Oscar sighed. ‘I don’t know, I think maybe it might be time to try couple’s therapy?’ 
   
 Holly thought it might be way past that, but she didn’t want to say it so bluntly. ‘Look, Daniel’s… He’s got serious jealousy issues. Are you sure you don’t just want to call it a day?’ 
   
 ‘We’ve been together for three years. I’ve never been with anyone that long, and I never wanted to move in with anyone before Daniel. I can’t just throw it all away.’ 
   
 Holly had about ten things she could say to that. And all of them would be ignored. ‘Well, at the very least, maybe it’s time to consider separate places to live. Just so you don’t have to go through this thing every month where he kicks you out and you have to do the whole rigamarole.’ 
   
 ‘But what about the dog?’ 
   
 ‘You could work out a joint custody arrangement,’ Holly suggested. 
   
 ‘This isn’t funny,’ Oscar said, sipping his beer, froth attaching itself to his beard. 
   
 ‘It’s the kids that always suffer in a divorce,’ Holly said, trying not to laugh. It was hard to take this breakup seriously. It happened too frequently. Soon Daniel would ring him saying he was sorry and he’d gotten it wrong. But Oscar wouldn’t go back right away, he’d think about it while he left crumbs all over Holly’s place, pubes in her shower. Then Daniel would beg, and Oscar would cave. Holly didn’t mind him staying too much, but she didn’t like to see him yanked up and down on this emotional yo-yo. 
   
 They were close, had been since they were kids, taking refuge from the shouting and screaming that was the ever-present soundtrack to their childhood. Because the last thing she’d said was only half a joke. Kids always suffer in a divorce. One Reynolds kid had been imbued with the desire to achieve lasting love at any cost, the other imprinted with a need for success that might well come at the cost of her sanity. Holly didn’t like to think of it in such cold terms, but it was what it was. They were screwed.  
   
 ‘Are you hungry?’ Holly asked. As the older sister, she always felt a need to feed her sibling’s stomach.  
   
 ‘Err, not if you’re gonna try and make me a salad. But if you’ve got a packet of biscuits in the cupboard, I wouldn’t say no,’ he said hopefully. 
   
 Holly snorted. ‘I wasn’t going to make you a salad, Oscar. That’d be like giving an umbrella to a snake.’ 
   
 Oscar clapped his hands together. ‘So where did we land on those biscuits? Because I’m a stress eater and I’d like to get cracking.’ 
   
 Holly tutted and went to the cupboard, finding a packet of hobnobs. ‘These alright?’ 
   
 ‘They’re not chocolate covered, but I’ll make do,’ he said, taking the packet and walking out of the room. 
   
 ‘Where are you going?’ she called to him. 
   
 ‘I’m gonna watch your thing,’ he yelled back. 
   
 ‘Oh, well, actually, I’m fine if you wanted to skip this one,’ she said anxiously. In the living room, he was already cueing it up on the telly. ‘OK, let’s just watch a bit and leave it. I can’t watch the whole thing,’ Holly said quickly. 
   
 He pressed play. ‘Yeah, sure. We don’t have to see the bit where you killed that mouse.’ 
   
 She slapped his arm. ‘You bastard, you knew about that?!’ 
   
 ‘Literally everyone I know texted me about it,’ he said, laughing.  
   
 ‘Anyway, it wasn’t a mouse, it was a bloody guinea pig. And it lived, for your information.’ 
   
 ‘And here’s me about to organise a candlelight vigil for the poor little bugger.’ He handed her a biscuit. ‘Maybe you could do with one of these?’ 
   
 Holly was trying to watch her weight. She wanted to look as cheekboney as possible if she was going to sit next to the patrician beauty of Olivia for the next fortnight. But she took the biscuit anyway. Her brother wasn’t the only stress eater in the family.  






Seven

   
   
 Three o’clock the next morning, Olivia’s alarm went off, and she turned to find her husband next to her in bed. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ she gasped. 
   
 Tom yawned. ‘Mmm? Oh. Sorry. It was cold in my bed.’ 
   
 Olivia got out of bed quickly and looked down at him. ‘I don’t give a shit. We don’t sleep in the same bed anymore, Tom. Get it into your head.’ 
   
 Tom turned over and wrapped himself deeper in the duvet. ‘Well, make it official and I’ll move out,’ he said in a tone touched with smugness. 
   
 Olivia didn’t dignify that. She just walked away, going to the bathroom, saying, ‘Don’t be here when I come out.’ 
   
 When she came out of the bathroom half an hour later, she was thrilled to discover the bed empty. God, she hated this situation. But what could she do? If she filed, she’d be all over the papers. She’d been keeping the separation quiet for a while now, about a year. But now more than ever, she couldn’t afford negative attention. Her job was on the line, without question. A messy divorce—and it would be—could hurt her.  
   
 She finished getting ready in front of her vanity, got in the car just past four, and headed for the studio, wondering what the day held for her. She didn’t think Holly was going to make a mistake like yesterday; it would have been ridiculous to imagine she could fuck up that big twice on the trot. But that was never really her fear when she’d gone to Liza to complain. She just wanted to have a go at her, she knew now. 
   
 But Olivia wasn’t sure Holly knew what was going on behind the scenes, and if there was a chance she was truly clueless, it wasn’t fair to keep punishing her. Olivia had decided to look at this differently now. Holly wasn’t actively trying to stab her in the back. It was more like she was a sleeper agent. She was going about things like a normal temp co-host, being all nice and warm to Olivia. But when they offered her that job, she’d wake up. She’d take it. Because, why not? If the bigwigs said to Holly, ‘Look, either you take the job, or someone else does. But either way, Olivia Ross is out,’ there’d only be one choice, wouldn’t there? Even if Holly was a nice person who wouldn’t like to see Olivia sacked, it wouldn’t be an issue if that sacking was an immovable fact. Holly wasn’t the problem here. Olivia’s argument was not with her. It was with the sneaky bastards who ran the show.  
   
 Trouble was, she wasn’t actually having that argument. She couldn’t start the fight until someone threw a punch. Until then, she was left with her own tortured imaginings and occasional concerns that the entire thing was a paranoid fantasy.  
   
 But she was surer she was right than wrong—about a seventy percent chance of a shitstorm. So she was keeping her eyes on the prize, her ear to the ground, and whatever other organs were needed in play, while she waited for the sign, the first real and clear shot across the bow. 
   
 She wasn’t expecting that shot to happen while she was getting her face done by Isabella, an exotic beauty with a severe case of Resting Bitch Face. It was well earned; she was sarcastic as hell. Olivia enjoyed her company very much and was relaxed in her chair. Until Liza came in with an extremely big smile on her face. Olivia’s hackles were up right away. ‘Liv! Looking gorgeous as always.’ 
   
 ‘Isabella’s barely started,’ Olivia told Liza.  
   
 ‘She hasn’t? Then I need the name of your moisturiser because you’ve got the skin of an eighteen-year-old!’ 
   
 ‘I had horrible acne when I was eighteen,’ Isabella said snarkily.  
   
 ‘So did I, come to think of it,’ Olivia said. ‘I had a face like a pepperoni pizza.’ 
   
 Liza smiled though. ‘Well, anyway…’ She pulled an iPad out from under her arm and unlocked it, showing Olivia a rundown she had familiarised herself with yesterday. ‘I just wanted to touch base with you about a change to the lineup.’ 
   
 Olivia knew she was about to be made unhappy. Liza didn’t deliver that sort of news in person. Olivia was being managed. She hated being managed. ‘What’s the change?’ she asked as Isabella went to work on her eyebrows. Olivia hoped her tone, not to mention her eyebrows, was even. 
   
 ‘Well, not too much. It’s just I was thinking we might give Rich Barret to Holly today. Let her get her feet wet. I mean, I don’t want you to have to work harder than usual just because Ben’s not here.’  
   
 Rich Barret was the CEO of Metr, an ‘Elite’ dating app that was the first to credit check its client. Olivia thought it a vile thing to be credit checked for access to love. She was happy to tell Rich Barret that today, in so many words. A few subtle cuts were all she’d be allowed. If that. 
   
 Only she wouldn’t be cutting anything. Holly would. Was it a big deal? Tough to say. Because Liza was right. If Ben was there, they shared the big interviews. Holly was supposed to be Ben. What was fishy was that they’d changed it from yesterday’s staff meeting, and after all the paperwork had been sent out. Also, Liza was tiptoeing around her in quite a scared fashion. She was trying to make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal, which made Olivia think it was.  
   
 But Olivia wasn’t kicking up a stink. Not yet. ‘OK, fine.’ 
   
 ‘That’s… that’s alright, then?’ Liza said. 
   
 ‘Sure. She knows about the change, she’s properly prepped?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘I’m on my way next door to sort that now,’ Liza assured her. 
   
 She didn’t know about the change yet. Another tick in the, ‘Holly doesn’t know she’s up for a permanent job,’ column. ‘OK, cool.’ 
   
 Liza smiled. ‘Great.’ She left quickly. 
   
 Olivia was left with Isabella, who’d now moved onto her eyeliner. ‘What did you make of that?’ Olivia asked her. She didn’t often seek anyone’s counsel, but she’d always trusted Isabella. She was mean but honest with it. 
   
 Isabella took the eyeliner away and looked Olivia in the eye. ‘What, them giving that app guy to the newb? Nothing.’ She leaned in again. Olivia sighed. 
   
 ‘Is something up?’ Isabella asked, looking from the eyeliner to the pupil.  
   
 Olivia shrugged. ‘God, I don’t know. Probably nothing.’ 
   
 Isabella focused her attention back on the eyeliner. ‘You know, I once put a brick through an ex-girlfriend’s car window,’ she said conversationally. 
   
 Olivia couldn’t move for fear of messing up Isabella’s work, so her surprise was a stationary affair. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘She dumped me, I lost it, next thing you know, there’s a brick in my hand.’ Isabella picked up foundation and began to brush it on.   
   
 Olivia was intrigued as the brush wafted over her cheek. ‘Not that I don’t love this glimpse into your personal life, but why did you choose this particular moment to tell me that story?’ 
   
 ‘I’m saying, some problems happen in the world and some just happen in your head. I had a problem in my head, and I made it a real problem with that brick, got in a shitload of trouble, nearly lost my job. You see what I’m saying?’ 
   
 ‘Isabella, I’m foxed.’ 
   
 ‘I’m saying, don’t throw the brick unless you have to.’ 
   
 Olivia gave the makeup artist a sad smile. ‘Isabella, I don’t think it would ever come to that. I’d never get the energy to throw a brick. I’m not impetuous enough.’ Though what she really meant was, ‘I’d never care about anything enough to ever lose my cool.’ 
   
 Isabella nodded. ‘Well, anyway. You’re done. Get to work.’ 
   
  ‘OK, thank you.’ She got up out of the chair, looking at herself as she did in the large mirror. ‘Good work as always.’ 
   
 ‘The canvas did most of the work,’ Isabella said with a cheeky wink. ‘Now, go get ‘em.’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t take the flirtation remotely seriously. ‘So sayeth Michelangelo,’ she said as she headed out. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Hi!’ Holly greeted her, already positioned on the sofa, in precisely the right spot today. She looked pleased to see Olivia. Olivia didn’t want to find that endearing, but did anyway. She sat down. ‘Hi. How’re you doing?’ 
   
 ‘Liza just told me they switched the interview for today. Which is fine, I guess,’ Holly said. 
   
 ‘You seem nervous.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve done plenty of interviews. This just feels a bit different.’ 
   
 Olivia’s mouth hitched up in one corner. ‘That’s because it is different. Ordinarily, you’re the news, and you can go after them as aggressively as seems appropriate. But this isn’t the news. It’s a magazine show.’ 
   
 Holly laughed. ‘Oh, come on. I’ve seen you rip plenty of people a new one on this sofa.’ 
   
 ‘You’re not wrong. But there’s been a regime change. Liza’s agenda is much gentler entertainment.’ 
   
 ‘She said something like that to me. Some metaphor about buttered toast?’ Holly said, perplexed. 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah. What she means is, warm, comforting, but essentially bland.’ 
   
 Holly looked worried. ‘But this guy…’ she leaned in and whispered, ‘He’s a scumbag, though, isn’t he? This whole credit check thing? It leaves a bad taste. The monetisation of love.’ 
   
 ‘I’d agree he sounds pretty scummy, yes,’ Olivia said quietly. You never knew who was listening. Her earpiece was currently turned off, but the walls had ears. As did the onset crew. 
   
 ‘So what would Liza expect me to do, let him off the hook?’ Holly asked, trying not to look like she cared about her answer. Which only made her appear keener to know Olivia’s advice.  
   
 Olivia thought about it for a moment and decided she would give her the best advice she could. ‘Look, I’m not telling you what to do. I’m sure Liza gave you some instructions, I’m not your boss.’ 
   
 Holly smiled. ‘I know that’s technically correct. But I sort of don’t see it that way.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Olivia asked, mildly surprised.  
   
 ‘I mean, Liza’s the exec producer, yes. But you’re…’ She paused to find the right words. ‘You’re the show. And I’m cover at the end of the day. If I’m taking anything from this, I want to learn from you, not her.’ 
   
 Olivia searched Holly’s face for any sign of insincerity. She couldn’t find it. She wasn’t quite sure what to do with the flattery, so she deflected. ‘I guess what Liza would do is give the guy an excuse to trot out his company line,’ she said, looking down at her notes. 
   
 Holly sighed with slight impatience. ‘Yes, but is that what you’d have done today?’ 
   
 Olivia looked up from her notes. ‘If I was told to, that’s what I’d have to do. I don’t have as much power as you might think.’ 
   
 Holly considered. ‘But what about pre-Liza? Would that be different?’ 
   
 Olivia gave her a sly smile. ‘If you watched the show back in the day, I’m sure you know what I’d do.’ 
   
 Holly nodded, returning her smile. ‘Yeah. I do.’ 
   
 Olivia forced herself to stop grinning. ‘But I want to be clear, I’m not giving you advice, OK?’ 
   
 Holly smiled and straightened her jacket. ‘Sure thing. But thanks.’ 
   
 ‘For what?’ 
   
 ‘For the advice you didn’t give me.’ She gave a small wink. Olivia didn’t know what the hell was going on today. Why was everyone winking at her? Something she did know, though, was when Holly winked at her, it felt different than when Isabella did.  
   
   
   
   






Eight

   
   
   
 Holly still didn’t know what she was going to do today, but it seemed to boil down to one thing. She’d looked a fool yesterday, and today was her chance to correct it. Only the brief she’d gotten from Liza was exactly as Olivia had said. Sure, go ahead and ask him about the criticism, but don’t bang on. Accept his statement. Doing that wasn’t going to help Holly feel less stupid. It wasn’t going to help her impress Olivia either. That was supposed to be way down the list of priorities, but god help her, it had been filling her brain all morning. What would Olivia say, what would Olivia think? 
   
 Well, according to Olivia, her teeth had been sanded down, and she no longer took chunks out of anyone. Holly thought that was a true shame. Holly wished she could change it, but she couldn’t—for either of them. It was what it was. 
   
 The countdown began, and the show cranked up. Olivia introduced and read the headlines and the general rundown of the day, killing about fifteen minutes. Then it was Holly’s turn as a man was plopped on the other sofa. ‘And today we’re talking to the CEO of the dating app Metr, Rich Barret. Rich, hello.’ 
   
 Rich Barret was dressed to the nines with hair oily enough to choke a seal to death. Rather than a man whose head was on the chopping block, he looked like he was up for a prize, nodding and saying, ‘Hello, Holly,’ like they were old pals. It irked her right away, but that wasn’t what this was about. Personal dislike was to be ignored. ‘Rich, you’ve come under fire recently because the Metr app runs a credit check on its users, is that right?’ 
   
 ‘That’s correct, we provide a unique service to those wanting to make sure they’re not going to get caught up in anyone else’s financial troubles. We’re making dating safer.’ 
   
 ‘I see, so it’s to keep your users safe?’ Holly asked though she wasn’t buying it.  
   
 ‘That’s right. I came up with the idea of the credit check after some research turned up many, many stories from people who were shocked to find their new partners had debts. People who’d ended up being liable for those debts themselves when they cohabited or shared a bank account. Love is one thing, but a ruined credit score can last a lot longer,’ Rich said with a bright grin. Holly could tell Rich felt he was doing great.  
   
 ‘I see. And you think the criticism that’s been levelled against the app is unfair?’ 
   
 ‘Very unfair. We’re not trying to discriminate against anyone, as people seem to think. Rather, we’re looking to protect our users.’ 
   
 Holly blinked. ‘Protection? That’s what you’re selling?’ 
   
 Jeff, the director who sat in the booth, spoke in her earpiece to say, ‘OK, wind it back. Let him tell his success stories. We’ve got VT cued.’ 
   
 But Holly didn’t feel she should. Something in her couldn’t simply let this fish off the hook, not yet. ‘But the app was always supposed to be elite, wasn’t it?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Rich kept grinning. ‘It’s for professionals. Those without time to spend meeting and greeting lots of people who just wouldn’t be right for them. They’re looking for people who share their goals, people building careers and lives.’ 
   
 ‘Holly, wrap it,’ said the earpiece. 
   
 Holly felt the choice in her hands. She was pretty sure she could leave it there and get out unscathed. Or she could keep pressing. Get the truth. She teetered on the brink of her choice.  
   
 Olivia gave a little cough.  
   
 It wasn’t a sign. It was a throat clearing. Holly didn’t know why she thought it was for her. She couldn’t say why she took it to mean, ‘Finish him off.’ But that was her translation, and it was impossible to ignore. Because it was precisely what she wanted to do. ‘So what would you say to people who cannot access the app because they earn under fifty thousand pounds?’ 
   
 Rich’s grin finally dropped. ‘That’s, that’s not… We’re not vetting for that, exactly.’ 
   
 ‘So it’s not true that that is the actual criterion by which people access it? That’s not a standard they have to meet?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Rich kept smiling. ‘It’s not the principal one, no. Primarily, we’re weeding out people with debt.’ 
   
 ‘But it is among the criterion? An annual salary of fifty thousand pounds or more?’ 
   
 Rich let out a chuckle he wanted to seem casual; it was anything but. ‘Well, that’s… We do… Some of our customers have told us that this was something they were interested in so we’re trialling that.’ 
   
 ‘So that’s a yes?’ 
   
 ‘Holly!’ said her earpiece sharply. 
   
 Rich leant forward. ‘Look, there are apps that check for criminal records now, and that’s considered a good thing. There’s no difference in what we do. We’re safeguarding people.’ 
   
 ‘Against anyone who earns under fifty thousand pounds? They’re a threat?’ 
   
 ‘It is a threat if you can’t just ask people what they earn because it’s unacceptable to want a partner in your earnings bracket!’ Rich said hotly. 
   
 ‘HOLLY,’ said a stern voice in her ear and it wasn’t Jeff anymore, it was Liza herself. ‘Go to the weather. Now.’ 
   
 ‘OK, well, thanks for talking to us about your app, Rich. We’re going over to Jack now with the weather.’ 
   
 ‘We’re out,’ called the stage manager. 
   
 Holly wasn’t quite sure where to look, but her eye was quickly drawn in the direction of the clackety-clack of angry heels battering the studio floor. Liza was stomping through the studio, headed right for her. She was still wearing her characteristic cheesy smile, but it looked a touch crazier than usual. ‘Holly, can I grab you for a quick word?’ 
   
 Before Holly could be grabbed for that word, Liza was nabbed by Rich, who’d jumped up from the sofa and leapt in front of her. ‘What the bloody hell was that? You promised me that if I came in and talked to your show, it wouldn’t be a witch hunt!’ 
   
 ‘Rich, what can I say? It’s only her second day. I thought she was properly house-broken,’ Liza said and laughed. ‘Ryan, bring this man a latte!’ she said to a nearby intern who was in the middle of a conversation about the autocue but knew which way her bread was buttered. She broke off immediately and ran from the studio to fetch the coffee. 
   
 ‘Back in a sec,’ Liza said to Holly, taking Rich by the arm and directing him away from the set. Holly still hadn’t looked at Olivia to get her reaction to the fracas. But then a voice in her ear said, ‘Welcome to the naughty step.’ 
   
 Holly turned to Olivia to see she had a wicked grin on her lips. She was amused. ‘Have I just gotten the sack?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Olivia shrugged lightly. ‘I don’t know exactly what Liza’s going to do, but I guess she’ll watch to see what the consensus is online. If people find that interview…’ She groped for the right word, which turned out to be, ‘off-putting, then she’ll probably let you finish out the fortnight. But we won’t see you again.’ 
   
 Holly gaped. ‘Really?’ 
   
 ‘That’s a worst-case scenario. But wait and see. The tide might flow in your direction, you never know,’ Olivia said. It wasn’t terribly encouraging.  
   
 Holly’s high from pumping Rich Barret for the truth faded quickly. So that was it? Wait and see what Twitter thought? Holly wasn’t holding out much hope. There was another opinion she would have liked, but she was damned if she was going to ask for it. Not again. She’d been too needy as it was. This was an opportunity to show her strength for once. She wouldn’t ask. She wouldn’t. 
   
 ‘Good job, though,’ Olivia said casually as she flicked through a stack of papers.  
   
 Holly turned. ‘You think so?’ she asked.  
   

Shit. You pathetic, eager little beaver. You might as well have dropped on all fours and panted at her.

   
 ‘Yes. You kept up the pressure, you remained poised and factual, and you handed him just enough rope to do the rest. Which he did. That’s good technique,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Holly didn’t give herself long to enjoy the compliment. ‘But Twitter’s gonna call me a bully, aren’t they? Jesus, especially some of the middle-aged men! They hate seeing one of theirs taken down by a woman.’ 
   
 Olivia considered. ‘I can’t predict the future. But considering what a greasy little scumbag he is, I wouldn’t bet money on public opinion going his way.’ 
   
 Holly nodded. And then Liza scared the shit out of her by appearing from nowhere, leaning into her ear and saying, ‘Right, I’ve calmed Rich down. But we might need a chat about following protocols later. OK?’ 
   
 ‘Are you sacking me?’ Holly asked her outright. She hated this dance. 
   
 ‘No, no, no, no!’ Liza said. ‘Of course not. It’s just a chat, no need to be scared. I’ll leave you to it because it looks like Jack’s wrapping up. But have a good rest of show, alright?’ Liza walked off. 
   
 ‘I don’t believe a word of that,’ Holly muttered. 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t either,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Aaannd coming back in five, four, three…’ 
   
 Holly and Olivia smiled for the camera. 






Nine

   
   
 Olivia was at home, scrolling through Twitter, seeing what the result was. She was quite pleased to see most people had enjoyed it. She knew why it might not be contentious on this occasion. When you tore into a politician, if a viewer at home supported that politician’s party, they got themselves all ravelled up with it, and felt as though they were being criticised. And if it was the other way, the viewer got overly excited to see the opposition take a beating. Then those two people took to social media and ended up arguing with each other, dragging others like themselves into the fight, which became more and more unwieldy, and before you knew it, it was an all-out scrap. 
   
 This was different. This was a rich tech CEO who didn’t like poor people. Not many people were in support of him. Except for a few old guys with old ideas who didn’t like women getting too uppity, as Holly had predicted. But in the main, it had gone down quite well—a soft victory. 
   
 Olivia was quietly delighted. Holly was more fun than she’d have guessed. She’d gone for Rich like a bulldog. Once she got her teeth in, she didn’t even listen to the earpiece telling her to stop. It was oddly comforting. It reminded her of the old days when Olivia had taken bites out of many lying shitbags like Rich. Olivia had lived for all that. If she could pinpoint the precise reason she didn’t love her job anymore, it was that. She used to contribute, get the facts out of people who didn’t want to give them. She couldn’t do that anymore and it made her feel sort of pointless, just another boring presenter with no voice of her own. And Olivia had a voice, a brain. She wasn’t just teeth to smile, a voice to read an autocue. She wanted to get into the scrum of it all, say, ‘Look, this is what it is.’  
   
 And yes, hardly anyone listened, she knew that. People were gonna be people, and you couldn’t fix that. But at least she could give them the truth, so their choices were informed. Even if that choice was the stupidest, most ignorant thing possible… Anyway, Olivia gave it her best. Only she couldn’t. Not anymore. She was just a channel mouthpiece now.  
   
  But Holly—who Olivia had believed was a younger, toned down, super-sexy (ahem) version of herself, come to slide into her place—had done the unthinkable. She’d drawn blood. Liza had been livid, in her fake smiling way. And then Holly had just outright asked if she was going to be sacked. It was marvellous to see someone knock that smug look off her face for even a moment. Holly wasn’t following her plan, and Liza didn’t know how to deal with it. Delicious.  
   
 But then again, as was becoming glaringly obvious, Holly didn’t know the plan. So was it any wonder she couldn’t follow it? Maybe she’d be told today to get her to toe the line a bit better. Or maybe it wouldn’t come to that now. Maybe the plan would be revised, another replacement found. 
   
 Olivia was confounded to find herself hating that idea. Because if she was going to get the boot, she was starting to think that Holly was the one she wanted to fill her shoes. Now the shock was wearing off, and she was left with cold facts. She had two options: fight for the job or slink off. What if Olivia chose the second option? What if she just moved on? And what if Holly was a strong pretender to the throne? Not a milquetoast mouthpiece, but a fighter, someone who was still filled with the kind of piss and vinegar needed to stop the show going to absolute shit? 
   
 It was an interesting way to look at it, and not a bit restful either. Fighting to the death seemed a bit exhausting. Not when she could just throw in the towel and walk away, start again. She already had one nasty divorce coming her way. Did she really have two in her? 
   
 As Olivia kept scrolling Twitter in the comfiest living room chair, her phone rang, and she picked up. 
   
 ‘Hi, erm, Olivia?’ asked a tentative voice. 
   
 ‘Yes?’ 
   
 ‘It’s Holly. From work.’ 
   
 Olivia had to chuckle. ‘Yes, hi. How’s it going?’ 
   
 ‘I hope you don’t mind me ringing like this. I got your number from the contact sheet.’ 
   
 ‘Sure, of course,’ Olivia said easily. 
   
 ‘I was just wondering… If you wanted to go for a drink later, maybe a bite to eat?’ 
   
 Olivia was shocked into a brief silence by the unexpected request. At that moment, Tom walked into the living room in his pants. Olivia tried to wave him out. He ignored her, switching the TV on, putting on a sports channel at an obnoxious volume. Olivia sighed and stood. ‘Er, well…’ she began as she watched Tom go straight for the vacated chair. Olivia went into the kitchen.  
   
 ‘Look, I know you’ve had to give me a lot of help and I’ve got absolutely no right to ask this but… Well, I guess I’ve got a bloody nerve, but I was just thinking I would love to pick your brain. I mean, I’m not gonna be next to you on the sofa forever, so I thought I’d be completely mercenary and grab you now, while I can,’ Holly said. 
   
 For some reason, that made Olivia feel a bit silly and embarrassed. ‘I don’t know, I might be busy—’ 
   
 Right then, from the adjoining room, Tom belched loudly. Olivia rolled her eyes at the passive-aggressive uncouthness. He was just trying to rile her. It was working. ‘You know, actually, I’m just looking through the calendar, and I got it wrong. I’m free. I could meet you at six?’ 
   
 ‘That’s great!’ Holly said, surprised.  
   
 ‘How about Frenchie’s?’ Frenchie’s was a club downtown that was members only, a media hangout where recognisable people could get a drink in peace without getting hassled by the general public.  
   
 ‘That’ll work,’ Holly said brightly. 






Ten

   
   
 Holly was astonished at her own set of ovaries. Asking Olivia to come out for a drink? It was Crazy Town, population: Holly. But she was feeling invincible. Twitter hadn’t made a big deal of this morning’s interview, so apparently, neither was Liza. But Holly had received a talking to. Liza had promised her a word this morning after wrap and the word was, ‘Mild.’  
   
 ‘I don’t know what you might have understood about this show, but it doesn’t work like that anymore. I know, I know, Olivia made her name doing exactly what you just did, but if I was unclear before, let me say it again. We’re about comfort, waking people up gently. Arguments are not comforting.’ 
   
 ‘I wasn’t arguing with him,’ Holly said. ‘It was an interview. I mean, why get someone like him on if you’re not going to get the truth out of him?’ 
   
 ‘He’s a figure of the moment, and I wanted him to give his side of the story.’ 
   
 Holly was slightly horrified. ‘You wanted him to be able to say what he wanted without being pressed on it?’ 
   
 ‘Look, you don’t understand the pressures of guest booking. If you talk to people the way you just talked to him, they don’t come back. No one else wants to come either. You have to be fair to them.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t think I was fair?’ Holly asked, frustrated. 
   
 ‘I think it was fine for other shows. Just not this one. Do you understand what I’m telling you? I don’t want a Piers Morgan type stirring up trouble of a morning.’ 
   
 ‘I am not like Piers Morgan,’ Holly said, appalled. 
   
 Liza was quick to backtrack. ‘I just meant, generally. He lives off controversy. We’re not that show.’ 
   
 Holly still felt it was a deeply unfair comparison, but she could see she wasn’t going to win this. ‘Message received, Liza.’ 
   
 ‘Great, because… we want you to be a good fit here, Holly. It’s always easier if a presenter can follow the ethos of a show, makes it… flow better. It’s my job to create the flow. Make sure no one works against it.’ 
   
 Holly nodded, feeling the clear threat under her bland words. ‘Gotcha.’ 
   
 ‘Great.’ 
   
 Holly waited for more. But then Liza looked down at her phone, and that seemed to be it.  
   
 She walked out, feeling relieved. She wasn’t sure why she was going through all this for a second job she didn’t technically need. It was bananas. Two days in and she was a frigging wreck. Was it worth it? On balance, the answer was… sort of? Because she didn’t like Liza, she wasn’t sure about the job, but she did feel like she still had a lot to learn and she had one person who was truly capable of teaching it to her. 
   
 So when it was over and she felt like she’d come through the worst, she rode the high of a near-miss into quite a risky move. Calling Olivia. At first, it seemed like she’d overestimated her currency, Olivia sounded very not into it. Yet somehow, just as Holly was preparing to back out of the call, throw her phone in the toilet and hit flush, Olivia changed her mind. 
   
 When the call finished, Holly felt practically giddy. Then nervous. Then she felt like she’d done something stupid. What the hell did she think she was doing, asking Olivia Ross on a date? 
   
 Hang about, no. That wasn’t the right word at all. As if. As very if. Someone like Olivia… Well, anyway, she was married for a start. And for an end, she was Olivia Ross. So… 
   
 It was already five, Holly needed to get ready. But as she went through her entire wardrobe, suddenly deciding she hated all her clothes, her brother wandered in eating a Mars Bar. ‘What’s all this?’ he said with his mouth full, gesturing at the mountain of clothes on Holly’s bed. 
   
 ‘I’m just getting ready.’ 
   
 ‘For what? The Emmy’s?’ 
   
 Holly didn’t have time for this. ‘I’m just… It’s a work thing.’ 
   
 ‘Work thing?’ he asked with a note of suspicion that Holly didn’t care for. ‘Who with.’ 
   
 ‘A colleague, alright? Can you piss off now?’ 
   
 Oscar didn’t move. ‘Which colleague?’ 
   
 ‘Oscar! You’re not Mum! Despite the fact she gave you her name.’ 
   
 ‘Beverley is my middle name, and it is considered unisex in certain parts of the world!’ Oscar said haughtily. 
   
 ‘Just not this one,’ Holly laughed. 
   
 Oscar huffed and then said, ‘No, hang on. I’m not stupid. I asked you a question. Who are you fancying yourself up for?’ He bit into his chocolate.  
   
 Holly turned ‘It’s Olivia Ross if you absolutely must know, you nosy bastard.’ 
   
 Oscar gasped. But it coincided with a swallow of his chocolate bar, and he started to cough. ‘Fuck me,’ he panted, bent double. ‘Olivia…’ He choked again, ‘…Ross!’ 
   
 ‘Do you need water?’ Holly asked him. 
   
 He shook his head and stood upright. He swallowed a few times, and when he was sure his throat was clear, he took another bite of the Mars Bar. ‘Shitting Norah. She’s fit as.’ 
   
 Holly squinted at her brother. ‘I thought you were gay. Did I have that wrong?’ 
   
  ‘I’m as gay as Christmas, but everyone’s got that one they’d go straight for. She’s mine. The way she says, ‘good morning’ gives me a semi.’ 
   
 ‘Oscar!’ Holly cried, appalled. ‘I don’t need to know that.’ 
   
 Oscar shrugged. ‘So why are you having a meeting with her at night? What’s that about?’ 
   
 ‘It’s not really a meeting, I’m just trying to get some, I don’t know, mentorship from her. Or something.’ 
   
 Oscar waggled his eyebrows. ‘Or something?’ 
   
 Holly dropped the skirt she’d been considering and rounded on her brother. ‘If you’re implying what I think you’re implying, you can stop right there. She’s a colleague.’ 
   
 Oscar visibly shrank. ‘Alright, alright, Christ! I was just messing! I mean, you’re like, single for life, right?’ 
   
 Holly frowned. ‘What makes you say that?’ 
   
 ‘You haven’t had a boyfriend or a girlfriend for absolutely years. I thought maybe… I thought you might be asexual now, actually,’ he confessed casually. 
   
 Holly sighed as she reopened her wardrobe and began to dig through the hangers. ‘I’m not ace, Oscar. I’m just fucking busy.’ 
   
 ‘When was the last time you got some?’ Oscar asked. 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t know what telly you’ve been watching, but we are not the kind of brother and sister who discuss their sex lives with each other, OK?’ 
   
 ‘But I tell you loads,’ Oscar pointed out. 
   
 ‘And I keep asking you not to,’ Holly told him. 
   
 ‘Fine. I’ll put it differently. When was the last time you had a date?’ 
   
 Holly finally found the dress she was looking for. It was black, mid-cut, unflashy. Flattering yet neutral. It said nothing, wasn’t trying, wasn’t asking for anything. She tried it against herself in the mirror while replying, ‘Err, at the beginning of the year? I went on three dates with that documentary maker.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t remember that. What happened?’ 
   
 Holly squinted at her reflection, trying to recall. ‘Err… I guess we were both really busy and then…’ She blinked. ‘Oh, wait. I think I called her… No, she called me and then…’ She was struggling to remember how the hell that had ended. ‘I think I forgot to return the call, maybe?’ 
   
 ‘What happened then,’ her brother pressed. 
   
 ‘Nothing.’ 
   
 ‘You ghosted her?’ 
   
 ‘No one ghosted anyone. I didn’t ignore her calls and texts or anything like that. She called me once, I didn’t call back, and that was it from both of us. I guess we both realised we had too much going on and just let it go, naturally.’ She put a hand on her hip. ‘It was just one of those things.’ 
   
 Oscar frowned. ‘Bloody hell. That’s a bit sad.’ 
   
 Holly tried to shrug it off. ‘It’s life.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not sure that’s what I’d call it, Holl.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘You went on three dates and then forgot she existed.’ 
   
 Holly glanced at her brother’s reflection in the mirror. ‘Don’t say it like that. It makes it sound…’ 
   
 ‘Sound what?’ Oscar asked. 
   
 ‘Cold, I guess.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think you’re cold. I think you’re just a bit, I dunno, walled off maybe?’ he said casually, crumbs of chocolate dropping out of his mouth. 
   
 The comment was like a grain of sand in her vagina. Irritating and mildly wounding. ‘What’s the alternative? Be like you and Daniel? Constant drama and fights, dressed up as passion?’ 
   
 Oscar’s mouth fell open, and Holly got a clear view of chewed up Mars Bar. ‘Hey! That’s a bit harsh.’ 
   
 Holly chewed her lip. ‘I guess it’s not for me to say. I mean, what the hell would I know? Like you said. I’ve never even had a proper relationship, have I?’ 
   
 Oscar softened immediately. ‘You’ve had relationships. I just don’t think you ever got close with anybody. Maybe you never found the right one?’ 
   
 Holly shrugged. ‘I’m not so sure there is a right one,’ she admitted. ‘Not everyone is meant for all that.’ 
   
 Oscar shrugged. ‘That’s probably true. But I don’t think it applies to you.’ 
   
 ‘What makes you say that?’ Holly asked, turning to look at him. 
   
 Oscar looked down at the carpet. ‘Because we’re, you and me, we’re, like, close and all that, aren’t we?’ he said awkwardly. 
   
 Holly paused. Then she smiled as she walked over to her brother. She punched him in the arm.  
   
 He gave a small yelp. ‘You fucker.’ He flicked her on the tip of the nose in that particularly painful way he’d mastered over years of craftsmanship. 
   
 ‘Bastard!’ Holly moaned, rubbing at her nose. ‘Right, piss off now, I’ve got to get ready.’ 
   
 Oscar grinned and walked out. But just out the door, he called one last zinger over his shoulder. ‘Enjoy your date with that stone-cold hottie.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not a date!’ But he was already gone. 
   
 Holly looked at the dress again. It didn’t look right anymore.  






Eleven

   
   
 Ting, ting, ting. Olivia was tapping her wedding ring on a glass of gin and tonic absentmindedly, sat in a corner table at Frenchie’s. She’d been a little bit early, and she’d ordered a drink, and somehow, she’d drunk the thing in two minutes and felt compelled to order another, which she was halfway down. She hadn’t eaten anything, so she was slightly lightheaded.  
   
 ‘Olivia!’ Holly called across the noisy bar, looking pleased to see her. Olivia was unsurprised to see that Holly looked as put-together as ever, wearing a dark green wrap dress that hit her curves as they should. But then again, Holly was the type who would probably look good in a potato sack. She had those eyes, that smile. Not to mention, a rack to write home about. 
   
 Bloody hell, these drinks were strong. Olivia wouldn’t have thought something like, ‘Rack to write home about,’ otherwise. She didn’t objectify woman like that. Sure, she’d had relationships with women before she was married, but her sex drive had not been in the game for some time. She thought it might have died.  
   
 But now she was sitting here, a gin and a half in, watching Holly walk across the room and she was feeling sort of… Maybe her sex drive wasn’t all the way dead after all. Maybe it was having a resurrection right this very minute. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Holly said to Olivia with a nervous finger waggle wave that would have pissed Olivia off when they’d first met. It didn’t do that now. ‘So, what are you drinking? Is that vodka?’ 
   
 ‘Gin, actually,’ Olivia said, trying to collect herself. If she had any sense, she’d make her next drink a coffee. Booze was making her body misbehave. She couldn’t have that. Whatever had compelled her to come tonight had nothing to do with all that business. This was a combination of professional courtesy and avoiding her husband only. She wasn’t going to let a bit of booze on an empty stomach trick her into thinking anything else.  
   
 ‘Gin. That sounds good. I think I’ll get the same. You want another?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘Why not?’ Olivia replied. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Olivia was drinks deep. But it was OK, she had a pretty good hold of herself and her behaviour. She’d compartmentalised her physical reaction and set it aside in a file marked, ‘Gin is the devil.’ Her good sense was running the show again, just about. 
   
 ‘So then she said I was, well, she implied I was… something about working against the flow of the show?’ Holly was telling her. 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘I’ve heard that line.’ 
   
 ‘Then maybe you can explain… what the hell it means? I mean, it made a kind of sense when she said it. But after I’d thought about, I wasn’t so sure.’ 
   
 Olivia chuckled. ‘Yeah, that’s pretty much the definition of boss speak. It feels like it makes sense when she’s talking until you actually think about it for a minute. But I’ve been working with Liza for a while now, and I’ve learnt to translate. I think the rough translation of ‘the flow’ is whatever the hell she wants to happen.’ Olivia decided to stop there. Talking ill of Liza might not be the best idea right now. Not with Holly, who might well end up feeling differently about Liza when she offered her the job of her dreams. She might end up relaying all the shit talk to her. Then again, what would it change? Very little, most likely.  
   
 Still, something about this felt dangerous, like she was being a bit of a fool, letting herself get schmoozed. But there was something about Holly that made you want to talk to her. She was just so… Well fuck, she was just deeply likeable. That was all. Olivia, when you got right down to brass tacks, found Holly Reynolds extremely agreeable.  
   
 ‘So… you two don’t get on, then?’ Holly asked, tentatively. 
   
 ‘I can’t claim I know her well enough to dislike her. She’s only ever a producer. The human underneath? I’m not sure I’ve ever seen her.’ 
   
 ‘But she wants you to be… I mean, she wants you to not do what you do, right?’ Holly asked.  
   
 ‘Is that how you felt today? Like you were being asked to be someone else?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘I guess I did. But the real problem is I don’t even understand it. It’s good TV, right? Ripping into an arsehole who no one likes and is asking for it? I mean, I got him to admit what he was doing. Who’s gonna hate that?’ 
   
 ‘Liza is of the very strong opinion no one needs that of a morning. And since a lot of channels have obnoxious loudmouths on these days, we’re gonna compete by offering a comforting slice of flavourless TV.’ 
   
 Holly thought about it. ‘And you’re cool with that?’ 
   
 ‘It’s not my decision. She’s the exec producer. And that’s the end of the conversation. Apparently.’ Liza’s arrival had heralded a difficult time for Olivia, as she watched the show become what it was now. She had argued the point over exhausting months until she felt too beaten to fight anymore and had conceded; allowed the dilution—both of the show and herself. But Holly didn’t seem beaten. She positively fizzed with life. Olivia hoped she wouldn’t lose her vim too quickly. Or ideally, not at all. Though that wasn’t the way the world worked, in her experience.  
   
 ‘Can I be honest?’ Holly asked, jittery with anxiety. Olivia wished she’d calm a bit, let her hair down. She knew it was the effect she sometimes had on people, and she didn’t want to have it on Holly. Not now.  
   
 ‘I hope so,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘I don’t know if this is something I want to do,’ Holly admitted. ‘I mean, I don’t know if it’s actually worth the hassle of it.’ 
   
 Olivia took a sip of her drink and thought that over, deciding to go for broke. ‘What if you weren’t just the sick cover?’ 
   
 Holly looked baffled. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, what if you were made permanent? Would it be worth it then?’ 
   
 Holly was not clicking on. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
   
 Olivia sighed. ‘What I’m trying to tell you is…’ She took a deep breath. ‘If I were a betting woman, I’d say you were being trialled for a full-time job on the sofa.’ 
   
 Holly's face didn’t change with the news, as though it wasn’t going in. ‘What? Replacing who?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Olivia asked. ‘Me.’ 
   
 Holly’s face was moving now, and it ran through quite the gamut of emotions. It landed on incredulous. ‘That’s ridiculous. Who told you that?’ 
   
 ‘No one had to tell me. I just know.’ 
   
 ‘So no one’s said that’s what’s happening?’ Holly took a big sip of her drink. ‘Well, then I’m sorry, but I don’t buy it.’ 
   
 ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘Because, because, because…’ Holly stuttered. 
   
 ‘Are you about to break into a rendition of We’re Off to See the Wizard?’ Olivia quipped, an attempt to lighten the moment. It was a dead loss because Holly was too shocked for jokes. Olivia knew that was how anyone would have to pretend to feel when confronted with this news, but she was sure she would see a little upturn of the mouth that would indicate that underneath the outrage, Holly was excited at the prospect of the job. But she didn’t see it. Holly looked genuinely perturbed.  
   
 ‘Olivia, I’m sorry, but this can’t possibly be true. No one with a lick of sense would ever take you off that sofa. The show wouldn’t be anything without you,’ Holly said passionately. 
   
 Olivia sat back in her chair. ‘Look, everything changes. And new brooms like Liza, they can’t help but sweep clean. That’s the point of them. To make changes, move things forward. I’m almost certainly about to become victim to that. I mean, the numbers recently have been rather…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Holly jumped in. 
   
 ‘There’s been a drop.’ 
   
 ‘How big of a drop?’ 
   
 ‘A significant one.’ 
   
 ‘Since when?’ Holly asked quickly. 
   
 ‘Last year or so.’ 
   
 Holly rolled her eyes. ‘And Liza’s been there a couple of years now, right? So whose fault is that more likely to be.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I realise that. But that’s all the more reason for her to fire me. Under her watch, the numbers are falling. She’s panicking. She thinks she needs to make a big move. I’ve seen it happen to a lot of people. A drowning show? The old crew get thrown off to lighten the load. And then they can bring in new blood that incidentally doesn’t happen to cost nearly as much.’ 
   
 Holly frowned as she considered what Olivia was saying. She let out a depressed sigh. ‘I still don’t know. No one’s said anything to me about this.’ 
   
 ‘I think she’s going to do this gradually. She wants to see how you do,’ Olivia told her plainly. 
   
 Holly tutted. ‘Well, I wouldn’t take it if they offered it.’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t believe her. ‘Come on,’ she chided. 
   
 Holly was indignant. ‘I wouldn’t!’ 
   
 Olivia decided to humour her. ‘Why not?’ 
   
 Holly looked at her as though she’d had a knock on the head. ‘Because it’s your job.’ 
   
 ‘That’s exactly why I’m telling you this. If they offer it, I’ve been thinking and… I’ve decided not to put up a fight. I think…’ She stopped and breathed a sigh that contained relief, amongst other things. ‘I think you’d be good.’ 
   
 Holly said nothing for a moment, her face blank. Olivia couldn’t read her at all. Until abruptly, Holly’s face cracked into anger. ‘No!’ 
   
 Olivia tutted. ‘Would you stop this? There’s no need for outrage. I’m giving you my blessing.’ 
   
 Holly breathed angrily through her nose. ‘I don’t want it, and I won’t take it.’ 
   
 Olivia was bemused. ‘You’re rejecting my blessing?’ 
   
 ‘That’s correct,’ Holly told her, folding her arms across her chest. 
   
 Olivia threw her hands up. ‘Well, I don’t know what to say to that.’  
   
 Holly’s anger grew. ‘Actually, I’m surprised at you for saying this. I would have expected you to fight it.’ 
   
 Olivia went from semi-amused to annoyed. When all this began, she was angry because she didn’t want to lose her job and now she’d managed to arrive at acceptance, which she thought was a pretty cool and adult reaction, and the person next in line was giving her shit for giving up. She was damned if she did, damned if she didn’t. ‘Are you actually pissed off at me for trying to give you my job with a bit of grace?’ she asked Holly. 
   
 ‘Well, I guess… Yes. I am. Because Liza isn’t the be-all and end-all. You could go over her head.’ 
   
 ‘I might have done that a few days ago, but Holly… I’m tired. And anyway, I can’t argue until I’m actually sacked.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly. We’re arguing about something we don’t even know is happening.’ 
   
 ‘Well, technically, yes… But I’ve been around the block, Holly,’ Olivia began. ‘I’ve seen how it works. And I can’t shake the feeling. I just can’t. And I’d rather feel like I went with a bit of poise than fight pointlessly against something that’s already happened. I mean, I don’t know if you’ve been following American politics lately, but not accepting the sack? It’s not a good look, is it?’ 
   
 Holly’s face cracked into a smile, which she was quick to wipe away. ‘I don’t accept this.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll admit, I wasn’t sure at first, but now I think you’d make a good replacement.’ She paused. ‘And I like you.’ 
   
 Holly’s anger faded slightly. ‘You do?’ 
   
 ‘Let’s not make a big thing of it,’ Olivia sighed, looking away. 
   
 Holly began to blush. ‘Well, I mean, of course, you must know that I… I mean, you’re like…’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I know, you, well, you look up to me. That’s, that’s nice, I suppose,’ Olivia said quickly. This was getting a bit embarrassing. She knew Holly admired her and what Olivia was saying was something else. What exactly she was saying, she didn’t completely understand. But at a minimum, she thought Holly was a worthwhile person. She was sharp, kind, and she behaved with integrity. Olivia had known surprisingly few people like that in her life.  
   
 It was silly to think of the resentment she’d felt at first. She was glad the scales had fallen from her eyes and she’d gotten to know Holly. Only, it had led to this. Olivia saying she liked her, out loud, with her mouth. It made her feel like a teenager. And for Olivia, that was not something she wanted to relive. The embarrassment of letting someone know you liked them? It felt vaguely self-sabotaging. Once upon a time, Olivia had given her husband that power, and look what he’d chosen to do with it? Beat her over the head with it. 
   
 But it was out now; said. Holly had the power. When Olivia was finally able to meet her eyes, Holly didn’t look cocky about it. ‘Yeah, that’s true. I do admire you. But I also hope you know I’ve liked being… I mean, getting to work with you, getting to know you a bit… You’re cool, is what I mean. God, is it hot in here?’ Holly said and then started fanning herself. 
   
 Olivia had to laugh. Suddenly, she felt less silly. They were just two people saying, ‘Hey, I like your vibe.’ It didn’t have to be terrifying. Olivia glanced around the rowdy bar. ‘I’m fed up of this place. Do you want to get chips?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Oh my god, why are fried, greasy potatoes this good?’ Holly asked, her eyes practically rolling back in her head with pleasure as they left the chip shop. 
   
 ‘It’s not the potato. It’s a delivery system for oil and salt. That’s what’s knocking your socks off,’ Olivia told her.  
   
 ‘That can’t be all it is.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I don’t get salty fried food all that often, so maybe there’s a rarity value to it.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, I eat whatever I want,’ Holly said, popping a chip into her mouth. 
   
 Olivia couldn’t help but look her up and down. ‘Really?’ 
   
 Holly swallowed the chips and laughed. ‘Of course not. I mean, some weeks I eat badly, but then I have to break myself at the gym. But if I don’t have time for big sessions at the gym, which I often don’t, then I sure as hell don’t get chips,’ Holly smiled.  
   
 Olivia was relieved. ‘I’m so glad you said that. I hate people who are like, ‘Yeah, I just rolled out of bed like this.’ Looking good on camera doesn’t just happen, does it?’ 
   
 ‘Well, there’s working to look your best, but there are genes too. I mean, for instance, not everyone can just work out and end up looking like you, can they?’ Holly said. 
   
 The moment Holly said that Olivia had a panic. Her brain said, ‘What’s with the adrenaline rush?’ Her body said back, ‘She’s flirting with us. It’s exciting.’ Her brain said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous. She’s being kind.’ Her body said, ‘Oh, really?’ Her brain retorted, ‘You know what? Who cares if it was a flirtatious comment?’ Her body laughed at that and said, ‘So you wanna play that game, do you?’ 
   
 ‘Are you alright?’ Holly said, and Olivia realised Holly was examining her with mild concern. ‘You look a bit spaced out.’ 
   
 Before she could conjure a decent reason for why she’d gone mentally AWOL, her phone rang. ‘Sorry, do you mind?’ she asked, glad of the get-out.  
   
 ‘Go for it,’ Holly said. Olivia answered the call without checking who it was.  
   
 ‘Well, well,’ said a smug bastard’s voice; Tom. ‘I’ve rung you five times, and finally, you deign to answer. I presume you’re at some expensive dinner, having your arse kissed by all and sundry?’ 
   
 Olivia glanced over at Holly, eating chips from a paper bag, and she wanted to laugh. ‘What do you want, Tom?’ she asked, mouthing ‘sorry’ to Holly. She shook her head forgivingly.  
   
 ‘I can’t get the fight.’ 
   
 Olivia, really not wanting to have a domestic in front of Holly, said through gritted teeth. ‘I might be more helpful if I knew what that meant.’ 
   
 ‘The fucking sports package! The big fight is on right now, and I can’t get it. The channel’s not coming on, and it says we don’t have it in the package when I know for a fact we do. Sky won’t talk to me because I’m not the billpayer!’ 
   
 Olivia took a deep breath. ‘I think you’ve answered your own question, haven’t you?’ 
   
 Tom sucked a deep breath in. ‘You petty arse. You cancelled the sports package?’ 
   
 Olivia hadn’t gone to the extreme of cancelling it. She’d had an email telling her the price was going up on the premium sports package, so she’d downgraded it to the mid-sized version. ‘Tom, I was sick of paying for something I don’t use. You’ve still got most of the channels, but since you won’t be living there soon, I’m not gonna spring for the works, OK?’ she said quietly. But no matter how quietly she said it, she could tell from the way Holly started taking steps away from her she’d heard and was trying to give her space. Olivia was mortified. She pointed at a set of steps off the street that led down to the canal, and Holly nodded. Olivia stepped quickly down them. Holly could still hear if she wanted to, but at least Olivia wouldn’t have to watch her pretend she wasn’t listening. 
   
 ‘Look, Tom, I don’t know how long we can keep going like this,’ Olivia said. ‘I can’t pay for your lifestyle.’ 
   
 ‘If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, then you need to understand that I can’t… I mean, how can I move out if you won’t let me?’ Tom asked excitedly. 
   
 Olivia’s breath was taken for a moment. ‘Won’t let you?’  
   
 ‘You said you don’t want a divorce on the books yet. Well, if you’re trying to keep things quiet, I can’t very well get a place, can I? The press will sniff me out, won’t they?’ 
   
 Technically, that might have been true. But Olivia, although she hadn’t explicitly asked him to go, had never once asked him to stay either. She knew that wasn’t why he wasn’t moving out. He was comfortable living off her, and he had no income of his own because he’d been a camera operator working in nature programmes when they met, which he claimed was his passion. It was one of the things Olivia had initially liked about him. Added to that, he was handsome and charming and treated her like Olivia was everything he’d ever dreamed of. Olivia could only say yes when he proposed six months in, thinking the way he loved her right then was the way he’d love her after he rushed her through a quickie wedding. It wasn’t. When she was to later google his behaviour, she found the term, ‘Love bombing.’ Because once the ring was on the finger, everything changed. 
   
 His job as a camera op ended when the nature show he was working on got cancelled, and he didn’t look for another, saying he was going to do up the house they had just moved into—an old townhouse that needed a bit of love. He bought paint he never cracked open. Eventually, Olivia was forced to get in the decorators herself.  
   
 After a while, it became obvious he didn’t have any intention of going back to work. It had been one of the first red flags about him. He adapted quickly to a man of leisure role. He said he was working on, ‘Personal projects.’ That turned out to be a euphemism for, ‘Sleeping with a lot of women.’ Olivia didn’t know if he’d always been such a dreadful person and she’d been blind to it, or if it had happened gradually after they married. All she knew was she was left chained to a truly dog shit person. She wanted out, but she didn’t want the public drama. It didn’t seem fair to go through finding out about all the infidelity and still be the one to pay the price of public humiliation on top. 
   
 But my god, she wanted him gone. She was starting to approach the point where she didn’t care what it cost. ‘You know what, Tom? If you want to go, please go.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t really mean that,’ Tom said. ‘You’ll change your mind tomorrow.’ 
   
 ‘I do mean it,’ she assured him. ‘I’ll take the consequences, but you need to be gone.’ It was said now, might as well get brutal. ‘You need to be out by the end of the week.’ 
   
 She waited for a moment for Tom’s answer, thinking he’d beg her to stay. But what he said instead was, ‘You’ll take the consequences, will you?’ and he hung up.  
   
 Olivia hadn’t liked the sound of that. But she was sick of trying to keep the unfaithful cat in its bag. What would be, would be. She realised she was quite close to the canal, and she looked down into the water’s edge solemnly, weighing the enormity of the moment.  
   
 There was a small cough from behind her, and she turned around to see Holly waving from the top of the steps. ‘Hi, sorry. Just wanted to check you hadn’t fallen in.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, yeah. No. Sorry.’ 
   
 Holly walked down the steps to join her, hands empty of chips. ‘Everything OK?’ 
   
 ‘It’ll be fine,’ Olivia said honestly, wrapping up the remainder of her chips and throwing them in the bin. Because at some point, it probably would be fine. But that day would be a long way from now. 
   
 ‘It sounded a bit…’ Holly shook her head. ‘Sorry, it’s not my business, is it?’ 
   
 ‘I’m sure you heard, and I’m sure you’ve figured some things out. After all, you’re a good journalist, and it wouldn’t take a genius to suss what that was about.’ 
   
 ‘Tom’s your husband?’ 
   
 ‘Just about. But it’s over,’ she said. It felt good to tell someone. She’d been alone with this for a long time. No one knew, not friends, not family, not a soul. Except now, apparently, for Holly. ‘Things have been a bit drawn out. But I think you just heard the final straw.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t realise you were getting divorced,’ Holly said quietly. 
   
 ‘I’ve been trying to keep it quiet. But I guess the shit’s got to hit the fan some time, hasn’t it?’ 
   
 Holly frowned and looked suddenly far away. ‘So it might get messy?’ 
   
 Olivia wondered if she should be careful about what she said next. She was spilling her guts like a real blabbermouth tonight. But Olivia hadn’t talked to anyone, really talked, in a very long time. ‘It’s gonna be horrible. He was unfaithful, you see—a lot. And if I want to keep my money, I’m going to have to put that out there. Otherwise, he’s gonna squeeze me for every penny. I think he might try that regardless.’ 
   
 Holly was shocked. ‘How’s he gonna manage that?’ 
   
 ‘Well, the last time we had a real conversation about it, he claimed it was the fact I work too hard that had driven him into the arms of other women.’ 
   
 ‘Wow. He went there, did he?’ Holly said with an angry smile. ‘That takes me back.’ 
   
 ‘You’ve heard that one?’ Olivia said, relieved. She felt stupid admitting she’d been cheated on. Because part of her thought, well, not she’d made him do it, but she should have clocked on a lot quicker. However, if Holly had been there too, there was no reason to feel embarrassed. 
   
 ‘I think there’s a scumbag playbook maybe? And page one is making the fucked-up thing you did your victim’s fault.’ Holly smiled sadly. ‘It happened to me twice on the trot in my twenties. Both of them said the same thing. I wasn’t around enough. They got lonely. Well, you know what? If you’re lonely, call your bloody mother! Don’t rub body parts with someone else.’ 
   
 Olivia burst out laughing. ‘That’s what I should have said to him.’ She sighed, the pleasure of laughing fading too quickly. ‘I should have said a lot of things to him. I feel like he got away with it all.’ 
   
 ‘No, he didn’t. He lost you,’ Holly said, turning to her. 
   
 Olivia felt unsure, wobbly. ‘He lost his meal ticket,’ she eventually managed to stutter out. 
   
 ‘He lost a lot more than that,’ Holly said. She swallowed. ‘He’s just about the dumbest person I’ve ever heard of.’ 
   
 Olivia looked out at the canal. She wasn’t sure how to reply. But her body and mind were finally as one on exactly how she’d like to.




Twelve

   
   
 Holly was standing next to Olivia, looking into the dark canal, at its moonlit water, thinking she’d like to slap her brother around his scruffy beard. He had to put the idea in her head, didn’t he? He had to make Holly think what she’d been trying not to think. If not for him, she might have been a much better friend to Olivia tonight, not thinking about how her sparkling green eyes still shone in the dim light, how her beauty was only heightened by sadness, not thinking how easy it would be to turn around and… 
   
 No. You didn’t hit on people when they were talking about their upcoming divorce. That was basic decency. Even if you thought there was a chance that…  
   

Stop it. You’re misreading, seeing what you want to. If you’ve got this wrong, you’ll ruin a lot of things. So, so many things.


 

 Holly summoned all the will she possessed to stymy the thoughts her mind was trying to have. But of course, she wasn’t fully able to keep things together. So when she said, ‘He lost a lot more than that. He’s just about the dumbest person I’ve ever heard of,’ she was still crossing a line. She could only hope Olivia didn’t notice. 
   
 It seemed she was safe because Olivia turned to her and asked, ‘So these cheaters? Tell me more.’ 
   
 Holly didn’t mind complying. She could talk about that rather easily now; it was very far in the rearview mirror. ‘Well, first was Marcus. He seemed very sensitive when I first met him. Turned out his roommate liked his sensitivity too, and he sensitively liked to have sex with her when he had nothing better to do. Then came Emma.’ 
   
 Olivia cleared her throat. ‘Emma,’ she repeated quietly. 
   
 ‘Yes. She was worse than Marcus. She cheated like she was trying to go pro.’ 
   
 Olivia laughed and then stopped herself. ‘Sorry.’ 
   
 ‘Go ahead and laugh. It wasn’t a very long relationship, only six months. We hadn’t even gotten that serious. But it still fucking hurt. I just felt like such an idiot for not catching on to who she was.’ 
   
 ‘An idiot,’ Olivia nodded. ‘Imagine if you’d married her, the whole nine, and then spent years in the dark. Imagine the level of idiocy that takes?’ 
   
 Holly cocked her head cynically at Olivia. ‘I’m sure you know as well as I do that when a low-level sociopath goes to work, they go to work. And I don’t think people with real emotional lives should have to accept responsibility for not realising they needed to be Miss bloody Marple in their relationships.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, but…’ Olivia sighed through her nose, and Holly could tell something embarrassing was coming. ‘I started my career in investigative journalism. People are going to make a big deal of that, I can promise you. ‘The woman who sniffed out corruption in politics couldn’t smell blatant infidelity when it was right under her nose.’ 
   
 Holly knew that was true. But she didn’t think it was all there was to say on the subject. ‘Well, let me ask you… If you weren’t you and you were reporting on you, how would you frame it?’ 
   
 Olivia frowned. ‘I wouldn’t report on it. I wouldn’t think it newsworthy.’ 
   
 ‘Exactly,’ Holly said. And then she said something she might have liked to hear but never had. But that was OK, because here and now, she had the right words for Olivia. ‘Some arseholes might want to generate a bit of clickbait, and a further bunch of arseholes might have something to say about it, but that’s just the rubbish taking itself out. You have to let go of the idea you can control any of that. People are going to do the people thing, at the end of the day.’ 
   
 Olivia smiled at Holly. ‘I thought I was supposed to be the mentor in this situation.’ 
   
 Holly felt her cheeks go a bit pink. She was glad for the low light. ‘Yeah, well, I’ve been down this road. I don’t know if… I hope you never saw those horrible photos that came out.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve never looked at them,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘I thought you might think… I hope you know; I wasn’t party to that. It was a violation.’ 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘Of course it was.’ 
   
 Holly went quiet, feeling a bit embarrassed. But also relieved. She’d said it, and Olivia knew. That mattered. She just wished she could have revealed it less awkwardly.  
   
 But Olivia soon made things easier. ‘I’m really glad you came to the show. I can’t imagine talking to Ben like this.’ 
   
 Holly’s face was still a bit flush, but for different reasons now. ‘I felt like you hated me the first day.’ 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘I did, yes.’ 
   
 Holly laughed. ‘Wow.’ 
   
 ‘But it wasn’t anything to do with you. I just felt like you were this younger, sexy type who was coming to replace me. But I realised pretty quickly how stupid that was.’ 
   
 Holly’s pulse jumped. ‘Sexy?’ 
   
 Olivia’s mouth quirked, and she laughed self-consciously. ‘Didn’t miss that, then? Well, it’s said now. So…’ 
   
 They lapsed into silence. Holly began to wonder, couldn’t help but wonder, what tonight was. Or what it might be. ‘You know, my brother’s staying with me and before I left, he told me the way you say, ‘good morning’ gives him a semi.’ 
   
 Olivia gave a shocked laugh. ‘What?!’ 
   
 Holly pushed on. ‘I mean, perhaps that’s common, only he’s as gay as Christmas, so your sexiness is probably not something you should question.’ Holly felt like she was pushing her luck right now. That one word, ‘Sexy,’ was not permission to go off the deep end. But that’s what was happening. Holly was allowing herself, just for a moment, to feel the possibility of romance. She couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. She wasn’t completely sure if it had ever happened like it was right now. 
   
 Yet here she was. Hoping. Trying not to. Feeling terrified, feeling joy. Just wanting it. Her. Olivia. So close, close enough to reach out and touch. 
   
 Olivia turned around fully to face her, and Holly was so terrified she considered jumping in the canal. ‘So your brother thinks I’m sexy?’ Olivia asked, her tone full of mischief.  
   
 Holly nodded. ‘Yep. Big time.’ 
   
 ‘And what do you think?’ Olivia asked, the twinkle in her eyes visible despite the low light. 
   
 Holly licked her lips. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ 
   
 Olivia took an interminable pause and then said, ‘I think so.’ And she leaned in. Holly felt Olivia’s hands gently take her face as she got closer and closer, and she felt like she might wake up in a second to a blaring alarm and terrible disappointment. But then it came, contact. Lips on her lips, soft, gentle, intoxicating. Holly’s eyes fluttered shut, and she sank into the wonderful darkness of pure pleasure. Olivia was exactly as good of a kisser as you might suspect. Which was to say, excellent. 
   
 ‘Wehey!’ yelled the unmistakable voice of a male, drunk dumbass.  
   
 The kiss had no choice but to end. ‘For god’s sakes,’ Olivia whispered as they parted. They both turned to a guy in a white shirt that was open way too low, nipple visible. ‘What a show!’ he said, clapping. ‘Any room for a guy with a big—’ 
   
 ‘Can you shut up?!’ Olivia snapped at him. 
   
 The guy did stop talking at that. But then he got a look in his eyes Holly didn’t like. Recognition. ‘Oh Christ, aren’t you that bird that’s on in the morning?’ 
   
 Olivia shook her head. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ She turned to Holly. ‘Let’s go.’ Holly nodded, and they started to walk away. 
   
 ‘Yeah, you’re er… Olivia summat? Fucking hell, I can’t wait to tell…’ His drunk piggy eyes looked at Holly properly for the first time. ‘Hang about! You’re the other one!’ He hooted. ‘Fuck me! It’s like live celeb porn!’ He started to feel around in his pocket. ‘Wait, I need a pic, or Steve’s never gonna believe me.’ 
   
 Olivia grabbed Holly’s hand and pulled her briskly past the fool. ‘God, that’s all I need,’ she muttered to herself, and Holly felt scared. Was this OK? Or was this a problem? She couldn’t tell. It was one drunk guy, after all. If he told anyone what he’d seen, would it even matter? Would anyone believe him? Did it matter if they did? 
   
 They reached the brightly lit street above the canal, late-night traffic whizzing back and forth, cabs in the main. Olivia and Holly turned to each other, finally out of view of the moment-ruining prat. Holly wasn’t sure what to say. Only seconds ago, words hadn’t mattered. But now they were in the light, in the open. Talking needed to happen. ‘What an idiot,’ was all Holly could summon for an icebreaker. 
   
 ‘The great British public strikes again,’ Olivia muttered dryly. ‘We should get a cab. Early start.’ 
   
 Holly nodded and tried not to look too disappointed. She knew a kiss-off when she heard one. Olivia was probably a bit gun shy right now. She was probably thinking about her divorce. Whatever had just happened, she wouldn’t want to get anything started. Holly could see all that. Olivia didn’t even need to make the excuses. Holly could handle them for her. 
   
 Olivia flagged down a cab. The driver pulled in. ‘Where to, Love?’ the old guy in the zip-up cardigan asked through the window. Olivia turned to Holly. ‘Well, this is awkward.’ 
   
 Holly braced herself. ‘Go ahead. Say it.’ 
   
 ‘Well, it’s just… I’d like to invite you to come to my place. But Tom will be there, so… Maybe we could go to yours? If I’m not being too forward?’ 
   
 You could have knocked Holly over with a feather. She felt lucky to manage to stutter out, ‘Oh, well, yes…’ An inconvenient realisation hit her over the head. ‘Shit. Wait. I’ve got my brother staying with me. But I guess a hotel’s even more conspicuous?’ 
   
 Olivia chewed her lip and glanced down the street, looking at the traffic. ‘Well, I’m sure your brother won’t be as much of a problem as Tom will make himself. And I can, you know, be… quiet.’ 
   
 Holly grinned, finally able to believe what was happening. ‘I hope that’s not true,’ she said and went to the door, opening it for Olivia. Olivia got in with a wicked smile and Holly jumped in beside her. She called her address to the driver. ‘Right oh!’ he replied and moved off. Holly and Olivia caught each other’s eyes and laughed naughtily.  






Thirteen

   
   
 Olivia woke up to an alarm, not hers—Holly’s. It was three thirty. Holly, not used to the pre-dawn routine yet, didn’t rouse. Olivia leaned over and brushed a hair from her sleeping face. ‘Hey, you,’ she breathed. 
   
 Holly’s eyes fluttered open. Olivia hoped to god she wasn’t going to say something like, ‘What are you still doing here?’ It was a silly thought because all Holly did was give Olivia a lovely smile. But Holly had given her no reason to think she wouldn’t be happy to see her this morning. There had been nothing about the previous night that had indicated Holly wasn’t in this. Holly had been sweet, passionate, amazing.  
   
 After Holly had come around slightly, she said, ‘Oh. We… We’re going to have to go to work, aren’t we?’ 
   
 ‘I believe so, yes,’ Olivia said with a half smile. ‘I’m not sure we can leave the show in the hands of Jack, the weather guy. He’s got serious focus issues.’ 
   
 Holly rolled her eyes. ‘I just meant; we work in the same place. We’re both going to that place. Today. You see where I’m going with this?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, you mean the scandal of us arriving together?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Holly put a hand on Olivia’s. ‘It’s not that I want to keep you my dirty little secret or anything. But I’ve been there less than a week. And I’m sure you don’t want the gossip either.’ 
   
 ‘We’re on the same page,’ Olivia assured her. ‘It’s no one else’s business, is it?’ 
   
 ‘Right,’ Holly smiled. ‘So… who gets the first shower?’ 
   
 ‘Is there any particular reason we can’t have one together?’ Olivia asked. Holly laughed in a nervous way Olivia loved. She loved all of this, in fact. The whole evening and into the night, it felt like an act of hope. She wanted to believe life didn’t have to be what it had been with Tom. The whole sordid mess, the wasted years, the wasted life. Tom, coming back late, talking about how he couldn’t get a cab to save his life. Lies piling up on the doormat with the junk mail. Olivia wanted Holly to clean that away, show her something real. It was all she wanted right now—that and a shared shower. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 As agreed, they pulled up to the studio later that morning in separate cars, Holly driving herself in while Olivia took a cab. They arrived seven minutes apart. That felt like exactly the least suspicious gap to leave. Olivia was wearing last night’s clothes, but she didn’t think anyone would make much of that. She was wearing a coat over them and wardrobe would give her the day’s clothes to get right into. Easy peasy.  
   
 She didn’t see Holly again until she got onto set. Holly was there first, and Olivia was immediately struck with nerves. All she had to do was greet her as though she hadn’t spent last night in her bed. But she was a presenter, not an actress. ‘Err, hi!’ she said. It sounded too loud, too bright amid the low din of the crew working around them. 
   
 ‘Morning,’ Holly said, impressively natural.  
   
 Olivia sat down and began to check through the rundown, though she knew it already, had read it in detail yesterday afternoon. But she needed to look at something that wasn’t Holly’s face. Or body. Because both of those things were what she wanted to look at very much indeed, and she was positive it would scream out to the studio staff. She’d never been in this position before. Sleeping with a co-worker? It had never come up. No one had seemed worth the trouble it might bring.  
   
 But Holly was different. Though Olivia thought quite a few people in the history of the world had probably used the old, ‘This is different,’ line with their HR representatives. She hoped she’d never have to have that meeting though. First off, Holly wasn’t permanent as of right now, so did that change things? Olivia wasn’t sure. But she could see how it might look. Holly was new, a bit younger than her. The optics weren’t great.  
   
 Well, as long as they could keep things schtum, there wouldn’t need to be awkward chats with the network. It was just between them. And possibly Holly’s brother who she’d bumped into as they were leaving. He was going for a pee, and he snickered the second he saw them. But Holly promised he’d keep it buttoned if she told him to. 
   
 ‘OK, guys, standby, we’re coming on shortly,’ called the stage manager. 
   
 Olivia put her papers down, straightened her clothes, touched her hair and got in position. ‘You OK?’ she asked Holly out of the side of her mouth.  
   
 ‘Great,’ Holly said out of the side of her mouth. 
   
 ‘Me too,’ Olivia whispered. She meant it. Whatever worries she had about the consequences of last night, she realised something. She was happy. 
   
 ‘On in five, four, three, two, one,’ yelled the stage manager. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The credits rolled. It had been a reasonable show. Or maybe not, hard to say. It was sort of a blur to Olivia. She’d been on autopilot. Saying the right words in the right places with the right intonation, but not present for a moment of it. Except when she happened to catch Holly’s eye. She felt a sort of panic when that happened, as though the audience could see in her eyes what they had gotten up to last night. She couldn’t understand why she felt so worried anyone might twig. What did it matter? She was free, really and truly soon. And then… Olivia couldn’t think that far ahead into her love life. It scared her to. She could only think of now. Now was good.  
   
 She left work later and saw Holly in the car park, waiting next to her car. ‘Need a lift?’ she asked. 
   
 Olivia smiled. ‘Yes, please.’ 
   
 They got in the car. ‘Where do you live, actually?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘Westover.’ 
   
 Holly started the car and drove out. They didn’t say anything for a while, but Olivia didn’t find it awkward. It was a comforting silence.  
   
 After a while, they reached a bit of traffic, and it seemed clear they weren’t going anywhere for a while. Olivia felt it was as good a time as any to maybe say something about, well, everything. Up until now, it had been great to just be in the moment with Holly. But she was starting to think it was time to let Holly know what she was thinking. ‘Last night was nice.’ 
   
 Holly’s whole body seemed to tense. ‘But?’ she asked, half turning. 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I can hear a ‘but’ coming,’ Holly said. 
   
 ‘You can’t hear a ‘but’ coming. There isn’t a ‘but’ coming.’ 
   
 ‘There isn’t?’ Holly asked nervously. 
   
 ‘Why would there be?’ Olivia asked. ‘I mean, do you have a ‘but’?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t say anything. How could I add a ‘but’ onto silence?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Olivia took a breath. ‘Can we start again?’ 
   
 Holly nodded. ‘Yeah, sorry, sorry… But-’ 
   
 ‘So there is a ‘but’ now?’ 
   
 ‘No, I…’ She laughed lightly. ‘However, I’m aware things aren’t exactly simple between us.’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t like that reality was cropping up. She’d been trying to live in a bubble. She hadn’t been in a bubble in many years. How could it be popped so quickly? ‘Yes, I know. But I guess…’ Holly shot her a glance. Olivia rolled her eyes. ‘For god’s sakes, regardless, I guess I just want to say that I liked it. And I’d like to…’ Her stomach felt wibbly. ‘I mean, I’m asking, do you want to…’ Olivia couldn’t believe how nervous she was. It wasn’t like her to feel nerves. She had a pretty good command of herself. But it had been a while since she’d felt so naked with another person—in every sense.  
   
 ‘Are you asking me out?’ Holly said.  
   
 ‘I’m trying to,’ Olivia said honestly. ‘Having a slight problem with words though.’ 
   
 Holly laughed in a way that made everything feel a bit easier. ‘Wow. I never thought…’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘You seemed like the most confident person alive when I met you. And now you’re all scared and stuttery, asking me out. I kind of love it.’ 
   
 Olivia shook her head, grinning. ‘I’m happy you're having a wonderful time, but would you mind taking my head off the chopping block?’ 
   
 Holly looked over and smiled the most beautiful smile. ‘Olivia, for the love of god. You must know I’d say yes. I’ve been sitting here trying to think of a way to ask you out if it helps.’ 
   
 Olivia released a breath. ‘It does.’ She shook her head at herself. ‘Look at us, not exactly teenagers, scared to say we want to go on a second date.’ 
   
 ‘I guess it just shows we like each other. And I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t happen to me very often,’ Holly said anxiously. 
   
 ‘It barely ever happens to me,’ Olivia admitted. 
   
 Olivia and Holly shared a quick, secretive smile before a car honked. Holly looked back at the road ahead. ‘Oh Christ, they’re moving.’ She got the car into drive and pootled forward.  
   
 They were silent for the rest of the journey. But every so often, one of them would look at the other, try not to giggle like a little kid, and fail. It was silly and flirty and sweet and wonderful. 
   
 But then it was all ruined.  
   
 They pulled into Olivia’s drive. Olivia didn’t instantly make a move to get out of the car because she really wanted to kiss Holly, and she believed they were in relative privacy in the vehicle. Before she could make her big move, Holly asked, ‘So, umm, is tonight a bit keen?’  
   
 ‘If it is, then I’m embarrassingly keen too,’ Olivia told her. She undid her seatbelt and leaned in and touched her lips to Holly’s. It was only meant to be small, brief. But it didn’t turn out that way. Holly pulled her in tighter, and Olivia couldn’t resist her. Soon, they were going at it like a couple of teenagers parked in a make-out spot.  
   
 A little tap on the window broke up the party. Olivia gave a small yelp, and Holly jumped, and they turned to see Tom staring through the windscreen. ‘Well, well,’ he said snidely. ‘So this is why you never came home last night.’ 
   
 Once Olivia had caught her breath, she was angry. She wound down her window. ‘Go into the house.’ 
   
 He looked from Olivia to Holly. ‘I know you.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t,’ Olivia said. ‘Now go in the fucking house.’ 
   
 Tom kept sneering at Holly in a way Olivia didn’t like, so Olivia did something that astonished her. She opened the car door into him. She didn’t knock him over or even hurt him much. But he knew it was an angry action, and he was shocked as she stepped out of the car. ‘Jesus, what the hell was that?’ 
   
 ‘I just need you to get out of my way,’ she said. She meant it in a million tiny ways, as well as the literal one. He had ruined a lovely moment. It was the last one she ever wanted to concede to him.  
   
 ‘No wonder you want me out. Here’s me, thinking we could still work on things and you’re just moving on.’ 
   
 Olivia had to laugh. ‘What?! You never had any intention of working on anything, even when we were together. You’re so full of shit, it’s nearly impressive.’ 
   
 A small voice from the car broke Olivia out of her rage. ‘Olivia, I’m gonna go.’ 
   
 Olivia turned to look at Holly, and she was embarrassed. Embarrassed to have this happen in front of Holly. Embarrassed she’d seen how small her life had become in this house, with this person. Embarrassed to be seen at her worst by someone she only wanted to think well of her. She went to the car and leaned in the open door. ‘I’m sorry about this.’ 
   
 ‘You’ve got nothing to be sorry about,’ Holly assured her. 
   
 Olivia would have loved to believe her. But how could she? If she herself was ashamed of how she was behaving, how could another person look kindly on it? Even Holly, who’d given her miles of grace so far.  
   
 ‘I think maybe it might be a good idea if we leave it for tonight, do it another night,’ Holly said. ‘It seems like you’ve got enough on your plate without me adding to it.’ 
   
 Olivia was so disappointed, she wanted to cry. ‘OK, sure, if that’s… Yeah. I’ll see you at work then.’ 
   
 Holly nodded, and Olivia stepped away from the car as Holly backed out and drove off with a small wave. 
   
 Olivia had no reason to hold back on Tom anymore.  She rounded on him. ‘You’re such a fucking—’ 
   
 ‘Holly something,’ Tom said. 
   
 ‘Shut up about that,’ Olivia said. She walked past Tom and into the house, intending to go to his bedroom and get a case out. She was ready to chuck him out in the street. She knew some of her anger toward him was really for herself, but it didn’t matter. Because he had anything coming that she wanted to throw at him.  
   
 But Tom followed her in, up the stairs, saying, ‘Holly… Reynolds! Isn’t she… she works with you now, doesn’t she?’ 
   
 ‘I hope you realise I’m going upstairs to fill your case,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Tom paid her no mind at all. ‘Wow, that’s good. They’ll love that,’ he smiled. 
   
 Olivia paused and turned on the stairs. ‘Who’ll love what?’ 
   
 He grinned up at her. ‘I dunno, I was thinking maybe The Daily Post? They’re always gunning for you, aren’t they? The Leftie with the big mouth.’ 
   
 Olivia did her best not to show fear. ‘You’re going to sell this?’ 
   
 ‘I was only going to sell the split, but my god did you just add some juice. I reckon you doubled the fee.’ 
   
 Olivia had to reach out for the railing. ‘After everything you’ve already done, you’re going to sell out my personal life to that rag? Tom, even for you…’ 
   
 He was immediately incensed. ‘Well, what the fuck else am I supposed to do? You’re kicking me out, and I don’t have any money!’ 
   
 Olivia shook her head. But she couldn’t just scream at him. She was going to have to swallow the bile trying to make its way up her throat. She had to try to reason with him if there was any possibility. ‘Look, if you want to work something out, we can do that.’ 
   
 ‘You’ll let me stay?’ he asked eagerly. 
   
 ‘No, of course not. I just meant I could give you an allowance. Until we finalise things. I don’t even understand why you’d want to stay.’ 
   
 ‘I told you,’ Tom said. ‘I want us to work it out.’ 
   
 Olivia felt like Tom had begun to speak in a language that was not only foreign but had also fallen out of modern usage. ‘What the hell do you even mean by that?’ 
   
 ‘I want us to get back together. I know I’ve made some mistakes, and you have too. You’re obviously shagging your co-host. Doesn’t that make us even?’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, is that what you think marriage is? You get yours; I get mine, and then we carry on with the marriage?’ 
   
 ‘It worked for my parents,’ he shrugged, looking pathetically hopeful. 
   
 That was a surprise to Olivia. She’d met the Kemps many times, and they’d seemed happy enough. Tom had never mentioned weaponised infidelity before. Olivia’s face softened. ‘Tom, that sounds horrible, and I’m sorry you grew up in the middle of it. But I can promise you, nobody would call that something that worked.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not for you to say,’ Tom retorted. 
   
 Olivia sighed and turned, heading back up the stairs. As she went, she thought about what she was going to do next. She had two options: She could negotiate with Tom. Or she could let go of control. But there was no chance she could give him what he was asking for. Especially not now. She’d tasted happiness, and she couldn’t go back. Even if she’d already ruined it by letting Holly see a snippet of this chaos. She couldn’t stay in this situation anymore, soaking in this poison. She went into Tom’s room. 
   
 ‘What are you going in there for?’ Tom asked, following her in. 
   
 ‘I’m doing exactly what I said I would. Packing your case.’ 
   
 ‘But… I thought…’ 
   
 She reached on top of the wardrobe and pulled down a case, slapping it on the bed and unzipping it. ‘Sell the story if you want to, Tom. But let me remind you of this. Once that’s done, you’ll have shot yourself in the foot as far as the divorce goes. You’ll be exposed too.’ She went back to the wardrobe and opened the doors, reaching in and grabbing clothes, laying them out on the bed, feeling oddly calm. She didn’t even bother to look at him. ‘If you fire a shot, I’ll have no choice but to return fire.’ She folded his clothes with a careful hand, feeling anger fall away as she did. Because this was it. The end. ‘I wasn’t going to expose you like that because it’s as embarrassing for me as it for you, but if you put my life out there, I’ll have nothing to lose. So you better squeeze that journalist for every penny. Because it’ll be your last chance to make any money off of me.’ She went to his underwear drawer. 
   
 ‘You can’t just kick me out. I live here.’ 
   
 ‘My name is the only one on the deeds. Because it was me that bought it,’ she said, pulling the drawer out of its housing and emptying it directly into the case. She didn’t want to touch his pants. 
   
 ‘But we’re married,’ Tom pointed out. He didn’t sound very confident though. ‘I can prove we’re married. That counts for something.’ 
   
 ‘If I have to call the police, they’re not gonna care about that if I provide the documentation for this place, as well as all the bills in my name. They’ll tell you what I’m telling you now. It’s a matter for the courts.’ 
   
 ‘You wouldn’t call the police.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t want to, but I’m pretty sure I would,’ Olivia assured him. ‘Because I can’t have you here for even ten more minutes. It’s done. We both need to let go. You can’t control what I do anymore, and I can’t control what you do either. Now, do you need me to call a cab?’ 
   
 Tom looked utterly at sixes and sevens. He was finally taking her seriously—for maybe the first time. ‘I…’ he stopped. He walked over to his suitcase, zipped it up, and pulled it off the bed. ‘You… You’re…’ He went to the nightstand and pulled out what was unmistakably a fleshlight, stuffing it in the side pocket of his case. This was the last moment of their cohabitation and his mind had thought, ‘What do I need to make sure I take?’ and it came up with his sex toy. Olivia wanted to laugh, but she thought that might be a hysterical reaction to the stress.  
   
 He walked to the door, and Olivia thought he was just going to walk out. But he turned in the doorway. ‘You know, I did my best.’ 
   
 ‘Well, it wasn’t very good,’ Olivia said. 
   
 He nodded. ‘Yeah, I know.’ He almost looked repentant for a moment, a unique sight. Then he walked out. Olivia waited until she heard the front door shut. She sat down on the edge of Tom’s messy bed and looked out of the window. There was a bird in a tree, pecking at something, maybe cleaning itself. She envied it. Birds never had to go through messy public divorces. And that was what she had coming to her. It would probably speed up the sacking she was about to get too. Everything was going to hell. 
   
 She just hoped she could hang on to the one good thing in her life—Holly. 






Fourteen

   
   
 Every assurance Holly had made to Olivia, she’d meant it. But still, watching her and her soon-to-be-former husband going at it like that? It had not been pleasant. Holly had been so happy, felt positively pumped, ready for whatever came next. But seeing that row made her feel disquieted, disturbed, disappointed. 
   
 She drove home to find Oscar in the living room, arguing on the phone. ‘Daniel, for fuck’s sakes. I’ve never even seen that film, so I don’t get the threat at all.’ He put his hand over the phone as Holly walked in. ‘What’s the plot of Gone Girl?’ Holly summed it up briefly. Daniel went pale. ‘Jesus.’ He took his hand off the phone. ‘Daniel, what the fuck is wrong with you?’ He paused to listen. ‘Well, I don’t think it was a joke, actually.’ 
   
 Holly went through to the kitchen and sat down at the table. Oscar came in a moment later and headed straight for the fridge. ‘I need something with heart attack levels of sugar in it, and I need it now.’ He rustled around until he found a pre-packaged fruit salad. ‘Is this all you’ve got?’ Holly threw her hands up. Daniel took the fruit salad over to the counter and put it down. He took the sugar bowl and ladled on three spoonsful. He began to shovel it down. Holly felt like she was getting diabetes just watching him.  
   
 ‘Why do you keep doing this?’ Holly asked him. 
   
 ‘Doing what?’ he responded, choking down a piece of honeydew.  
   
 ‘Staying in the cycle of arguing and splitting up and getting back together and so on.’ 
   
 ‘Don’t, Holl. I don’t have the energy to argue with you as well today.’ 
   
 ‘Olivia’s married; did you know that?’ Holly asked him. 
   
 Oscar raised an eyebrow. ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘They’re separated. But he still lives in the house.’ 
   
 ‘Then they’re not separated,’ Oscar told her with certainty. 
   
 ‘No, they hate each other. Trust me.’ 
   
 ‘Do they? Then why don’t they live apart?’ Oscar asked, inhaling more sugary fruit.  
   
 ‘It’s complicated.’ 
   
 ‘Ah, yes. The co-dependent's motto.’ 
   
 ‘Olivia’s not like that.’ 
   
 ‘No?’  
   
 ‘You think they’re gonna get back together?’ Holly asked anxiously.  
   
 ‘Put it this way, Mum and Dad used to scream how much they hated each other, and they didn’t get divorced for ages, did they?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think Olivia would throw a toaster through an upstairs window,’ Holly said wryly.  
   
 ‘Yeah, maybe not.’ He mulled that over for a moment. ‘I still don’t even understand what the toaster was doing up there.’ 
   
 Holly had the scoop. ‘I asked her about that once. She said she was arguing with Dad and she got angry, so she picked up the bedroom telly, meaning to put that through the window. But it was an old CRT, and it was bloody heavy. So she went downstairs for something more portable.’ 
   
 Oscar dropped his spoon into the bowl with a clatter. ‘You know, sometimes, it’s better not to see behind the magician’s tricks.’ 
   
 ‘I know what you mean,’ Holly agreed. ‘I said at the time, ‘You were that angry, but you had the presence of mind to go downstairs and… Anyway.’ Holly felt suddenly tired. Her phone rang, and it was Olivia. She glanced at Oscar.  
   
 ‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ Oscar asked, and Holly nodded. He smiled sardonically and walked out with his bowl. 
   
 Holly answered the moment he was out of sight. ‘Hi,’ she said, getting up from the kitchen table. She wasn’t sure why she felt suddenly charged up. 
   
 ‘Hi,’ Olivia said. She sounded nervous. But not happy-nervous like she’d been before. Anxious-nervous.  
   
 ‘Are you OK?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I just kicked Tom out,’ Olivia breathed. 
   
 Holly gasped. ‘Did you?’ 
   
 ‘Took his suitcase and went.’ 
   
 Holly didn’t know what to say to that. What was an allowed response? She couldn’t go, ‘Whoo!’ could she? Anyway, she wasn’t sure she wanted to. This was all a bit much. She wanted Olivia. But the mess she was in, Holly couldn’t help worrying about it. She worried that Olivia wasn’t truly free.  
   
 ‘So… would you like to come around to my place tonight?’ 
   
 Holly’s indecision buggered off rather quickly. ‘Yeah, OK.’ She hoped she didn’t sound too eager. But she couldn’t help it; she was eager. Very much so. She was pretty sure she could feel something happening, something odd and scary and exciting. It was the sensation of falling in love. She’d thought she had felt it before. Now she knew, no. Never before. This was it, it was happening, it was taking her. To where, she didn’t know. What she did know was she was frightened.   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Chinese food cartons littered the coffee table. Half a bottle of wine was gone. Holly and Olivia were sitting at opposite ends of the sofa. It was all rather chaste, but it didn’t feel so. Holly’s body was positively humming with electricity. She was trying to keep a lid on it, focus on Olivia’s company, on the conversation. It was funny. If she’d been offered a cosy chat with Olivia a week ago, Holly would have jumped at the chance. All that experience, wisdom, wit, warmth, all in one package. Holly would have drunk it down.  
   
 But now, there was a heat between them that made it hard to fully focus. It was a heat created the night before, in the midnight hour. Still, Holly did her best to stay in the moment. 
   
 ‘So, your brother? What’s his deal?’ Olivia asked, picking up her wineglass and taking a sip. Holly tried to ignore how sexy that small action looked, those delicate wrists, that mouth. She shook it off. ‘He’s got this boyfriend, Daniel. He can be a bit… dramatic.’ 
   
 ‘How so?’ 
   
 ‘He constantly thinks Oscar’s cheating on him.’ 
   
 ‘Is he?’ 
   
 ‘Not that he’s ever admitted to me,’ Holly said. 
   
 ‘That’s a very careful answer,’ Olivia noted with a small smile. 
   
 ‘It’s the answer of a person who knows you never fully know what’s going on inside someone’s head. Even family. Or especially family, actually.’  
   
 ‘That’s what you think? That you can’t know anyone?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Holly felt like she’d wandered into tricky territory. ‘I guess I’m saying I don’t know if I ever have.’ 
   

Olivia seemed satisfied with the answer, yet saddened. ‘I see.’ 
   
 ‘But I’m living with him, and I can’t say it seems like he’s got some string of lovers. He keeps walking around in boxers that have seen better days, and he’s always got food in his beard. Not the signs of someone on the hunt,’ Holly said, trying to swing the conversation a lighter way.  
   
 Olivia laughed. ‘So, do you think they’ll get back together?’ 
   
 ‘Inevitably. It’s a long-established pattern.’ That made her think of what Oscar himself had said about their parents. And about Olivia’s marriage. Her stomach started to hurt. 
   
 ‘Are you OK?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘What?’ Holly replied, surprised.  
   
 ‘You looked… I don’t know. I just felt like something was wrong,’ Olivia said with a frown. 
   
 Holly wasn’t used to getting caught like that. She’d always thought her poker face was excellent. ‘Umm…’ 
   
 ‘Is it about Tom?’ 
   
 Holly’s poker face had no choice but to fall off her face entirely. ‘Are you a mind reader?’ 
   
 Olivia shrugged. ‘I’ve been worried about that. About what you saw.’ 
   
 ‘You two fighting?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. I don’t like that you saw me… like that.’ Olivia looked embarrassed. 
   
 ‘I get why you were angry,’ Holly assured her, putting a hand out, touching Olivia’s soft wrist. Olivia looked at the hand, seeming comforted for a moment. Until she said, ‘I was small. I can be. Petty, childish.’ 
   
 Holly sighed, pained. Olivia was hurting. It was horrible to see. ‘We can all be petty. But that’s not what I saw.’ 
   
 ‘What did you see?’ 
   
 That was a complicated question. She’d seen Olivia behave imperfectly, but that wasn’t the end of the world. Holly wanted to know Olivia, all of her, and seeing her having a row only increased the intimacy Holly felt with her. But Holly feared she’d seen a passion that wasn’t extinguished. Because if Holly was feeling this feeling, this long and endless fall, then Olivia had the power to hurt her in a way she’d never been hurt before. ‘It was a row between two married people who shouldn’t be married anymore,’ she said eventually. Because that’s what she wanted it to be—a bad end, but an end all the same. 
   
 Olivia’s sad yet beautiful face brightened somewhat. ‘That’s a good way to put it. A kind way.’ 
   
 ‘It’s not kind,’ Holly said. ‘We’re both just people. I mean, I’ll admit,’ she said bashfully, ‘when we first met, I maybe put you on a slight pedestal.’ 
   
 Olivia chuckled. ‘Well, I’m guessing I’m not up there anymore.’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t want you to be,’ Holly told her bravely. ‘I want to… I want to get to know you. Really. If you want me to,’ she added quickly, feeling lightheaded and silly. 
   
  Olivia didn’t answer for the longest moment. And when she did, it wasn’t with words. She scooted over on the sofa, getting closer. They’d slept together last night and yet, somehow Olivia moving closer on the sofa had the power to practically make Holly swoon.  
   
 Olivia took Holly’s hand and looked at her seriously—those sparkly green pools of complexity that seemed to go on forever. Holly stared into them, and they seemed to pull her forward to initiate the first kiss of the evening. Despite every fear that sat in the back of Holly’s head, she had to do it. There was something about Olivia that was irresistible. She melted into the heady kiss, happy and consumed, cares forgotten for now. They could wait until tomorrow.  






Fifteen

   
   
 In the makeup chair the following morning, Olivia sat quiet and content as Isabella trowelled on concealer. ‘Not that it’s any of my business, but have you been having some late nights recently?’ 
   
 Olivia raised an eyebrow. ‘Mmm? Oh. Maybe one or two. Do I look terrible?’ 
   
 ‘It’s nothing I can’t fix,’ Isabella said happily. ‘Nice to have a challenge for once. I usually feel like I’m trying to touch up the Mona Lisa.’ 
   
 ‘The Mona Lisa?’ Olivia chuckled. ‘Not famed for her good looks, is she?’ 
   
 Isabella thought about it. ‘I guess I wouldn’t swipe right on her, now you come to mention it. Well, anyway. I’m just saying, sometimes I prefer to do fives and under because you can do something with them. Make a fine meal out of a shit sandwich.’ 
   
 Olivia snorted. ‘You’ve got a way with words, Isabella.’ 
   
 Isabella began to apply concealer to her other eye. ‘That’s what they tell me.’ 
   
 Liza walked in. She had her smile turned up to maximum wattage. ‘Olivia, my god, are you ageing backwards?’ 
   
 Olivia’s good mood was dented by the smell of bullshit wafting from the compliment. The stark difference to Isabella’s genuine compliment screamed out.  
   
 ‘So, how are you and Holly getting on?’ Liza asked. 
   
 Olivia forced her face to stay neutral. ‘Good, yes. She’s great.’ 
   
 Liza looked surprised. ‘Oh, good. I’m glad you think so.’ 
   
 ‘You were expecting me to say something else?’ Olivia asked, knowing this conversation could well contribute to her own demise. She was giving Holly a glowing review. But it was only fair. Their personal relationship aside, Holly was doing well. She was much better than Ben.  
   
 Liza smiled. ‘No, not at all. Well, anyway, I’m glad to hear that. I’m pleased with her too. Well, after a shaky start.’ 
   
 ‘Everyone has to find their feet,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘So, I was wondering, would you come and see me later? It would be great to have a chat with you about a few things.’ 
   
 Right. Here it was. The meeting. 
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘And later, we’re going to have the fifteen-year-old boy who saved his seven-year-old sister from an animal attack. But first, let’s get the weather with Jack.’ 
   
 While Jack told the country it was going to piss it down all day, a runner brought in a nervous young boy with a grade two haircut and a small scar above his eyebrow. His sister was plonked down next to him, looking pleased with herself. Their tired-looking mother was giving the kids some last-minute warnings not to act like maniacs and only speak when spoken to. ‘Don’t even want to do this,’ the boy sulked. ‘It’s too early. I’m tired.’ 
   
 ‘Go, then. I’ll tell them everything,’ the girl suggested happily. 
   
 ‘You won’t tell it right,’ the boy said, sniffing.  
   
 The little girl tutted. ‘You just want to tell everyone you’re a big hero. And it was only a squirrel.’ 
   
 ‘It was a squirrel with rabies,’ the boy said quickly. ‘And he could have bitten you and given you rabies if I hadn’t slapped him away. You’d have been, like, frothing and stuff. Like a zombie.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, and then I’d just have gotten some medicine and I wouldn’t have had rabies anymore,’ the little girl pointed out. ‘Big deal.’ 
   
 ‘This is why you’re not allowed to tell the story. You make it sound boring!’ 
   
 Olivia tried to stop herself from rolling her eyes. It wasn’t much of a story. But then she swapped a quick look with Holly, and she felt like it wasn’t so bad. They could laugh over it together later. It was a nice thought.  
   
 ‘And live in three, two, one.’ 
   
 ‘Thanks, Jack. Now let’s talk to Kieran Armitage, whose heroic efforts saved his sister from serious wounds. Kieran, tell us what happened?’ 
   
 Kieran, mouthy a moment ago with his sister, went immediately shy. After several seconds of silence, Olivia thought she might try asking the little girl to tell them all about it. But then the boy apparently had a burst of bravado and announced loudly and proudly, ‘I beat off a squirrel!’ Almost imperceptibly, his mother groaned.  
   

 Welcome to meme-dom, kid, Olivia thought. She felt Holly shake with silent laughter beside her.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Olivia straightened her jacket and took a deep breath. If she was going to be sacked, she was glad that, at least, she could feel prepared. She wouldn’t be taken by surprise and have some big emotional reaction. It was a small thing, but it mattered to Olivia. To have her dignity.  
   
 She knocked on Liza’s door. ‘Come in,’ Liza said, chipper as hell. Olivia tried not to let it get to her as she entered the office. 
   
 ‘Olivia, great,’ Liza said, waving her assistant out. That was a further sign. Usually, Liza’s assistants were wallpaper to her. She’d probably go to the toilet in front of one of them without thinking twice. But this was something they couldn’t be here for. ‘Take a seat.’ 
   
 Olivia sat down in the chair in front of Liza’s desk, still not a word spoken. She was working on her inner calm while she waited to be murdered in cold blood. 
   
 Liza sat back in her chair, laced her fingers on the desk, and sighed. ‘So, I’m glad we’ve got a chance to talk. Because the execs and I have been talking about the show recently, and we’ve decided to shake things up a bit.’ 
   
 Olivia cocked an eyebrow. ‘Have you?’ 
   
 ‘Yes…’ Liza took a deep breath and said, ‘You see, the numbers… I don’t know how closely you follow them.’ 
   
 ‘Not as closely as you, I’ve no doubt,’ Olivia said with a half smile. She was starting to enjoy this in a masochistic way. Liza was doing this ridiculous dance because she didn’t think Olivia knew what was coming. She was trying not to make this hard, but only for herself. And though Olivia wasn’t going to freak out, that didn’t mean she was going to make it easy on Liza.  
   
 Liza gave a nervous little chuckle. ‘No, I suppose that’s true. But lately, well, we’ve seen a steady decrease. The kind of decrease that makes commissioners nervous.’ 
   
 ‘How about you? Are you nervous?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Liza licked her lips. ‘Me? Well, er… I don’t know if I’d use the word nervous, but—’ 
   
 ‘Let me guess. You’ve had an idea. And it involves me.’ 
   
 Liza’s smile dropped completely. ‘Well, actually… yes.’ 
   
 ‘And what is that idea, Liza?’ Olivia asked with maximum casualness.  
   
 ‘Well, as you might know, as you’ve been here for seven years, your salary has shot up quite considerably. You’re the highest-paid talent in factual programming at this channel.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I know,’ Olivia said, refusing to apologise for it.  
   
 ‘Right, and as such, when we need to make changes…’ Liza said, doing an awkward shrug. She let the sentence hang.  
   
 But Olivia wasn’t letting her. ‘Yes?’ 
   
 ‘I think you know what I’m saying,’ Liza said. 
   
 ‘It would help if you actually said it,’ Olivia said firmly. She felt like she was trying to get a weaselly cabinet minister to answer a question directly. 
   
 Liza gave an almighty sigh. ‘OK, Olivia. Here’s what it is. We’re changing things. And that means going cheaper. And that means we’re not renewing your contract in a month. 
   
 Olivia picked a bit of lint off her trousers. ‘Is Holly taking my place?’ 
   
 ‘I’m not a hundred percent on that, but it’s a strong possibility.’ 
   
 ‘You should be a hundred percent,’ Olivia told her firmly. ‘She’s good.’ 
   
 The look of surprise on Liza’s face was delicious. ‘You’re telling me I should hire her?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. If you’ve got any sense. What about Ben? Is he going?’ 
   
 ‘He’s still fairly cheap. So, no,’ Liza said apologetically. ‘But you’re… alright?’ 
   
 Olivia crossed her legs. ‘You’re going to do what you’re going to do. Doesn’t matter if I like it, does it?’ 
   
 ‘You’re taking this better than I thought.’ 
   
 ‘It helps that I saw it coming a mile away.’ 
   
 Liza gaped. ‘So you knew the whole time I was trialling Holly for the big job?’ 
   
 ‘For fuck’s sakes, of course I did.’ 
   
 ‘Silly to think you wouldn’t twig. Well, Olivia, I have to say, you’re really… I’ve learned a lot working with you. I know you’ll go onto big things.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll go onto something,’ Olivia said, standing. 
   
 Liza quickly stood too. ‘Well, this transition will go very smoothly, if you’re fully on board.’ 
   
 ‘Let’s not get carried away, Liza,’ Olivia snorted. ‘But I will help Holly. Whatever she needs.’ 
   
 ‘That’s great. Just great,’ Liza smiled, looking like her old fake self again. Olivia thought briefly that since she’d behaved so cooly throughout this meeting that if she were to pick up Liza’s coffee and sling it in her face, it would be even more of a shock. But it was only a passing fancy, and she walked out with as much poise as she’d arrived with. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Just like yesterday, Olivia found Holly waiting for her in the car park, a cute little smile on her lovely lips. ‘Hi, productive meeting?’ 
   
 ‘I guess,’ Olivia said evenly. 
   
 ‘Would you drive me to yours to pick up my car?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘Only if you promise to come in for a cup of tea,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘You’ve got yourself a deal,’ Holly replied, opening her car door. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Olivia had held it in the whole way home, just making pleasant conversation all the way. She waited until they were on the couch in Olivia’s living room to even consider breaking the news. But Holly had a look in her eyes that said she had more than tea on her mind. Olivia was deeply hesitant to spoil that. ‘It’s odd being on the show together now,’ Holly said, that little smile. 
   
 ‘Why’s that?’ 
   
 ‘Because you’re right there. And all I want is to touch you. But for all the chance of that, you might as well be a mile away. So I’m sitting right next to you, and still kind of missing you,’ Holly said, ‘Is that cheesy?’ 
   
 Olivia took Holly’s hand. ‘That’s exactly how I feel.’ 
   
 Holly smiled at her. ‘I feel like if I don’t kiss you in the next minute, I’m gonna go out of my mind.’ 
   
 ‘Well, we can’t have that,’ Olivia said, and Holly leaned across the couch and kissed her. Olivia found herself grabbing hold of Holly and pulling her close. Before Olivia knew what was what, Holly was astride her, and it was wonderful. But then she remembered what she had to tell her. For some reason, she felt weird about going any further without telling her the truth. So as Holly ran her lips along Olivia’s jawline, she muttered, ‘By the way, I got fired today.’ 
   
 Holly jumped back. ‘What?!’ 
   
 Olivia smiled nervously. ‘Yeah. It happened. I told you it would.’ 
   
 Holly placed her hands around Olivia’s face, panic-stricken. ‘Oh my god, are you OK?’ 
   
  Olivia reached around her wrists and held them, looking Holly directly in the eye. ‘I’m fine. Honestly. I mean, I’m not doing cartwheels, but it’ll be OK. I’ll call my agent this week, she’ll start looking for something else for me.’ 
   
 Holly didn’t look any happier. ‘God,’ she whispered. ‘This is shit.’ 
   
 ‘Well, if it cheers you up, you’re probably gonna get the job. I gave you a recommendation.’ 
   
 Holly slid off Olivia’s lap and sat down next to her. ‘No, I told you. I didn’t want it this way. I can’t take it from you.’ 
   
 Olivia turned around and tucked her legs up on the couch to look at Holly, sitting miserably, her forehead wrinkled. ‘You’re very cute, you know that?’  
   
 Holly looked at Olivia and blew out a despondent breath. ‘I don’t know what to say to all this.  
   
 Olivia smiled and pushed back a piece of hair that had dropped over one of Holly’s eyes. ‘You don’t have to say anything. Except that you’ll stay tonight.’ 
   
 Holly smiled thinly. ‘Of course I’ll stay if you want me to. But this is weird. You’ve got to admit that.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not saying this is ideal. But… I don’t know, my perspective on all this has changed this week.’ She felt slight anxiety as she added. ‘I haven’t been happy for a long time. Not at work, not at home. I was trying to hang on to the way things were because it was the last thing I had any control over. But now I feel like I’ve got something much better than control. So I’m letting go of the things I can’t change. The only thing I want to hang on to now is this. You.’ 
   
 Holly smiled despite herself. ‘That’s lovely to hear. But I’m still sort of worried about you. You’re being too calm about this.’ 
   
 ‘It’s easy to be calm about losing something when you’ve got something better.’ 
   
 Holly looked shy and nervous. ‘You’re saying a lot of things I’ve wanted to hear.’ 
   
 Olivia paused. ‘Why do I feel like that’s not good?’ 
   
 Holly rolled her eyes at herself. ‘No, it is, it is… It’s just, we’re new, and I’m still… I’m still trying to find my feet with you.’ She moved back to Olivia on the sofa, mounting her again with a shy smile. ‘I want to hang on to you too. But you need to talk to me if any of this gets too much. Work and everything.’ 
   
 ‘I will,’ Olivia vowed. But she didn’t think she’d need to. She was zen. It couldn’t be helped. For the first time in a long time, she had something great, and she knew it. 
   






Sixteen

   
 It was Thursday, the penultimate day of her proposed two-week stint, and Holly wasn’t sure what was going to happen. Olivia kept telling her she was going to get this job offer, but so far, not a word had been said about it. As Holly walked the halls of the studio, she was lost in uncertainty.  
   
 ‘Ben’s voice is back,’ Liza said, appearing from nowhere and falling into step beside her. ‘Oh?’ Holly replied.  
   
 ‘Yes. He’s back to normal. But I’m giving him another week off to be sure. You up for that? Adding an extra week onto the contract?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’d have to talk to my other bosses about it. They gave me two weeks, but I don’t know if—’ 
   
 ‘Already signed off. Spoke to them ten minutes ago,’ Liza said with that sharky grin.  
   
 ‘Oh. Well… I’d still be working with Olivia, would I?’ she asked, trying not to let her voice give anything away. 
   
 ‘Of course.’ 
   
 ‘Then, sure,’ Holly agreed. Because a week working with Olivia was a good week. She still felt like she had a lot to learn from her. Of course, she could have more than work experience from Olivia now. But she still valued her professional skills as much as she ever had, if not more so.  
   
 ‘Oh, and I was wondering if we might have a chat about your future?’ Liza said casually, tossing the words at her like they were nothing. But it made Holly feel slightly nauseous. She still didn’t know what the hell she was going to do with all this. Since Olivia’s original prediction had come to pass and she’d been given her notice, Holly had no reason to doubt her other prophecy. ‘Yes?’ Holly said, hating the slight tremor in her voice.  
   
 ‘How’s Friday, after the staff meeting?’  
   
 ‘Alright,’ Holly nodded. ‘Cool.’ 
   
 It was obvious Liza was gonna let her finish out her tenure before she made her decision. So how the next week went would determine a good many things about Holly’s future. That didn’t terrify her at all. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘So, Mitzie, your ladies choir only sings punk songs, is that right?’ Olivia asked. Holly was at her side, smiling happily. This was a puff piece that no one could begrudge.   
   
 Mitzie was pure grandmother from head to toe, complete with a chunky knit jumper and jam-jar glasses. ‘Yes, we find it gets us a bit more attention than if we sang the normal classics.’ 
   
 ‘And what’s your favourite song to sing?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘Well, I’m quite partial to a bit of “California Uber Alles”,’ Mitzie smiled. ‘But I think the general favourite is “God Save the Queen”.’ 
   
 ‘And that’s the Sex Pistols’ version, not the actual national anthem?’ Olivia clarified.  
   
 ‘Oh, of course,’ Mitzie chuckled. ‘No one wants to hear that old relic. I mean, the Queen’s got millions of pounds. She doesn’t need God saving her, does she?’ 
   
  ‘No, I don’t suppose she does,’ Olivia agreed. Holly could tell she was loving this old lady. ‘So, I believe you and the ladies are going to sing us out today with a rendition of “Judy Is A Punk”?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Indeed,’ she said, getting up and heading for a small podium where a set of older ladies awaited her in a diamond formation. 
   
 ‘Sometimes I love my job,’ Olivia told the nation. ‘So without further ado, Safety Pins and Pearls.’  
   
 The women began to sing their song in a slower tempo than the original, tremulous and gloomy. Jackie is a punk, Judy is a runt. They both went down to Berlin, joined the Ice Capades. And oh, I don't know why. Oh, I don't know why. Perhaps they'll die, oh yeah. Perhaps they'll die…


 

 As they sang, Holly checked her mic wasn’t hot before whispering in Olivia’s ear. ‘Liza asked me to stay another week.’ 
   
 Olivia glanced at her. ‘Did she now?’ 
   
 ‘Ben’s throat is apparently on the mend, but she claimed she was giving him another week off to be nice,’ Holly muttered.  
   
 ‘I don’t buy that any more than you do,’ Olivia replied, keeping a smile on her face as she watched the ladies. ‘Did she say anything else?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, she thought we should chat at the end of next week. About my future.’ 
   
 ‘Which means if you nail next week like you’ve nailed this one, you’re set.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know about nailing it, but I was drawing the conclusion that if I didn’t screw up, there was an offer coming, yes,’ Holly muttered. ‘I still don’t know how to feel about all this.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not gonna push you to do anything you don’t think is right for you,’ Olivia said. ‘But you’re right for the show. That’s all I can say about it.’ 
   
 ‘You think so?’ Holly asked, feeling that familiar sensation of delight and apprehension around this topic. It was a good thing and a bad thing wrapped in one package. But was the bad thing worse than the good thing was good? Probably. Did it mean she wasn’t somewhat enticed by the good thing? No, it didn’t. What was she gonna do? Not a fricking clue. 
   
 ‘I really do think you’re good for the show,’ Olivia said, and Holly could feel she meant it. Holly couldn’t understand her generosity. Though if the tables were turned and someone said to her, ‘Hey, you’re sacked, and we’re getting Olivia Ross in to replace you,’ Holly wouldn’t have been happy, but she’d have understood it. That was part of the trouble though. She still looked up to Olivia. She didn’t know how she could fill those stilettoes—even with her full backing.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Saturday at last. Goddamn, these early mornings were starting to take it out of her. But here she was, awake at seven anyway. That might start to count as a lie in soon.  
   
 Holly lay in her bed, slowly coming to. Her thoughts went quickly to Olivia. They had a date tonight, and Holly wondered what they might do. They were still trying to keep this thing quiet. What with Olivia’s upcoming divorce and the general annoyingness of trying to date another celebrity, they were sticking to each other’s places. Oscar was still here, though, which made things a bit tricky. She didn’t want to kick him out for the night, but— 
   
 The box-blocker himself suddenly knocked very gently on her bedroom door and said, in a cloying tone Holly didn’t like at all, ‘Holly? You up, sis?’ 
   
 Holly sat up, checking she was decent. ‘I’m awake. You wanna come in?’ 
   
 The door creaked open, and Oscar came in with a very odd smile and a cup of tea in his hand. ‘Just thought you might like a nice cuppa?’ 
   
 Holly squinted at him. ‘Did you break something?’ 
   
 Oscar chuckled. ‘No, everything’s intact. Sort of.’ He walked into the bedroom and sat down on the edge of her bed.Now Holly was getting rather nervous because her dad used to do this when he had bad news to break. Like deaths, or divorces. 
   
 ‘Oscar, what’s up?’ Holly said, sitting upright in the bed and grabbing a pillow, trying to find comfort for the bad news she knew was coming. 
   
 ‘Right…’ Oscar sighed. ‘Well, the thing is…’ He took his phone out of his pocket. ‘There’s a bit of a, kind of a little… there’s a story.’ 
   
 ‘About?!’ Holly said, now wide awake with terror.  
   
 ‘Umm, you and Olivia?’ 
   
 Holly made a low, guttural, ‘Nnnnnooooo,’ noise as her brother unlocked his phone and showed a story on a scummy news site called The Informer. The headline read, ‘HOLLY REYNOLDS STOLE MY WIFE, OLIVIA ROSS!’  
   
 ‘Bloody terrible headline,’ Oscar noted as Holly snatched the phone from his hand and scanned the article. It was, of course, an interview with Tom. He was claiming he’d had a happy marriage with Olivia that Holly had crowbarred her way into, seducing his loving wife away from him with her lascivious bisexual tricks. ‘Oh Christ, oh Christ,’ she muttered as she dropped the phone on the bed and fell backwards, holding the pillow over her face. Now that she’d adequately soundproofed herself, she could go a bit further than upset mutterings, and she screamed ‘SHIIIIIITTT!!’ into the pillow.  
   
 Once she’d finished the elongated curse, she took the pillow off her face and sat back up again. Oscar was watching with a worried look. 
   
 ‘Where the hell’s that tea?’ Holly asked him. He passed it over quickly, and she chugged half of the lukewarm liquid in one go. Once that was done, she grabbed her phone off the nightstand and opened Twitter. It was, of course, trending. ‘Fuck my life,’ she said to her phone. 
   
 ‘It’s gonna be alright,’ Oscar said. ‘Tomorrow’s chip paper.’ 
   
 Holly looked at her brother, her eyes large with annoyance. ‘Do you even know what that expression means?’ 
   
 Oscar frowned and scratched his beard. ‘Well, it means everyone will forget about this by tomorrow.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, that’s what it means, but do you understand the derivation?’ 
   
 ‘Uhhh…’ 
   
 ‘It was from a time when everything was only printed on paper, and that paper was then used to wrap up chips and thrown in the bin once they were eaten. It’s from before the internet. Which is precisely why it’s now a defunct expression. There is now no such thing as news that will disappear with people’s memories of it. It’s online forever. I’m a home-wrecker forever. My reputation is ruined forever.’ 
   
 Oscar chewed his lip. ‘Yeah, sorry.’ 
   
 Guilt slapped Holly around the face. ‘Oscar, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be like this to you. I’m just angry.’ 
   
  ‘The messenger came, knowing he was going to be shot. That’s why I brought tea with me.’ 
   
 Holly smiled at her brother. ‘It’s appreciated. Of all the ways I could have found out about this, your method was probably the gentlest. Can you just leave me alone for a bit so I can digest this?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, sure,’ Oscar said, jumping up. ‘Second tea?’ 
   
 ‘Thanks. I’ll come down for it,’ she swore. 
   
 Once Oscar had gone, Holly was straight back onto her phone. She googled her name and saw that, of course, every shitty paper had picked up the story, regurgitating their version of the crap The Informer had printed.  
   
 The phone abruptly turned into an actual phone, a call coming through—from Olivia. Holly took the deepest breath of her life and answered the call. 
   
 ‘Hello,’ she said as evenly as she could. 
   
 ‘You’ve seen it, haven’t you?’ Olivia said quietly.  
   
 ‘Yup,’ Holly said, closing her eyes. 
   
 There was an enormous silence after that, a chasm of quiet. Eventually, Olivia broke it. ‘I’m so sorry.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell have you got to be sorry about?’ Holly asked though she understood the sentiment. If the shoe had been on the other foot, Holly would have felt that misplaced guilt too. 
   
 ‘Because he threatened to do this, and I thought he wouldn’t sink that low. I called his bluff,’ Olivia said shakily. 
   
 Holly pinched the bridge of her nose, wondering if Olivia’s guilt was all that misjudged. ‘You knew?’ 
   
 ‘That’s what I’m saying. I didn’t.’ 
   
 ‘But you did. He told you he was going to do this. And you didn’t even warn me.’ Olivia didn’t say anything. But that was OK because Holly had plenty to say. ‘Do you understand what it’s like for me in this business? Do you know how people talk about me?’ 
   
 ‘I’m not, err, I don’t really…’ Olivia began. She stopped stuttering after a moment and simply said, ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘I think you do,’ Holly told her. ‘Because it’s exactly the way you treated me when we met. You thought I was just hired for sex appeal, right? Because of how I look. But we got past it. Well, not everyone gets to know me the way you do, and they carry right the fuck on thinking that about me. I’m just a blow-up doll that reads the news.’ 
   
 ‘Holly—’ 
   
 ‘Holly? God, no. Practically no one knows my name. I’m the newsreader with the tits. That’s all. I sunbathed once in my garden, and now I have to work twice as hard as anyone else to be taken half as seriously.’ 
   
 ‘You never told me you felt that way,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘We were in the bubble, that’s why,’ Holly explained, feeling a light sweat break out on her forehead. She was getting angry; she could feel it. She’d never been angry at Olivia before. She supposed she’d known that one day she would be, but she hadn’t thought it would come so soon or so big—the anger. But it was here. And it was steering her whole body. ‘We were in this lovely bubble where I only wanted you to see the best of me. But I guess you didn’t think about that when you, ‘called your husband’s bluff’?!’ 
   
 Olivia sighed deeply. ‘Don’t call him that. You know he’s not that.’ 
   
 ‘He’s not not that, though. Is he? And if you’d divorced him a year ago, when you should have, we wouldn’t be in this position.’ Holly could feel herself being a bit unfair right now. But she was too angry to stop. So there was something of her mother in her after all. The toaster was going through the window. ‘And if you hadn’t dragged me into it before you’d properly finished with him, I wouldn’t have had my name dragged through the mud as some sort of succubus who hypnotised you away from your perfect husband!’ Holly came to a stop there, and she knew she shouldn’t have said any of this. It wasn’t even really true, was it? Holly had known what she was getting into. But this all felt unfair. So she was behaving unfairly.  
   
 She listened to yet another interminable silence from the other end of the line. Eventually, Olivia said. ‘You’re right.’ 
   
 That wasn’t what Holly wanted to hear at all. She wanted Olivia to say she was being an arsehole. Actually, no. What she truly wanted was to apologise to Olivia. ‘Olivia…’ she began, hoping that it wasn’t too late to take her anger back.  
   
 But Olivia didn’t hear, and she repeated, ‘You’re right. I’ve been selfish.’ She hung up. 
   
  Holly looked at her phone in utter horror. What the hell had she just done?’ 






Seventeen

   
   
 Olivia was beside herself as she hung up the phone, though she wasn’t surprised. This was what she’d expected. What she deserved. Holly was right. Olivia could have warned her about Tom’s threat. She could have kicked him out a year ago. She could have done a lot of things she hadn’t done. And now she’d ruined everything. She didn’t know Holly felt that way, that she was made to feel less serious, silly, too sexy for her job. Olivia had assumed she was comfortable in her beautiful skin, even if Olivia had made the same assumptions about her at the start. But the romance of their beginning had seemed to wash all that away. Or so Olivia had thought.  
   
 But you couldn’t wash away lifelong insecurities built out of a life of objectification with a few nice weeks, could you? And if Olivia had looked a bit deeper, she’d have seen it. But she’d been wrapped up in what she wanted. What she wanted to see. After years of nothing, she’d gotten everything, and been silly enough to think there was a chance that everything was just going to work out. That she could simply ignore Tom’s true nature. The man with the fleshlight couldn’t just come along and ruin your entire existence, could he? Of course he could. He’d done it before. And now it wasn’t just her life wrecked, it was Holly’s. She didn’t deserve that.  
   
 Olivia had to think, and she had to think fast. Get something out there before the story could truly set in. She could tweet a denial? Hmmm, maybe. The thought of having to do that was horrible because once Olivia had done that, there was no going back. She and Holly would never be able to be together if Olivia were to make that denial. But they weren’t going to be anyway, were they? Because the rage in Holly’s voice had just told her, ‘You ruined us.’ They were not coming back from this. 
   
 Olivia composed a tweet. 
   

The story in the news about myself and Holly Reynolds is false. We are and have only ever been colleagues.


 

 Olivia didn’t like that because it wasn’t true. Olivia wasn’t a big one for lying. She deleted it and tried again. 
   

To everyone reading my soon to be ex-husband’s ‘Exposé’ today, please feel free to take it with an extremely big pinch of salt.


 

 That was better because it didn’t contain any lies. She wasn’t denying the relationship; she was simply saying the story wasn’t all true. That was, at least, accurate. The way Tom had painted himself as the cuckold was fucking ludicrous. If Olivia had been a bit younger, she might have retaliated in kind. Gone to a different publication and exposed him as a rat. But she wasn’t a young woman. She had learned not to react in haste. Though she’d never been through anything like this before. She’d never experienced a true scandal. She was surprised at how much it embarrassed her. The lack of truth didn’t matter. A lot of friends, family, co-workers, and her audience, would all read this today and say to themselves, ‘Well, you think you know someone.’ Some people would read it and say they always knew she was dubious. That they had a feeling she was a bitch. Precious few would say, ‘Don’t believe everything you read.’ 
   
 But this wasn’t about her. This was about Holly’s reputation. And what it meant to her. That was the real loss here. Olivia had to say something for her sake. Otherwise, people would assume it was true. And if they were finished, there was no point to the loss.  
   
 Olivia still hadn’t tweeted her draft. She decided she wouldn’t make that decision right this minute. She would have a coffee and think about it. 
   
 Well, she made that coffee, but she never got even a sip before her agent rang her. ‘Good morning!’ Hailey said brightly in her pleasant northern accent. ‘How’re things?’ 
   
 ‘Not great, Hailey. As I suspect you know.’ 
   
 ‘Well, yeah. I do know that. But pleasantries are pleasantries. So… what the hell’s going on?’ 
   
 ‘My marriage busted up because he turned out to be a serial cheat. But I let him stay in the house until we could work out a quiet divorce. But then…’ 
   
 ‘The brazen seductress Holly Reynolds got ahold of you?’ Hailey asked wryly. 
   
 Olivia had to laugh. ‘I’m really glad you’ve seen through this.’ 
   
 ‘I know a shovel of bullshit when I smell it. And I know you and Tom. I sort of guessed things weren’t good a while back.’ 
   
 ‘Did you?’ 
   
 ‘Well, one minute you were dropping lovely little anecdotes about him. And then you completely stopped mentioning him. I’m no Columbo, but it was a pretty good clue. The question is, what do you want to do about this? If anything?’ 
   
 Olivia sighed. ‘What would you do?’ 
   
 ‘I’d run Tom over with my car. But I’m a fire-and-brimstone type. You? You’re more of a cool, calm, collected, ‘Pick you off with a sniper rifle from a mile away,’ person.’ 
   
 ‘But the car idea is not without merit,’ Olivia smiled. It felt good to talk to Hailey. She was no-nonsense. Olivia had been meaning to call her about the other piece of news she had to share anyway. Now was as good a time as any. ‘But look… While I’ve got you, there’s something else you need to know.’ 
   
 ‘On a par with this?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. Maybe even bigger.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus Christ, Olivia, what?’ 
   
 ‘I got my walking papers on Friday.’ 
   
 There was a bump noise, and then Hailey said, ‘Sorry. I dropped the phone. You got fired?!’ 
   
 ‘I know. I’m a big ball of drama right now,’ Olivia apologised.  
   
 ‘I always thought you were far too low-maintenance. I guess you were saving it up.’ 
   
 Olivia chuckled sadly. 
   
 ‘Is it to do with this, the Tom story?’ Hailey asked. ‘Because I will drag them through employment law hell and back again…’ 
   
 ‘No, it’s just a coincidence,’ Olivia assured her. ‘The reason they fired me was because of dropping numbers versus a rising salary.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, that old story,’ Hailey said. ‘I had a feeling your new producer was a tit.’ 
   
 ‘I did too. And now we can say we were right. Yay.’ 
   
 ‘Right, well, no bother. I’ll start putting out feelers now. You won’t be unemployed for long. I get offers for you practically every day.’ 
   
 ‘Do you?’ 
   
 ‘I only bring you the good ones,’ Hailey told her. ‘Otherwise, you’d never get a minute to yourself. So, do you want something similar? Morning show?’ 
   
 ‘I guess,’ Olivia shrugged. She felt a bit better about the job situation. Though she wasn’t exactly skipping through a field of daisies. That last conversation with Holly, Christ. She was trying to keep her chin up about it right now, be proactive, deal with the other crisis. Actually, what was the plural of crisis? Oh right, crises. She’d never needed that word before today, not personally. But life was all about surprises.  
   
 Yes, Olivia was trying to make light of it all because her disappointment was too much. If she had to look at it directly, she didn’t know what would happen to her.  






Eighteen

   
   
 Dread lived in the pit of Holly’s stomach as she drove to work on Monday morning. She hadn’t spoken to Olivia since that awful Saturday morning conversation. Though it wasn’t their only communication. At least, that was how Holly took the tweet Olivia posted Saturday lunchtime.  
   

To everyone who has asked, I’m not commenting on lies.


 

 It was a blanket denial. Which meant Holly fell under it. Olivia was denying the relationship. Which also meant that there could never be one now. Because if she said it wasn’t true, Olivia couldn’t very well say later that they just happened to be dating now, could she? People would say she lied. And if she was lying about the relationship’s existence, then all of it was true. 
   
 So Holly could only read that tweet one way; they were over. It was a devastating disappointment. Though she knew she’d said harsh things, she’d hoped they weren’t over, and it was something they could work out. But Olivia had obviously decided that the whole situation had brought more trouble than she was expecting. And more than she could deal with.  
   
 Holly wondered if she’d misread things. She’d thought they were on the same page, that they were falling in love. But maybe all Holly had ever been to Olivia was a rebound. Her marriage had broken her heart, and perhaps all Holly had been to her was a few weeks of fun to take her mind off it. The more Holly thought of it like that, the more sense it seemed to make. She began to put things together. How Olivia had been willing to argue with Tom. But when Holly had gotten angry, all Olivia could do was put the phone down and walk away.  
   
 She’d been worried about this exact thing, concerned that letting Olivia get close would be a mistake that would rip her up. Now she knew it had been, and she was in hell. She’d seen this coming and let it happen anyway. It was her own stupid fault for giving in to passion.  
   
 Holly drove to work, wondering what the hell the atmosphere would be like on set today. She thought maybe she and Olivia needed a conversation about how they would deal with working together now they were over. It sounded about as appealing as getting a smear test from Edward Scissorhands. God in heaven, why did anyone want to fall in love with anyone else when this was what you had to deal with? An emotional twelve car pile-up. 
   
 Yet some part of her hoped, without real hope, that Olivia would say she still wanted this, that Holly could say she did too. That there was still a chance for them. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Holly came out of wardrobe, ready to go in a sharp, silver two-piece outfit. She liked the choice because it felt like a suit of armour. She needed that today. She walked down the hall, planning to find Olivia in her room, get this conversation over with. But she never got that far because Olivia was coming the other way down the hall. There was an awkward collection of seconds as they kept travelling right toward each other, but too far to speak. Holly didn’t know if she should look right at her? Or look away and pretend to be surprised when they levelled off? In the end, the bizarre decision she took was to yell, ‘Olivia!’ down the hall. 
   
 ‘Hello,’ Olivia said a lot more quietly.  
   
 Awkward. 
   
 They reached each other at last, and Olivia said, ‘I’m glad we bumped into each other off set.’ 
   
 ‘Me too,’ Holly nodded, trying to get a read on Olivia. But she was having trouble with it. She seemed very even.  
   
 ‘Yeah, because we wouldn’t want anything to be… It’s hard to sit on that sofa with someone when there’s an atmosphere,’ Olivia said without really looking at her. 
   
 ‘Right. So…’ 
   
 ‘Yeah…’ 
   
 No one said anything else for a long time, at least fifteen seconds. Which is a long time to have an awkward silence with someone in a hallway.  
   
 ‘Oh, look, it’s my favourite duo!’ yelled someone, and they spun to see Liza marching toward them with that bullshit smile on her face. Holly inwardly sighed. Nothing was dealt with, no atmosphere resolved, no lingering questions answered. If anything, things were worse. 
   
 ‘Liza,’ Olivia said coolly. 
   
 ‘Glad I caught you,’ Liza said as she reached them. ‘I just want you both to know that whatever news stories broke over the weekend, we’re not taking any action.’ 
   
 Olivia frowned. ‘Action?’’ 
   
 ‘Yes, we’re not… I mean, I saw through it. I realised none of it could be true. I presume the hubby’s just trying to make a bit of coin on his way out of the door?’ Liza said to Olivia.  
   
 Holly watched Olivia carefully, wanting an answer as much as Liza. Olivia took a deep breath, glancing at Holly. ‘That’s right.’ 
   
 Holly had once been told that when you were in for a penny, you had no choice but to be in for the full pound. For some reason, it had stuck. So when Olivia said, ‘That’s right’ she took that to mean her thin sliver of hope was as silly as she’d suspected and that was it. Done. So she jumped on board. ‘Yeah. Pretty crazy, eh? I mean, imagine it. Me and her? Mad.’ It was too much. But it was Holly’s best. 
   
 Liza, whose ability to read a room was non-existent, took that entirely at face value. ‘Great. So that’s the last we need to talk about it. Sorry we had to have this chat at all. But HR asked me to. So we’ve ticked the box, and we’re done. OK, have a great show.’ She marched off. 
   
 Holly’s fake smile faded with Liza’s steps. She turned to Olivia. ‘Box ticked,’ she said, not even sure what she meant by it. She walked away. Olivia didn’t stop her. So she kept walking—one foot in front of the other.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘And later in the morning, we’ll be talking to chef Kate Balewa, who’ll be telling us why red meat is now considered a superfood!’ Holly said, internally wondering how the hell that could be true. 
   
 Olivia picked up with the next segment. ‘But before that, we’re talking to love guru Cleo Hicks, who claims she can make romantic matches that last a lifetime. Cleo, hello.’ 
   
 A young woman in a cord blazer with a thick fringe and a high ponytail nodded. ‘Hi.’ 
   
 ‘So, Cleo, is it true? Do you always know the perfect match for everybody?’ 
   
 Cleo smiled. ‘Well, I think it’s important to point out that everybody gets more than one. You’re gonna get a handful of people who might be right for you across your lifetime.’ 
   
 ‘Phew!’ Olivia said, wiping imaginary sweat from her head. Cleo chuckled in a way you could interpret as her being in on the joke. Olivia was dealing with the Tom stuff with her usual light touch. A small reference and that was it, everyone in the country knew where they stood. Tom was nothing more than a bad memory and a joke to boot, which was only what he deserved. The skill of it blew Holly away. The woman simply knew what she was doing, at any time, about anything. Which was pretty astounding, given the gravity of the calamity, not to mention its recentness.  
   
 ‘So you’re based in Brighton, is that right?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘That’s correct. That’s where I make my matches.’ 
   
 ‘And what’s your success rate?’ 
   
 ‘I’ve never calculated it. But I have a guarantee that if I can’t help you, you can have your money back. And that’s absolutely no quibble,’ Cleo said confidently. ‘Hardly anyone ever takes me up on it.’ 
   
 ‘Wow!’ Olivia said. ‘And what do you attribute your success to?’ 
   
 ‘It’s a bit of a long story, but all I can say is, it’s a gift that runs in the family.’ 
   
 ‘Shame there’s only one of you, I think every city in the world could do with a Cleo,’ Olivia said. Cleo suddenly got a funny look on her face. She took a big pause, and Holly felt abruptly panicky. She didn’t like the way Cleo was looking from Olivia to Holly, back and forth, back and forth. Eventually, Cleo smiled an enigmatic smile. ‘Well, yes, I’m sure plenty of people could do with a real matchmaker. But then again, some people don’t need me at all. They do alright on their own. Their match finds them,’ she smiled. ‘And vice versa.’ 
   
 At that, Holly, for god knows what reason, looked at Olivia. She knew it was a mistake, but her eyeballs just went ahead and did it. Even worse, Olivia looked back at her. When they made eye contact, both of them seemed to lose a modicum of control, and they laughed nervously at one another.  
   
 Olivia quickly whipped her head back to look at Cleo, shaking the odd moment off. ‘So, Cleo… Let’s hear some of your success stories.’ 
   
 Holly listened to Cleo’s wild tales of magical love, but she barely heard them, because she had a dreadful feeling that that small look had been one of the biggest mistakes she’d ever made. 






Nineteen

   
   
 Why on god’s green earth did they have to book a bloody, fucking, shitting matchmaker on the show?! Today, of all days? It could only be a coincidence, Cleo would’ve been booked for at least a week, days before Olivia’s little sex scandal. Still, Olivia wanted someone to blame for this. But the only person she could blame was herself. She’d made that little joke about Tom, and that seemed fine. It felt good to laugh about it—freeing. But then, Cleo had gotten that look in her eyes and started looking back and forth between her and Holly, and Olivia had suddenly felt nervous. Then she’d had to go and lock eyes with Holly, hadn’t she? They’d giggled like a couple of schoolgirls with a naughty secret. It couldn’t have been more obvious.  
   
 They wrapped the show twenty minutes later, and Olivia got up quickly without chancing to look at Holly again. She headed right for her room, where she sat down in a chair and stared at the mirror, having a ten-minute session of complete self-hatred. Smart people didn’t ruin their own lives like this. And that’s what she’d done. Every move she made, made everything worse.  
   
 And yet, still, the worst of it was losing Holly. Public humiliation was dreadful, but she could have gotten through it with Holly. But no. Holly had happily denied the relationship this morning to Liza. She was moving on. She had her meeting at the end of the week to discuss that permanent position and her generally bright future. Olivia didn’t begrudge it. Holly had done nothing wrong, and she deserved good things. She’d worked hard for them and didn’t deserve to keep getting derailed by other people’s obsession with her physical attributes and sex life.  
   
 The whole embarrassing episode made her feel like being sacked had maybe been a boon. Olivia could go away, lick her wounds for a while and then hopefully re-emerge later, strong again—Olivia again. Because she didn’t know who the hell she was right now, but she didn’t feel like herself. She felt weak, stupid.  
   
 She had a staff meeting to go to, but she wasn’t doing that. She went home, texting an excuse to Liza about feeling unwell.  
   
 She’d been home about an hour when someone knocked on her door. Though knock was a polite term for it. It sounded more like someone trying to batter the door down. 
   
 She opened it, half expecting a swat team had come to arrest her. But it was Liza. ‘Jesus! Liza? What the hell are you doing here?!’ Olivia said angrily. There was no reason to force politeness with her anymore. Their working relationship was coming to a close.  
   
 ‘God, sorry…’ Liza said, a very odd look on her face. Was it excitement? Anger? After two years of working with her, Olivia still struggled to read her. It was probably something to do with the fact that she was a twenty-four-seven bullshit artist. Very little truth had ever come out of her mouth. And here came more tripe. ‘Err… It’s just… I think we might need to have a conversation,’ Liza said. 
   
 Olivia thought she was about to get a dressing down about her little slip. That Liza was going to ask again if she and Holly were romantically involved. And though she was on the right lines, the tone of it was not a rebuke.  
   
 ‘I think we might need to rethink that conversation we had Friday,’ Liza said with such contrition, it was nearly funny. 
   
 ‘What?’ Olivia said. Was she trying to revoke the sacking? Why would she do that? 
   
 ‘Well, as you know, the talk we had about you… moving on was to do with numbers divided by salary value… And, well, we’ve had a change there.’ 
   
 ‘Liza, would you just spit it out, for god’s sake!’ Olivia demanded. 
   
 ‘The numbers for today, for live streaming… They’re through the roof.’ 
   
 Olivia frowned. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I mean, I don’t have the full figures, they’ll come in in a day or two. But they usually line up with those initial numbers.’ 
   
 Olivia folded her arms across her chest. ‘How big are they?’ 
   
 Liza’s eyes went wide. ‘Big.’ 
   
 ‘What, more than when we interviewed Prince Phillip and he made that ‘Joke’?’ Olivia said, shuddering to remember it.  
   
 Liza nodded. ‘Bigger. Possibly amongst the biggest numbers we’ve had in a decade.’ 
   
 Olivia’s mouth fell open. ‘But, but… why?’ 
   
 ‘According to Twitter, people love the idea of, well…’ 
   
 When Olivia clocked on, she was horrified. ‘Oh, god. No.’ 
   
 ‘Yes. You two. The sexual frisson. And you know when that matchmaker said that thing about…’ 
   
 ‘Stop, just stop.’ 
   
 She didn’t. ‘It’s gone viral on YouTube, clips trending on Twitter and Facebook. Even the kids on TikTok are all over it. It’s already everywhere, and it happened a few hours ago. It’s unprecedented advertising. You literally couldn’t buy it. I’d be willing to bet serious money that tomorrow’s numbers swill shit on today’s.’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t know what to do with this at all. ‘Look, this is… It’ll pass, you realise that, don’t you? No one’s gonna care in a week.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ Liza said slyly. ‘But I just got a call from the head of factual. And she’s been on the phone with the director-general. They’re both very happy about the leap.’ 
   
 ‘So, what does that mean?’ 
   
 Liza gave Olivia a smile of horrid magnanimity. ‘It means my new permanent morning team are you and Holly.’ 
   
 Olivia was immediately and irreversibly enraged. ‘Well, that’s rather fucking presumptuous of you, wouldn’t you say, Liza? You sacked me on Friday. And here you are, on Monday, telling me I’m the belle of the ball again? Get the fuck out of here.’ 
   
 Liza was shocked but single-minded. ‘Look, I‘m willing to admit I made a mistake, OK? I want to sign a year’s contract with you both. People love you together. It’s obviously hit some sort of sweet spot.’ Olivia continued to glare as Liza blustered on, clearly thinking she knew how to sell this. She did not. ‘They love the possibility, the fantasy of it. I don’t care whether you’re actually at
it or not, OK? Seriously, never tell me. I don’t care. But I just need to know it’s not too late, and you haven’t been picked up by anyone else?’ 
   
 Olivia got ahold of her door handle, ready to slam, and said firmly, ‘None of your business and oh, did I say? GET THE FUCK OFF MY DOORSTEP!’ 
   
 Liza shrank back in terror. ‘OK, Olivia, OK. I’m leaving. But—’ 
   
 ‘GO.’ 
   
 Liza put her hands up in surrender and backed off the doorstep. ‘You’re a star, Olivia. I’m sorry I ever doubted you!’  
   
 Olivia slammed the door. She was virtually panting with rage. The gall of that woman. To come to her home and tell Olivia that now everyone had been reading about her private life, she had worth again. It was disgusting.  
   
 In a tizzy, she found herself ringing Hailey. ‘Well, guess what?’ she said by way of a greeting. 
   
 Luckily, Hailey didn’t need normal greetings. ‘Liza changed her mind?’ 
   
 Liza gaped. ‘Are you bloody psychic?’  
   
 ‘I was just taking a swing. My assistant’s job is to be on social media. Or she thinks so, anyway. And she just told me everyone’s getting excited because you two swapped a look on live TV that seemed to confirm what your husband said.’ 
   
 ‘I know he’s technically not my ex yet, but can you please refer to him as such?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Let’s meet in the middle and call him your estranged husband, shall we? For the sake of accuracy.’ 
   
 ‘That will just about work,’ Olivia conceded. 
   
 ‘So where are we, what exactly did she say?’ 
   
 ‘She wants to sign us both up for a year,’ Olivia laughed. 
   
 ‘A year? I think we can do better than that.’ 
   
 ‘It’s always been my standard contract,’ Olivia reminded her. 
   
 ‘Let me ask you, how hard did she beg?’ 
   
 ‘Pretty hard.’ 
   
 ‘Then we can do better this time, get her up to two. Maybe even get you a five percent salary bump.’ 
   
 Olivia had to laugh at Hailey’s moxie. ‘Bloody hell, Hailey.’ 
   
 ‘Just let me at her, Olivia. I would love to make her sweat. Truly.’ 
   
 Olivia was tempted to let her off the leash. But… ‘Look, as much as I’d enjoy watching Liza eat shit, I don’t know if it’s a good idea to take the deal.’ 
   
 Hailey was astonished. ‘Why not?’ 
   
 Olivia paused. ‘Because of the thing you’ve gone out of your way not to directly ask me about.’ 
   
 ‘Right. That. Go ahead, then. Tell me what you think I should know,’ Hailey said calmly. 
   
 Olivia was glad of her cool head. Her own head was virtually on fire right now. ‘I mean, yes, we were together. But it seems to be over now.’ 
   
 ‘That was quick. She only started working there a few weeks ago.’ 
   
 ‘I hate to use the term, ‘Whirlwind romance,’ but I guess that’s what it was,’ Olivia said broodily. 
   
 ‘Only now the whirlwind has blown you both to bits?’ Hailey asked. 
   
 ‘That’s one way to look at it.’ 
   
 ‘So you’re hesitating to sign because you’d be working with her and it would be awkward?’ 
   
 ‘In a nutshell.’ 
   
 Hailey sighed, exasperated. ‘So make it un-awkward.’ 
   
 ‘How?!’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘Jesus, Olivia, how do you think? Talk it out, get it sorted!’ 
   
 ‘Easy as that?’ 
   
 ‘You do what you think is best. But here’s your choice. You can either sort it out and keep your job. Or you can move on.’ 
   
 Olivia sighed. ‘I was sort of hoping you’d say which was the right answer.’ 
   
 Hailey gave a shocked laugh. ‘God, Olivia, what the hell’s happened to you? This isn’t you at all.’ 
   
 Olivia was embarrassed. ‘There’s been a lot going on lately. It’s put me in a spin. Right now, I feel like I’m upside down. I don’t know what I want anymore.’ That wasn’t strictly true. There was one thing she knew she wanted. But she couldn’t have it. That was probably why Olivia was struggling with her next move. Everything else felt a bit pointless in the face of losing Holly. Hailey was right, it had been a brief relationship, a fling even. But Olivia had let herself get carried away on what it could be.  
   
 ‘Look, sleep on it,’ Hailey recommended. ‘See how you feel tomorrow.’ 
   
 ‘If I get ten minutes sleep tonight, I’d be shocked.’ 
   
 ‘Then toss and turn over it. When you walk on set tomorrow, you’ll know what to do.’ 
   
 ‘You sound sure.’ 
   
 ‘I do, don’t I?’ Hailey laughed. ‘Then I must be.’ 
   
 Olivia finished up the call with a promise to let Hailey know where her head was after the show wrapped tomorrow. She didn’t feel like she had any inkling about what her decision would be. What she did know was that the idea of having a post-mortem with Holly was about as enticing as a bowl of shit-soup, with little shit croutons floating in it.  
   
 But Hailey was right. If she wanted her job, that’s what it would cost her. One very painful chat. But once it was done, it was done. The next step after that would be to harden her heart, get over Holly. She had to, so she would. Their relationship had been brief, as Hailey had pointed out. It couldn’t be that hard to wall herself back up. She was an experienced master of the art.  






Twenty

   
   
 Holly strode into the studio that morning with an arse clenched so tight she could have carried a handful of loose change between the cheeks and not dropped a penny. She was really starting to hate the internet. She’d always thought it a mixed bag before. Now it was ruining her life regularly, she wished it had never been invented. Every time her name trended, it was bad news for her and entertainment for everyone else.  
   
 Holly wanted to run into the woods with nothing but a small axe. She would use that axe to chop down some trees, construct a small cabin next to a stream. She would live in that cabin, drink from the stream, eat whatever grew nearby. And she would never go near technology again. She would never see a phone or a TV or a laptop for the rest of her days. She would talk to the animals if she got lonely. She would know peace.  
   
 ‘Holly!’ came a scream Holly would never get used to. She was pretty sure her feet left the ground entirely in shock. Liza was coming at her like a bull. ‘How are you today?’ 
   
 ‘Well—’ 
   
 ‘Great. So, you know how we’re scheduled to have a chat at the end of the week? Well, I’d like to move it up, if you wouldn’t mind?’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. I just need to do a temperature check with you on a few things.’ 
   
 Typical producer-speak. ‘Could you give me a clue on what you need to… What temperature… What the meeting’s about?’ Holly attempted to clarify. 
   
 ‘It’s about good things. Don’t worry.’ Liza’s eyes wandered away, locking onto Olivia entering from the other side of the studio. ‘See you later,’ Liza said, doing the hundred-metre dash across the studio. She almost tripped on a cable, which was quite a feat considering it was taped firmly to the floor. She quickly regained her balance and continued on to Olivia.  
   
 Holly watched with interest as Liza began talking with intensity to Olivia. Or rather, at her. Olivia was simply standing there with an unreadable face while Liza ranted at her, her hands doing excited gesticulations. It was like silent cinema. Holly could have done with one of those caption cards to let her know what Liza was saying.  
   
 But in general, Holly could read that Liza was pleading with Olivia. Olivia seemed cold and impassive. But there was nothing new there. If Olivia didn’t want to give you something of herself, you didn’t fucking get it. On the other hand, when she did give herself to you, it was something else. But Holly had to focus on the former state of play because that was where she lived now. In the wastelands.  
   
 Holly watched as Liza seemed to wind herself down, and then she did an almighty shrug and walked off.  
   
 Holly and Olivia made eye contact across the set. Olivia looked oddly pensive. Holly wasn’t sure why she found it appealing. They walked toward the set from either side of the studio, as the stage manager called, ‘Five minutes everyone!’ 
   
 They sat down next to each other on the sofa, and both of them made a big fuss of smoothing clothes and hair, as though they’d walked in from a high wind and not just had every inch of their being’s assembled and perfected by professionals.  
   
 ‘Three minutes!’ 
   
 Holly was looking at her script when Olivia leaned in and said, ‘We need to talk.’ 
   
 Holly tensed, but she didn’t look at her. ‘Do we?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. You know what Liza’s planning, don’t you?’ 
   
 Holly turned to look Olivia squarely in the eye. It was a lot to deal with in close quarters, that eye contact with Olivia. But it was too intriguing of a question. ‘Is it related to the fact she’s sitting on the stage rather than being in the control booth?’ 
   
 They both looked around to see Liza eyeballing them from a chair next to the stage manager, an iPad on her knees. She gave them an odd finger waggle wave. Holly could only give her half a nervous smile back.  
   
 ‘She wants us to be permanent co-hosts,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Holly turned back to her, her eyes popping. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘They want to capitalise on the recent… controversy. Apparently, it’s boosted the numbers. A lot.’ 
   
 Holly was awash with confusion. ‘You mean, what Tom said to the paper? How the hell… why does that… What?!’ 
   
 ‘People apparently… enjoy us… together,’ Olivia said evenly. 
   
 Holly took a moment to process. ‘Do they?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. And also… I’m sure you know about the viral clip. It’s made things worse. Or better, depending on your take.’ 
   
 Holly knew. Her brother had broken the news about her virality, yet again. Holly hadn’t watched it, though. She didn’t need to. She’d lived it. She could easily guess how it had looked. Which was to say, exactly how it felt. Holly and Olivia’s recent history on full, buck-naked display with one look. ‘What are you going to do?’ Holly asked as she attempted to digest the news.  
   
 ‘I wanted to talk to you about it before I make a decision.’ 
   
 Holly nodded, trying to pull in an even breath. ‘That sounds sensible. I think Liza’s going to try and snag me right after we wrap, though.’ 
   
 ‘Tell her to wait.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know if she’ll like that,’ Holly said. 
   
 ‘From the conversations I’ve had with her, we’re in the power position, and she’s not even going to pretend we’re not. But of course, that will only last until she gets her signatures, or we say no. So, enjoy telling her to move at your pace for once.’ 
   
 Holly chuckled nervously. ‘Right.’ 
   
 ‘On air in one minute!’ 
   
 Holly had sixty seconds to get her head on straight and focus on being her professional self. There was not going to be any of yesterday’s foolishness. She didn’t have time to think about what Olivia had told her. She was just looking at things segment by segment. It was all she could do. 
   
 ‘ON AIR IN TEN, NINE, EIGHT…’ 
   
   
  **** 
   
   
 ‘WE’RE OFF AIR!’ 
   
 Holly breathed a sigh of relief. She’d pulled it off, she felt. All normal, no subtext, professional, un-weird. Olivia, too, had seemed on par.  
   
 ‘Guys, wonderful show!’ Liza said, grinning from ear to ear, practically jumping on them. 
   
 ‘Good numbers, Liza?’ Olivia asked dryly. 
   
 Liza nodded. ‘Mmm-hmmm,’ she said with as much restraint as she could summon. But anyone would have seen she was walking on air. 
   
 ‘So, Holly, are we…’ Liza began. 
   
 Holly flashed a brief smile. ‘We’re waiting.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I can’t talk to you right now. Something’s come up.’ 
   
 ‘Oh.’ Liza looked between Holly and Olivia. ‘Right.’ 
   
 ‘I’ll call your office later; we can set something up.’ Holly stood, enjoying herself. Liza had made her feel like she had to beg for scraps these last few weeks. Well, let her sweat. She had bigger fish to fry—a real talk with Olivia. She had no idea how it would shake out. Her and Olivia, working together ad infinitum?  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 They were in Olivia’s dressing room. Holly hadn’t been in here before. Even when they were sleeping together. Or rather, especially when they were sleeping together. Holly didn’t want people to see her going in and out of Olivia’s private sanctum, for fear of exposure. But it didn’t matter now, there was nothing to hide.  
   
 The room was small but comfortable. Dim lamps, comfy chairs, cushions everywhere, muted colours. Cosy and stylish. Olivia sat down in an armchair, gesturing to one opposite. Holly sat down, though she didn’t take full advantage of the seat. She was literally on the edge of it, waiting to see what approach Olivia would take. 
   
 ‘So…’ Olivia began, placing her hands on her knees. Her body was tense, wound tight. Holly thought there was a good chance her own body was mirroring the language. 
   
 ‘So… What are we going to do?’ Holly completed rather tetchily, not wanting to feel like she was some kid waiting for someone to tell her what she should do. Because that was exactly how she felt. The junior to Olivia’s senior. Where she’d accepted it once, she resented it now. Maybe she was just angry with Olivia about other things. Or sad? 
   
 No. Angry. Angry was better. 
   
 ‘Well, how do you feel about it?’ 
   
 ‘It? Can you be specific?’ 
   
 Olivia lowered her green eyes. ‘About us working together.’ 
   
 ‘How do you feel?’ Holly shot back quickly. 
   
 Olivia looked surprised. ‘I asked first.’ 
   
 Holly folded her arms. ‘I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’ 
   
 ‘I’d just like to know if you feel… If you feel like this is something you could do?’ Olivia asked carefully. 
   
 Holly didn’t like that phrasing. ‘Could you elucidate on that point?’ 
   
 Olivia’s mouth went tight, and her face flushed almost as red as her hair. ‘Why are you being like this?’ 
   
 ‘Like what?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘Jesus, just stop, would you?’ Olivia begged. 
   
 Holly felt ashamed. She wasn’t sure why she was being like this. The worst thing about it was that there was a good chance Olivia was looking at her and seeing nothing different than Tom. Someone childish, selfish. But Holly didn’t know how to pull back. She didn’t know how to fix any of this. Other than going back in time and having that Saturday morning phone call again. She could have taken a deep breath and listened, rather than yelled. Found a way through with Olivia, not treated her like the enemy. They might be together now if that had happened. It was weird; her whole life, Holly had never really felt this kind of attraction to someone. She’d always wondered what it would be like to taste that magic. And now she knew. It brought out the worst in her. She’d never been more disappointed in herself. ‘Look, I’m sorry. I just don’t know how to go on from this,’ Holly admitted sadly. 
   
 Olivia slumped in her chair. ‘No. I don’t either. But I think if we want this job, we need to at least decide that we can go on from it.’ 
   
 Holly didn’t know about that at all. ‘Look, if she wants you back, take the offer. I don’t see why we have to be a package deal. I can just go back to my old job.’ 
   
 ‘It’s pretty clear she only wants me with you. Secondly, if someone should go, I don’t think it should be you.’ 
   
 ‘Of course it should. I said from the beginning you shouldn’t go. Certainly not to make room for me,’ Holly said, feeling steadier. She felt better for being able to say that, the one thing she always knew. That the show was nothing without Olivia Ross. It was a kind thing and a true thing. She didn’t want to keep being shitty. 
   
 Olivia was philosophical. ‘But it is what it is. The options are these: You stay, and I get to stay too. Or I go, and you stay anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Or we both leave,’ Holly added, for the sake of precision. 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘Right. So.’ 
   
 ‘So, do you want to stay?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Olivia chewed the inside of her mouth for a moment. ‘It would be nice not to have to start all over again.’ 
   
 Holly considered her answer and could only reach one conclusion. If Olivia wanted to stay, then Holly had to sign too. She’d be getting what she wanted and making a sacrifice at the same. A great job but one that meant sitting next to someone she might have a hard time being around. The source of the hard time wasn’t because she was angry with Olivia. But because she loved her.  
   
 It had all happened so quickly that it would be easy to try and pretend it was a moment of madness, and it would pass. But Holly didn’t have the energy to pretend. 
   
 She could envision her future on the show. Sitting only inches—yet miles—away from the most stimulating person she’d ever known. It would hurt. But those feelings were the exact reason she couldn’t just walk away. She wanted Olivia to be able to stay if that was what she wanted. She wanted the woman to be happy, even at the expense of her own peace.   
   
 ‘If you want to make this work, I think we can,’ Holly announced. Olivia looked staggered. ‘I mean, we’re both professionals. We can figure out a way to keep being professional,’ Holly finished.  
   
 Olivia blinked. ‘Yes. Professional. If you think we can do that, I’m on board.’ 
   
 ‘So, we’re doing it?’ Holly asked anxiously. 
   
 ‘It seems so.’ 
   
 ‘You and me. Co-hosts,’ Holly said, trying out the phrase. It sounded absurd.  
   
 ‘Co-hosts,’ Olivia said, looking no more convinced than Holly was that this was a good idea.  






Twenty-One

   
   
 ‘And that’s when I realised plants have personalities,’ the woman in the huge red specs, Janet, explained.  
   
 Olivia had to will her eyes not to roll. This was not a story. It was soft content to warm up the show before the big interview of the day. They were getting a cabinet minister, the Chancellor of the Exchequer no less, Laura Banton. She’d recently gotten in hot water over some scheme to get people spending money on new cars. Mainly because she’d announced it the same week she had refused to raise the minimum wage in line with inflation. People were wondering what money they were supposed to be spending on brand-new vehicles when everything was getting more expensive except their salaries. 
   
 Holly was taking the lead on the interview. Olivia was glad because Liza’s remit was, as ever, softly softly. Sometimes it was easier for Olivia not to do some of these interviews at all if she couldn’t do them properly. She trusted Holly to do a good job, within the confines. 
   
 ‘What’s interesting is how different my plants’ personalities are,’ Janet continued. 
   
 ‘Can you explain more?’ Olivia asked this waste of airtime. 
   
 ‘Well, my rosebush is called Hilary, and she’s quite the socialist. But my cactus, Henry, well, some of his opinions are very old-fashioned. His views on the British Empire walk the line of decency.’ 
   
 ‘How does he express those views?’ Holly asked, very nearly interested. 
   
 ‘It’s in his prickles. It’s subtle, but you can read it if you’re careful.’ 
   
 Olivia wanted this over now. And she was seriously going to have to have a talk with Liza on guest selection. This career lowlight wouldn’t stand. ‘Well, thanks for talking to us, Janet.’ 
   
 ‘My pleasure,’ Janet beamed. She now had something she could dine out on for the rest of her days, and something anyone watching would delete from their brain the second it ended. 
   
 Holly took her cue from the teleprompter. ‘And coming up after the weather, we’ll be talking to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Laura Banton. Jack, how’s the weather looking today?’ 
   
 ‘Off air!’ the stage manager said, and Janet was politely yet hastily removed from the set. 
   
 Olivia glanced at Holly, who was staring at an iPad, presumably doing last-minute prep for her interview with Banton. They’d been in a holding pattern of politeness for a few weeks now, being careful and civil, behaving as best they could like two people who had no idea what the other looked like naked. It was hard work, but they were both committed to it. Because it was official now. Contracts had been hastily signed, with a three percent bump for Olivia for the inconvenience of getting sacked. Holly was getting what Olivia had started on, though she seemed to think that fair. Promos had aired calling them, ‘The Dream Team,’ to nail home the branding. And now, here they sat, two professionals, being professional. It was dreadful. But it was the only way to make it work between them now. Fake it until they presumably made it to the other side of what had happened between them. Olivia couldn’t see the light at the end of that tunnel just yet. But she thought she must be close, that it could be around the next corner. One day soon, she’d wake up and be OK. 
   
 Holly glanced up from her screen and leaned in discretely. ‘I know I’m still only the new girl, but I think that was a complete waste of time.’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t argue with that assessment,’ Olivia muttered back. ‘Is it terrible to say I was embarrassed to be doing it?’ 
   
 ‘I was embarrassed for the booker who made it happen. That person just wasted your time and made the country watch Olivia Ross talk to someone with a plant delusion.’ 
   
 Olivia was touched by the assessment. But Holly had always treated her this way. Like a giant. Sometimes she even had Olivia believing it. She was grateful Holly still felt that way, despite everything. That she still believed in her professionally, it meant a lot. It might even be most of the reason Olivia was still sitting here, that she hadn’t decided to leave it all behind and give up on herself. Because Holly hadn’t given up on her. Not that way. 
   
  Laura Banton arrived with a clatch of assistants and was delivered to the sofa. Olivia was not what you’d call a fan of the woman. She was certain Laura was a straight-up sociopath, with no emotional connection to the people she was paid to serve, a Thatcherite through and through. ‘Hi,’ Olivia said to the woman with a friendly wave, forcing her teeth out in a facsimile of a smile. 
   
 ‘Hi, Olivia,’ Laura said, equally fake. She was quite an attractive woman, if you could look past her entire personality.  
   
 ‘Hi,’ said Holly. ‘I’m Holly Reynolds, I’ll be handling your interview today.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, the newbie?’ Laura said with an easy smile. ‘Well, I look forward to seeing what you’ve got.’ 
   
 Holly chuckled good-naturedly. Olivia wouldn’t have been amused by that patronising joke, but that was her. ‘Oh, I’m sure you’re more than prepared,’ Holly said. 
   
 ‘Well, I do try,’ Laura smiled. It didn’t look as fake as the smile Olivia had gotten. It was about then Olivia realised Laura was flirting with Holly. She was horrified. This creature was using her horrible little charms on Holly. 
   
 ‘I saw you on last night, talking to Anika Sharma,’ Holly noted. 
   
 ‘Ah yes. She put up a good fight,’ Laura said, raising her eyebrow. 
   
 ‘Looked like she won that fight to me,’ Olivia noted.  
   
 Laura looked at Olivia. ‘Not what my people said,’ she answered smugly. 
   
 ‘I guess that’s why they’re your people,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘Hmmm,’ Laura said with a sneer, whipping her head quickly back to Holly, the smile becoming genuine again. ‘So how are you finding the new job?’ 
   
 ‘I like it,’ Holly replied evenly. 
   
 ‘You’re a good edition,’ Laura said. ‘A lot less boring than the guy they used to have, at any rate. Loved it when you threw that guinea pig.’ 
   
 Holly laughed modestly. ‘Oh, you saw that? I’m amazed the Chancellor has the time for news gaffs.’ 
   
 ‘Even politicians need a bit of fun now and again,’ Laura said, with an actual wink. Olivia felt her blood pressure rocket. She felt a sudden and strange connection to the caveperson she descended from. Which was to say she wanted to punch Laura in the face, chuck Holly over her shoulder and drag her off to her dressing room. But she didn’t do that, of course. Holly didn’t belong to anyone. She could flirt with a morally revolting politician if she wanted to. She had every right. Olivia wasn’t allowed to be hurt by it either. She was getting over Holly. 
   
 But as she sat there, watching them go back and forth, Olivia’s attempts to convince herself she was moving on became absurd. Because watching Holly, it became obvious what moving on really looked like, and Holly was the only one doing it. Olivia knew right then she wasn’t over Holly at all. And she never could be. She was in love with her. Irreversibly.  
   
 What a terrible time to be handed the certain knowledge that you were deeply in love with someone. When it was over. When you knew someone else might be touching that love soon.  
   
 For some reason, Olivia thought of the advice that Isabella, the makeup artist, had once given her. ‘Don’t throw the brick unless you actually have to.’ Olivia, the ice-hard professional who never broke her calm facade, felt something shatter. The brick was going through the windshield. 






Twenty-Two

   
   
 Well, this was a new one. Holly had never had anyone she was about to interview try to flirt with her before. She would have been irritated if it hadn’t been so ridiculous. The very idea that she would ever look twice at that terrible woman was utterly preposterous. She had to wonder if it had anything to do with the story Tom had told. Did Laura Banton think she was some nymphomaniac bimbo that would be persuaded to go easy with a few coquettish comments? Or maybe she thought it was a good way to get under Olivia’s skin, by flirting with her conquest right in front of her. Maybe it was a twofer.  
   
 But it occurred to Holly that what Laura Banton was trying to do could easily be flipped. If Holly acted like the nervous ingénue who was enjoying the attention of a big MP, then maybe the woman might relax slightly. She might lower her game. Which was an intriguing thought because Holly wasn’t allowed to go hard this morning. If she wanted to make anything of this opportunity, she’d have to be subtle. If Laura Banton dropped her defences a bit, it might make that easier. Funny how this had never occurred to her before. That people underestimating her could work in her favour. What if people staring at her tits allowed her to get close enough to slip a knife between their ribs?  
   
 Hmmm. Interesting. She’d have to see how things rolled out. 
   
 What was also interesting was Olivia. She wasn’t being outwardly impolite, but she seemed… not herself. Holly thought she seemed quietly angry toward Laura. There was an obvious explanation for that. Laura was a shark whose hack-and-slash approach to public spending was objectively cruel. But Olivia had been dealing with people like that her whole career. Yet something in the way she was tapping that pen on her pad, fidgety and agitated, it seemed like she was holding back something else. Well, she’d have to sit with it because it was Holly’s day. 
   
 Still, part of her wanted to make Olivia proud. It was a strange position she was in these days, though pretty much as she’d thought it would go. Working with Olivia, the presenter, was a dream come true. Being near Olivia, the woman, was a nightmare of thwarted desire.  
   
 Holly could hear Jack winding down his weather update from the monitor, and she straightened her clothes, smiled at Laura, which she warmly returned. They were live. 
   
 ‘Thanks, Jack. Today we have Laura Banton, Chancellor of the Exchequer, here to talk to us about her new scheme to help people buy brand-new cars. Laura, hello,’ Holly said, nice as pie. 
   
 Laura, smiling ear to ear said, ‘Hi, Holly. Great to be here.’ Yeah, she thought she had it made in the shade.  
   
 ‘So you’ve come to tell us all about your ‘Mile for Mile,’ campaign is that right?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, that’s right. The ‘Mile for Mile’ campaign is about getting people to buy new cars again. Our industry was once the pride of the country. And I truly think all we have to do to get it back is to remind people about great brands like Vauxhall and Land Rover once again.’ 
   
 ‘I thought Vauxhall moved abroad?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘They do make several models abroad, but they still produce most here in this country,’ Laura said, brimming with pleasure. ‘But if we could re-ignite sales here, I’d like to see that decision reversed. That could stimulate a real boom to our economy.’ 
   
 The woman might have been onto something if she weren’t building the plan on an entirely faulty premise. Though Holly had an idea Laura was well aware of the problem with her scheme. That she was only pretending to give a shit about the busted economy while she gave money to the middle classes and wealthy boomers for a new car. They were Laura’s voting base, after all, and probably the only real point to this. ‘So how do you plan to get people to buy new again?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘Well, everyone who buys a new car from a British brand will get a stipend of one thousand pounds toward the purchase.’ 
   
 ‘A thousand?’ Holly repeated. 
   
 ‘That’s right.’ 
   
 ‘What do you plan to do about the cost to the environment of the extra cars?’ Holly asked pleasantly.  
   
 ‘We’ve put aside money to buy carbon offsets for every car bought through the scheme,’ Laura said. Holly wasn’t surprised, nor impressed by the answer. It was an early softball she knew full well Laura would be waiting to catch. Now for the other question. The real question. How the hell would people afford new cars on a scale that would reinvigorate the British industry, when the masses of low earners were kept under financial water by her steadfast refusal to raise the minimum wage? She had to come at this carefully but come at it she would. ‘Laura—’ 
   
 ‘And you’re content with that, are you? Offsets?’ Olivia abruptly asked, surprising everyone on the set. Not least Holly. ‘You feel that’s something that makes a real impact? It’s not pie-in-the-sky policy-making intended to assuage real concerns about the environment?’ Olivia continued. 
   
 ‘Well, I think planting trees and protecting rainforests is not pie-in-the-sky policy, no, Olivia,’ Laura said. ‘This government is very committed to the environment and finding solutions for climate change. But that’s not what I’m here to talk about.’ 
   
 Holly—who’d been in mild shock from Olivia’s high jacking of the interview—managed to shake off the surprise. She jumped back off the bench Olivia had placed her on with a slight warning look to the woman in question. ‘Yes, but coming back to the ‘Mile for Mile’ scheme—’ 
   
 Olivia, eyeballing Laura, never glanced at Holly, and did not receive the warning. ‘One moment, Holly.’ 
   
 Holly closed her mouth and felt rage rocket through her. She wanted to stand up, chuck her mic on the floor, and walk off. It was only a thought, one she knew she’d never carry out. But good god, when the cameras turned off, there was going to be a conversation. Holly picked up the pen she’d seen Olivia playing with earlier, gripping it hard to stop herself from showing outward signs of her emotional state. 
   
 ‘So Laura, tell us in more detail how offsetting works?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 ‘That feels like a derailing of the conversation,’ Laura said coolly. 
   
 ‘Does it?’ Olivia asked tetchily. ‘Because you’re talking about stimulating our economy off the back of new car sales. It would take a lot of cars to achieve that, wouldn’t it? So the environment feels very much part of the conversation.’ 
   
 ‘Well, perhaps those are questions for the environment minister,’ Laura said with a shaky smile. 
   
 Olivia nodded. ‘If he comes on, it will be. But you’re here right now, asking people to push car emissions to an all-time high in this country.’ 
   
 ‘Well, as I said a moment ago, we’re committed to offsetting those emissions,’ Laura said, going into a classic politician loop. 
   
 ‘Look, Chancellor, if you’re unprepared to defend the obvious consequences of this scheme, then perhaps you haven’t thought it all the way through?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Laura Banton dropped her smile. ‘Olivia, maybe it’s time you took a backseat in this interview? Holly was asking me a question before you interrupted, and maybe she should have been allowed to finish.’ 
   
 Holly wanted to laugh her arse off. Again, she didn’t do it. Though it probably wouldn’t have mattered if she had. No one was paying her any attention anyway. The pair of them were well beyond Thunderdome now. Holly had to wonder what was currently getting said down Olivia’s earpiece. Whatever it was, Olivia wasn’t paying it a blind bit of notice.  
   
 ‘So, can I take it you’re simply refusing to answer my question?’ Olivia snapped. 
   
 ‘Yes, I suppose you can,’ Laura said.  
   
 ‘Holly, for the love of fuck, wind this shit show down and tee up the sports?’ said the desperate, hassled voice of the director in her ear. 
   
 Holly was glad of the push. ‘Right, well, thanks for coming in Laura, but that’s all we’ve got time for. Now, let’s catch up with Sam for the sports,’ Holly said quickly and irascibly.  
   
 The second the red light went off and the stage manager informed them they were off-air, Liza was on top of them. 
   
 ‘Laura, thanks so much for coming in,’ she said to the Chancellor. ‘Think that one perhaps got away from us a bit?’ Liza said with as much charm as she could muster through what was clearly a lot of fury. 
   
 Laura stood. ‘Liza, this wasn’t what I signed up for. Next time, I’ll send a junior minister to talk to your show.’  
   
 ‘Laura, please, let’s not be too hasty!’ Liza said, but Laura Banton was marching off the set and through the studio, her aides flying to her sides like a protective shield.  
   
 Once Liza knew Laura had completely flown the coop, she rounded on Olivia. ‘What the hell was that?’ Liza asked, taking the words out of Holly’s mouth. ‘What do you think you’re doing interrupting Holly’s interview? To talk about carbon offsetting?’ 
   
 Holly was slightly shocked. She’d never seen Liza outwardly rebuke anyone. She was strictly passive-aggressive. But Olivia seemed to take the change in stride. ‘I think it’s important, and I didn’t want it to get missed,’ Olivia told her firmly. 
   
 Liza put her hands on her hips and stared at Olivia. ‘We’ll talk later,’ she warned her, stalking off back behind the camera, no doubt running after the Chancellor. 
   
 ‘I wasn’t missing anything,’ Holly snapped once Liza was gone. 
   
 Olivia turned to her, and she looked less angry now. ‘No, Holly, I didn’t mean I thought you weren’t…’ 
   
 ‘Coming back in five, four…’ yelled the stage manager. 
   
 ‘Look, forget it,’ Holly said. ‘I need to get through this now.’ 
   
 Olivia blinked and made her face as neutral as she could as the count finished, turning back to the camera. ‘Thanks, Sam. Now, you may have heard of perming your hair. But the new craze? Eyebrow perms.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The camera pulled away as the credits commenced for the silent part of the show where the hosts are supposed to engage in some wind-down banter that is never heard. But Holly and Olivia were sat in a thick, angry silence that no viewer could miss. 
   
 The moment they were completely off-air, Holly stood up, enraged. She walked off the set, out of the studio. She stomped to her dressing room, locking the door behind her. She went to her chair, planning to sit and stew. But the moment she placed her full weight down, the chair immediately exploded into two pieces. ‘What in the fuck?!’ Holly yelled as she landed on the floor with a thump, in amongst broken pieces of chair.  
   
 ‘Holly?’ said a voice from the other side of the door. 
   
 ‘Olivia, I don’t want to talk right now,’ Holly said, getting up gingerly from the floor, boiling with anger. It was one indignity after another today. The last thing she needed was to take some sort of shit sandwich lecture from Olivia, compliments about how well she was doing slapped around the fact she thought Holly wasn’t up to taking on the Chancellor. Holly had thought they were past that. It was mortifying to realise she was wrong. Olivia still looked at her and saw an amateur. ‘Leave me alone,’ Holly roared at the door. 
   
 ‘Holly, please. Just give me a second to explain,’ Olivia pleaded. 
   
 Holly kicked an armrest across the floor. ‘I said I DON’T WANT TO TALK!’ She angrily stood amongst the detritus of the seat for a moment, expecting more pleas to open the door. Eventually, there was nothing but quiet, and Holly assumed Olivia had taken the hint and buggered off. Which was good because Holly needed to get out of the room to replace this stupid chair. She didn’t have another, and she couldn’t have a proper funk standing up.  
 She unlocked her door and opened it. Olivia was still standing there, looking deeply contrite. ‘I’m sorry, I was just…’ 
   
 ‘You’ve got about four armchairs in your room,’ Holly said irritably. 
   
 Olivia blinked. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I’ve got one swivel chair, and the fucking thing just exploded under me.’ 
   
 ‘Oh. Well, yes, I’ll give you one of mine, if you want. I’ve actually only got two… Anyway, yeah, take one,’ Olivia stuttered. 
   
 ‘Go on, then,’ Holly said, gesturing down the hallway. 
   
 ‘What, now?’ Olivia asked, surprised.  
   
 Holly eyeballed her angrily, and Olivia quickly got in line. ‘No, sure. OK. I can’t carry it solo, though. You’d better come and help me get it down here.’ 
   
 ‘Lead the way,’ Holly said. 
   
 Olivia turned uncertainly and began to walk down the hall. Holly followed her. She wasn’t sure why she was doing this. She could have gotten a chair from anywhere. But right now, she wanted Olivia’s chair.  
   
 Olivia opened her door and went inside. ‘Go ahead and pick one,’ Olivia said, gesturing to her room. 
   
 Holly walked boldly into the room and looked about her. She recalled that the last time they’d been in here, Olivia had sat in a soft brown number. Holly pointed at it. Olivia hesitated for a moment and said sadly, ‘OK.’ She went to the chair and grabbed the underneath. ‘You take the other side.’ 
   
 Holly went over and took the other side. ‘Ready?’ Olivia asked. Holly nodded. They raised the chair, staggering toward the door, Holly walking backwards. They were both puffing with the difficult shape of the chair. But Olivia tried to talk anyway. ‘While we’re doing this, can I explain?’ she asked, pink in the cheeks. 
   
 Holly averted her eyes and continued walking backwards. The chair was heavier than it looked. ‘I don’t wanna talk right now,’ she managed to gasp out. 
   
 Olivia didn’t respond. They stopped at the doorway; the chair was not door shaped. ‘Tilt it,’ Holly instructed.  
   
 Olivia tried to tilt it sideways, and Holly began to push the chair, bit by bit, through the door. It was soon wedged fast in the doorframe. ‘I should have seen that coming,’ Holly muttered to herself. She was now in the hall, Olivia in her room, the chair stuck between them. Holly peeked over an armrest. ‘You’re trapped.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I am,’ Olivia could only say. 
   
 Holly tutted. ‘For god’s sakes. I just wanted to be able to sit down!’ 
   
 ‘I think we might need to get help,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘No, I’m not involving anyone else in this clown show,’ Holly said irritably. 
   
 ‘I didn’t know you were this stubborn,’ Olivia muttered. 
   
 Holly looked over the armrest again. ‘Me?!’ she asked. ‘I’m the wilful one?’  
   
 ‘I don’t even know how we ended up in this position,’ Olivia snapped at her. 
   
 Holly nearly mounted the chair to jump into the room, she was so mad. ‘We ended up in this position because I got a shit chair while you’re living large in there. Just another reminder of our pecking order.’ 
   
 Olivia seized the opportunity. ‘Right, so this is about the interview.’ 
   
 Holly turned and leaned her back against the stuck chair. ‘Yes, it’s about the interview,’ she said quietly over her shoulder. ‘What you did made me look like someone who didn’t know what they were doing. Mummy stepping in to sort everything out.’ 
   
 ‘Jesus Christ, Holly, do me a favour, will you? Please never refer to me as Mummy ever again,’ she heard Olivia say from the room. 
   
 Holly tutted. ‘You know what I mean.’ 
   
 ‘Yes,’ Olivia said. ‘I do know. I overstepped.’ 
   
 Holly waited to hear what was coming next, how Olivia was sorry, but how she felt she simply had to take the reins because of how badly Holly was fucking up.  
   
 But Olivia didn’t say anything else. It was an apology, no caveat.  
   
 ‘So why did you take over like that?’ Holly said over her shoulder. 
   
 There was the longest pause. ‘It’s complicated.’ 
   
 Holly turned back around to get an obstructed view of Olivia. She was standing back from the chair, in the middle of the room, arms folded, looking down at the floor, forlorn. Holly wasn’t expecting her to be like this. Sad and penitent. Holly had thought Olivia would be clinging to the high ground. 
   
 ‘I could try and climb over this chair, get back in there with you,’ Holly suggested hesitantly. 
   
 Olivia looked up from the floor. ‘Why would you trap yourself?’ she asked quietly. 
   
 ‘To talk to you,’ Holly said. 
   
 Olivia’s mouth hitched up in one corner. ‘I wouldn’t mind that.’ 
   
 Holly put one foot up on the chair and then another, and before she knew it, she had clambered over the back of the chair with as much grace as could reasonably be expected of someone under the circumstances. They were both in Olivia’s room now. The room seemed smaller than it had a moment ago. Holly had to stand closer to Olivia than she’d expected. The foot of space between them felt like inches.  
   
 ‘So? Explain yourself,’ Holly said, feeling less strong than she had a moment ago when the chair had been between them. 
   
 Olivia chewed the inside of her mouth. ‘I guess I let my emotions… I just hate that woman.’ 
   
 Holly shrugged. ‘Of course you do. So do I. That’s not very complicated.’ 
   
 Olivia blinked. ‘You hate her?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, of course. She’s dreadful.’ 
   
 Olivia looked oddly shocked. ‘But you were… I mean I felt like the two of you…’ 
   
 ‘The two of us what?’ 
   
 ‘I thought you were, what do the kids call it? Vibing,’ Olivia said with a nervous laugh. 
   
 Holly snorted. ‘She thinks I’m an idiot. I think she’s evil. I don’t think there was any ‘vibing’ going on.’ 
   
 ‘But I’ve never seen such outrageous flirting in my life!’ Olivia exclaimed. 
   
 Holly smiled slyly. ‘I could tell she thought she was going to butter me up, and I decided to let her think that.’ 
   
 Olivia was delighted. ‘You were playing her?’ 
   
 ‘She was trying to play me. I was rolling with it. I’ll admit, it’s not my usual style, but… I thought it might be good, just for once, to take advantage of people underestimating me. Like…’ She tried to think of an example. ‘You know, like…’ 
   
 ‘Miss Marple?’ Olivia completed with a small smile. She looked down at the floor again, reinjected with anxiety for some reason. 
   
 It didn’t take Holly long to realise why the atmosphere had thickened again. Olivia had inadvertently referred to that first night they’d spent together. ‘Yeah. Miss Marple.’ A lightbulb clicked on in Holly’s head, one that couldn’t have been switched on five minutes ago when she was angry. But now, looking at Olivia’s face, it was clear as day. ‘Oh my god. You were jealous.’ 
   
 Olivia sat down in the one armchair not currently stuck in the doorway. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
 ‘So you’re not even going to deny it? That you just sabotaged my interview because you thought I fancied the interviewee?’ 
   
 ‘What would be the point?’ Olivia said, throwing her hands up. 
   
 Holly didn’t know what to say. What did this mean, if anything? She knew that when they’d rowed about the story, things had gotten away from them and that was more on Holly than it was on Olivia. But Olivia had seemed happy to get the out. That tweet she’d issued had implied denial. And when given the opportunity to confirm or deny the relationship in front of Liza, Olivia had denied it again without hesitation. 
   
 But now Olivia was losing her shit on live TV because she thought Holly was interested in someone else. So where did that leave Holly? Confused as fuck, that was where.  






Twenty-Three

   
   
 ‘Oh my god. You were jealous,’ Holly declared, thunderstruck. 
   
 Olivia considered denying it but found she couldn’t. She’d been immature enough for one day. She was a grown woman, and it was time to act like one. She sat down, tired out. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
 ‘You’re not even going to deny that you just sabotaged my interview because you thought I fancied the interviewee?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘What’s the point?’ Olivia said. Holly kept staring at her in astonishment, struck dumb. Olivia felt the pressure to keep talking. ‘Look, I get why you’re mad right now. I was completely unprofessional. All I’m asking is that you can forgive it this once and I swear, I’ll never do anything like this again. I just need some time.’ 
   
 ‘Time?’ Holly repeated. ‘You need time?’ 
   
 Olivia nodded vehemently. ‘Yes. I… Look, I never wanted to lay this on you because I was trying to make this working relationship, you know, work. And maybe it was a mistake to think I could just switch it over like this and nothing would happen, that I could still do what I do, business as usual.’ Olivia hated how this was all pouring out. But if she had a single chance of not losing Holly’s respect forever, she was going to have to let it pour. She was going to have to say dreadful, humiliating things. ‘But that
thing with the Chancellor happened because I thought I could just harden myself and be like I was before us. Turns out I couldn’t. So now I guess my feelings have come out in a stupid, juvenile way.’ Oh no. She was crying. She practically never did this. Even when her marriage imploded, she’d let one solitary tear roll out of her left eye and then shut the whole thing down, vowing never to shed another tear for her shitty husband. She thought she might be done with crying forever. But here came the bloody waterworks. Olivia put her hands over her face so Holly couldn’t see.  
   
 After a moment, she felt hands on hers. But she didn’t move, keeping her face locked tight. She couldn’t bear to see the pity. 
   
 ‘Olivia,’ Holly said quietly. 
   
 ‘What?’ Olivia mumbled from behind her hands. 
   
 ‘Would you look at me, please?’ 
   
 ‘No,’ Olivia said flatly. ‘I can’t.’ 
   
 ‘Fine.’ Olivia heard Holly sigh. She took her hands away, which made Olivia sad. It might be the last time she ever touched her.  
   
 ‘I didn’t know you felt like this,’ Holly said. 
   
 ‘I didn’t either until today. Not completely.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been hurting too,’ Holly said softly. 
   
 Olivia considered taking her hands away from her face, but she still didn’t dare.  
   
 ‘I thought you didn’t care,’ Holly said. ‘I yelled at you; I know that. But you just… You gave up so easily.’ 
   
 Olivia was starting to feel very silly in this position, hiding behind her hands. But she didn’t know whether she should give up her hiding place just yet. ‘I gave up?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. You denied us on Twitter. And to Liza.’ 
   
 ‘Because you were so angry, it seemed like you couldn’t forgive me,’ Olivia said, still tucked into her hands. ‘And I never denied us on Twitter. I denied the lies.’ 
   
 ‘You could have been denying anything. So I assumed you were denying everything.’ 
   
 ‘I left it vague on purpose. I thought if we were over, I could at least let people think he’d lied about you and me, so it might not be so bad for you.’ 
   
 ‘Bad for me?’ Holly asked, perplexed. 
   
 ‘Yes. You told me what you felt, how much your reputation meant. I was just trying to leave you some plausible deniability. Tom screwed us, and you were right, it was my fault. I couldn’t mend it, and I never wanted to lie about us, but I could take a bite out of his veracity.’ 
   
 Holly took a long pause. ‘You denied it for me?’ 
   
 Olivia didn’t fully take her hands from her face, but she peeked out a little. ‘Of course I did. Did you think I’d done it for me? My ‘spouse’ sold a story on me, I was already disgraced, no matter how much of it was a lie.’ Holly didn’t say anything, and Olivia decided she needed to look Holly in the face, right this second. She dropped her hands. She probably looked a fright, but it wasn’t her priority anymore. Holly seemed a lot more confused than Olivia might have expected her to.  
   
 Olivia had more to say, just one last thing. ‘But you still had the reputation you’ve built despite idiots trying to sexualise you. Because they haven’t won. You’re talented and smart, and I’m not the only one who can see it. I’m certain of that.’ 
   
 Holly stared into space for a moment, the wall behind Olivia getting a thousand-year stare. ‘I need to sit down, but the chair’s stuck in the door,’ she announced. 
   
 Olivia jumped up from her seat and patted the vacated space. Holly sat down. ‘You left the seat warm,’ Holly noted. 
   
 ‘What can I say, I’ve got a hot arse,’ Olivia said. 
   
 Holly issued a surprised laugh and slunk deeper into the chair. She kicked off a pair of vicious-looking heels with a small wince, and they fell to the floor with a clatter. She looked up at Olivia. ‘Did I ever tell you about my mum and dad?’ 
   
 Olivia was slightly thrown by the topic change, but intrigued, nonetheless. ‘Not really.’ 
   
 ‘They were very… They called it passionate. But I think they were just angry people who liked to pick fights. That’s who raised me. Rageful pricks.’ She sighed and leant down to rub her left foot. ‘There was an incident once with a toaster… Well, anyway. What I’m trying to say is that when I lost it with you, that wasn’t fair.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, it was,’ Olivia said. ‘Whatever happened with that toaster, what you said was fair. But I want you to know that what you said about the bubble, I was in it too. Maybe that’s why I didn’t tell you what he threatened. I didn’t want to have to drag his shitty threats into everything. I didn’t want him to taint us.’ 
   
 Holly sighed through her nose and smiled up at Olivia. ‘I guess the bubble burst anyway.’ 
   
 Olivia was as nervous as she’d ever been in her life when she said, ‘Does it have to?’ 
   
 Holly looked up at her with those beautiful, electric-blue eyes. ‘I don’t know. Does it?’ 
   
 Olivia’s heart was thudding nineteen to the dozen as she glanced at Holly’s discarded shoes. ‘Are your feet sore?’ 
   
 Holly nodded. Olivia leant down and took Holly’s left foot in her hands, kneading the arch. ‘How’s that?’ 
   
 Holly’s eyes fluttered shut. ‘It’s bliss.’  
   
 Olivia kept massaging, knelt in front of Holly in pure supplication. She’d never felt so exposed. She’d left herself open to utter ruin. But she had to. If there was any way back for them, Olivia had to risk herself entirely. She moved to the ball of Holly’s foot. Holly let out a little moan. ‘You missed your calling.’ 
   
  ‘Well, if Liza does another about-turn on my employment status because of today, I guess I can retrain as a masseuse.’ 
   
 ‘Is that a real worry?’ Holly asked, opening her eyes. 
   
 ‘A bit,’ Olivia said with a small shrug. Then she looked directly up at Holly, holding her eye, as well as her foot. ‘But you know what? Fuck Liza. Fuck what anyone wants to say about us. I’m…’ Olivia took a deep breath. ‘I’m yours if you want me.’ 
   
 Holly’s eyes widened, and her face broke into a smile that warmed Olivia like the sun. ‘I definitely want you.’ 
   
 Olivia felt like she could get a full breath again. She had Holly, and Holly had her. It was everything.  
   
 Olivia kissed the top of Holly’s foot. Holly leant toward Olivia, but then glanced at the doorway with the chair wedged in it. ‘You know, I don’t care who knows about us anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’m giving anyone a show.’ Holly stood up and went over to the chair. She put her back to it and gave one almighty grunt, pushing the whole thing through the doorway in one go. The chair landed out in the hall with a thump.  
   
 Olivia was astounded. ‘Did you always have this hulk strength?’ she asked. ‘Why didn’t you shove it through before?’ 
   
 ‘I think it was a needs-must kind of strength. Like people lifting cars in an emergency,’ Holly smiled, shutting the door behind her. 
   
 ‘What’s the emergency?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘I need to kiss you immediately,’ Holly said, going to Olivia, pulling her up to her feet and kissing her passionately. Olivia thought Holly was dead right. This was, indeed, an emergency. It couldn’t wait another second.  






Twenty-Four


 

      Holly was kissing Olivia, sat on her lap in the chair. She felt like she was consuming her and being consumed at the same time. It was wonderful.  
   
 Ten minutes ago, a comfy chair had seemed like the centre of Holly’s world. It was forgotten out in the hall now. She and Olivia were completely wrapped up in each other, to the extent that Holly was wondering just how much privacy they had. Was there any chance they might be able to— 
   
 BANG BANG! 
   
 Holly immediately fell straight off Olivia’s lap, sprawling onto the floor. ‘Jesus!’ she cried. 
   
 Olivia leapt up quickly and put out a hand. ‘You alright?’ she asked Holly, grabbing her hand and pulling her up.  
   
 ‘I’m fine. That’s the just second time today I’ve fallen on my arse,’ Holly admitted, slightly embarrassed.  
   
 ‘I’ll be sure to kiss it better the second I’ve dealt with whoever’s at my door,’ Olivia promised. 
   
 Holly grinned. It was happening—her and Olivia. Whatever had gone wrong could be put right, had been put right, and Holly was extraordinarily, deliriously, wildly happy. She didn’t fear it either. Because life was nothing without this passion. She knew that now. She had to learn to live with the risks. 
   
 Olivia went to the door to see what ham-fisted lunatic was banging on the door. Holly wasn’t enormously surprised to see it was Liza. She looked rather wild-eyed. ‘What the hell is this chair doing out here?’ she asked Olivia. Olivia didn’t answer, and Liza seemed to give up on that little mystery when she saw Holly was also in the room. ‘Oh, you’re both together. That makes this easier. It’s time for a little talk.’ She pushed past Olivia, which was quite a thing. The woman was clearly off the rails. ‘I’ve just had a debrief with Laura Banton. I practically had to promise her my firstborn to keep the door open on her coming on again.’ 
   
 ‘Do you have kids?’ Olivia asked, interested. 
   
 ‘How the hell would I have time for that when I’ve got you two running me ragged?’ Liza demanded.  
   
 Holly thought Liza’s childbearing years had probably finished long before she’d come to run the breakfast show, but she wasn’t about to point that out.  
   
 ‘I know this morning wasn’t ideal—’ Olivia began in her calm, Irish tones. It was the kind of voice that would have soothed a blood-thirsty mob, but not Liza. Not today.  
   
 ‘Olivia, your gift for understatement continues to astonish me,’ Liza snapped. 
   
 ‘Look,’ Holly interrupted, not liking the way Liza was talking to Olivia. ‘It was just a misunderstanding, and we’ve… worked it out,’ she said, without looking at Olivia. If she did, she was going to laugh. Olivia needed no such cue because she let out the smallest snort.  
   
 Liza looked from Holly to Olivia, her nostrils flaring angrily. ‘So. This is actually a thing, is it? You two?’ 
   
 Holly and Olivia had both just agreed that whatever was happening, they were going to be together. Olivia’s exact words being, ‘Fuck Liza.’ But they hadn’t talked about actually dealing with their boss. Holly wasn’t quite sure how to proceed. Luckily, Olivia seemed happy to take the lead. ‘Liza, this is what you wanted. You’re going to be angry about it now?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t want this,’ Liza yelled. ‘I wanted people to tune in for the fantasy, I didn’t want my presenters banging in their dressing room.’ 
   
 Olivia stared at Liza. ‘Wow.’ 
   
 ‘You know full well we can’t have this, Olivia. I can’t have you two fucking up because you’re…’ Liza stopped to search for the word. 
   
 ‘Fucking?’ Holly suggested. She was surprised at her own joke, but she was past the point of being able to bow and scrape to Liza anymore. Olivia didn’t just snort this time, she burst out laughing. Even in the middle of this drama, Holly liked getting her to laugh like that.  
   
 Liza was less amused. ‘How do you not understand the trouble you’re in? I could sack the pair of you right now!’ 
   
 ‘We signed a contract. Two years, both of us,’ Holly reminded her. 
   
 Liza was prepared for that argument. ‘Yes, and there are clauses in that contract for the kind of behaviour you’ve displayed. You’re in a relationship you didn’t declare. Which has led to a breakdown in your professionalism.’ 
   
 Though that was certainly the subtext of this conversation, hearing it said aloud was scary. Holly had never been sacked from anything in her life. It wasn’t what she wanted. What Holly wanted was what she very nearly had. To sit beside Olivia in the morning and do her best. And to lie beside Olivia at night and feel her best. They were so close to having it all. Was it going up in smoke now? 
   
 But if Olivia was scared, she was made of sterner stuff than Holly was and she crossed her arms across her chest, looked Liza in the eye and said, ‘You do what you think you’ve got to. But I can tell you this. I won’t make it easy for you, not like last time. This was my show long before it was yours and I’ve watched you come in here and dilute it to nothing. You want to let people on here to spew propaganda unchallenged. That’s why this show is dying. It’s boring at best, negligent at worst. But here’s the problem. You’ve got two real journalists sat on that sofa now. So I can’t speak for Holly…’ 
   
 ‘Yes, you can,’ Holly asserted. She was proud to be allied with Olivia in this because it was about more than just a job to her. It was about holding the line. This was a war that preceded Holly. But if Olivia thought it worth the battle, Holly would strap on armour and back Olivia every step of the way. She believed in her completely. She always had.  
   
 Olivia shot her a quick, grateful smile before she turned back to Liza. ‘We’re gonna fight you. And we’re gonna fight for this show. Are you ready for that?’ 
   
 Liza grinned horribly. ‘Right, so we’re getting into it, are we? Fine. First off, yes. I’m almost certainly sacking both of you.’ 
   
 Holly’s heart jumped in her chest, but she didn’t let her face betray it. She simply waited for Olivia to make the next move, and she didn’t let Holly down. ‘OK, good. I’ll let my agent know what you’d like to do. She’d be happy to get into it with you. She’ll come in this very afternoon if you’re free. Shall I give her a call?’ Olivia asked calmly. 
   
 Liza nodded. ‘Please do. I’ll be in all afternoon if she’d like to set something up. In the meantime, I’m going to call Ben and see if he feels well enough to come in tomorrow.’ Liza turned away smugly on that, probably intending for it to be a closing statement that would make everyone shit a brick. But she’d underestimated Olivia.  
   
 ‘So he’s going to be unfired as you attempt to fire me? Who you fired last week and then unfired? An interesting managerial technique you’ve got,’ Olivia noted, tickled. 
   
 ‘I’ve made some personnel errors. I can admit that,’ Liza said, turning back to face them, still pleased with herself.  
   
 ‘You were chasing ratings. How are they, by the way?’ Olivia asked.  
   
 ‘Not worth the cost,’ Liza snarked. ‘And dropping again. It turns out you were right. You two are a flash in the pan.’ 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t bet on that,’ Olivia said and slammed the door in Liza’s face.  
   
 ‘Now that’s a closing statement,’ Holly said admiringly.  
   
 Olivia didn’t say anything for a moment. She walked to the chair and sat down. Or rather, collapsed into it. ‘Jesus Christ, this is going to get ugly,’ she sighed. 
   
 ‘Is it weird I got turned on watching you ream her like that?’ Holly asked, only half kidding. 
   
 Olivia smiled. ‘You’re OK with what I just said to her? Me throwing down the gauntlet like that?’ 
   
 Holly thought about it. ‘I came to this show because of you. I’m sure you know that. Because I used to love the way you tackled lies, the way you did pretty much exactly what you just did to Laura Banton. I wanted to do the same today, but I wasn’t sure how under Liza’s pathetic rule. I should have just been able to call bullshit. Like you did. So if we get fired, we get fired. I won’t regret any of it. Because I got a chance to learn from the best.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t have the best motives,’ Olivia sighed. 
   
 ‘But you weren’t wrong,’ Holly said. ‘Her plan is full of holes.’ 
   
 Olivia nodded in agreement. ‘And she knew it. That was what pissed me off. I knew she knew it.’ 
   
 ‘I was thinking the same. But my strategy was to break down the way it was supposed to build up her economy,’ Holly explained gently. It wasn’t meant as a reprisal. She was simply talking shop with a trusted colleague, wanting to get her take. ‘Because that side was full of holes too. You could practically strain spaghetti through it.’ 
   
 Olivia chuckled. ‘I think your attack would have been a lot better. But I guess we’ll never find out the truth now. She wormed her way out.’ 
   
 Holly looked at Olivia, and something sparked, a risky plan forming in her mind. Its inspiration came from watching Olivia fighting Liza for what was right. The woman always made Holly want to be her best, now more than ever. ‘Maybe we don’t have to give up on the truth?’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘I mean, Liza’s gonna try to get out of our contracts and we’re gonna fight it. But whatever happens, we’ve probably got a little bit of time.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean? Time for what?’ Olivia asked with trepidation and delight. 
   
 So Holly told her.  
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

 







Twenty-Five

   
   
 Olivia was ready for trouble.  
   
 Until recently, she’d been too tired and sad to find the energy to fight the tide. But she was stronger now. And she wasn’t alone. She’d never felt tougher in her life than she did at this moment.  
   
 She still had doubts, anxieties, of course she did, she was only human. But that little voice that told her to step back and let it all roll over her, let her boss have her way, let her ex have his way, even let Holly go? That hateful voice felt much smaller. Olivia felt fully able to tell it to fuck off. She was taking that strength into what came next. 
   
 Olivia had gotten a call yesterday afternoon from Hailey to let her know she’d sat down with Liza and the HR rep, Ed, a nervous guy with a large purple vein in his neck that looked ready to burst at any moment. Liza wanted to sack the pair of them at the first possible opportunity and was going to suspend them at a bare minimum that day. Hailey said she could do that, but Liza and the entire corporation would be sued very publicly and with immediate effect. Hailey had then told Liza that furthermore, she’d been on the phone with her lawyers who were looking over both contracts (Hailey had sort of unofficially adopted Holly because her agent was as much use as a chocolate dildo) and that those lawyers were already salivating on several points. They were ready to pull the trigger on a lawsuit that day. They were talking settling in the millions.  
   
 Liza had apparently laughed, though Hailey swore she’d seen a bead of sweat drip down her temple as she did so. Ed had quickly asked for a minute alone with Liza. And it was a true minute, sixty seconds or less before Hailey was asked back into the office where Ed did the talking, telling her no one was getting suspended or sacked today and everyone needed to chill, as Hailey put it. Liza was silent the rest of the meeting, very much on the leash.  
   
 ‘That sounds like a better result than I could have hoped for. Thank you, Hailey,’ Olivia had said. 
   
 ‘Well, it’s not the end of it, but I think I’ve bought some time.’ 
   
 Olivia had to ask. ‘Did you really have lawyers on standby?’ 
   
 ‘My cousin Erin is a legal secretary, and she’s in my speed dial if that counts?’ 
   
 Olivia chuckled. 
   
 ‘Look, if it comes to that, it comes to that,’ Hailey assured her. ‘But I’m not racking up legal fees yet when threats are free. For now, just keep your head down and do what you do.’ 
   
 Olivia paused. ‘What if I didn’t do that? Keep my head down, I mean.’ 
   
 Hailey took a deep breath. ‘Oh, Christ.’ 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t expect you to win here. Just do your best. And I’m gonna do mine.’ 
   
 Hailey’s tone sounded like it had a smile in it. ‘You sound different these days; do you know that?’ 
   
 ‘Do I?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. You and Holly worked it out, am I right?’ 
   
 Olivia felt silly and happy. ‘Well…’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, I’m right. Well, you do what you must, and we’ll figure it out, mate. You’ll be alright, whatever happens. You’re a real talent.’ 
   
 That was the only assurance Olivia needed. Hailey had been her champion and one of the few people she was truly accountable to. She had to know she had her backing. 
   
 Now Olivia was sat on that old red sofa, next to Holly, Liza seething somewhere off set. Everyone’s weapons were holstered. Though not for long. 
   
 ‘And five, four, …’ 
   
 Olivia looked to Holly and smiled, a touch nervously. Holly smiled back, and Olivia was fortified once more. ‘You ready?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Oh yes,’ Holly said back, confidently.  
   
 ‘…two, one.’ 
   
 ‘Good morning and welcome to Breakfast with me, Olivia Ross, and Holly Reynolds,’ Olivia began. ‘Today, an earthquake in the southeast is measured at a one on the Richter Scale, surprising seismologists.’ That was nothing news, no one had even felt it. But it was a slow news day because the next item up was even duller. ‘And in sports, a league two team is on the verge of promotion. But can you guess which one?’ People would not have to guess because that news was a day old. ‘And lastly, we’ll be talking to an Instagram influencer with an unusual success story.’ That sounded like the driest item of all. But Olivia and Holly were going to make sure it wasn’t. 






Twenty-Six

   
   
 Holly smiled a greeting at Brianna Brooks, Instagram influencer and business mogul. ‘Brianna, good morning.’ 
   
 ‘Hi, Holly,’ Brianna purred, beaming.  
   
 ‘Welcome to the show.’ 
   
 ‘Very pleased to be here,’ Brianna said. Holly didn’t doubt it was true. It was worth a lot in advertising to get on the show. Though her brand was a money printing machine, these people always wanted more.  
   
 ‘So you’re an Instagram star with a follower count of thirty million, is that right?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘And counting, Holly,’ Brianna said smugly. Holly couldn’t wait to wipe the smile off her face. 
   
 ‘So, tell us about your account, how did you get started?’ 
   
 ‘Well…’ Brianna explained how she’d started taking photographs of herself after a breakup. ‘I wanted people to see something real on Insta, not just the usual curated images. I was a real person with a real heartbreak.’ She explained the whole story, how she’d snapped herself looking sad, makeup running, that kind of thing. This apparently chimed with a lot of young women, and before she knew it, she was a ‘star.’ Her words.  
   
 ‘So, you’d say your personal brand is about realism?’ Holly prompted. 
   
 ‘Absolutely. I mean, respect to Kylie and the rest of them, but I don’t use filters, and I don’t alter my images. It’s me. Raw. I think that’s what people respond to.’ 
   
 ‘Did they respond to your advertisement for weight loss tea, Fit Tea?’ Holly asked innocently. 
   
 Brianna turned up her smile to a brighter wattage. ‘Well, yes, I use that tea. So that’s something I can share.’ 
   
 Holly folded one leg over the other, casually. ‘You posted that you lost seven pounds over two weeks using this particular tea. But a source claims the loss was actually the result of serious dieting combined with round-the-clock sessions with a personal trainer,’ Holly pointed out. 
   
 The director, Jeff, spoke into Holly’s ear. ‘Hey, what is this? Pull it back. Now.’ Holly smiled, reached up to her ear and switched off the earpiece.  
   
 Brianna chuckled. ‘Well, I do have a regime. I never said the tea was the only thing I used.’ 
   
 Holly picked up a sheet of paper with a quote ripped directly from Brianna’s Instagram. ‘Guys! Fit Tea! I lost seven pounds in two weeks!!!’ Holly read, though doubtless with less enthusiasm than it was intended to convey. ‘I mean, I would argue pretty strongly that implies you lost weight through the tea and the tea alone.’ 
   
 ‘Well—’ 
   
 ‘How much did Fit Tea pay for the endorsement, by the way?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Brianna paused. ‘Only a standard fee.’ 
   
 ‘Which is?’ 
   
 ‘Thirty thousand for three posts. But I made no secret of that. I put in my posts we were working together.’ Brianna looked panicked now. ‘I said it. And frankly, I find it shaming to attack me on it! I’m still a size twelve, I’ll have you know. I wasn’t trying to make anyone skinny, just healthier.’ 
   
 Holly knew derailing when she heard it. ‘I’m not concerned with whether you’re pushing any kind of body agenda, though that’s something we could certainly talk about another time. I’m more concerned that you sold a lot of people the lie that this tea would shed pounds. People who look to you for guidance were told they could drop weight easily by buying this tea. Even when you knew that to be a lie.’ 
   
 Brianna gaped. ‘It’s not… I don’t think that’s…’ 
   
 Holly turned to Olivia. ‘I think you had some more questions?’ 
   
 Olivia tossed Holly a quick smile, with a twinkle in her eye that the cameras wouldn’t see. ‘Yes, I wanted to talk about that breakup you mentioned earlier?’ Olivia said, subtly reaching up behind her ear and switching off her earpiece. Holly didn’t need to be told why.  
   
 ‘What?’ Brianna asked aggressively.  
   
 ‘Well, you said you were being real after a breakup. But there’s heavy evidence to indicate you never actually had that breakup and have been in a relationship for the past five years.’ 
   
 Brianna’s eyes went wide. ‘I… No.’  
   
 ‘So that’s completely incorrect?’ Olivia asked, an eyebrow raised, her tone smooth. 
   
 ‘I mean, we… I… Me and Liam did split up around that time.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, you did?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. That day. The day I posted.’ 
   
 ‘And when did you get back together?’ 
   
 Brianna blinked. ‘Sometime later,’ she said slowly. 
   
 ‘Roughly how long?’ Olivia asked coolly. 
   
 Brianna sighed. ‘The day after,’ she admitted.  
   
 ‘But you continued to post about being heartbroken for several months, is that correct?’ 
   
 Brianna sat with a tight jaw, clearly thinking that every time she opened her mouth, she got in more trouble. But it didn’t matter if she spoke. Holly had enough to say for both of them. She leaned forward. Olivia leaned back, and Holly was grateful she’d picked up the cue. ‘Look, Brianna, we don’t want to criticise you for having troubles in your relationship. Everyone does.’ She glanced to Olivia, who shot her a quick grin. The country was quite welcome to see the exchange. Holly didn’t care. ‘It’s the lying that’s the issue. Millions of girls look up to you. And your brand. Which is ‘realness’, an alternative to people who use filters and photo reshaping. But as you’ve admitted, your account is based on a lie in the first place. And you used the trust you developed off the back of that lie to exploit young woman who might be going through real struggles in their lives. While you profit. Can you not see how that’s unacceptable?’ 
   
 Brianna breathed out through her nostrils. ‘Fuck this,’ she said and stood up, walking off.  
   
 Holly was pretty sure the delay would catch that swearword at the end and bleep it out. Though she didn’t mightily care either way. But she had to apologise anyway. If only for the syllable. ‘If anyone heard that profanity, we apologise. Now, let’s get some sports news with Jane Sacks. Jane?’ 
   
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Liza was practically being held back in her chair by the HR rep, Ed. ‘Liza,’ he warned, ‘You need to calm down.’ Her face was a purple that matched Ed’s neck vein perfectly.  
   
 Holly and Olivia were on the other side of her desk, two naughty schoolgirls up in front of the head. Only they weren’t. Holly was determined not to feel that way. She wasn’t a girl, nor was she naughty.  
   
 She didn’t feel that what she’d done today was wrong. She’d exposed a leech, her and Olivia doing their own detective work to investigate Brianna last night. They couldn’t ask any show researchers, lest Liza twig too soon. But they didn’t need them anyway. They’d both worked in newsgathering and research. Just because they sat on a sofa and had the news handed to them now, didn’t mean any of their skills had atrophied. It hadn’t been hard to dig up the dirt. A couple of calls to a few sources close to the influencer and it all came flooding out. Because Brianna, in her real life, was not a well-liked person, people couldn’t wait to spill the weight loss tea. 
   
 But now came the price. Holly and Olivia knew they’d have to pay it. They were prepared to. They would attend every meeting they had to with Liza and Ed until something snapped, one way or the other. Until that moment, they were going to do their jobs properly. No one would be allowed to lie with impunity anymore, not while Holly and Olivia were on the show. Maybe they would be sacked today, or in a week, or a month. But they were going down fighting.  
   
 ‘You were given strict instructions to simply treat this as a puff piece. It was supposed to be fucking heart-warming! Instead, you two turned it into nasty gotcha journalism,’ Liza snapped. 
   
 Olivia leaned back in her chair and laced her fingers together. ‘Liza, her lies were an open secret. To ignore easily googleable facts, to pretend we don’t know them is irresponsible journalism. When someone sits on our sofa, we lend them legitimacy. If we let them say a lie and we sit back and smile and nod, when we know full well it’s a lie, we make the lie the truth. I can’t do that anymore.’ 
   
 Liza rolled her eyes and seemed to decide Olivia was a lost cause. She looked over at Holly. ‘And what about you?’ 
   
 Holly half smiled. ‘What about me?’ 
   
 ‘You were a big part of that shit show today. Did she coerce you into going along with this? Because I know you two are in a sexual relationship.’  
  
 Holly was so astonished that she burst out laughing. ‘No one coerced me into anything,’ she said, once she’d gotten her amusement under control. ‘I’ve watched this show for decades, since I was a child. And it was at its best when Olivia was allowed to do what she did just now.’ 
   
 ‘What we did,’ Olivia said, giving Holly a gentle nudge. Holly didn’t allow herself to enjoy it, though it did make her stomach turn over with happy nerves. 
   
  ‘I only did today what, as far as I’m concerned, I was hired to do,’ Holly added. 
   
 ‘Jesus Christ, I just wanted a pretty face for the sofa. Look at what I ended up with. I told you when I hired you I didn’t want a Piers Morgan.’ 
   
 Holly was riled by that, but she took a moment to collect herself before she responded. ‘Liza, I may well have a pretty face, but it was your mistake to decide that’s all I was. I’m not responsible for that error,’ Holly said calmly. ‘And to answer your other point, there’s a big difference between courting controversy and responsible journalism.’ 
   
 ‘Not in my eyes!’ Liza screamed. 
   
 The entire room went quiet for a moment while Liza considered what she’d said. When she couldn’t bear the silence a moment longer, she turned to Ed again. ‘So are you going to let me sack these two or what?’ 
   
 Ed chewed the inside of his mouth worriedly. ‘Look, technically, though she deviated from your instructions, she didn’t commit, as you claim, professional misconduct. What she did fell within codes of conduct for factual.’ 
   
 Liza was beside herself. ‘Well, they just admitted they’re at it! What about that?’  
   
 ‘Yes, they came to see me an hour ago and declared that,’ the man nervously told her. 
   
 ‘We filled out all the paperwork after we realised the relationship was serious,’ Holly told her. 
   
 Olivia brazenly reached out and held Holly’s hand, giving it a sweet, gentle squeeze. ‘We’re on the record. We won’t be shamed for being together. And we don’t appreciate your attempts to do so.’ 
   
 Liza blinked. ‘I haven’t shamed anyone.’ 
   
 ‘You told us you didn’t want your presenters, ‘Banging in the dressing room,’ I believe was how you put it,’ Olivia reminded her. 
   
 ‘Well, you lied about it,’ Liza screamed, excited to gain some upper ground. ‘I asked you whether it was true after that article came out, and you told me point blank you weren’t together.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, we didn’t lie,’ Olivia told her. ‘At the time you asked us about the status of our relationship, we had broken up.’ 
   
 Ed nodded. ‘Yes, that’s on record. They dated for two weeks, broke up after that, and resumed the relationship yesterday. There’s no misconduct there.’ 
   
 Liza grabbed hold of her own hair in a rage. ‘Am I going mad or did you just rake Brianna over the coals for lying about this exact thing? Dodgy time lines and semantics?!’ 
   
 ‘The difference was, when you asked, you didn’t press for details. You made it pretty clear you didn’t want to know the truth. At least then. And we didn’t try to sell anything on the back of our relationship,’ Olivia said. 
   
 ‘But you did,’ Holly pointed out.  
   
 Liza looked at Holly with a glint of fear in her eyes.  
   
 Olivia picked up the point quickly. ‘That’s right. You told me in this very office I was sacked. And then you came to my house days later, uninvited, to beg me to come back, sign a fresh contract, because as you told me in no uncertain terms, the ratings had exploded and you believed that was because people liked the sexual frisson. People were tuning in because the news of the relationship had broken, and you wanted to capitalise on it. Right?’ 
   
 Liza’s mouth fell open. 
   
 Ed, looking even more sweaty than usual, his neck vein straining, turned to Liza. ‘Is that true? Did you tell Olivia you wanted to exploit their sexual relationship to raise the viewership?’ 
   
 Liza looked at Ed with genuine terror in her eyes, and Holly thought to herself, Well, there’s a real
Gotcha. 






Twenty-Seven

   
   
 The next few weeks were oddly quiet. 
   
 The show was good. Not quite at the level of the Brianna/Laura Banton week of barnstormers, but plenty of good content wedged inside the fluff. Good interviews with difficult questions asked of public figures. Olivia felt invigorated and happy. The show was back. 
   
 But Liza wasn’t there.  
   
 The show rallied without her. She wasn’t the kind of presence without whom the show couldn’t go on. Things were smoother, if anything. There were plenty of junior producers to keep the ship afloat.  
   
 Olivia loved the lack of drama. And working beside Holly was a dream. She couldn’t remember ever feeling like she was truly part of a team before. Everyone she’d worked with; she’d simply worked with them. It was different with Holly. They were attuned. They knew how to read each other. That was even truer off hours.  
   
 But Olivia worried about Liza’s return.  
   
 The official line was she’d been given emergency leave because of stress. Olivia thought Liza probably was rather stressed, but she didn’t buy it as the reason Liza was suddenly not at work. Every mistake she’d made in the last few months had come back to bite her in the arse in that last meeting. Olivia didn’t know what that meant long term, though. 
   
 And then, during a Friday staff meeting, answers were given. Karen, head of factual, waltzed in in the middle of a junior producer’s attempt to sell everyone on a segment about competitive dog dyeing. He was holding up his iPad to show everyone a snap of a tie-dyed bichon frise, explaining to a somewhat sceptical room that it was a modern art form. He stopped mid-sentence when she saw Karen. Olivia swapped a look with Holly.  
   
 ‘Hi, everyone, sorry to bust in on your meeting,’ Karen said to the room, giving a targeted nod to Olivia and Holly. ‘I thought this might be a good opportunity to have a chat with you all about a few changes.’ 
   
 Olivia was truly uncertain about what Karen was about to announce, and her stomach suddenly felt sick. As though Karen might say, ‘We’re sacking Olivia,’ and then personally drag her out by the scruff of the neck, tossing her out on the pavement. But of course, she didn’t do anything of the sort. Instead, she said, ‘So, firstly, I’m sorry to announce that Liza will be leaving the show.’ 
   
 A murmur of shock went through the room. Olivia and Holly didn’t need to verbalise it. They had a brief, silent conversation with their eyes that expressed their mutual relief. Liza. Gone. And with it, her mandate for shitty news.  
   
 But who would replace her? Because Liza had been trouble, but she was the devil Olivia knew. What if they ended up with someone worse? 
   
 ‘I’m sure we’ll all miss her. But she has decided to step back from the business for a while, before taking a less pressured role, segment producing radio news,’ Karen continued. 
   
 The junior producer who’d been going on about purple dogs let out a small snort. Karen shot him a look. He stopped laughing.  
   
 ‘So, without wishing to jump on Liza’s grave, I’d like you to meet her replacement.’ She stood and went out of the room, coming back with a tall, skinny guy in his forties wearing a band T-shirt. ‘Hi everyone, I’m Jimmy Hines. I’ve come from teatime news. Matter of fact, I’ve worked a lot with Holly.’ He gave her a little wave. So Holly had the scoop? Olivia turned and raised her eyebrows. Holly smiled, but only with her eyes, quite a skill. Relief washed over Olivia. Holly thought he was alright.  
   
 ‘Obviously, I need to get up to speed. But for today, myself and Karen are going to sit in quietly, so… as you were.’ 
   
 The meeting slowly resumed, though with a tension. The presence of the new boss and the big boss was intimidating people a bit. But Olivia was optimistic.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The meeting was done, and people were clearing out. But as Olivia and Holly got up, Jimmy Hines leapt on them. ‘Guys, can I just grab you a sec?’ 
   
 Olivia sat back down with Holly as the room finished clearing. Jimmy grabbed a chair across from them, Karen standing behind him like some kind of bodyguard. Olivia assumed she was simply lending her weight to him. It was pretty effective.  
   
 ‘Right, so, I know from what I’ve heard that things have been rather chaotic around here,’ Jimmy said to the pair of them.  
   
 ‘You’re not wrong,’ Olivia said as neutrally as she could. She was still sussing Jimmy out. She wasn’t about to start gabbing about her now-former boss before she knew precisely who the new one was. She turned to Karen. ‘You sacked her, yes?’ 
   
 ‘I moved her.’ 
   
 ‘Movement is usually up,’ Holly noted. ‘This wasn’t even sideways. It was a distinct drop.’ 
   
 Karen nodded. ‘We had to consider how much trouble she’s been lately.’ 
   
 ‘She’s been trouble?’ Olivia asked. ‘I thought I was the rebel here.’ 
   
 ‘You’ve been on this show seven years, and I’ve never had calls about you until she arrived.’ 
   
 ‘But she must have gotten permission from you to sack me?’ Olivia said. She was tired of treading around this stuff. Karen had been a part of her screwing, and she was going to own up to it. It was the new regime—painful truth. No one was exempt.  
   
 Karen paused. ‘I gave the green light to that, yes. She promised to revitalise things, and her first step was fresh talent.’ 
   
 ‘Cheap talent,’ Holly noted. Olivia turned to her. ‘I’d prefer the word ‘Bargain.’ Holly smiled. Olivia loved to see it. That was one thing the general public got exactly right about her. She had a sexy smile. 
   
 ‘Look, it’s been a shit show,’ Karen said honestly. ‘I hold my hands up. But Jimmy here is a safe pair of hands. I think we can all look forward to a much more harmonious situation now.’ 
   
 ‘That’s right,’ Jimmy added, taking his cue. ‘I’m here to support your style. This is a winning team, after all.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ Olivia asked. ‘Aren’t we a flash in the pan? I thought the ratings were in the toilet now.’ 
   
 Jimmy looked shocked. ‘What? Not at all. We’ve had great numbers recently. I sat in on a focus group this morning to find out why and people are saying the show is, well, the common phrase was, ‘Good again.’ That it got dull and now it’s worth watching again.’ 
   
 Olivia and Holly swapped a look. ‘So it’s not about…’ Olivia began. 
   
 ‘Yeah, it’s not because…’ Holly asked.  
   
 Jimmy gave a dismissive hand wave. ‘Yes, we got a spike when the news of your relationship came out. But it’s not why people stayed. Personal stuff aside, you’re a great on-screen duo, and that’s what I want to focus on. My remit is not chasing spikes and trying to tell people what they want. We’re just gonna make the show good. Which is to say, make it exactly what it was. What Olivia brought to it before, restored. With a co-host who can match her. So maybe even better, as a matter of fact.’ 
   
 Olivia couldn’t react. It was like a sweet dream. That came directly after a nightmare. The show, back as it was. But even better. Because she had her ‘match’ with her, a good word for it. Another way to put it was that Holly was the love of her life. 
   
 ‘But of course, I can only do this with your support. Will you both stay on and help me to do this?’ Jimmy asked. 
   
 Olivia never intended to leave. But it was nice of Jimmy to pretend he needed to ask. Olivia squeezed Holly’s hand under the table. Holly squeezed back and said, ‘Well, I can’t speak for Olivia—’ 
   
 ‘Yes, she can,’ Olivia said with a grin.  
   
 Jimmy and Karen chuckled. 
   
 Holly grinned at her before turning back to the bosses. ‘Well, then, on behalf of myself and Olivia… Let’s do this.’ 
   
 When Olivia thought back to how her life had been a few months ago, nothing looked the same. Because Holly had come and shown her what she wanted from her life, reminded her who she was, given her a roadmap for what the future could be. Even though they were in a meeting and had to keep it appropriate, Olivia wanted Holly to know she’d never been this happy in her life and she tried to tell her that with one look. She didn’t know if Holly could see all that in her eyes, but when she returned her smile, Olivia had a funny feeling that somehow, she did.  
   






Twenty-Eight

   
   
   

One Year Later

   
   
 ‘So what you’re saying is, you lied,’ Olivia said flatly. 
   
 ‘We didn’t lie. Our office didn’t have the correct information at that time,’ the junior minister said. He was here to talk about the ‘Mile for Mile’ scheme, which was going even worse than predicted. Laura Banton wouldn’t come on. But it didn’t matter. This little bugger sweating all over the place and stuttering in fear while Olivia tore him a new arsehole over fudged numbers was just as good.  
   
 ‘We got early estimates that seemed promising,’ the junior minister said.  
   
 Holly watched as Olivia took the thumbscrews to him. ‘But can you explain then, why you released unconfirmed numbers? You told us hundreds of thousands of people had taken up this scheme to buy a new car from British manufactures over three months. And it was actually in the tens. And when it was further investigated, it was discovered those sales were going to happen with or without the scheme. You simply gave people who could already afford a car some free money.’ 
   
 The junior minister swallowed. ‘Well, Laura, I mean, the Chancellor, feels the scheme is just getting started.’ 
   
 Holly felt a small foot tap from Olivia and went in. ‘Laura Banton feels that way?’ she asked. ‘So why did she refuse to come on to talk to us directly?’ 
   
 The minister’s eye twitched. ‘She’s very busy.’ 
   
 ‘She’s too busy to tell us directly why she gave away taxpayers money for no reason whatsoever? Because it seems to me maybe that was the whole point.’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ the minister asked. 
   
 ‘Laura Banton knows who her voters are,’ Holly said firmly. ‘And it’s been suggested by many opposition MPs that the people who took up the scheme happened to be in her demographic. Worse, they received those benefits while Laura kept the minimum wage under inflation levels for people who are not her demo?’ 
   
 The junior minister laughed. ‘Now, well, no, that’s a very cynical viewpoint.’ 
   
 ‘One that’s backed by the figures,’ Olivia said, tagging back in.  
   
 The minister looked back and forth between Holly and Olivia. ‘I don’t think it’s very fair to attack me like this without giving me a chance to answer the questions properly.’ 
   
 ‘Then please, minister, the floor is yours,’ Olivia said. ‘Feel free to explain your position.’ 
   
 The minister opened and closed his mouth a few times before saying, ‘We-we-well….’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘We-we-well,’ Olivia said, doing a bang-on impression of the junior minister’s sad little closing speech. ‘I think… time will tell.’ 
   
 Holly, lying in bed next to Olivia, snorted a laugh, trying not to drop her red wine on the sheets. ‘I can’t believe they thought sending him was better than Laura. At least Laura can generate bullshit on the spot.’ 
   
 Olivia sighed. ‘God almighty, I don’t enjoy making someone look stupid. But you can only do so much to save a person from themselves.’ 
   
 ‘Speaking of which…’  Holly said hesitantly. ‘My brother is taking my house.’ 
   
 Olivia looked thrilled. ‘I’m glad he’s finally done it. He couldn’t go on forever like that, bouncing back and forth between a jealous boyfriend and your place. What finally did it?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, well, he said it was us,’ Holly said with a nervous laugh. 
   
 ‘Us?’ 
   
 ‘Being around you and me. He said the way we are, that’s what he wants. And he’s not going to have it if he stays with Daniel.’ 
   
 Olivia’s eyes shone. ‘God, that’s so… I don’t even know how to respond to that.’ 
   
 Holly knew what she meant. But she had something else that had to be talked about, and Oscar’s move had put a ticking clock on it. ‘But this means that what we talked about is going to need to happen now,’ Holly told Olivia. 
   
 Olivia laughed. ‘You’re saying this like I won’t be pleased. I can’t wait for you to move in. I keep saying that.’ 
   
 Holly frowned. ‘I don’t know why I was worried to bring that up.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe because you’re the one that’s not sure about it?’ 
   
 Holly thought about it. ‘Sometimes I hate how perceptive you are.’ 
   
  Olivia shrugged and smiled. ‘Hard to get off the clock.’ 
   
 ‘Is that… do you mind that I might be a bit scared?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘I’m scared too,’ Olivia admitted. ‘But I’m happier than I am scared, so I’m dealing with it.’ 
   
 ‘I’m happy too. But… remember the other thing we talked about?’ 
   
 Olivia thought. ‘Doing that interview about our relationship with the cover spread? Because I thought we agreed—’ 
   
 ‘God, no. Not that. The other thing. The thing I thought should be sorted before I live with you?’ 
   
 Olivia tutted at herself. ‘Ah, yes,’ she reached over to her bedside table and opened a drawer, pulling out a large manila envelope. ‘There it is. Came today.’ 
   
 Holly didn’t want to celebrate Olivia’s receipt of her decree absolute. It wasn’t happy news, so much as the end of bad news. The assets had officially been divided. Olivia had provided the courts with proof of his serial infidelity. Because after everything, Olivia was a lot less bothered about spilling the beans on his disloyalty. Tom had been awarded only what he came into the relationship with—a chest of drawers and a lawnmower. He’d tried to get back into the nature industry, but no one would have him now. Tom was doing school photography these days. They’d found out from gossip rags who didn’t want to let the story die just yet. 
   
 ‘You know this might reignite the story?’ Holly pointed out, looking over the papers. ‘We’ll probably get door stepped tomorrow morning, photos of you and me on the front page with the headline, ‘Olivia Reynolds steps out with new love as she finalises divorce.’ Or something equally vacuous. I mean, I don’t really care anymore. I’ve got an RTS award now. They can’t take that from me. But are you sure you don’t…?’ 
   
  ‘Tomorrow’s chip paper,’ Olivia said easily. 
   
 Holly told her exactly why that expression was obsolete. Olivia rolled her eyes lovingly at Holly’s pedantry. ‘Fine, then. Yesterday’s clickbait? People can think what they want. I don’t have time to care. I’ve got things to do.’ 
   
 Those things included turning the breakfast show into an award-winning ratings demon, though she was quick to give Holly equal credit. Holly couldn’t believe just how much she’d landed her on feet. Once upon a time, she’d put Olivia on a pedestal as the woman she wanted to emulate. In some ways, she still did. But mostly, Olivia was now the woman she loved madly. Holly thought less and less about toasters through windows because they’d had more than one row now and that was OK. Their passion was healthy and real. Holly hoped it wouldn’t change when they were cohabiting. ‘You don’t think we might encounter, I don’t know, new problems? When we’re together all the time, I mean.’ 
   
 Olivia laughed at her. ‘Holly, for the love of God, we’re together every other hour of the day. It’s already happened. This just makes it official.’ 
   
 Holly felt silly to realise the truth in that. ‘Not sure how I missed that.’ 
   
 ‘You’re looking for problems. Are you sure… are you sure this is what you actually want to do?’ Olivia asked. 
   
 Holly put down her wine quickly and took Olivia’s hand. ‘No, Olivia, please, don’t let me talk myself out of this. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. That’s the only thing that scares me. Messing that up.’ 
   
 ‘You’re not gonna mess it up,’ Olivia assured her. 
   
 ‘How do you know that?’ Holly felt compelled to ask. She’d been trained to ask difficult questions, and she couldn’t stop it any more than Olivia could. 
   
 ‘Haven’t you heard the breaking news? We’re too good together,’ Olivia said and kissed Holly. Holly decided that maybe it was OK to believe it, believe in them. The toaster could stay in the kitchen. She and Olivia would stay in the bedroom and make their own heat. 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




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