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Prologue
Alison stands frozen in her living room as the scene unravels. She can’t sit down for this. Knowing what was coming, she’d turned off her phone, pulled all the blinds and locked her doors. Is it paranoia to think the whole city is watching her or is it reality? The blinds and locks are farcical; there will never be enough privacy, never again.
She watches herself, sliding one long elegant hand down her husband’s chest. Her gaze catches on her fingernails, perfectly shaped but a dark glossy maroon she’d never wear. Her husband’s suit is tailored and expensive; it looks just right. She certainly hadn’t picked out that tie though, hanging slack around his neck as though he’d pulled it loose as he walked in the door, a public man coming home to himself. To her.
She listens to herself, her speech low and graceful, the way her carefully modulated tone barely even hitches over the bright red smear as she slips those glossy nails up to straighten his collar. The subtlety is exquisite. There is a pause in the action, a refocusing, the slow sway of her hips as she turns to climb the stairs alone. No accusation, not even a hint she’d noticed. His shoulders slump, not at the reprieve, but at his wife’s absolute lack of mistrust. Or is it backbone? It hasn’t been made clear yet.
She scrunches her eyes closed and when she opens them it’s on the same man. The stranger. Her husband. Slipping inside his mind now, everyone can see him. In the backseat of a luxury car, his hungrily focused gaze turning wild with ecstasy, losing himself between the parted thighs of a voluptuous blonde, with an urgency to be inside her that Alison has long forgotten.
The contrast between them is crystal clear. Alison is all cold elegance and refined restraint. The woman - Estella Grant, wife of a violent gangster - despite being dangerously alluring, looks deliciously warm: all forbidden curves and welcoming cries as she pulls Alison’s husband in deep. Even Alison is enamoured by the hungry tilt of her throat. She seems ravenous. Alison, by comparison, is as brittle as bones.
Her fist moves before she even knows she’s doing it. The arc of her arm belies her pedigree; should a society wife really be able to throw a punch like that? The full wineglass in her clenched fingers lets fly. It smashes into the television screen, shattering the image of the entwined couple like a bullet, merlot dripping across the carpet as blood. The remote is nowhere in sight so Alison rips the plug out of the wall, sinks to her knees and - mindful of the waiting neighbours - swallows her endless screams.



Chapter One
Six Months Later
Hope shivered as her feet hit the narrow track down the embankment. Sliding against the wet leaves underfoot, her boots found last minute purchase in the soft mud as she skidded out onto the main track around the lake. Hit it at the wrong time of the week and in the wrong weather and the lake path would be clogged with tourists. Arrive, like Hope had, on a dreary Wednesday afternoon in late autumn, and it was perfect. She knew that if she saw a single soul at all, it would be another local, who’d nod a pleasant hello before they’d both go on to enjoy the solitude. Right now, she could see no one but little brown wood ducks.
Shrugging her shoulders against the frigid breeze she set off at a fast pace, dying to blow out the cobwebs. The lake walk was a sacred ritual after a bad day. Not that today had been truly bad, just the midway frustrating kind of work day that hit her the wrong way sometimes. Because why on earth did people think that they could just- nope. She stopped herself before she got caught in her own spiralling thoughts. Instead she remembered why she was here - the quiet peace of the lake - and how intensely lucky she was to live here at all. 
Gold Hill was her dream come true. She’d known it the second she’d arrived, packed and ready to move in, sight unseen. The tiny town clung around the edges of a small valley in rural Victoria, the houses gleaming like seashells amongst the dark trees. The main street was a collection of Gold Rush architecture, all narrow stone shopfronts, now servicing the many hundreds of tourists who rushed in from Melbourne on weekends. On weekdays though, it was a quiet country town. To Hope it was the best of both worlds: the peace and beauty of the countryside, and the good coffee and wine bars of the city. Her favourite part of all though, was the lake.
It was small, as far as lakes went; you could walk around the whole thing in under an hour. The track wound slowly up and down the side of the embankment and close to the water’s edge, through gentle forest and a small field filled with plump white geese. There was a collection of luxury holiday homes along the western corner and a small coffee shop that opened on weekends, but otherwise nothing except the water and the whisper of the trees. 
As she walked she began to warm inside her jacket, though her cheeks still stung with the bite of sharp moisture in the wind. It wasn’t quite rain, but it wasn’t not rain; a particularly Victorian weather speciality she’d found. It had been just over two years since she’d moved down from Sydney and the shock of going from the relatively mild temperatures to Gold Hill was still fading from her bones. She grinned to herself. It was probably eleven degrees out and it wasn’t even winter yet. If she could tell the girl she was three years ago that she’d be revelling in the cold and excitedly anticipating the real chill to sink in, the Hope who’d been reclining on a beach every weekend would have kicked sand in her face.
She sobered slightly, as she remembered that year, as reason upon reason to move away had stacked up until she’d all but fled. If bikini-clad Hope had known what was coming, she’d have thrown herself on a plane months earlier.
Rounding the corner she found herself jerked from her downward spiral by two strangers in her sight. It wasn’t unknown for tourists to visit mid-week, and it wasn’t like Hope knew everyone in town; Gold Hill wasn’t quite that small. But these two - standing facing each other on the small jetty out over the lake - were out-of-towners for sure. For starters, the man wore a sharply-fitted business suit despite the cold and muddy ground underfoot. The woman was more appropriately dressed, in a long navy wool coat and dark green wellington boots over black leggings. As Hope grew closer she recognised the gleaming label on the boots. Practical enough but thoroughly overpriced. These were boots made for women off viewing thoroughbred horses or purchasing vast country real estate, and preferably being photographed while doing it. Definitely a tourist, then. Besides, Hope would absolutely know if she’d seen this woman before.
She was stunning. Even fifteen feet away Hope could see it. Her dark brown hair was gleaming and luxurious despite the sleek bun holding it back against the breeze. There was an elegance to the lines of her body, even wrapped up tight the way she was against the cold. She held herself like a ballerina, upright and taut. Her skin glowed pale in the damp air, her chin held high. As Hope drew nearer she caught the words on the breeze, as clear as if she stood between them.
“Come on, Alison,” the man said, his tone firm, broaching no argument. “It’s all public knowledge by now anyway. You may as well profit from it.”
“How did you find me?” The woman’s voice was sharp and haughty. “Who sent you here?”
“That’s hardly relevant. What matters is that I’m here-”
“Yes. And threatening me.”
Hope froze still. She was barely ten feet from where the jetty met the shore. The couple were staring at each other so intently that neither seemed to have registered her presence. The words threatening me seemed to hang in the air and only now could she hear the undertone of panic in the woman’s voice atop the rigidity in her posture.
“Oh, come on, let’s not be dramatic now.” The man shifted the bulk of his hefty build minutely closer, proving the woman’s accusation while refuting her words. Hope made the decision in a heartbeat. 
“Alison!” Her voice was effusive as she stepped up onto the jetty and moved towards the couple. Both heads snapped towards her, two sets of eyes zeroing in on her intrusion. “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she breezed, crossing the length of the battered wooden boards over the water to reach the pair. Meeting the woman’s startled eyes - cool, grey, stony - she lightly grasped her shoulder and leaned up to press a friendly kiss to her icy cheek. “I thought we were meeting at the cafe until I remembered it was closed.”
The woman, Alison, flinched slightly at her touch but as she drew back she didn’t hesitate.
“I got waylaid,” she said smoothly, shooting a sharp look at the man looming behind Hope. Hope turned, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear - so small, so blonde, not a threat - and smiled warmly.
“Nice to meet you,” she said, her tone careless and light. The man had lost his glower. His mouth smiled back, with a hint of teeth, and Hope could see the flare of irritation in his eyes as he examined her. It felt like being watched by a dog on a chain, deciding whether or not to lunge. The hair on the back of her neck went up. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said with exaggerated politeness, “but if we’re going to get our walk in, we’d better get going before the rain kicks in. My husband said if the weather turns bad he’ll watch our progress and pick us up.” She held up her mobile phone with a little smile. Man, protector, tracking us.
“I must be going then,” Alison said to the looming man immediately. He stepped back, the message clear. He was letting them go, but he wasn’t happy about it. 
“I’ll be in touch,” he said with chilling blandness. Alison slipped her arm through Hope’s, steering them both firmly down the jetty.
“That won’t be necessary,” Alison said. 
“Bye!” Hope gave a friendly little wave over their shoulder, not liking the feel of the hulking presence behind their backs. She could feel the tension radiating off the other woman’s body as they set off on the lake path. She fought the urge to march away at top speed, feeling quite sure that if they appeared to be running, the man on the jetty would pursue them. Instead she forced herself to keep a casual pace, Alison’s arm in hers like they were close friends, all but holding the other woman back from fleeing. “What a gorgeous day for a walk together,” she said lightly, to break the tension of their absurd position. She hoped they looked like two chatting friends, rather than two stiff strangers as they walked on, pinned in the gaze from the jetty. 
A shaky breath escaped the woman at her side. 
“Quite,” she said tightly as they reached the open meadow, the geese huddled down in the grass against the weather. A second later, Alison tugged her arm loose without breaking her pace. “What on earth possessed you to do that?” she asked, turning her head to examine Hope. Her accent was Australian, but clipped enough to show an expensive education. 
Hope looked back at her new walking companion. She was startlingly beautiful up this close, somewhere in her forties, her eyes stormy and her full lips blanched from the cold, or the stress of whatever the fuck was happening right now. 
“You seemed scared,” Hope told her. “I’m not leaving a frightened woman alone with some creepy dude in the middle of a lake with no one else around.”
Alison breathed in sharply.
“That was rather stupid of you,” she said shortly. “You may have put yourself in the middle of a dangerous situation just now by intervening.”
“Did I?” Hope asked. “Or did I just look like a silly, completely unaware little blonde?” She shrugged one shoulder at Alison, batting her eyelashes to complete the picture. 
Alison narrowed her eyes as she seemed to take Hope in all over again.
“I think you probably pulled it off,” she said. It didn’t sound like a compliment. 
“Who was he?” Hope asked. She wasn’t remotely keen to be in any kind of danger, but she also didn’t want to leave this woman exposed, despite how prickly and closed off she appeared. Hope knew defensiveness when she saw it; underneath the sharpness was a crystal clear vulnerability.
“Who are you?” the woman snapped back. She looked faintly furious, like Hope had trespassed on her privacy rather than going out on a limb to help her. Hope stared back at her. She couldn’t repress the slight prickle at the back of her neck and turned to glance behind them. The man was gone, but just where he’d gone was unclear.
“I’m Hope,” she said simply. Alison appeared to choke slightly.
“Hope?” she repeated. Her eyes were a little wide, her jaw jutting out like Hope was fucking with her.
“Yes,” Hope said slowly, unsure why every word she said seemed to irritate this woman. “Hope. I live here?” Alison sucked in a breath at that, but she didn’t say a word. When Hope stole another glance sideways, she saw a telltale glassiness to the woman’s slate-coloured eyes. She looked away, letting Alison take a minute to cry or not cry, or whatever emotion it was she was struggling with.
“Where can I take you?” Hope asked after a couple more minutes went by, nothing but the crunch of their footsteps and the quiet lapping of the lake against the shore. 
“Take me?” Alison sounded flabbergasted. Any trace of tears had been forced away as she met Hope’s gaze, nothing but firmness in her expression. “I’ll be fine from here. Honestly, you can go now.” When Hope hesitated she stopped still. “Thank you,” Alison added begrudgingly. “I appreciate the… rescue.” She didn’t look especially thankful, dropping the word rescue like it was offensive. She looked haughty and resentful and, honestly, alarmingly hot. Feeling somewhat provoked, Hope couldn’t quite help herself.
“I never could resist a damsel in distress,” she said, meeting Alison’s frosty gaze head on. Alison’s gaze went sharper.
“I’m neither one of those things,” she said, her chin lifting defiantly. Hope’s stomach swooped slightly at the blaze in her eyes. “It’s quite clear you’re far more likely to fit into that category than I am, if wandering mindlessly into dangerous situations is something you make a habit of.”
“Mm,” Hope said noncommittally. “And yet here we are. Safely out of the grip of… whatever that was.”
Alison shook her head, her jaw set.
“You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She turned and walked on, darting an annoyed glare Hope’s way when she kept pace. “I’ve thanked you for your assistance.” Alison actively tried to dismiss her. “But please don’t follow me any further.”
“Follow you?” Hope’s jaw dropped. “I’m just trying to get you home safely.”
“That’s not happening!” Alison snapped. “What do you think you’re going to get out of this? A story? An interview? Is that what’s happening here? Are you a journalist?”
Hope frowned, entirely lost now. The woman before her was bristling with tension, her eyes accusing. “Oh come on,” Alison added sharply. “I’m not that naive. You just materialise out of nowhere, ready to whisk me away from a conversation with Jimmy Jenkins? Oh my god…” Her face blanched as she examined Hope more closely. “Are you with them? You said your husband was watching. Who the hell is your husband?”
“Alison,” Hope said slowly. She was starting to wonder if the woman was suffering some kind of psychiatric distress. She definitely sounded paranoid. “My name’s Hope. I live here in Gold Hill. I walk around this lake pretty much every other day. I don’t know you from a bar of soap, but I don’t enjoy seeing strange men frightening women in my town so I stopped to help. I’m not following you, and I’m not any kind of journalist and I don’t quite understand why you think I might be.” She tilted her head questioningly but Alison didn’t elaborate. “I also don’t have a husband,” she confessed. “I just wanted that guy to think we had backup so he’d leave us alone.” She took a breath. Alison didn’t look any less wary. “Can I… is there someone I can call for you? Someone you can trust?”
Alison stood still. She blinked a few times, like her vision was clearing. She looked at Hope again, as if this time she was actually seeing her. She swallowed, visibly.
“No,” she said softly. “I’m fine. Thank you. I’m almost home anyway.” With clear reluctance, she inclined her head toward the row of luxury homes up the embankment, facing out over the water. Hope nodded. She looked around them. There was no sign of the man in the suit.
“Are you worried he’ll be waiting for you?” Hope voiced her concern. Alison hesitated. She shook her head. “Can you… can you text me that you’re okay?” Hope asked. “I’ll give you my phone number?” Alison held still a moment longer. She shook her head again. Hope stifled a sigh, and nodded. It wasn’t her problem. This woman was an adult and she didn’t want Hope’s help. She watched as Alison took a slow deep breath.
“Thank you,” Alison said again. This time it actually sounded like she meant it. She raised her hand in farewell, and as Hope returned the gesture, she turned and headed up the slope. Hope watched her disappear behind the hedgerow without looking back. Then, her heart pounding slightly in her chest as she imagined the man in the suit waiting for her around the next bend, his watchful eyes filled with latent threat, she headed as fast as she could for the main road. For once, the solitude of the lake didn’t fill her with peace.



Chapter Two
Warm air and rowdy voices hit like a tidal wave as Harry pushed the pub door open.
“I don’t know why I let you talk me into this,” Alison kept her voice low, trying to force her shoulders down from around her ears. “I’ve got better wine at home.”
“Yes, my dear,” he agreed. “But you don’t have this.” He swept his arm out, encompassing the busy pub. It was a Friday night in Gold Hill and The Barrow was packed with people. Alison stuck close to Harry’s side, surveying the seething mass of humanity.
In one corner was a hen’s party - based on the tiaras, pink sashes and penis straws - and in the other, what looked like a work function: men in suits and no ties, women in pencil skirts, cheeks flushed with wine. The other tables were filled with couples and small groups, some dressed to the nines and others in jeans and flannels. The couches by the fire were draped with a group of attractive young people, laughing and bickering over some kind of board game as if they were at home in their very own living room. Gold Hill’s main pub was an eclectic mix; Alison already wanted to leave.
“Precisely my point,” she muttered as Harry forged ahead to the bar, leaving her to drag her heels after him, shrugging out of her coat in the close heat of the room.
“Darling!” Harry exclaimed at the bartender, a rugged, bearded white man who beamed at him, leaning across the bar to accept Harry’s effusive cheek kisses. “You saucy thing, how on earth did you end up here?”
“Must be fate.” The bartender batted his eyelashes. “That and the country boy I married.”
“Married!” Harry gasped. “Not monogamous, surely?”
“Afraid so.” The man grinned. “Wouldn’t you be?” He inclined his head towards the open kitchen where a muscular Mediterranean man barked orders at his staff, wiping sweat off his heavy brow. Harry mimed a faint, his hand to his thoroughly greying temple.
“How intensely prosaic of you,” he said. “You’re practically heterosexual. Speaking of stuffy-” he remembered her presence. “This is my friend, Alison. She’s horribly posh but extremely pretty so I’ve towed her out of the house hoping her glow will cast me in a better light. Is it working?”
“No one is that beautiful,” Alison butted in and both men laughed. “Lovely to meet you.” She reached her hand across the bar to shake. The bartender took hold of her fingers and tugged her close, leaning over to kiss her cheek. Alison’s face went hot. She was touched so rarely these days that the casual greeting felt almost unbearably intimate, his beard scratching against her skin.
“Josh,” the man introduced himself. “We’re fully booked tonight, I’m afraid, but I’ll boss some folks away to get you two a table.” They watched as he smiled with intense charm at a young couple sharing a small table near the fire and entirely ignoring each other for their phones. Whatever he said clearly took them by surprise, but they hopped up happily enough and walked in the direction he pointed, out the back toward the raucous beer garden. “Free tequila shots,” he explained as he quickly ushered Harry and Alison over, wiping the table. “Same here?”
“Yes please!” Harry said with enthusiasm as he hopped up onto the high stool with an agility that belied his age.
“Absolutely not,” Alison said simultaneously, sitting upright opposite him. “Just a glass of pinot noir, thank you.”
“We could have drank that at home,” Harry said disapprovingly, as Josh headed back to pour their drinks.
“Yes, we could,” Alison sighed. “Yet here we are.”
“Amongst the great unwashed?” he teased her, blue eyes twinkling.
“You know what I mean,” she replied. She thanked Josh as he placed an extremely generous pour of wine before her with a wink. “I hate being around this many people. It doesn’t feel remotely safe.”
“Darling girl.” Harry pulled her hand into his on top of the table like they were an old married couple. “They already know where you are,” he reminded her. “Your cover is shot, you told me that a fortnight ago.”
She had. She’d called him, panicked and crying after the confrontation at the lake, barely able to breathe. Gold Hill was supposed to be her safe haven, the one place she could hide. She’d been packing up, ready to leave, when Harry had arrived, all the way from Melbourne, and argued her into staying.
“Yes, but-”
“But nothing,” he said firmly. “You can’t run forever. They know you’re here and you’re still standing. Aren’t you?”
“When people find out-”
“People know,” he told her. “They already know. You’re not exactly easy to hide, my love, what with all this,” he gestured vaguely at her frequently photographed face, “and all the media.” She swallowed, trying not to panic, wondering if there were eyes on her even now, and he squeezed her hand. “We’re in a tiny little country town; there’s probably not a man or a dog who hasn’t heard the story by now and clearly, no one cares. It’s honestly rather self-indulgent of you to keep hiding out in your huge house like some kind of Frankenstein’s monster. Have you ever been tested for narcissism?”
Alison spluttered a laugh, just as he’d intended.
“It’s not like chlamydia,” she told him. “They can’t just swab your cheek for it.”
“It’s not your cheek they swab, darling. If they have then I think you’ve been doing it wrong.”
“Yes, actually, I know.”
Harry looked up, with chagrin. When it turned out your spouse of eighteen years wasn’t, in fact, monogamous like you’d been led to believe, all kinds of indignities followed. Like Alison’s first STI screen since her twenties. Thankfully negative, but her jaw still clenched as she recalled it, even almost five years after the fact. Harry held her gaze and for a minute it looked like he was about to say something sympathetic.
“Do you have those results with you? It’d make a hell of a pick-up line.”
“Harry, I swear to god-”
“Oh, come on! You could have your pick of all these rugged farmers, you lucky thing. Just swan up to any one of them and say whatever it is posh people say when they hit on people.” He lay his hand on her arm and gazed at her deeply. “I have buckets of money and my vagina speaks fluent French.”
“I’m leaving.”
“Only because you don’t want me to see that you’re laughing.”
“My vagina is speechless actually, right now.”
“That happens around me a lot.”
A short shriek rang out and Alison’s head snapped up. It was hard not to be hypervigilant in crowded places, despite Harry’s assurances, but she quickly ascertained that it was a shriek of merriment, from the collection of friends on the twin couches by the fireplace. The shriek had come from an attractive Indian woman in the middle of the pack, who was now arguing with the softly-padded, pale-skinned man across from her, her eyes sparkling as she made her loud point. The blonde white woman next to her threw back her head with laughter and Alison felt her own head go light.
It was Hope, the girl from the lake. Alison could see her in her memory: the warmth of her lips, shockingly unexpected against Alison’s cheek as she’d materialised out of nowhere; the easy way she’d extricated Alison from her unhappy encounter on the jetty; the confusion in her eyes at Alison’s behaviour and her steadfast insistence at wanting to see Alison safe.
Alison had been rude, she knew that, but in her defence, Hope, whoever she was, had behaved strangely, convincingly pretending to be her friend and inserting herself into a risky situation to protect a complete stranger. None of it made sense.
She watched Hope now, curious. At the lake she’d been distantly aware that the woman who’d come to her rescue was young and pretty and blonde, but now, without fear chasing her every thought, she could see that she was gorgeous. She was effortlessly casual, long tousled locks, a splash of red lip, and that’s all it took. Hope used her friend’s shoulder to push herself up and head to the bar and Alison tracked her movements. She wore a loose, creamy white t-shirt and a denim mini-skirt. With her skin now bared, Alison saw that tattoos spilled the entire length of Hope’s left arm. She fought the urge to roll her eyes.
She re-examined the little group. There were five of them, all attractive, all very clearly extremely hip. Suddenly their laughter felt derisive, their little cluster a clique. She wondered, with a trace of discomfort, what kind of television they watched.
“Friend of yours?” Harry’s voice broke into her thoughts. He followed her gaze to the bar where she’d been staring, watching Hope smile and chat with Josh while he poured the pitcher of beer she’d ordered.
“No.” She made herself turn away. “Just… that’s the girl who came to my rescue at the lake,” she told him, her voice low as if the other patrons were listening in.
“That’s who rescued you?” Harry stared blatantly at Hope and Alison fought the urge to kick him under the table. “That little blonde bombshell?”
“…Yes.” Alison couldn’t argue against the categorisation. Not when Hope was crossing the pub before them, her smooth, colourful arm flexed under the weight of the beer jug, her casual t-shirt doing nothing to disguise her curves, and a slight sway to her hips as she moved.
She recalled the young woman’s easy confidence as she flicked back her hair and smiled guilelessly at Jimmy Jenkins on the lakeshore and realised now where she got her self-assurance from. Hope was stupidly gorgeous and horribly cool. She had known perfectly well how to wield her power, even over a man like Jimmy. It would be as instinctive as breathing for a girl like that.
“Interesting,” Harry said, watching Alison’s face.
“What is?”
“You neglected to mention your rescuer was a young, nubile Aphrodite.”
“Harry! Have some respect for god’s sake,” she hissed. “You sound like a lecherous old man. She went out of her way to help me, and I can promise you that at the time it didn’t matter one bit what she looked like.”
“Mm. Adds nuance to the story though. A bit of intriguing… colour.”
Thankfully Josh arrived to refresh their drinks and catch up with Harry, so he didn’t harp on about her encounter with the woman now reclining on the couch by the fire, eyes bright with laughter as she hung out with her cool friends. Alison realised she was staring again. Blonde bombshell. That was exactly the phrase the more salivating press stories had used about Estella Grant. For a second the room swam and she forced her gaze out across the pub again.
The after-work crowd had drifted closer to their side of the room. They were looser now, rowdy with drink. Alison watched them, curious about a world she barely remembered. Long days behind a desk, spending more time around your colleagues than you did your own family. She knew the archetypes. That woman there was the office gossip; the way she held court over the corner booth made her power clear. That guy was the mousy nerd, but tonight, full of drink, he felt like a king. That guy on the perimeter… Alison straightened her spine as she watched him. That guy was the office sleaze.
He was attentively watching one of the young women, clearly worse for wear, too much to drink, not enough to eat. Alison watched with growing distaste as he got a little too close, and the young woman laughingly pushed at his chest, her movements ineffectual. He didn’t move away, his hand on her lower back now. He spoke into her ear and she shook her head, but he laughed, and physically towed her to the bar. Alison went rigid when she realised he was buying the visibly drunk young woman more to drink.
She turned to tell Josh, but he’d disappeared. Harry was laughing with another solidly built man, his bright blue eyes full of flirtation. Alison whipped her head back towards the scene at the bar. The younger bartender wasn’t paying attention, too focused on the crowd around him to make note that the two double shot vodka sodas he’d just poured were both being stacked in front of an already wobbly young woman. Alison was gripped with indecision. Everything in her body told her that what was happening was wrong, but on another level it all seemed so normal. Young people, getting drunk, having fun. Right? Right?
A colourful gleaming arm reached in and a woman’s hand delicately swiped one drink, and then the other. Hope smilingly ignored the office sleaze who looked startled, and saved her warmth for the young woman, tugging her away and hauling her in to sit next to her friends. As Alison watched, she poured the girl a big glass of water from the jug on the table and popped it in her hand, chatting to her easily and gesturing at her to drink, all sisterly energy and laughter. Then, Hope was on her feet. Josh had reappeared and whatever the young woman told him quickly resulted in the office sleaze being tapped on the shoulder and marched sharply out the door.
Now Alison really couldn’t stop staring.



Chapter Three
Hope pushed away her beer. There was something about holding back a strange girl’s hair while she threw up into the pub toilets that really put you off alcohol. She’d found the one person she deemed trustworthy at the work party - a woman in her mid-sixties sipping coca-cola - and deposited her new, green-gilled friend at her side. Hope had paused to elucidate exactly why she’d had their colleague evicted, at which point the older woman announced herself as the office HR manager. By the steely look in her eyes it was clear the slimy piece of shit Hope had spotted plying young women with alcohol was going to be out of a job and that was his best case scenario.
Bidding them farewell, Hope returned to her friends. On her way back to the couch she tried to catch Alison’s eye, but the woman had turned her back, in conversation now with the small group of gay men she seemed to have collected. She could swear Alison had been looking at her, those slate grey eyes burning holes into her skin, but she hadn’t been able to catch her at it. Hope had felt self-conscious all night, from the moment she’d caught sight of the elegant older woman arriving at the bar.
Something about her was intensely destabilising. Hope knew she hadn’t done anything wrong in going to her aid that day by the lake, but Alison had seemed so offended by her every move that Hope felt off balance in her presence, even now. She could practically feel Alison’s disapproval, coming off her in waves. She felt a spike of irritation, on one hand wishing the woman would disappear out of Hope’s favourite pub and leave her in peace.
On the other hand though… holy shit, she was good to look at. Hope had been trying not to stare all night. Last time she’d seen her, Alison had been rugged up in her winter coat. Tonight, stalking leisurely into The Barrow like she owned it, Alison had shed her coat on her way to the bar and Hope had nearly swallowed her tongue. It wasn’t a showy dress, just a simple grey jersey sheathe, with three quarter-sleeves and a modest knee-length hem. The neckline was low and deliciously filled out, the dress hugging the fine lines of her body, including the curve of an ass that for several long seconds Hope could not drag her eyes off as it headed toward the bar. Jesus christ.
Alison was accompanied by an older man, perhaps in his sixties, greying, fit-looking and excessively gay. For some irrational reason the combination irritated her. Beautiful woman, paraded on the arm of a gay man… like she was an accessory? She reminded herself she knew neither of them, that cliches were just that, but even now as she watched the men flocking around her, she wondered if Alison was right now the butt of misogynist jokes she had to field. It irked her, even as she realised she was getting annoyed on a hostile stranger’s behalf, at a purely hypothetical situation she’d invented in her own head.
It had been Alison’s face, staring with horror, that had alerted Hope to the situation unfolding at the bar. She’d been stealing yet another quick glance at the icy beauty across the room, when she caught Alison’s expression and followed her gaze. It had only taken seconds to comprehend what was causing her distress. She wondered why the older woman hadn’t just stepped in, why she’d seemed so frozen, when she was clearly concerned. How hard was it, really, just to intervene? Hope had found it easy. Well, except perhaps the vomiting part, that she could have done without.
She glanced over at the work party and saw that the HR manager and the young woman were gone, hopefully safely cabbing home, none the worse for having brushed by a predator. Swallowing her anger, she looked up again to see that Alison, too, had disappeared. She pulled herself back and tried to zone in with her friends. Prisha and Flynn were both well on their way to drunk, their voices loud as they spoke over each other, arguing an obscure Monopoly rule. Camille was lounging languidly, toying with her honey-coloured hair, ignoring them all while she texted her latest conquest. Magnus was nowhere to be seen. He’d probably snuck out the front door for a quiet walk around the block.
This was stupid. What Hope should do was stay right where she was, resolve the argument in front of her and stay with her friends. Drink another beer until she’d caught up to their level, lose herself in the silliness, or just lay her head on Camille’s lap and let the sound wash all around her. Instead, Hope pushed herself up and went to try to find the woman who expressly didn’t want to be followed.
First she joined the queue for the women’s toilets. It was the obvious reason for Alison to disappear. Besides, Hope was filled with beer. She didn’t see her in the line, and by the time she’d washed her hands and filtered back out of the rowdy bathroom, she’d still not caught sight of her. She wandered out back to the beer garden.
She took a sharp breath at the cold air outside. She tried to move as if she had a purpose, friends she’d lost, smiling and excusing herself through the crowd. The Barrow was the most central pub in Gold Hill, an easy find for locals and tourists alike. Some evenings the beer garden became a dance floor; on warm summer nights a DJ played, and they danced under the stars. Tonight, groups of drinkers huddled together along picnic tables, gas heaters doing little to warm the frigid night air. Multi-coloured strings of fairy lights were the only lighting, aside from the blaze of pub windows casting golden squares across the garden.
No mysterious brunettes in sight, Hope was about to head back indoors, when she realised she simply didn’t want to. While the beer garden was packed, it was at least fifty-percent as loud as the pub inside. She loved her friends, but it had been a long week and she felt, all of a sudden, like she’d entirely run out of her quota of words for the day. The cold night air felt like a balm, so finding a quiet space in a dark corner, she took a seat on the long wooden bench at the outer perimeter of the garden.
“Looking for someone else to rescue?” The voice came from her left and Hope almost jumped out of her skin. Alison had been hidden from the garden by a stone pillar, seated on the same bench, and Hope had practically sat down beside her before she’d announced her presence in the dark.
“Holy shit, you scared me!” Hope clutched her hand to her chest. “Why are you hiding out here?”
Alison rolled her shoulders back and shot Hope a flat stare. As Hope’s vision adjusted to the low light, she saw Alison was still without her coat. She tried not to linger on the neckline of that dress, but it was… really something.
“I’m not hiding,” Alison said, unconvincingly. “I’m taking a moment.”
“Right,” Hope dragged out. “So I can stand down, then. No rescue required.”
Alison crossed one bare leg over the other. She wore heels, something that seemed incongruous with a country pub but oh, how well she wore them. “Looked to me like you found another damsel in distress to save.”
“Jealous?”
Alison’s breath audibly hitched at Hope’s audacity. She didn’t take the bait.
“On the contrary, I was going to thank you.”
“Really?” Hope couldn’t help the note of disbelief that entered her voice at that. Alison’s glossy dark hair was gathered low at the back of her neck, but her fingers had reached up to tug a lock forward to toy with, like a nervous tic. Or a flirtatious one, if you squinted really hard and wanted it badly enough.
“Yes. I appreciate what you did for her. She needed someone to have an eye out for her when no one else did. And you did that for her.”
“Who else would have done it?” Hope asked. “She was all alone out there on the lake.”
“I meant the girl at the bar-” Alison sounded aggrieved, before cutting herself off. “You knew that,” she realised aloud. “Very clever.”
“Thank you.”
They were silent for a moment. Hope was aware her heart rate had picked up. There were worse ways to spend a Friday night than sparring with a beautiful, if wholly odd woman.
“To your point,” Alison said quietly. “Thank you for coming to my rescue the other week. You didn’t have to, and even though I didn’t exactly express it gracefully, I very much appreciated it.”
“My hero,” Hope added. “You forgot that part.”
Alison looked exasperated, but finally her veneer cracked and a small laugh fell out her mouth. Hope was fascinated. The hint of warmth in those eyes thoroughly suited her.
“My hero,” Alison amended, drily. “If I’d known my escape route was going to involve so much grovelling in gratitude I’d have thrown myself into the lake instead.”
Hope laughed.
“Then you have no idea the level of duck shit we’re talking about. I promise you I’m infinitely preferable.”
“What a compliment.” A small smile teased the corner of Alison’s mouth. She uncrossed and crossed her legs again and Hope’s mouth went dry.
“Hope?”
They both looked up as Camille appeared out of the darkness, her eyes suddenly widening as she looked from Hope to Alison and back again.
“Hey,” Hope greeted her, about to introduce her best friend to Alison, despite feeling a sharp hit of disappointment at the interruption. Camille jumped in fast though.
“We’re heading off. Are you ready?”
“Um-” Hope hesitated. What she wanted was to stay where she was, finding more ways to keep making this increasingly fascinating woman unwind. To keep those grey eyes on her face. To figure her out.
“I’m tired,” Camille added abruptly. “Please?”
Hope frowned. Camille was being borderline rude, which was absolutely not like her at all. Her friend had one hand on a willowy hip, her huge blue eyes filled with distaste as she surveyed the two of them.
“I won’t keep you,” Alison said gracefully, getting to her feet. She glanced from Hope to Camille and came to some kind of conclusion. She didn’t bother with Camille - for what was probably the first time in Camille’s gorgeous life - instead holding Hope’s gaze for a few seconds. “Don’t be a hero,” she said in a low voice, with the tiniest hint of a smile. Then she walked away. Hope couldn’t stop her startled grin as she watched her disappear.
“Hope!” Camille elbowed her sharply. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Literally nothing, now,” she huffed at her friend in the dim light of the garden. “I was just talking to a ridiculously attractive woman-”
“Hope!” Camille’s voice came out high. “Are you kidding me right now? Do you know who that is?”
Hope tilted her head in confusion.
“I mean… no? Who is she?”
“That’s Alison Hartmann!” Hope was blank, trying to place the name and Camille put both hands on her hips now. “The gangland fixer’s wife? They made a fucking TV show about her! Universe Below?”

Hope still felt dazed as she gazed out the passenger window in the backseat of Magnus’s car. She remembered that past summer, hot hazy evenings, her air conditioner malfunctioning. She’d spent two weeks staying in Flynn’s spare bedroom, and every evening that first week, Camille had joined them to binge Universe Below.
The newly released series was the latest instalment of six previous seasons, an only slightly fictionalised retelling of Melbourne’s gangland wars. Covering all the big crime families, the feuds, the delicate politics, the big egos of the different factions. The three of them had watched as multiple murders, drugs and arms trades, betrayals and double-crossings had kept them enthralled.
And then, in series six, there was the fixer. Simon Hartmann: a respected QC, the highest level of barrister you could be, a top dog in the cut-throat Melbourne legal world. Talks of a political career, his reputation impeccable. The man depicted in the series was a suave silver fox, the actor portraying him carrying a solid whiff of George Clooney. Hartmann had overturned a huge miscarriage of justice case - releasing a man falsely imprisoned for decades - becoming a celebrated media darling in the proces. But that was before the underworld had found him.
Hartmann agreed to represent a key figure in the criminal Grant family, accused of multiple crimes - including accessory to murder - proclaiming to the whole world his client’s innocence.
At first, he’d gotten the man off, only for him to be rearrested merely weeks later on more serious charges. This time, the gang lynchpin had landed in jail for two years. On his release - if the TV series was to be believed - the gangster had swiftly dispatched of his brother-in-law to become the head of the faction. The man’s name was Mike Grant: a perfectly innocuous name for a spectacularly frightening individual.
It wasn’t long before he was rearrested for his suspected role in the murder, but as it turned out, this was no coincidence. As a whistleblower at the justice department found in a wide-ranging enquiry, it was Mike’s own lawyer - Hartmann, the fixer - who was feeding confidential material about his client directly back to the police, violating every ethical rule in the book. His motive? His extramarital affair with the gangster’s wife.
As the car wound through the quiet streets of Gold Hill, Hope tried to remember the fixer’s wife, the woman Hartmann betrayed. She had a hazy recollection of a beautiful brunette actress - which now made sense - a storyline of murky motivations, of who knew what and when. One image stuck in her mind: the wife in the witness box, stony and unmoved. Had that, in real life, been the same woman she’d just flirted with in the pub? Her mind spun.
She bid Magnus and Flynn goodnight, and Prisha and Camille trailed up the back steps behind her into the house. Camille lived forty-five minutes out of town in a gorgeous bungalow with an epic studio where she worked. Up until recently, Prisha had lived at home with her parents, but a couple of months ago she’d moved into Camille’s spare room, the two of them adding squabbles about dishes and bathroom duty to their many years of friendship. On nights like this, they both stayed at Hope’s place. Hope was glad; she was dying to process this.
The very second they’d entered Hope’s living room, low-lit by a single lamp to help them find their way, Camille had pushed Prisha down onto the couch and tumbled in next to her, landing in a tangle of limbs.
“Hope,” she announced, “is in love with a mafia wife now.”
“What?” Prisha squeaked, slightly more gullible than usual, approximately five beers in.
“Camille,” Hope returned, “is a dramatic drama queen of epic proportions.” She flopped down in the adjacent armchair. “I literally just spoke to a woman and now she’s losing her mind.”
“That tracks,” Prisha agreed as she ran her fingers through her sleek black hair, lightly disheveled now from her position on the couch. Camille huffed against her side.
“We’re rewatching Universe Below right now,” she announced.
Two hours later, Prisha and Camille were fast asleep in the television’s glow, Prisha curled on her side and Camille’s head snuggled against her belly. Hope had never felt more awake in her entire life. Using the remote to fast forward through every scene that didn’t involve the fixer, she watched Alison’s life unravel on the screen before her, feeling more and more sober with every second.
She watched Alison as she drifted glamorously through Melbourne’s high society life, had unsatisfying sex with her hot husband and pretended not to notice his blatant affair. She watched her shield her teenage son from the news headlines and stroll into courtrooms, her husband’s hand in hers, elegant chin held high. She watched her lie on the witness stand, claiming no knowledge of the affair and swearing before the court that her husband was faithful.
Hope watched Alison stare straight ahead with icy resolve as the red-hot mistress testified about her three year affair with the fixer, spilling sordid details before the court and weeping at the fallout upon her dangerous world. Hope watched Alison finally break - one, violent, body-wracking sob - locked alone in a courtroom bathroom stall before the camera panned to the mistress listening in the cubicle next door, Mike Grant walking freely down the courthouse steps, getting away with murder as theme song played and the credits rolled.
Hope let the screen go blank. She remembered the fear in Alison’s eyes at the lakeside, the man in the suit, Alison warning her that she’d put herself in danger. What the fuck had she just stumbled into?



Chapter Four
Alison gripped tightly to her third cup of coffee, pressing her forehead against the glass door leading to the second floor balcony. It wasn’t just the cold that prevented her from walking outside. There was something about the large stone patio that made her feel exposed. Years ago, when they’d bought the house, it had been her favourite part of the property. The view out over the deep grey lake and the surrounding forest and hills was spectacular.
From where she stood now, she could see the jetty, jutting out over the still water. Back then, the house had been a weekender, a family holiday home, or a place for a rare romantic weekend. Now, it was the only home she had, but it had lost its sense of sanctuary.
A sound behind her made her nearly jump out of her own skin. She swore aloud, her voice coming out tight and panicky. One day, she promised herself as she looked down at the source of the sound, she wouldn’t have a heart attack every time her phone rang. She took a long breath.
“Hey baby,” she said, a smile in her voice as she answered the call.
“Hey Mum,” her son’s voice came down the line. She blinked for a minute, still startled to hear an adult man speaking, as if the boy ringing her from university would still have the high sweet tones of her only child. “How’re you doing?”
“I’m good sweetheart, how are you?”
“Oh you know, fine,” he said easily. Alison frowned. She knew he’d gotten this trait from her, that it was her fault, her modelling, but she wished that she could know for sure that if her son said he was fine, it was because he was fine.
“Are you really?” she pressed. He laughed, the sound setting her at ease.
“Yeah. Yeah I’m good.”
Jac - he’d recently insisted on dropping the k - gave her an easy rundown of his life. He loved his classes and the two girls he shared a house with had turned into good friends, though Alison noticed he still spoke of one of them, Mizuki, with the slightly awestruck tone of a young man in love. He was spending all his time in the wards of a large city hospital and loving it, because her baby boy was halfway through med school and was going to be a fucking doctor.
“How are you, Mama?” he asked her and she blinked at the sweet word.
“I’m fine, darling,” she reassured him and he sighed.
“No, actually, Mum. Can’t you tell me something real for once?”
She sucked in a breath at the tone, but she knew this was what she got for years of lying to a smart, sensitive boy, that everything in his life was just fine. She’d only ever wanted to protect him. When his whole life imploded, she’d understood, far too late, how wrong this lie had been.
“Well.” She hesitated. Where was the line? She refused to be her son’s responsibility; her problems were her own to solve. “It turns out that they know I’m here,” she admitted.
“Are you okay?” he demanded quickly, clearly rattled. She tried not to sigh. This was why she’d tried to keep him out of everything, but she’d promised him honesty and now she had to remind him that she was the parent and perfectly capable of taking care of herself, despite his over-active protective streak.
“I’m absolutely fine,” she said firmly. Wasn’t she? Fine? “I felt a bit rattled, of course, but no one is bothering me and Uncle Harry comes up every weekend.”
“Oh, like he’ll be of any use.” She heard the fondness in Jac’s tone for his mother’s oldest friend. Harry had his own holiday home perched high on the valley’s edge above Gold Hill, walking distance into town, while back in Melbourne they’d lived their lives one suburb apart. Jac had a running joke that Harry was his real father, much to Harry’s extreme horror. “What are you going to do?”
Alison gazed out through the glass doors to the lake, her eyes on the empty jetty. She wondered if she was visible standing here, if anyone cared to look.
“Nothing, my love. I’m sick of running. I’m quite safe here.” She kept her tone even. “There’s sure to be a spot of gossip, but it’ll pass.”
She thought of the moment in the pub the other night, the possessive expression on the face of the pretty, ethereal creature who’d appeared to claim Hope, the pure horror in her eyes as she’d clocked Alison. She sighed. Thank god Alison wasn’t trying to make any friends here. She glanced at the clock on the wall. Eleven a.m. She held back a sigh when she remembered that it was only Wednesday. That Harry would come back on Friday evening. That until then, she would entertain herself with solitary pursuits: reading, cooking, exercise, an old movie. She was well practiced, after all.
“Well, call me any time,” her son chimed in and she cringed slightly, both not wanting to let him go and wishing he wasn’t so clearly trying to take care of her from afar. She was proud of the sweet, considerate man he’d grown into - despite it all - but she wanted more than anything for him to be free to live his life without anxiety for at least one of his parents.
“You too, baby boy,” she told him, enjoying his laugh. He was six foot three and twenty-three years old, two facts she struggled to keep in her mind.
“Bye Mama.”
Alison held tight to her phone, a smile on her face, as she gazed out over the cold landscape.

Dusk was falling earlier and earlier as autumn dragged closer toward winter. At four p.m. Alison drove to the local supermarket, sick of eating toast for dinner and deciding to treat herself to a proper meal, like a fully functioning, non-depressed adult woman. She pushed her cart listlessly around the aisles, at least half her brain taken up by reassuring herself that no one was staring at her. She looked up from the milk fridge to realise that was a lie.
Hope was six feet away, her own trolley stalled, her eyes on Alison’s face and her expression that of a startled rabbit. Alison tried not to visibly sigh. She’d not been wrong; Hope now knew exactly who she was. She steeled herself, placing the carton of milk in the trolley.
“Hi,” she said to Hope, unable to keep the trace of bitterness out of her tone. She didn’t stop to chat, allowing Hope to escape her toxic clutches without needing to fumble for an excuse. Hope gawped at her, not quite getting her own greeting out before Alison wheeled past. She heard a faint hi, in response, spoken to her back.
Alison finished her shopping, refusing to let herself feel run out of town by the judgement in anyone’s eyes. She spotted Hope a couple more times in different aisles, but made a point of avoiding her eye contact. There was honestly only so much she could manage.
At the checkout, an older woman rang up her purchases, keeping up a steady stream of easy chatter about the cold weather and the scourge of weekend tourism. Alison recognised it as the kind gesture that it was, the woman recognising her as a sort of local, letting her know she was in the fold. She heaved her own bags into the trolley. The woman handed her the receipt and paused, meeting Alison’s eyes.
“Chin up,” she said. “Don’t let the bastards get you down.”
Alison’s eyes blurred with sudden tears at the unexpected directness. She struggled to blink them back.
“Thank you… Sonja,” she said as she looked at the woman’s name badge, then at her warm eyes, even softer now as she saw Alison’s clear distress. “I appreciate it.”
She booked it out of the store before she actually cried in public.
Outside, the sun was setting, the final rays of gold light low between the buildings as she packed her groceries into the back of her car.
“Latest model Audi. That makes sense.”
Alison’s head snapped up. Hope was loitering next to her car, her own hands empty. She must have packed away her own groceries before waiting in the carpark for Alison. Alison swallowed, steeling herself for what was coming next.
“Because I’m a corrupt bitch who perverted justice to stay with a rich man, or because I’m a sellout whore who traded her soul for a television deal?” Alison kept her tone mild, getting the standard accusations out before Hope could.
Hope’s jaw dropped and Alison felt faintly victorious at having won the encounter. She examined the young woman for an extra beat before she slammed her car boot shut. Hope’s hair was swept up on top of her head, escaping wisps of blonde making her look soft and pretty, above her bright knit sweater and skin-tight jeans. She looked tired, Alison noted, with faint circles under her eyes. Her eyes were a warm golden brown and without the red lipstick from the other night, her lips were still a warm pink. Oh, to have that glowing skin, despite an apparent lack of sleep.
Alison turned away, pushing her trolley back to the little bay. On her return, Hope was still there, only now she looked determined.
“I meant,” she said, gesturing to the gleaming black car, “because you give off this posh, old money vibe. The car suits you. It’s classy and elegant. And,” she added, with slight bite, “incredibly obnoxious.”
“My sincere apologies,” Alison said drily. “Don’t let me keep you.” She headed around the car and opened the driver’s door, sliding in behind the wheel. To her absolute shock and rage, the passenger door opened and Hope leaned down to glare across at her.
“Would you hold on for three seconds?”
“Can you get out of my car, please?”
“I’m not in your car!”
“I’ve got places to be,” Alison lied, annoyance flooding her at this woman’s ongoing insistence at taking up her time. Hope huffed and to her intense horror, slid into the passenger seat and closed the door behind her.
“Now I’m in your car,” she said tightly. “See the difference?”
“What do you want?” Alison bit out. She was furious at the invasion, every muscle in her body tensed like she could fly out of her own skin.
“I want to know if I’m safe!” Hope cried. “I want to know if you’re safe. You told me that day at the lake that I’d put myself in danger, and I had no idea what you were talking about. And now…” She trailed off, her eyes on Alison’s, pinning her still, not letting her look away. “Now I suppose I do. So tell me, Alison Hartmann, are we in some kind of danger I should know about?”
Alison stared at her. The fury dissipated with such speed she felt lightheaded with its loss. Hope was breathing fast, her whole body tilted at Alison’s, her lips parted and her eyes intent. All Alison could hear, was we.
First, Sonja’s soft words, now Hope’s imploring eyes, not judging or rejecting, just wanting to be reassured. She remembered the absolute jolt in her chest that day at the lake, filled to the brim with fear and regret, hearing those unexpected words: I’m Hope. I live here. Alison had long given up on hope. For a second, she’d been flung back to her days as a young Catholic schoolgirl, wondering if the glowing golden haired woman materialising at her side was some kind of divine intervention, trying to shepherd her back to wholeness. I’m Hope. What the fuck was with this town?
Alison let her hands fall from the steering wheel where she’d unconsciously gripped them and onto her lap, her fingers unfurling.
“No,” she said quietly. “You’re not in any danger.”
“But that man at the lake,” Hope whispered. “He was threatening you. And he knows what I look like.”
“Honey.” Alison surprised herself with the warmth welling up inside her. “He was a television producer.”
Hope stared at her for a long moment as if trying to understand the words. Then she burst into shocked laughter. Despite everything, Alison found herself smiling.
“A TV producer?” Hope clapped a hand to her forehead looking both exasperated and relieved. “Are you fucking serious? All week I thought I’d stumbled into some kind of mafia moment.”
“You thought you’d be sleeping with the fishes,” Alison agreed. “You must have been so stressed. God, I’m so sorry.” She reached across the gearbox and squeezed Hope’s arm. The wool of her jumper was cold to touch, but as Hope looked back at her, Alison let go as if she’d been touching her bare skin.
“Alison.” Hope pronounced her name carefully, as if truly acknowledging who precisely she’d been dealing with all this time. “You said I’d put myself in a dangerous situation. Why were you trying to warn me if he was just some TV exec?”
“Because he might not have been!” Alison all but exploded with the words. She took a quick breath and lowered her voice. “Because there have been some very, very bad men around me at some points in my life. And you can’t just swan in to help strangers every time you see a threat, Hope!”
Hope considered her, taking that in. To Alison’s surprise, the younger woman’s  expression slowly grew soft.
“And you can’t spend the rest of your life trying to protect everyone around you,” she said gently.
“What?”
“You didn’t know me,” Hope pointed out. “I wasn’t in any real danger. But you were warning me off anyway. Pushing me away. Letting me know that being near you meant I was at risk. You literally didn’t know me and you tried to protect me from being around you at all.”
Alison was speechless. She stared out the darkening windscreen, fumbling for a response. For the first time in a long time, she had nothing.
“Have dinner with me.”
Alison’s mouth fell open at Hope’s words. She turned her head to stare at her.
“Excuse me?”
“Have dinner with me,” Hope repeated. The last rays of light played against her skin, reflecting sparks of gold in her warm brown eyes.
“Why?” Alison demanded. Nothing about this interaction was making any sense.
“I need a reason?” Hope asked, amusement in her tone.
“Yes.”
“Okay.” Hope appeared to be trying to hold back a laugh. “You’re new in town and I’m very welcoming,” she said. “The wine bar has a new menu I’ve been meaning to try. I think we got off on the wrong foot. And,” she added, sinking her teeth into her plump lower lip to stop her smile, “I can definitely imagine worse views to have across the table.” She met Alison’s eyes, waiting.
Alison’s stomach plummeted.
“I don’t-” she started, unsure exactly how to finish that sentence. “I’m not-”
“Hungry?” Hope asked, her eyes guileless. “Perhaps you will be by tomorrow evening.” Alison breathed out a small laugh. Hope watched her. “I’ll see you then,” she said. “Seven o’clock.” She opened the car door, then paused. “For the record, this is me getting out of your car.” Hope smirked at Alison and three seconds later, the door slammed closed, leaving Alison staring out through the windscreen at the evening sky, completely unsure as to what had just happened.



Chapter Five
The next evening Alison sat in her car outside the wine bar, still unclear quite what in the world she was walking into. Was this dinner with a… new friend? Did she make new friends? Did she make friends with overly hip, overly familiar, much younger women? Was that a thing she wanted or was even capable of? She wasn’t sure.
Plus, there was that… other thing. That thing that was Hope quite clearly flirting with her. She’d known it from the first meeting; I never could resist a damsel in distress. The obvious flicker of interest in the younger woman’s eyes had registered, even as she’d been too stressed to process it. The playful teasing in the dark of the beer garden accompanied by the swoop of Hope’s eyelashes down her body had been perfectly blatant, followed by the confident declaration of appreciation yesterday, in her car. It was quite clear that Alison shouldn’t be here tonight at all.
And yet, here she was.
Alison had been a society wife for almost exactly half her life. She’d been prized for her looks above all: paraded around at dinner parties, law firm functions, fundraisers, political occasions, all manner of events. She’d been a badge of honour, arm candy, an enticement to powerful men to stay a little later, invest a little more.
Even now, in her forties, aware that her looks were on their way towards fading, she still attracted more than her fair share of admirers, both pre- and post-divorce. Sometimes it was flattering, sometimes uncomfortable. Sometimes, like right now, it was downright confusing. She rolled her eyes at herself. If she could smoothly handle the wandering eyes - and, occasionally, hands - of half the powerful men in Melbourne, she could manage the attention of one petite blonde. Besides, who else aside from Harry wanted to spend time with her these days? Stay home any longer and she’d forget how to speak to another human being. She pushed herself to get out of the car and headed to the door.
As she entered, she shrugged out of her coat and smoothed down her dress. This was a wine bar, she’d told herself, and even in the countryside, on a Thursday, meeting a friend, a wine bar meant a dress. Mindful of her messaging, she’d kept her neckline and hem-length modest, but she wasn’t robust enough to go for dowdy when her companion was a clearly noted younger bombshell, so the soft drape of the maroon dress fit her body like a glove.
Perhaps, she noted, as she saw her dinner date turn toward her from her seat at the bar and watched Hope’s eyes blow wide, she’d overshot the assignment.
“Hi,” Hope said, slowly slipping off her bar stool, her hands light on Alison’s shoulders as she reached up on her toes to drop a quick kiss to her cheek. “God,” she added a little breathlessly, “do you just casually rock up everywhere like that? I’m not sure how we’re all going to function.”
“I suspect you’ll cope.” Alison smiled. She couldn’t help but feel the flattery as Hope took her in. Hope wore a somewhat more casual black jumpsuit, but because she was Hope she looked stunning. Her hair was out, tumbling over her shoulders, the red lip back again, her arms bare. The neckline was deceptive, Alison suddenly realised. It looked like a modest v-neck, but as Hope raised her right arm to tuck her hair back, the soft fabric swooped slightly on the left to show a devastating glimpse of bare skin, before her arm dropped and the view disappeared. That was… quite the trick. Alison was sure it was deliberate, because Hope, all of a sudden, looked incredibly smug.
“You look gorgeous,” Alison said smoothly, because it was the truth and she wasn’t going to pretend it was some elephant in the room, that Hope wasn’t beautiful, that she had to hide that she’d noticed. It was perfectly innocuous for one woman to notice another’s attractiveness. Innocent, even. Hope tilted her head and Alison was sure she’d read the message.
“Thank you,” Hope said, with exaggerated politeness. She tossed back her hair with her fingers again, exposing that same glimpse of bare curve, and Alison swore to herself that the next time it happened, she’d be ready for it.
“Shall we?” She found her voice, looking solidly away toward the dining tables.
“Let’s.” Hope’s smile was back. Alison cursed herself internally. She wasn’t used to this kind of coquettishness being used against her. She was usually the one dishing it out. She took a breath and remembered who she was.
They were guided to their table. To her surprise, they were one of only two sets of diners, the sizable wine bar almost empty. Gold Hill really was a different place on a weekday. Hope introduced her to the server by name - Possum, apparently - and Alison greeted them, unsure if she’d heard right.
“Possum?” she asked in a low tone, leaning toward Hope after they’d been left with their menus. Hope grinned, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight.
“Listen, it’s Gold Hill, okay? Sometimes it’s better not to question it.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning the hippies still run this town,” Hope whispered, in the exact tone she’d used to reference what she’d thought was the mafia. “You have to go with it.”
Alison laughed. Gold Hill, she knew, despite being first a gold rush town, then a rural farming community, had been re-established by a wave of original hippies in the 1970’s, drawn by the cheap real estate and beautiful surroundings. She glanced over at Possum, noting the hemp fibres of their clothing and the jingle of small bells on the hem of their pants. Perhaps a child of one of the originals, perhaps a Melbourne transplant, seeking community, who could tell? Either way, their face was open and sweet and a waft of patchouli followed in their wake.
“The hippies and the hipsters,” Alison mused as she perused the trendy menu. “No offence,” she added.
“I’m sorry?” Hope raised her eyebrows, her menu tipping forward onto the table.
“I mean you, and your friends, obviously,” Alison said. “All that ink and oversized glasses.”
Hope snorted a small laugh.
“I see,” she said. “And what do you think that means about us?” She sounded interested as she raised her menu again.
“I just mean…” Alison foundered slightly. What did she mean? “You’re all very cool,” she pointed out.
“Thank you,” Hope said simply, though her eyebrows were still raised. “We are, in fact, extremely cool.” Alison let her own menu fall forward at the faint bemusement in Hope’s tone.
“I’m not cool,” she announced, to clarify her position.
“Okay?” Hope seemed happy to let her dig her own hole, and Alison, apparently, was intent on falling directly into it.
“I mean, I don’t care about what music is cool, or about hip film directors making art I don’t understand.” She didn’t know why this conversation had to happen before they’d even ordered food. Or maybe she did. Maybe this was her way out of this.
“And you think… I do?” Hope looked faintly confused at the track they were headed down. It was no wonder; Alison couldn’t quite seem to let the accusatory note in her tone go.
“I mean, yes.” Alison declared.
“Because of these?” Hope trailed her index finger from her wrist up over her colourful skin to her shoulder, not dropping her eye contact. “Or because Flynn’s glasses are too big?”
“You’re all just very young and cool,” Alison huffed out, annoyed that Hope wasn’t letting her out of the trap she’d built herself. “Your lives seem very different.”
“I see.” Hope smiled up at Possum as they delivered their glasses of wine to them. “Are you ready to order?” she asked Alison, who hadn’t really read the menu yet, but quickly ordered the first main course that she saw.
“Don’t look now,” Hope said as Possum wafted towards the kitchen, “but your menu choice was extremely hip.” Alison huffed at her and Hope just smiled. “Tell me some more about my life,” she dared Alison.
“Oh, stop.” Alison screwed up her nose and Hope laughed.
“No, really. Tell me. What do I do for a living?”
“How on earth would I know that?”
“Just take a guess. You seem so clear on who you think I am.”
“You’re being obnoxious.”
“Come on. Even if you can guess what one of my friends does for a living?”
“Who was the friend that snatched you away the other night?”
“Snatched me, huh?” Hope curled her fingers around her wine glass, her expression amused. “That was Camille.”
“Camille, of course, how extremely hip.” Alison nodded sagely. Hope scoffed. “She’s some kind of artist,” Alison said confidently.
Hope reached up to scratch her forehead slightly.
“I mean, Camille’s not the best example.” She seemed to be rethinking the game.
“Oh my god, she is!” Alison was delighted. Hope rolled her eyes.
“She’s a sculptor,” she sighed.
“I rest my case.”
“No. Absolutely not,” Hope denied her. “Guess me. Go on.” Her eyes were sparkling with the dare and Alison felt buoyed by her last success. She looked closely at Hope, saw the coolness radiating from her skin.
“Tattoo artist,” she said immediately. Hope looked disbelieving.
“Seriously?” she said. “From the ink alone?”
“I’m right?”
“Not even close.”
“So not a body piercer then,” Alison mused. Hope took a sip of her wine, not remotely amused. “Hair stylist,” she tried. Hope just raised her eyebrows. “I’m not just guessing hip jobs,” Alison defended her attempts. “I figure with eyes that colour you’re probably not a natural blonde, but I can’t see a trace of root colour either.”
“Wrong again,” Hope told her. “Doubly wrong, in fact. Though I’m intrigued to hear you’ve paid such close attention.”
“I give up,” Alison rapidly diverted her from that point. “I mean, I’d throw in a quick DJ to round out the guesswork, but I suspect I’d just piss you off at this point.”
Hope took a solid swig of her wine.
“I’m disappointed,” she told her. “How old are you Alison?”
“You understand that’s supposed to be a rude question, don’t you?”
“Only if you think being older is a bad thing.”
“Older,” Alison repeated, as if she wasn’t the one to bring it up in the first place.
“Yes,” Hope said, with the slightest trace of exasperation. “It seems to be what’s underlying this whole conversation, so can we get it out the way please?”
Alison stared at her. Hope had a trace of steel amongst all her blondness and curves and she couldn’t help admiring it. Most people let Alison wriggle out of whatever she wanted to wriggle out of; it was another of the many unfair free gifts that came with being white, attractive and privileged.
“I’m forty-five,” Alison said, refusing to drop her gaze.
“Mm,” said Hope, a clear note of appreciation in her tone. “I’m thirty-one.”
“Oh.” Alison blinked. She’d thought it was more like twenty-six.
“So as you can see, I’m a legitimate adult. Tattoos notwithstanding.”
Alison took a moment. Hope watched her, waiting to see where she’d go next. Alison sipped her wine and realised it was time to roll over.
“Hope,” she said, letting her apology seep into her voice. Insecurity was making her behave like an asshole. “What do you do for work?”
Hope watched her for a beat longer. She reached up to tousle her own hair. The black fabric parted and Alison was caught out again. She swallowed. How did Hope keep winning this? Hope smiled slowly.
“I’m a vet,” she told her. “I own the local veterinary practice.”
Alison swallowed. She looked at the thirty-one year old, gorgeous, professional woman across from her, her fingers caressing the stem of her glass of wine.
“Oh,” she said faintly.



Chapter Six
Hope, it turned out, was having a glorious evening. Alison Hartmann had not only shown up for dinner with her, but she’d arrived looking like pure unadulterated sex. Hope had worried momentarily that she’d lose her own nerve, utterly sideswiped by the appearance of her dining companion crossing the bar towards her in a dress so tight there was no way Alison was wearing underwear under there.
All the blood had rushed from her head and she’d had to remind herself that the two of them were free-floating in the nebulous world of is this a date or is this just dinner? Not to mention the incredible, walking complication that was Alison herself. Drooling would be ill-advised about now, but for god’s sake, Hope was only human, and not remotely the strongest one either when it came to beautiful women.
Alison was as beautiful as they came, but it was quickly clear that she was slightly off balance herself. Before now, Hope hadn’t been quite sure if the verbal sparring they couldn’t seem to help themselves from stemmed from the nagging tension of mutual attraction. But tonight, the way the otherwise exceptionally poised older woman could not stop herself from gazing into Hope’s cleavage every time she had the opportunity was making rapidly clear that it was.
Excitement beat in her bloodstream as the power dynamic slowly shifted, from Hope’s creeping sense of lust for someone intriguing and unattainable, to two women, apparently attuning to each other’s every movement. She toyed with it slightly, running her finger up and down the stem of her glass, watching Alison follow the slow movement with her eyes and swallow before quickly looking away. Hope fought a smile.
She ran down what she knew of Alison Hartmann’s romantic life. Two decades of marriage, basically all of which were spent raising a now grown child. The horrific and incredibly public betrayal. And now, divorced for four years. Had she dated? Hope didn’t know anything about Alison’s undocumented period of life, but she suspected, that all things considered, she had not. She’d married absurdly young. Was Simon Hartmann - the fixer, the betrayer - her first love? Her only love?
“What’s going on over there?” The woman she’d been trying to unravel interrupted her train of thought. “You look incredibly serious for a hipster vet contemplating her plate of cool food.”
“As we’ve established, I’m an incredibly serious person,” Hope deflected. Alison tilted her head, her own fork pausing. “It’s an overly familiar question,” Hope pointed out, “asking someone you’ve just met what they’re thinking about.”
“I see,” Alison resumed eating. After she swallowed, she looked up. “Did you watch Universe Below after you met me?” Hope almost choked on her mouthful. She took a swig of her wine, knowing guilt was all over her features. Alison met her gaze. “Perhaps I’m just trying to even the scales,” she pointed out simply.
“I’m sorry,” Hope managed. “That night at the pub. Camille told me who you were and immediately sat me in front of the television to remind me.”
“Remind you?”
Hope felt herself go slightly pink. The power dynamic was shifting again, fast. She raised her head and aimed for brazen.
“That you weren’t just a hot piece of ass to chase,” she said clearly. It had the intended effect because Alison’s lips parted and no sound came out. It was out there now, unequivocal, no hiding behind girlish teasing and plausible deniability. She cursed herself. A date with someone like Alison should be played with more delicacy. And yet, because this date was with Alison, there was no way through the landmines without a solid slug of truth.
“I don’t…” Alison stared at her, her food forgotten. “You… watched that show, then decided to ask me out on… a date?” Her voice was incredulous as she turned her head away, a flush on her throat. “I think I’d prefer hearing I was nothing but a hot piece of ass.”
“Honestly, Alison, I know you’re not that naive.” Hope yanked her attention back. “I watched a fictionalised piece of television, written and scripted and acted. And it was good television, I’ll give it that. But I know it’s not real. I asked you out on a date,” she confirmed, “because I wanted to get to know you.” She could practically see the thoughts racing behind Alison’s grey eyes, so she jumped in to get her point across. “I wanted a date with the fucking gorgeous woman who practically punched me in the face when I tried to rescue her, who yelled at me to get out of her car until I got in her car - where she immediately turned out to be rather sweet actually - and, quite honestly, also because you’re a seriously hot piece of ass.”
“I’ll… come back and clear your plates in a minute,” said Possum, backing away from their table. Hope’s mouth fell open and Alison’s tense face suddenly cracked. They considered each other, both of them unsure whether it was okay to laugh, before neither of them could stop from letting their shocked chuckles escape.
“Sweet?” Alison finally said, her tone full of manufactured disdain, her smooth brow raised.
“Mm.” Hope let her mouth move into a slow smirk. “It was quite unexpected actually.”
“While I’m obviously flattered,” Alison began, and Hope held back her sigh. “I have to tell you that I’m not… dateable.”
“I beg to differ,” Hope told her. “I’m enjoying this.”
Alison shook her head, despite the irrepressible glow in her eyes.
“I’m not dating,” she corrected.
“Can I ask why?”
“Seriously?” Alison looked incredulous. Hope stayed quiet, waiting. Alison took a deep breath and slowly the light faded from her face. “Five years ago my life imploded. Everything I thought was solid just vanished overnight. My marriage, my safety, my child’s safety. Then, my reputation, my home, my family.” She pushed her plate away. “Then, two years ago, I found out that the process I’d barely started healing from, was going to be made into good television,” she said. Hope cringed. “I fought it, tooth and nail, for my son’s sake even more than my own. Can you imagine what having your parents’ dysfunction play out as a major network drama would do to you? Their fucking sex lives?”
“Oh god, I’m sorry,” Possum held their hands up in horror. “I picked the wrong time again-”
“It’s okay,” Alison gasped out a small laugh. “Please, take this away.”
Possum cleared their plates while Hope gazed at Alison, feeling an almost unstoppable urge to touch her, to take her hand, to offer her comfort.
“I’m just going to… leave these here,” Possum said, dropping the dessert menus between them. “Just like, wave or something, when it’s safe to come back.”
“Thanks Possum,” Hope said, waiting for the server to disappear. “Go on,” she said to Alison.
“Yes,” Alison said wryly. “Where was I? Explaining how entirely undateable I am.”
“No,” Hope said softly. “Explaining that you’re traumatised.”
“Same thing.”
“Absolutely it’s not.” Hope reached out, gently tracing her fingers over Alison’s smooth hand. Alison inhaled, sharply. She met Hope’s eyes and very slowly pulled her hand out of reach.
“It is though,” she said, both alarm and regret registering in her storm-cloud coloured eyes. “I’m not remotely ready to date.”
“Okay,” Hope said quietly. She couldn’t take her eyes off the woman across from her.
“I’m sorry to be a disappointment,” Alison said, returning her hand to the table. Her fingers were clenched.
“You’re definitely not that.” Despite everything, Hope couldn’t stop her slow smile. “I’m still having an excellent evening.”
Alison’s eyebrows hit her hairline.
“Being rejected and listening to me process trauma? You need to get out more.”
“Oh, I’m definitely not feeling rejected,” Hope denied. She reached her hand up and toyed with her hair. “Not when you keep doing that.” She caught and held Alison’s eyes as they darted guiltily up from her breasts.
The elegant woman across from her went dark flaming red. It was the first time Hope had seen her blush and it was desperately satisfying.
“I…”
“Like looking at my body,” Hope finished for her when she remained speechless.
“You’re incredibly direct,” Alison complained, taking a solid mouthful of wine and avoiding her eye contact even as she didn’t deny the accusation.
“Have you always been into women?”
“Have you always been so relentless?”
“I’m just asking.”
“You already know far more about me than I know about you,” Alison reiterated.
“Which would be a problem if we were dating.”
“Which we’re not.”
“No,” Hope agreed. “Shall we get dessert?”
“If… you still want to?”
“I do.”
“Okay.”
They flagged down Possum who took their order.
“I’ll call out, when I’m coming over with it,” they said. “Just to give you a warning first.”
“Thanks Possum,” Hope said. “We’d appreciate that.”
“I’m quite sure there’s nothing inflammatory left to be said now,” Alison said, lifting her glass of wine to her lips.
“Now that we’ve discussed the fact I’d like to fuck you, but it won’t be happening?” Hope asked. Alison made a grab for her napkin as wine spilled down her chin. “Did you just miss your mouth?” Hope was thoroughly diverted.
“You’re… not a good person,” Alison said faintly, dabbing her napkin against the front of her dress. “You can’t just say things like that.”
“That’s not how you operate in high society?”
“That’s not how anyone operates!”
“How would you possibly know that? I think clear and open communication is the only way forward if we’re going to be friends.”
“You think we’re going to be friends?”
“Of course.” Hope was slightly shocked. “We clearly like each other.”
“But we…” Alison trailed off. Hope waited, badly wanting to hear the end of that sentence.
“Are attracted to each other?” She finally guessed the answer when Alison couldn’t seem to go on. Alison seemed flabbergasted all over again to be called out. Hope liked it, far more than she should. She made a point of sighing. “It’s cute how hung up you are on that. I don’t mind having friends who check out my boobs. Camille does it all the time. I have great tits.”
Alison made a noise that was a little like a choke as the flush of colour returned to her cheeks.
“You’re very confident,” she said tightly.
“And you’re not?” Hope said wonderingly. “I literally called you a hot piece of ass. And you didn’t argue the point, I note.”
“Congratulations on having eyes.” Alison raised her chin, the light returning to her gaze.
“Oh, there she is!” Hope couldn’t contain her grin. “You’re fucking
hot, Alison.” She barely managed to keep the longing out of her tone. She took a breath. “But I can be friends with hot. All my friends are hot. Please, be my hot friend. I promise, on my life, never to hit on you again.”
Alison looked at her for a long time, as something warred in her expression, her teeth sunk into her lower lip as if to stop her own words.
“That sounds… good,” she said finally.
“I think our dessert is ready,” Hope told her, catching sight of Possum doing what appeared to be semaphore from across the room. “Anything inappropriate left to say?”
“Absolutely not,” declared Alison. Hope gestured back at Possum with a thumbs up, and they turned to pick up two plates. “You’re not wrong about having great tits though,” Alison murmured, meeting her gaze with surprising boldness.
Hope twitched, immediately knocking over her entire wine glass.

Dessert went by without another hitch after Possum had wiped the small flood of wine off the tabletop and replaced Hope’s glass. Alison asked her about her veterinary practice, and Hope asked her about her son. Alison listened intently and asked smart insightful questions, then glowed with pride and affection as she told Hope about Jac. Before they knew it, Possum had warily cleared their dessert plates and handed them the bill, which Alison insisted on paying. Hope didn’t argue it, having some idea of the difference in their net worth. Shrugging into their coats they headed out the door together, both taking in sharp breaths at the cold air outside.
“Well,” said Alison, her breath escaping in a slow puff of mist. “That was… an evening.”
“It was a great date,” Hope declared. “What?” she said, in response to the older woman’s incredulous look. “It was a date up until dessert,” she argued. “Then it was a friend hang-out. I’m absolutely going to claim it as that time we went on a date though.”
“You’re entirely impossible,” Alison said. Her frown was ruined by the startled smile in her grey eyes.
“It’s good for you,” Hope insisted. “Later, you’ll remember this. That you went on a date with me. That you gave great date. That you’re not remotely undateable.”
Alison’s expression went soft. For a long second, it looked like she was struggling not to cry. She stepped closer toward Hope on the pavement under the immense stars of the dark country night, then raised her eyes to hers.
“Thank you,” Alison whispered. She stepped in, ridding the last of the distance between them. Hope swallowed. For a second, they examined each other up close and Hope’s heart rate went haywire. Then Alison leaned in. She pressed a soft kiss to Hope’s cheek. “Goodnight,” she murmured, her lips agonisingly close to Hope’s earlobe. She didn’t pull back. And then, slowly, she did.
She stalked away to her car, slipping into the driver’s seat without looking back. Hope was still frozen in place. She wasn’t entirely sure if her legs still worked.
“Goodnight,” she whispered, into the cold dark night as she watched Alison drive away.



Chapter Seven
“And that,” Hope said, “is that!” She patted her client on his rump. “You’re the bestest boy. The bestest bestest boy. Yes, you’re such a good boy. The goodest goodest boy!” 
Steve, the greyhound, licked his nose anxiously. Then, tentatively, he took the treat from her outstretched hand.
“Who’s the handsomest guy?” crooned Cara, the vet nurse, in her warm East London accent. She petted Steve’s nose, letting him lick her palm. “Who’s the best looking dude in the whole world? The handsomest guy ever?”
“Honestly,” came a slightly weak voice from the centre of the room. “I’m not sure I even know anymore.”
Hope and Cara looked up from their cuddle puddle on the floor. Steve was curled in Cara’s arms and Hope had his face resting in both her hands. His owner was a well-built twenty-something guy in tradie fluoros, a look of disbelief in his eyes at his dog draped with cooing women. Hope coughed at him before he also started to drool. Cara was a bit of a knockout, with gleaming brown skin, huge dark eyes and her hair worn natural, all offset by her hot pink scrubs. The owner looked positively dizzy as he watched the two of them fussing. Down boy, Hope thought internally, trying not to laugh.
Reluctantly she got off the floor and Steve gave a tragic whimper as Cara tenderly fitted his bucket collar to stop him gnawing at his now bandaged sutures, quietly murmuring more sweet nothings into his wiry ears while Hope gave the man clear instructions for his dog’s wound care.
“No bunny chasing,” she warned Steve by way of farewell as he mournfully trailed out of the room behind his owner.
“Greyhounds are always so emo.” Cara smiled, as she watched the pair reluctantly disappear.
“I think his owner wanted the same treatment.” Hope couldn’t help her eye-roll as she put her suture materials in the tray for autoclaving.
“Can you imagine?” Cara cackled. She mimed reaching up to a man’s head height. “Who’s the bestest boy?” she cooed. “Who’s a good good boy? Do you think I should try it on my next date?”
“Please do.” Hope caught the giggles.
It had been a long day - a typical Friday - everyone rushing to get their pets seen to last minute before the weekend came. Hope employed three other vets, and four other vet nurses. Between the whole gang they managed to cover after hours emergencies, but she was deeply mindful of keeping her staff rested and cared for. She’d finally employed a part-time office manager in the last six months, realising she was running herself ragged trying to keep on top of payroll, rostering and taxes and every other part of running a small business on top of caring for the full gamut of clients Gold Hill saw.
She was also just plain sleep-deprived because after getting home from her date/non-date with Alison the night before, she’d laid awake for far too long, staring up at the ceiling and imagining what could have been, before carefully putting to bed her desire for the beautiful but clearly unavailable woman.
Hope was a woman of her word. She could be friends with someone who was intensely fuckable without fucking it up by refusing to hear what Alison had clearly articulated. She’d eventually be able to switch it all off, and focus on Alison’s other intriguing qualities, like her hard-won resilience and her spiky comebacks. She’d direct her more… intimate energies elsewhere, and in no time at all, Alison would just be another friend.
“Oh please, like that ever goes well,” Prisha told her when Hope met her for a coffee after work. Prisha was one of the local GPs and they traded stories of their unruly clients and interesting presentations on an almost daily basis. Sometimes Prisha claimed she’d wished she’d done veterinary school instead of human medicine, but the second Hope told her she’d performed a euthanasia on someone’s pet dog or cat Prisha would well up with tears and beg her to tell her a happy story.
“What do you mean?” Hope was genuinely surprised at Prisha’s lack of support for her newly developing friendship with the most interesting woman on the planet. “I think you’re hot and we’re good friends.”
“Yes,” agreed Prisha, “but it’s not that straightforward for every situation, you sweet sweet thing,” she declared, reaching out to touch Hope’s nose with her fingertip. “It’s different when you’re attracted to someone you’re friends with and you start to catch feelings. Trying desperately just to be their friend is the worst feeling ever. Like you’re just pretending every second of every single day that you’re not dying
inside.” At Hope’s startled look she quickly added, “like Flynn and Magnus, I mean.”
“Right.” Hope winced. Flynn had been in love with Magnus basically since the day Magnus had started to transition, but he was still wracked with guilt for having never seen Magnus that way before. The two had been friends since primary school and Flynn flat out refused to even consider risking their friendship, despite the desperate hearts in his eyes. Sweet, dreamy Magnus remained utterly clueless and the rest of the friendship group could only watch Flynn listlessly date every guy under the sun except the one boy he truly loved.
“You see my point,” Prisha said heavily.
“I mean that’s different,” Hope pointed out. “Flynn and Magnus are beautiful star-crossed lovers; two cursed princes who’ve been destined for one another since before the universe existed.”
“Good point.” Prisha took a sip of her coffee.
“Alison is just… hot,” Hope said simply. “And beautiful, of course. God, older women just do something to me,” she sighed, tipping her head back to the ceiling. “She’s just… intriguing and incredibly annoying and prickly and perfect. She also smells way too good.” The sentence ended in a held-back half-moan as she recalled Alison’s proximity as they’d said goodbye. “But,” she blinked and raised her finger to make her point, “I’m really good at being a good friend. So I’ll find someone else who wants to fuck me and I’ll be the good friend she clearly needs.”
“Sounds great,” Prisha said, with a clear lack of confidence. “Hey, quick question: do you think we’re all doomed to die alone and unloved? Like literally every single one of us?”
“Preesh.” Hope slung her arm around her friend’s shoulders. “God, you’re the best. I fucking love you.”
“Yeah. I know.”

That evening Hope stayed in, cooking a meal for one and enjoying the solitude. She’d never expected that moving from the big smoke to a mere dot on the map would be the thing that brought her so much community or the kinds of friendships she’d only dreamed about. 
So much had changed in two years. When her life in Sydney had slowly dissolved, she’d been gripped with panic. She’d been on the cusp of turning thirty with nothing to show for it; none of her life looked the way she’d wanted it to. Even veterinary medicine - her hard-won dream of a career - felt more like a nightmare. She’d been another cog in the wheel at a large urban practice, slowly ground down by the relentless and casual cruelty of humans towards helpless creatures, or their intense expectations that she could fix everything, preferably without charging them much, or risk their wrath.
When the rest of her life had truly imploded, she’d taken a leave of absence and gone to visit her parents in Ballarat. It had been an odd place for her parents to wind up, but Sydney’s ferocious housing market had proven too much for two modest humans who simply wanted the quiet life. Ballarat was a regional Victorian town where her parents could afford to think about retirement one day, where despite the terrible weather they were already able to spend more time pottering in the garden, rather than working themselves to the bone and barely covering their mortgage.
It had been an interesting reset. Being a vet wasn’t terribly paid, but it wasn’t remotely a buy-a-house-in-Sydney kind of income, particularly not with her student loan or the fact that she’d suddenly found herself solidly single. Hope had looked around at her parents’ quiet life - while she enjoyed the simple pleasures of being loved well by two kind humans - and made an abrupt decision.
She started putting out feelers, hoping for a job to pop up that would make executing that decision clearer. When she discovered that the veterinary practice in a tiny town less than an hour from Ballarat was up for lease, she fell into a tailspin. It was the kind of highly functional tailspin that Hope excelled at, including an intense amount of admin, strategic planning, hard work, quick talking and a wild leap of faith head-first off a cliff. She’d executed an impressive mid-air somersault and landed on both feet. Here she now stood, out the other side, with both her own thriving business and an entire lifestyle shift she adored.
Flynn had come first. A lanky, handsome ginger who was extremely easy on the eye. He’d been casually dating Bevan, one of the other vets in the practice, and he and Hope had gotten chatting a couple of months after her arrival in town, just as she was finally lifting her head and taking a deep breath in. He’d whisked her out one evening, when Bevan was being sulky, and taken her to the pub to meet his friends. On laying eyes on him with Magnus, Prisha and Camille, Hope still swore she’d experienced love at first sight.
They’d all clicked into place and now Hope couldn’t imagine being without a single one of them. It was all just so… easy when they were together. Even the melancholy that floated between Flynn and Magnus only seemed to enhance the pleasant buzz of warmth that was their tight-knit friendship group. It was love, all of it, and honestly Hope wanted to write songs about it. The fact that friendship love was supposed to be the poor cousin of romantic love made her aggravated. As far as she believed in soulmates, Hope was certain she was lucky enough to have four of them. The security she felt when they were all in one room - especially after all she’d been through in Sydney - made her feel like the luckiest girl on earth.
Jesus christ, they could get in each other’s pockets though. Between evenings at the pub together, her and Prisha’s almost daily coffee catch-ups, Flynn’s bi-weekly need to all but sob out his romantic longing against her shoulder, and what she and Camille affectionately referred to as their date night every week, Hope did not get a lot of downtime. She was what she thought of as an extroverted introvert. She loved her friends, got high on their energy, but if she didn’t get time to decompress she could crumble from exhaustion.
Tonight, then, was delicious. Hope cooked a risotto while listening to a pop culture podcast, then put her feet up as she ate it on the couch with a romance novel. She took a long luxurious bath and gazed up at her rented ceiling, imagining when the practice got to the point that one day, maybe her landlord would let her buy this little slice of heaven perched halfway up the hill above Gold Hill.
Dressed in her pyjamas, she wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and went to sit out on her tiny front porch, hot chocolate in hand and gazed out at the small scattering of lights glowing from the town. She knew, with absolute certainty, that life couldn’t be happier.



Chapter Eight
Alison was working out. Her ex-husband had been the one to install the little gym off the side of the garage and now Alison took a grim kind of pleasure in knowing it was his investment that allowed her to grow stronger.
She’d always kept to a gym routine; it was part and parcel of the whole society wife expectation, right along with the spa days and hair appointments. She’d seriously considered letting the whole thing slide after her husband let down his side of the bargain, but she’d found that not only was her pride too strong, but at least some parts of her lifestyle were, at heart, for herself.
Exercise was one of them. Where once she’d fretted over keeping her abdomen trim or her legs taut, now she only thought in terms of strength and longevity. She’d outlast that fucking bastard if it killed her; there was no way she’d abandon her son to his clutches by anything as prosaic as a goddamned heart attack. No, Alison was going to be harder to dispose of than that, of that she was adamant.
Besides, she reflected, if Hope’s wandering gaze was any indicator, the side effect was that her legs were still absolutely benefiting.
Alison towelled the sweat from her forehead and began to stretch. If cooling down was her aim, thinking about the frank lust Hope had radiated toward her was probably not the way to go about it, but four days later, she found the recollection hadn’t lost an ounce of heat.
That morning she’d finally given in and touched herself as she lay tangled in her bedsheets. The whole experience was so deeply unexpected: the bold desire in those warm eyes, the deliberately teasing glimpses of intensely feminine curves, Hope’s easy sensuality all pointed directly at Alison, for Alison. Even in Alison’s discomfort and bemusement, she’d been sharply aware that sitting across from Hope, right there at the table, she’d gotten wet.
It was a discovery she really didn’t want to fully face. The younger woman hadn’t let her hide from it though, lightly observing Alison’s guilty gaze with clear pleasure. Had Hope been wet? For her? Oh god, Alison had come hard against her fingers at the very thought of it.
Which was why she’d fled for the gym to work out even harder. None of this was in the plan. Alison was too damaged, too late, too dangerous, too everything to let herself pretend she could let go and pursue something so misguided. Even though Hope’s little intake of breath as Alison had bid her goodnight had made it stomach-clenchingly clear to her just how good letting go might feel.
God. Alison met her own eyes in the mirror that her husband had installed to admire himself as he built muscle to ensnare the wife of a killer. Hope had declared she was going to be Alison’s friend. Alison was quite sure that if Hope knew what was good for her, she should run as fast and far as she could.

Harry had come up for the weekend again. Ever faithful, he’d come every weekend since Alison’s panicked call after her run-in at the lake. She knew that he’d be there for her every weekend in the future, possibly forever, as long as he knew she needed him.
Theirs was the most unexpected of friendships. She’d been not quite twenty-two years old, a law student, discovering herself to be pregnant that morning, then almost disassociating with stress on her first day of an internship. The lawyer she’d been assigned to follow had been wildly unimpressed with the pale, almost non-verbal young woman who’d arrived just barely on time, despite the rumours already flaring about exactly who she was connected to.
Harry had been the barrister who’d swooped in to wrest Alison away from his colleague’s berating, recognising the white-lipped signs of an impending panic attack and tucking her in his office out of sight of the circling vultures. Already in his forties, on the cusp of partnership, he’d asked his secretary to hold his calls and with a deft, ironic touch, neatly wrought her confession.
Pregnant by her married law professor. That was where her legal career almost began and almost ended. Oh, the excruciating cliche she had been too young to understand she’d been.
Simon Hartmann had been the crush of every law student. Debonair, achingly handsome, already so celebrated. He was only a part-time professor; the rest of his career was as partner of his own firm, fighting for justice on behalf of those who’d been wronged by the system. He was young for the list of achievements he held: thirty-nine and heartbreakingly heroic. He was incredibly cerebral, his lectures both dense with theory and peppered with exciting anecdotes from his performances in the courtroom.
Alison had been sideswiped when he’d met her eyes one day on the way out of class and had visibly lost his breath. It all started so slowly, because Simon, of course, was incredibly upright and deeply principled. He was acutely aware of the ethical implications, of the power differential, of his responsibilities to his marriage, and the implications for her as his student. But oh, the explosive pain of such longing. Alison had been on fire at her sudden attainment of power, bringing such a serious and important man to his knees with nothing more than stolen glances and a bitten lower lip.
One day, as the lecture theatre still slowly emptied around them, he’d whispered to her, just out of earshot of the other students, his voice cracking with desperation as he told her he couldn’t stop thinking about her, that he was driven mad by wanting to touch her, that he couldn’t think straight when she was near him. She’d wrecked him, just by her presence.
Three days later, gasping and trembling, Alison had let him take her, riding him with shocked desperation on the floor beside his desk in his huge corner office, overwhelmed by the passion of being so needed that Simon Hartmann would risk everything, just to be inside her.
Afterwards he’d held her, his eyes wet, telling her he’d fucked up his whole life, because Alison was all he needed. Nothing that felt like this could ever be wrong, she had to understand. He was so trapped by his circumstances, but now that he’d tasted her, he’d do anything to keep seeing her. He was already hard again, Alison molten from his ardent need for her.
For three months, they’d pretended not to know each other in public, while in private he was risking every chance he could. Once he’d even fucked her in the hall closet at a law school function, his hand over her mouth to quiet her, as students and professors milled past the door, her orgasm frantic from the risk of exposure.
And then this. Two lines on a pregnancy test.
Harry had listened. He’d patted her shoulder while she cried and handed her tissue after tissue.
“Men,” he’d said, as she’d almost choked on her own snot. “Disgusting animals, every last one of them. Don’t look like that darling, you’re not to be ashamed. If I could get pregnant I’d have been knocked up a thousand times and that’s just this week. Now what would you like to do?”
He’d offered to accompany her to an abortion provider, but despite her politics and personal beliefs, Catholic school had pummelled its way into her subconscious. Or perhaps, even then, even on a basic cellular level, she’d felt Jac’s presence and wanted him despite everything. Or maybe - Alison still hated herself when she thought of it now - maybe young Alison imagined that she’d found the only way to make Simon really hers.
And so Harry had marched with her across town, straight into Hartmann & Hungerford, all the way into Simon’s office. He’d made Alison wait outside, momentarily, and to this day she had no idea what he’d said, unable to hear anything other than the harsh tones of short sharp conversation that ended with Simon ripping open his door and tugging her into her arms.
“Darling,” he’d said. “Oh baby. Oh, what have I done to you?”
Within six months, he was divorced and they were married. Barely eight weeks later they were parents. Alison, perhaps because of the scandal in which she’d swooped in and nabbed one of the most powerful men in the business, was embraced with exuberance by the other society wives. It was as if she were a worthy foe to be respected, rather than a terrified, twenty-two-year-old, brand new mother, with no life experience, fast fading friendships with women her own age and a husband who kept her neatly on a pedestal while his own life remained busy and intact.
Harry, though, was with her every step of the way. At first, he was like a fond uncle, watching Simon’s every move with a jaded, protective eye. He brought her a present as well as the baby the first time he’d come to visit them. He’d immediately assessed her isolation in her vast new home in Toorak and suddenly, there he was: one day burping a grizzling baby against his shoulder so Alison could take a shower, the next week passing her cabbage leaves from the fridge to tuck into her bra against the red hot pain in her left breast.
“I’ve got sisters, darling,” he explained without so much as blinking as he helped her latch her baby to her ravaged nipple. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before. Honestly, I’m practically a midwife.”
When, slowly, Alison finally grew up, they became equals. He was her fierce advocate, and she was his. Harry’s propensity for romantic drama knew no bounds and she deeply adored that every damn time, he thought it might be love. Simon actively disliked him, which, she realised later, was yet another one of his bright red flags. It was deeply mutual.
“He’s an absolute shit, my darling,” Harry validated her repeatedly almost twenty years later. “He was born a shit and he’ll die a shit. If you’d been a grown-ass woman when you’d met him you’d have slapped his face and kicked him in the dick. Don’t be ashamed, my love. I believed Nathaniel when he said I was the one and I was fifty-seven. Would you like another margarita?”
Harry had been caught off guard that past weekend, when out of nowhere, as they tripped down Gold Hill’s main street on the way to brunch, Alison had flung her arms around him and kissed his craggy cheek. Despite their long intimacy she wasn’t an especially cuddly human.
“Harry. I love you, you know that?”
“Settle down, my love. What’s happening? Not seeing rogue henchmen in the front garden again are we?” He sounded worried.
“No,” she denied, shaking off the thought with a slight chill. “But there’s nothing like a brush with the Grants to remind you that life is tenuous. You’re the love of my life, quite frankly, so I thought I should tell you that.”
“I knew this would happen eventually,” he sighed. “Though I didn’t think it would take twenty years. Sweet girl, you’re very beautiful - honestly, I’ve always thought so - but you’re rather lacking in the goods I need to be satisfied.”
Out of absolutely nowhere, the image of the soft swell of Hope’s bare breast made her lose her breath.
“I’m afraid, Harry, that so are you,” she said neatly and he gasped in desperate offence.
“How dare you?” he exclaimed. The two of them squabbled all the way into the cafe.
She didn’t tell him what she’d really meant though.



Chapter Nine
Alison all but threw herself into a second workout to try to clear her mind. She took a long shower, switching the water slowly from warm to cold, stepping out shivering but finally settled. Chances were, she decided, she’d be unlikely to see much of Hope from here on anyway. Now that Hope had realised that there’d be no roll in the sheets in this for her - with an older, somewhat infamous woman - her interest would quickly dwindle.
They’d made no further plans, and they hadn’t exchanged numbers. More than half a week had passed and they hadn’t bumped into each other. Hope was smart, as well as infinitely desirable. She’d probably decided to move on, and honestly, as well she should.
Alison got dressed and went on a cleaning mission. Once upon a time she’d had housekeepers, but lately she’d found she preferred to do it herself. After all, she had all the time in the world to do it.
Hours later, her house squeaky clean, she showered again to rid herself of the scent of bleach. She’d just tugged on her robe when she went still. Her doorbell had rung.
There was no reason whatsoever for anyone to ring the doorbell. She’d ordered no packages, Harry was in Melbourne, Jac was in Brisbane. There was no reason for anyone to be trying to get into her house. For a moment, she stayed frozen. The doorbell rang again, insistent. She shook herself. This was stupid. It wasn’t like a member of the Grant clan would politely announce their presence if they decided to pay her a visit. It was Jimmy Jenkins or someone else of his ilk, she was sure of it.
Sudden rage filled her veins. She’d said no. She’d fought them. How much blood did they think they could squeeze from her? Enough was enough. She strode down the stairs and ripped open her own front door.
“Found you.” Hope sounded delighted. There was one brief flicker, as she took in Alison’s small robe, then she jerked her eyes to her face. “Get dressed? I’m here to take you for a walk.”
Hope stepped past a speechless Alison and into the foyer of her home as though she’d been invited.
“I’m not a puppy,” Alison told her in protest, half to cover her utter disbelief. Hope whirled around.
“And thank god for that,” she agreed. “I’ve had enough of puppies for one day. So cute, so much piddling.”
Alison felt the laugh bubble out of her chest in a wave of sudden joy. Hope was here? Hope was here. No hint of dangerous cleavage, just the same black North Face jacket she’d worn the first time they’d met, unzipped over a white stripy t-shirt and plain black leggings. No gleam of ruby lipstick, no locks to tousle or toy with, her hair instead pulled back in a neat ponytail.
It was at that moment that Alison remembered she was fresh out of the shower, not a lick of makeup, no push-up bra or honestly any underwear at all. Just a silky robe and as natural as the day she was born, except forty-five years older. For a moment, a rush of regret raced through her. Then, she reminded herself sharply that Hope had proclaimed to want to be her friend. That friendship was the only option she had. She lifted her chin. Hope looked back at her, nothing but warmth in her golden-brown eyes.
“I’ll put some clothes on,” Alison said.
“Excellent plan,” Hope said without so much as blinking. “Gold Hill’s loss I’m sure but it’s bloody freezing out there.”
Alison waved her towards the staircase. Upon reaching the top she pointed Hope toward the main living room and took herself back to the bedroom. She quickly dressed in her own activewear and, to her chagrin, couldn’t help but quickly apply enough basic makeup to bring back her colour and the shape of her brow, telling herself it was because she was trying to match the glowing beauty in her living room, not impress her. She briefly met her own eyes as she ran a tinted lip balm over her lips. Idiot, she said to herself.
Feeling somewhat fortified, she made her way to the living room only to find it empty. She saw movement and realised Hope had pushed her way out onto the balcony and was leaning out gazing at the lake. Alison slid the door open and followed her out into the cold.
Hope turned at the movement and smiled at her.
“Stunning view,” she said. For a single second Alison wondered if she was flirting, the way those eyes met hers, because Hope had referred to her appearance as a view once before. Hope’s smile only widened as she turned to look out over the water with a sigh. “Honestly, rich people,” she went on, sounding slightly awed. Alison felt deflated, reassured and tantalised all at once. “How many millions does a view add to a property like this?”
“About four-none-of-your-businesses,” Alison told her.
Hope snorted.
“I’d live right here,” she said, undeterred, “if this was my house.”
“Bit cold, don’t you think?”
“Not if you’re bright enough to wear a jacket?” Hope tilted her head and glanced at Alison’s bare arms. “Good lord, woman.” She turned from the view and swanned back to the sliding door, gesturing for Alison to get out of the cold. “Can’t afford any warmer clothes?” She raised her eyebrows and made a sympathetic face.
“Oh stop it,” Alison faked her huff as she pushed past Hope into her own living room. “I was going to make us a tea or coffee first, to take with us?”
“Ooh,” Hope said. “I bet you have some kind of luxury hot chocolate brand or five?”
“I have one,” Alison agreed, walking into the expansive open plan kitchen and opening a drawer. She hesitated. “What form of designer plant milk do you drink?”
Hope gave her a flat stare.
“Oat,” she admitted after a moment.
“Of course you do.” Alison smiled victoriously. “I’m nothing if not a well-mannered host.” She reached into her pantry and selected the preferred carton. Even here, in the middle of the countryside with no real social life, she couldn’t seem to help but stay prepared. When she turned back, Hope was in her kitchen, examining the hot chocolate brand. “Pass muster?” Alison raised her eyebrows.
“Yes,” Hope said briefly, handing her the packet. Their fingers brushed and Alison jerked her gaze away.
“Because it’s fair trade and organic?”
“Because it’s vegan,” Hope said.
“Of course you are.” Alison rolled her eyes before she could stop herself. Trying not to alert Hope to her attraction really was bringing out the worst in her. Hope looked amused though.
“Say what you like,” she said with a little shrug, pulling off her outdoor jacket and walking over to drape it over one of Alison’s breakfast stools. “But you try coaxing a cow through a difficult labour and then going home and eating her baby for dinner afterwards.”
Alison was momentarily speechless. Hope was so small and… pretty she kept underestimating how capable she was. An image of the woman in her kitchen being called out to a farm, expertly delivering calves from large intimidating livestock seemed so deeply incongruent.
“That’s not… it’s the milk, not the baby-” was all Alison could come out with.
“Fine. You try coaxing a cow through a difficult labour and know that her baby is going to be removed in twenty-four hours and sent on a truck to be veal so she can be milked and re-impregnated forever, so that you can drink her baby’s breastmilk.”
Hope’s tone was mild but all urge to tease her suddenly disappeared. It wasn’t like Alison was blind to the complexities of the food-chain, but there was a flare of actual sadness in those brown eyes as Alison pushed her to defend her position. It wasn’t a theoretical vegan lecture; it was a brutal reality in Hope’s daily life. Alison swallowed.
“I guess I’ll have to try the oat,” she said softly. Hope examined her, surprise flaring. Then she smiled.
“What a pushover,” she commented.
Out in the cold, jackets back on, slightly oaty-flavoured hot chocolates in hand, Alison led the way to the hidden gate that let them out onto the embankment and down toward the lake.
“How did you figure out where I lived?” Alison remembered to ask.
“It wasn’t hard,” Hope told her, with a thoroughly unrepentant smirk. “I knew it was one of these monstrosities.” She waved her hand toward the row of houses behind them. “Only one had lights on.”
“You’d make an excellent stalker,” Alison observed. She felt unnerved by the fact that if anyone else had done what Hope had just done she’d rip them a new one. Hope though? Alison had felt relieved by her intrusion.
“Are you upset?” Hope asked her, as they reached the lake path, the crunch of their boots against the sharp gravel surprisingly loud under the oppressively cloudy sky. There wasn’t another soul to be seen. A trio of ducks slid gracefully from the sky onto the lake beside them.
“No,” Alison admitted. “It’s nice to see you again.”
“That’s a relief,” Hope told her lightly. “It’ll make that friendship thing a lot smoother if you actually like my company.” She took a sip of her hot chocolate, apparently unfazed by drifting past the unspoken part of the conversation. The part where Hope had said things like I want to fuck you and Alison had imagined, for one long second, kissing her mouth under the stars.
“That’s probably a prerequisite, really.” Alison was intensely grateful for her decades of professional chit-chat skills that meant sometimes her mouth could say sensible things when her brain was stuck spinning its wheels in a hot panic.
“I realised I didn’t have your phone number,” Hope was saying, not a hint of extra colour to her cheeks. “Hence the stalking. I figured you’d either thump me or find it charming.”
“Or tolerate it,” Alison corrected, even as she knew the categorisation was a lie. “First my car, then my house. You’re clearly a little shaky on the concept of boundaries.”
She’d meant it as a tease no matter how sharp it had come out, but also, honestly, she was struggling to figure out quite how to relate to Hope right now. Hope seemed so blasé, so easy about this concept of friendship even though she’d looked at Alison, repeatedly, like she was imagining her naked. Even though she’d explicitly caught Alison with her eyes where no uninterested eyes were supposed to be.
“Actually,” Hope said firmly, “I think you’ll find my boundaries are incredibly strong, my friend.” She smiled broadly, her meaning crystal clear. “So cut the shit and enjoy this beautiful walk with me.”
“You’re certainly bossy,” Alison said, as if she didn’t deserve the reprimand. She felt slightly shaky as the conversation butted right up against the edge of her discomfort. She didn’t want to be this spiky with Hope; god help her, she was very much starting to like this woman. But she was rusty enough at making new friends without this bewildering complication added in.
“What does a girl have to do to get a break around here?” Hope sighed out a huff. “Can we just have a normal fucking conversation please?” There was a minute quirk to her lower lip despite the exasperated tone. “What did you do with your day?”
I made myself come thinking about you.
“Nothing remotely exciting,” Alison lied through her teeth. “Seriously,” she added when Hope glared at her. “I exercised, I cleaned, I dealt with a minor home invasion and was put off dairy for life. Tell me about your day.”
“A fancy lady like you?” Hope raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you have servants or something for jobs like that? A personal trainer? A housekeeper?”
“No.” Alison told her shortly. “I’m not out delivering livestock in fields but I’m otherwise quite self-sufficient.”
“Sore point,” Hope noted. “Tell me more.”
“Hope. Do you ever leave things alone?”
“Sometimes. Rarely, with friends though.”
“Fine,” she huffed. “I don’t like having strangers in my space ever since every stranger in the entire country already thinks they’ve been inside my fucking bedroom, okay?”
“That’s… fair.” Hope blinked at her. “So today, me bowling straight into your living room was actually your idea of a nightmare.”
Alison saw her chance to finally right herself.
“I don’t know quite how you’ve done it, but somehow you seem to have earned yourself a free pass,” she said softly.
“Did you just… hug me?” Hope asked, her eyes going bright. Alison laughed. “I swear that’s just what happened. At least verbally.”
“You’re very much the get given an inch and take a mile sort of woman aren’t you?”
“You have no idea,” Hope said with a grin. Then her smile hitched. Alison felt it too. They were veering closer to flirting territory, even though no one had said anything out of the bounds of normality. It was just… in the air.
“Tell me something about you,” Alison said abruptly. “We’ve already established you’ve seen an entire television show about my life and now you’ve been to my house. And all I know about you is that you’re a vet with a smart mouth and hipster friends. And you’re a vegan,” she tacked on her recent discovery, “stalker.”
“You should come to my house,” Hope declared.
“I wasn’t angling for an invite,” Alison protested quickly.
“Weren’t you?” Hope raised her eyebrows. “You keep telling me that you barely know me while I’m intimately acquainted with your very soul. Come to my house. Poke through my things. Look at my books. I’ll feed you,” she added, when Alison’s hesitation showed on her face. “Dinner at a friend’s place,” Hope prompted her. “It’s what friends do? Oh!” She looked delighted. “I’ll invite the rest of the gang. After all, you drink oat milk now. You’ll fit right in.”



Chapter Ten
“I don’t understand why this is happening,” Camille complained, drifting behind Hope into her small kitchen. “I don’t even understand why you want to be friends with her at all. She already told you she’s not going to fuck you.”
“Yes,” Hope agreed. “Hence the friendship part.” She pulled out a bottle of her and Camille’s favourite rosé from the fridge and reached past her friend to pull two glasses from the cupboard beside her head. Camille didn’t shift out of the way, watching her closely with her huge blue eyes. She wore a white slip that was closer to a negligee than a dress, three-quarter white leggings above her bare feet. On anyone else it would look ridiculous, but Camille always had that slightly dreamy fairy princess vibe that meant she somehow carried it off. “I like her. And she’s interesting,” Hope explained.
“You keep using that word about her,” Camille said flatly. “I didn’t know you were so into morally grey as a character trait.”
“Camille!” Hope nearly over-poured the glass before she jerked her hand back. “You don’t even know her.”
“Neither do you. But we both know she lied on the witness stand to protect her corrupt husband.”
“That was television.”
“Based on real life, Hope. That part happened.”
“We don’t know the ins and outs of it. We don’t know her motivation. Can you even imagine how terrifying it all must have been?” Hope put her hands on her hips. “Just… give her a chance, okay?” She made puppy eyes at Camille. “For me?”
Camille’s shoulders dropped.
“Stop that,” she said.
“No.” Hope made her eyes even bigger. “If you love me…”
“You know I love you,” Camille said softly. She grabbed hold of the wineglass Hope extended to her and took a large mouthful. “Which is why I’m concerned,” she said firmly. “This woman could be dangerous.”
Hope laughed.
“Dangerous to my libido,” she agreed. “I think I probably need to get laid. Speaking of,” she looked up at Camille, “how’s the backpacker?”
“Done,” Camille said quickly. “Off to Darwin.”
“Chew ‘em up and spit ‘em out,” Hope observed with a smirk. “Never change, Milly.” She opened the fridge again, pulling out a bright yellow capsicum and a large leafy bunch of coriander. She held it to her face and took a deep breath in, inhaling the fresh scent of the herb.
“I could want more than that,” Camille said suddenly. Her face was slightly pink. Hope’s mouth dropped open.
“Babe,” she said gently. “I know that. It wasn’t an accusation. I just like teasing you, you know that.”
“Mmhm.” Camille seemed off balance tonight. The set of her lovely face was tense, her fingers clenched around the stem of the glass.
“Are you okay?” Hope dropped the ingredients on the bench and looked at her friend anew. There was genuine longing swimming in Camille’s ocean-coloured eyes. “Oh god, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you actually liked this one.”
“I-” Camille swallowed. She took a large sip of wine and then another. “Well, you know. Sometimes feelings just surprise you.”
“That’s why you’re mad at me for skipping date night tonight for a whole group hangout,” Hope realised.
“I love our date night.” Camille sounded slightly fragile. “I like getting you to myself once in a while.”
“We’ll reschedule,” Hope promised. “I love my Milly time.” She tugged Camille into her arms and hugged her tight. Her friend stayed uncharacteristically rigid before she sighed and melted just a little into the embrace. Hope smiled above her shoulder, squeezing her harder. It was so unlike Camille to actually develop feelings for one of her many admirers. “I want to hear all about him,” she assured her. Camille pulled back.
“No,” she said abruptly. Hope cocked her head. Camille’s face was still flushed but she straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin and all but forced a smile at Hope. “You know me: out of sight, out of mind.” Hope grinned at her conspiratorially and slowly the smile reached those eyes. Camille was back. “Ugh, fine, put me to work,” her friend rolled her eyes, “cooking dinner for your fucking mafia wife crush.”
“Oh my god!” Hope spluttered. She glared at her bestie. “I prefer ‘underworld-adjacent friend,’” she said with fake dignity.
By the time they’d cooked up a storm together and the rest of the gang had slowly drifted in - Magnus taking over the playlist with something melancholy and dreamy, Flynn balancing six bottles of wine in his arms, Prisha practically running into the house gasping about her clinic running late - Hope had a warm happy buzz running through her from the rosé. When she heard her doorbell chime she dropped her knife on the bench to beat a path to the front door and whipped it open to tug the dark-haired drink of water poised on her doorstep into a quick embrace.
“Hi.” Alison sounded slightly surprised at the warm welcome.
“Hi!” Hope pulled back to look at her. For three full seconds her brain went blank. Alison’s hair was down. She’d never seen her like this; even in her goddamned bathrobe Alison was always so formal, pulled together with her glossy locks swept up or back as if to keep it all contained. Seeing it spilling luxuriously over her shoulders like some kind of soft, casual, touchable human made her go quite dizzy. Alison was searching her face, waiting for her to behave like a normal person at a dinner party and Hope rapidly pulled herself together. “Come in!”
Alison shrugged out of her coat in the warm hallway and Hope took it from her to hang on a spare wall hook. She didn’t remember a time she’d done that for a visitor before - all her friends just treated her house like their own - but something about Alison made her want to perform these little acts of service. She swallowed at her own reactions and made herself smile brightly at her, even as she took in Alison’s whole appearance. High-waisted, hip-hugging, slender-fitting, dark designer jeans - jeans, for god’s sake - a short-sleeved, black, fine-woollen top, the neckline just enough to showcase her lovely collarbones. And heels. Of course.
“Do you want a tour?” Hope blurted, turning quickly away.
“That sounds lovely,” Alison said, her tone exactly that of a visiting dignitary.
“It’s… brief,” Hope let her know. The right place to go first was the living room, but Hope knew with absolute clarity that she needed two minutes to settle back in with Alison before her friends were watching her face. She led her down the wooden floorboards of the hall in the opposite direction. This was stupid. “It’s an original miner’s cottage,” she started. “With some additions. Like my sunroom,” she gestured into the small, glass-panelled room that was a straight-up tropical greenhouse in summer and an unlit, icy-cold fridge box about now. “It’s usable for about three months of the year,” she admitted.
Alison wandered in, running her elegant fingers over the low wooden bookcase and gazing around at the dark windows, the outline of waving tree branches casting flickering shadows from the moonlight.
“It’s lovely,” she said. You are, thought Hope, thinking of the massive, luxurious mansion on the lake. She turned quickly, and led her back out.
“The bathroom.” She flicked on a light. Alison took in the old clawfoot bath under the big picture window and the half-melted tea-light candles on the edge of the tub. She sunk her teeth into her plump lower lip. Hope could smell the scent of her own fruity body-wash still fresh in the air.
“The botanical garden of bathrooms,” Alison decreed, observing the multiple rows of leafy trailing houseplants draping their way down the shelves. “You’re a green thumb.”
“Hardly,” Hope disagreed. “Literally anyone could keep Devil’s Ivy alive.”
“I beg to differ,” Alison told her wryly.
Hope told herself to at least try to be chill as she steeled herself, gesturing toward the next door.
“The bedroom,” she said. Alison looked up at the words and, meeting Hope’s eye for a full second, she stepped all the way inside Hope’s bedroom. She cast her eyes around the space. It didn’t take long. Hope’s bedroom was precisely large enough to house a cream-panelled, built-in wardrobe, an antique full-length mirror, and her bed. The small lamp on her bedside table was on, next to the book she’d been reading. On the otherwise empty bedside table opposite stood a vintage brown glass bottle she’d filled with golden fairy lights, like a little jar of fireflies. The bed sat alongside the wooden-paned French doors, that in warmer weather, she left open to the night. Her bedding was a soft sage green.
Alison took it all in. This had been the point, of course - to make Alison feel like she had enough of a glimpse into Hope’s life to even the scales between them - but this felt almost unbearably intimate. Hope caught sight of the two of them in the bedroom mirror, within touching distance of each other, Alison’s legs in those heels, her gaze still on Hope’s bed.
“Anyway!” Hope’s voice came out slightly high. “Come down and meet the gang.”
She quickly led Alison out of her bedroom, wishing her heart wasn’t pounding at such a basic interaction. She’d get there though. Soon enough they’d be friends and she’d look back at this and laugh.
Laughter was pouring out of the living room now as they approached the other end of the short hall. Alison seemed to stall, just slightly, at the open doorway, and instinctively, Hope touched her fingers to the small of the other woman’s back, both to steady her and encourage her in. This only caused Alison to pause more fully; Hope swore, for a second, that she saw her shiver.
So that was who walked in the room to face all four of Hope’s best friends: Alison with her teeth sunk fully into her lower lip, and Hope, flushed with wine and pointless desire.
“Everyone,” she said, “this is Alison. Alison, everyone.”
Everyone paused and went silent. Hope didn’t blame them; Alison was kind of show-stopping. Magnus, with a sideways glance at Hope, quickly grasped that someone needed to act.
“Magnus.” He introduced himself in his soft voice, pushing back a lock of his shaggy brown hair. Then he pointed around the room. “Flynn,” he gestured to the lanky ginger pouring chips into a bowl at the kitchen counter. Flynn quirked his eyebrows in greeting and raised his hand. “Camille,” Magnus nodded towards the honeyed blonde seated on a bar stool near the bench. Camille simply crossed one leg over the other and observed their entry blankly. “Prisha,” Magnus concluded, looking over to where Prisha stood with her back to the fireplace.
“Fire,” gestured Prisha with a welcoming smile and Alison, clearly sensing a lifeline, crossed the room towards her and raised her hands to the warm glow of the crackling log fire in Hope’s hearth.
“Wine?” Hope offered, tearing herself away to the kitchen and holding up a red and a white option.
“Yes please,” Alison agreed quickly. “The red.”
Hope wondered how long it had been since Alison had been at a function where that was how the wine options had been presented, if, in fact, ever. Something about that conversely made her relax a fraction. Hope’s house, with her little crew of humanity, was far warmer than anything depicted in the fictional version of Alison’s life and Hope decided to go with it as fact.
By the time she crossed back with a wine glass in each hand, Alison was talking easily with Prisha about life as a country doctor, her voice warm and steady. Hope handed Alison her glass and their eyes met. It was, it must be said, physically impossible to hand over a wine glass without your fingers touching the recipient’s, at least slightly. For a second, Hope hovered, before she realised she was slipping almost unthinkingly into date mode. She abandoned Alison to the interaction - the woman had been a goddamned socialite for god’s sake - and crossed back to the kitchen.
“Play nice,” she murmured to Camille as she passed, touching her warm, bare shoulder just briefly on her way into the kitchen.
“I’m always nice,” Camille replied lightly and Hope caught Flynn giving Camille a cautious glance as he ferried snacks into the living room. A moment later Camille hopped off her stool and came to help her as she put the finishing touches on dinner. Hope still felt uncharacteristically flustered at the situation she’d literally concocted: all her friends and Alison in one room. It had made sense in her head; these were her friends, Alison was going to be her friend, ergo, dinner. She just hadn’t quite expected it to feel like this.
“Relax,” Camille whispered into her ear. She moved behind Hope and gave her shoulders a soft massage, making clear that Hope wasn’t quite passing herself off as cool just now, at least to the people who knew her best. She let herself enjoy the tenderness of her friend’s touch, grateful to be loved by people that didn’t care how uncool she was at times. She glanced up to see that Alison was watching them surprisingly closely before her grey eyes flicked back to her conversation with Prisha.
Dinner was casual; Hope wasn’t delusional enough to want them all sitting around a dining table, conversing formally. Instead, she and Camille spread big bowls of taco fillings and toppings from one end of the coffee table to the other and they all created their own concoctions, draping themselves over Hope’s furniture or eating where they stood. Hope argued with herself that since she’d invited Alison here, it only made sense for her to seat herself next to the woman on the couch. She tried not to enjoy too much the entirely sensational experience of watching the refined socialite perch with a dinner plate on her knees while eating with her hands.
The conversation was free-flowing and easy; Hope shouldn’t have been surprised. Her friends were all smart, loquacious individuals and Alison was basically a professional at this kind of thing. Hope watched as she all but sparkled under the attention, winning over everyone with warm words and steady focus. She could speak architecture with Magnus and environmental law with Flynn. She paid extra attention to Camille, drawing her out of her reticence by asking insightful questions about her inspirations and process.
“So what are you going to do with your life now?” Prisha asked Alison easily, as if the implied second-half of the question - now that your life has been destroyed and consumed by the public - wasn’t hanging in the air. Hope felt Alison go still beside her. When had they ended up sitting so close?
“Well,” Alison said, “I’ve honestly not quite decided.”
“Money’s obviously not a barrier then,” Camille said lightly and five sets of eyes zeroed in on her.
“Not especially,” Alison replied smoothly, as if the question hadn’t been incredibly pointy. “I could just do absolutely nothing with my life,” she said with a small shrug. Camille conceded her point with a dainty tilt of her head.
“Would you go back to law?” Flynn asked. Hope frowned in confusion but Alison shook her head slowly.
“I’d like to,” she said softly. “But being a widely noted perjurer rather set my career on the back foot.”
The words hung in the air for a long moment.
“You were practicing?” Hope asked her. She felt oddly embarrassed. She’d believed Alison had been as depicted: purely a society wife. Alison turned to look at her, with a faint trace of amusement in her grey eyes. She’d clearly caught the surprise in Hope’s voice.
“Yes,” she said. “Family law. Helping women disentangle themselves from unpleasant partners, ironically enough.”
“Oh.” Hope was actually just staring now, as her perception of Alison shifted yet again. Alison, clearly noting this, smirked at her just slightly. Oh, fuck. Her smirk was confident, with the smallest hint of sass. Hope’s stomach swooped as their gazes tangled.
“You were fired,” Camille guessed aloud. All eyes shot back to her again.
“Yes, as a matter of fact I was.” Alison agreed with the painful fact like she was telling Camille the time.
“Well, we’ve all been there,” said Prisha quickly. Hope could have hugged her.
“Oh, really?” She smiled at her gorgeous friend, knowing full well Prisha had done nothing but gather glowing commendations since the instant she’d entered med school. Prisha’s dark eyes sparkled and she tucked back a lock of silky black hair.
“In year eleven I was fired from my job at my local frozen yoghurt bar,” Prisha announced. “For serving my friends for free. Would you believe that’s technically classed as theft?”
Hope actually giggled as the tension broke. Even Camille looked softened, her eyes on her housemate’s face.
“Since when are you such a rebel, Preesh?”
Prisha looked over at her, her eyes going serious as she focussed on Camille’s teasing face.
“I’m actually,” she paused, “incredibly dark and mysterious.”
Everyone in the room chuckled, even Alison, who’d known her less than an hour. Prisha sighed.
“You don’t know me,” she warned them all, shaking her head like they were fools. Magnus wrapped his arm around her shoulder.
“You’re terrifying and very bad,” he reassured her gently. Prisha looked at him gratefully.
“You forgot to add wildly sexy to that,” she complained.
“No one could miss that,” Camille said fondly. Prisha’s eyes blew wide for the space of a heartbeat. Then she got abruptly to her feet and started collecting everyone’s plates and ferrying them into the kitchen. Everyone sprang into action to clear up. Hope dragged herself up to help and to her surprise, Alison joined her.
“You don’t have to-” Hope protested.
“Yet again,” Alison murmured, “I’m surprisingly capable.”
“I don’t have a dishwasher,” Hope warned her, as they navigated around each other in the small space, both placing plates on the sink with noted care not to touch each other.
“That’s barbaric,” Alison’s jaw dropped. “Why ever not? Some kind of moral disinclination I could never comprehend?”
“No.” Hope rolled her eyes. “My landlord apparently didn’t deem it necessary.” Alison was silent for a beat and Hope nearly laughed. “You’ve heard of renting, right?”
“I once rented a chalet,” Alison returned and Hope elbowed her out of the way as she began to run the sink.
“Let me.” Alison used her hip to nudge her sideways, making Hope nearly bite through her tongue. “You should dry since I don’t know where anything goes,” Alison explained. Hope leaned one hand on the benchtop and observed her movements.
“The dish soap goes in with the hot water,” she instructed slowly, “then you use the little scrubby thing to clean the plates.”
Alison turned her whole body to look at her. She tucked one long lock of hair behind her shoulder, then leaned in close and spoke softly.
“Fuck. Off.”
Hope decided to believe that the full body flush that came over her at that could be explained by the laughter that spilled from her, or the wine, or the heat in her small house from the fire, or anything other than Alison whispering profanities to her with eyes blazing with both annoyance and amusement.
Hope picked up a tea towel and the two of them took their time cleaning the kitchen while her friends floated in and out. She got a little giddier every time she glanced at Alison in her black designer top, her heels, and Hope’s bright yellow dishwashing gloves.
“You two squabble like an old married couple,” Camille informed them ten minutes later with an arched eyebrow as she slid their dessert into the oven. Hope tried not to flush. Camille seemed intent on making things uncomfortable this evening. She remembered her friend’s clear misery as they’d hung out earlier and tried to give her some grace.
She wasn’t the only one. She saw Flynn quietly reach out for Camille’s hand as she left the kitchen and pull her firmly into his chest for a hug, dropping a kiss on the top of her head and murmuring something into her ear that made her shoulders sag. Hope felt herself relax. Her friends were all so in tune with each other and it made her feel deeply and ridiculously safe.



Chapter Eleven
“This is delicious,” Alison said, trying to keep a wholly inappropriate moan from her voice as she tasted the hot apple pie on her plate, dripping with vanilla ice-cream. It was the perfect dessert for a cold autumn night.
“Hope’s a ridiculous baker,” Prisha agreed and Alison glanced sideways at Hope on the couch next to her, where she was eating the pie without ice-cream. She remembered, all over again, Hope’s flat words about the dairy industry and with a faint sigh, pushed her own ice-cream to the side. It shouldn’t matter. The pie was devastatingly good. Apparently Hope could do everything - even vegan baking - with absurd competence.
“She’s the full package.” Camille seemed to read her mind, a trace of heat in her voice. “So marriage-able,” she teased Hope, and Alison focussed on her plate. She wished she could telegraph to the young woman across the room who was almost vibrating with tension that she wasn’t a threat, but so far, Camille seemed entirely resistant to Alison’s attempts to disarm her.
“If only all it took was pie.” Hope widened her eyes at Camille. “I’d have served it to you all years ago. Had myself a full harem.”
“I’d marry you tomorrow,” Magnus announced. “I’ve always had a thing for cute little housewives.” He attempted what Alison was pretty sure was supposed to be a menacing leer but he was entirely too adorable. Flynn pushed his plate back and looked deeply despondent while Prisha threw back a solid slug of wine. Alison was fascinated. She’d never met such a complex bunch of intelligent and yet entirely obtuse individuals. They were a disaster. She couldn’t tell if she wanted to shake them or cuddle them.
Hope shifted beside her, a movement Alison experienced as transient warmth radiating against her body everywhere they weren’t even touching. Or kiss them. She eyed her recently topped up glass of wine and made a mental note not to have another sip.
Despite all the competing forms of tension in the room, Alison felt more relaxed than she’d remembered being in years. The food was satisfying, the glow of the fire drowsily warm and the wine some kind of organic, vegan, preservative-free nonsense that sat lightly in her veins. Even though she had no idea how any one of these people managed to make it through a single day, she liked all of them, even - especially, in fact - Camille. They all clearly loved each other fiercely and they all seemed utterly besotted with Hope.
Which... fair. Alison couldn’t argue it. She liked her even more now she’d been granted a glimpse inside her world. Hope’s home felt like a perfect extension of the woman herself: warm, unique and teeth-clenchingly pretty. God, she could see it all now, far too clearly: Hope with her hair up, reclining gloriously naked in that romantic bathtub with her nose in a novel; Hope’s golden locks tumbling over those soft pillows as she tucked herself into bed at night; Hope in whatever hipsters deemed appropriate nightwear, padding sleepily into that adorable kitchen to make her first coffee of the morning before she went to work and cuddled puppies all day.
Ridiculous, it was all, quite frankly, ridiculous. And Alison liked it a lot. Too much, perhaps. But, she reminded herself, she could actually have this, if she wanted to. Hope pulling her into high stakes dinner parties where everyone was delightful and desperately fraught; Hope’s helpless laughter as they couldn’t stop sparring with each other every damn time they opened their mouths; Hope baking this exact pie again, oh god, yes please. All Alison had to do, to keep all these incredible and unexpected new riches in her life, was to hold her shit together. Not let this delayed trauma response or whatever on god’s earth was happening to her, burst out and wreck this.
“Thank you for a lovely evening,” she told her host, shockingly bereft at the idea of walking out that door and leaving all this behind. “It was so nice meeting you all,” she announced to the group. To her considerable surprise, everyone in the room practically mobbed her, lining up to press kisses against her cheek or hug her warmly. Even Camille went up on her pretty toes to air kiss her, her fingers a little too tight on Alison’s shoulder. It was more action than Alison had had in a long time.
“I’ll walk you out,” said Hope.
She handed Alison her coat and accompanied her out the door onto the small covered verandah with a view out over the twinkling lights of Gold Hill.
“How many hundreds of dollars does a view like this add to your rent?” Alison asked, pausing to admire the prettiness of it all.
Hope laughed.
“A view like this is priceless,” she said fondly, looking out over her town. “Are you happy now?”
“Very,” Alison agreed. “I feel very informed about the local housing market.”
“I meant now you’ve been to my home,” Hope explained, leaning one hand on the deck bannister. “Met my friends, scoped my decor, rifled through my underwear drawer.”
“Oh,” said Alison. “Yes, quite happy actually. Your friends are a delight - far nicer than you - and your decor is-” she broke off, quite unable to find it within herself to be snarky. “Your home is beautiful,” she said lightly. She didn’t want to leave it, even now she was standing outside of it, to head home to the quiet sterility of the mansion by the lake. “Your underwear drawer was surprisingly uninformative,” she added, managing to bring herself back from the surprising tug of melancholy in her chest. “Nothing at all scandalous,” she concluded, as if the idea of Hope’s underwear could be, in any world, prosaic.
“Well, now I know you didn’t go through it.” Hope smirked at her and Alison’s mouth went dry. Great, there went half a night of sleep imagining quite what Hope was hinting at. “It was lovely having you here,” Hope went on, perfectly unfazed by the heart attack she was intent on giving Alison. “Sorry my friends practically drooled on you,” she said. “But that’s your own fault; they all looked a bit starstruck by the end of it.”
Alison couldn’t help her overwhelmingly flattered smile. Hope’s blatant admiration felt like the roar of the log-fire inside when it was pointed right at you. It was a lot to withstand.
“I’ll let you get back to them.” Leaving felt like a bandaid she needed to rip off. The longer she stood here, the closer she got to asking to stay. Quickly, not making a big deal about it this time, she swooped in and kissed Hope’s smooth warm cheek with a briskness that felt screamingly obvious. She turned to leave.
“Wait.”
Alison turned, only two steps down the porch stairs. “Give me your damn phone number,” Hope said. Stupidly, Alison’s heart skipped about three beats. She took a second to settle herself. Friends had each other’s phone numbers. People dancing around each other waited for each other in sunset parking lots and surprised you by risking seeking you out at home. They traded numbers like two normal people and Alison completed the trip down the stairs and all the way to her icy cold car, parked on the street below. She glanced up at the tiny, beautiful home lit up above. The front porch was empty. She drove home alone.

The week went by slowly. Honestly Alison was going to be marathon-ready if she didn’t find something to do with her time that didn’t involve a treadmill. Her house couldn’t be neater, and there were only so many elaborate meals for one she could really be bothered making.
She thought of Flynn’s easy assumption she’d one day practice law again and got as far as opening a jobseeker app on her phone and clicking the category ‘legal jobs’ before shutting it down, deleting the app and having a solidly good cry.
She made herself go for walks around the lake, alone, because despite the number exchange, she hadn’t heard from Hope and something inside her refused to be the first one to text. When Hope was right in front of her it was so clear that their enjoyment of each other was mutual. When she wasn’t, Alison compared her intensely solitary life with that of Hope’s warm world and she came up thoroughly lacking. She didn’t want to be a charity case for god’s sake. And anyway, Alison was, and always had been, thoroughly self-sufficient.
Alison was deeply relieved when Harry arrived for the weekend. They took a road trip to yet another one of the picturesque surrounding towns, poked through some hidden antique stores and made wood-fired pizzas for lunch in the outdoor pizza oven Harry had recently installed in his lovely hillside garden. Alison had wandered to the periphery while he fussed with the temperature and tried to figure out which of the pretty cottages on the adjacent hillside she’d dined in the previous week.
With his sensitivity always attuned to her moods, Harry had declared that the very best thing about getting old and crotchety was rearranging plans last minute, and instead of heading back to Melbourne on Sunday evening as usual, he decided to stay on for another two nights. Just on his own whim, she was to understand. 
After a Monday spent quite clearly trying to cheer her up, visiting Harry’s favourite Gold Hill nursery to endlessly update his perfectly landscaped gardens, they travelled out to a beautiful winery on the outskirts of Gold Hill. Seated beside a clear glass wall with a view of the slowly sinking sun casting long gold fingers through the vines, they perused the menus to order an early dinner. 
“I’ll have the porterhouse steak, rare,” Harry declared to the handsome server, who twinkled at him in the way all terribly-out-of-one’s-league young men did to lecherous old men with obvious money and power.
“The pumpkin gnocchi, please,” said Alison, with careful politeness, all but begging the young man not to do the same thing to her. He swept his lush eyelashes down prettily and she tried very hard not to die on the spot.
“The gnocchi’s incredible,” came a voice from behind her and Alison’s whole body went warm. “Oh! You look gorgeous,” Hope said as she came into view, casting her eyes down Alison’s dark green dress. “Of course,” she added, with a quick roll of her eyes as her hand rested easily on the back of Alison’s chair.
“Hope.” Alison did every damn thing in her power not to let her cheeks change colour. She straightened in her seat. “This is my good friend, Harry. Harry, this is Hope.”
Harry perused the interaction with nothing short of desperate fascination. Hope was very much not dressed for dinner at a winery. She wore a slightly grimy grey t-shirt and navy blue cargo pants over brown leather work boots. Her hair was braided low, a little disheveled. Despite every single reason in the world to the contrary - including cargo pants - she looked incredibly sexy. She was slightly windblown, her skin glowing like she’d been sweating, the soft cotton of the t-shirt casually revealing her curves. And literally when in her life had Alison started to find tattoos hot?
“Our dashing young heroine from the lake.” Harry never forgot a face. “How very lovely to see you here.”
“Nice to meet you too.” Hope’s grin had a telltale smugness to it, apparently enjoying hearing that Alison had spoken of her. Her hand still hadn’t left the back of Alison’s chair.
“Please, you must join us,” Harry said. “You look positively… hungry.”
“Absolutely not.” Hope looked horrified. “I’ve literally come from the stables, administering horse antibiotics. I’m filthy and you’re-”
“Equally filthy,” Harry butted in, his blue eyes twinkling above his crisp shirt. Hope spluttered a laugh. “Alison’s sick to death of me, and I her. We’d far rather entertain ourselves with the likes of you.” 
Hope cocked her head at the tease in his voice, and hesitated, appearing to weigh up the offer. Alison was torn between the pressing need to keep her and Harry separated, and the deep reassurance at how extremely happy to see her Hope looked right now.
“Do horse antibiotics require a terribly big needle?” Alison asked her. “Because dinner with Harry means you might want to have one handy.” Hope’s eyes were sparkling but watchful, clearly trying to read between the lines and Alison immediately rolled over like the puppy she’d sworn she wasn’t. “Please, sit down,” she said, “if you don’t have other plans.”
“Let me just go wash my hands, again,” Hope screwed up her nose “And my arms, and my face.” She turned and disappeared and Alison tried to make her own face look anywhere near normal as she turned back to Harry.
“How positively fascinating,” Harry began. Alison took a sip of wine to fortify herself as she raised her eyebrows, trying to look calmly interested. “It appears like you’ve made a new friend.”
“Yes,” agreed Alison nonchalantly. “She’s very sweet.”
“Mm,” Harry agreed. “And yet for some reason, we’ve just spent three full days together and you haven’t mentioned a single thing about her existence.”
“I wasn’t aware you required structured updates of my social calendar,” she said blandly, even as she knew she was trying to outplay an expert litigator who could eat the likes of her for breakfast, even without twenty years of insider knowledge.
“Considering I am your entire social calendar, you’d see how I’d find myself rather intrigued. Gosh,” he said, like he’d just thought of it. “She really is incredibly pretty.”
“Yes, quite.” Alison refused to budge and he looked up to wave merrily at Hope where she was apparently reappearing into view somewhere behind Alison’s left shoulder. He bossed the young server into bringing a chair and resetting the table for three.
“I’ll have the bruschetta, please Stone,” Hope smiled at the server who looked like he was about to fall to his knees before her. “Hold the feta, though?”
“Lactose intolerant?” Harry looked brightly interested and in a flash of panic Alison instantly knew what he was driving at.
“Don’t be intrusive, Harry,” she interjected quickly.
“Vegan actually,” Hope said easily and all was lost.
“Why, you’re even more moral than Ali, here,” he said, looking thrilled. “She’s come over all vegetarian this whole weekend, ordering nothing but tofu this and cashew that. Honestly, you think you know someone, then after twenty years they go and betray you by putting plant milk in your teacup.”
Alison was going to combust, right here at this table.
“Well,” Hope said, “there was that documentary on ABC this week about factory farming and climate change. I think half the country got put off meat. You too, Ali?”
Alison met her gaze with deep surprise. Hope was… good. She was pretty sure there had been no such documentary, but within seconds Hope had read all the layers of context and neatly saved her from Harry’s parry and thrust. It was only the use of the nickname that let Alison know that Hope absolutely had her over a barrel if she wanted to tease her later. Hope just smiled at her though, the warmth of a slow-burning log fire in her gaze and Alison felt something crack inside her, because apparently, Hope had her back.
“Stone?” Alison said, deciding to ignore Harry altogether and move things on, fast. “Any relation to Possum, do you think?”
“Sometimes hippies come in unexpected forms,” Hope said darkly, and they both glanced over at the clean-shaven, sharply-dressed server, before meeting each other’s eyes and smirking. “Flynn, for example,” Hope added, her voice low like she was committing a great betrayal. “I don’t think he wore shoes until he was twelve. Still thinks deodorant is a corporate conspiracy.”
“I’d never have guessed it,” Alison told her.
“That’s because you’re not his armpit height,” Hope revealed. “And you were fooled by his designer spectacles, like the innocent that you are.”
“Goodness, you two do go back,” Harry observed. “You’re positively sisterly.”
Alison knew full well he’d chosen the word for the exact way it made Hope seem to choke just slightly.
“Mm,” Hope managed. A splash of colour hit her cheeks and Harry saw the blood in the water. He did nothing with it for now, but flicked Alison a brief and thoroughly knowing glance.
“Wine?” Alison quickly lifted the bottle of shiraz toward Hope’s empty glass hoping to return the favour and save her right back. Hope though, put her hand up regretfully to stop her.
“None for me, thank you,” she said.
“It’s not vegan?” Harry took an ostentatious swig of his own glass, making Alison frown at him.
“I don’t drink on Mondays,” Hope said. “Tuesdays I’m in surgery all day. Steady hands, functioning brain, can’t lose.” She smiled, picking up her water glass instead and toasting at them both.
“Surgery?” Alison said faintly. “You… operate?”
Hope laughed.
“I’m a vet?” she reminded Alison. “Remember the horse antibiotics?” She looked down at her grimy t-shirt and back up to meet her gaze. Alison was reminded far too acutely of Hope catching her staring at her breasts and swallowed.
“But… surgery?” Alison was thoroughly stuck on this point. “Doesn’t… isn’t that a whole other job?” She honestly hadn’t thought past the puppy cuddling and livestock manhandling, and that was already quite enough to understand about Hope. Adding surgeon on top was far, far too much for her to manage.
“For some vets, yes. But lots of us are trained in surgery too. You know… and obstetrics, and geriatrics, radiology, behavioural medicine, a bit of the works really.” There was the faintest bite in Hope’s tone, perhaps feeling underestimated by Alison all over again. “That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” she added. Now there was a definite tinge of irony to her words.
“What kind of surgeries do you do?” Harry had his chin propped on his hand, looking slightly wide-eyed himself. Alison wanted to kick herself. If anyone should know that pretty women tended to be underestimated, it was a lifelong society wife. Just add in petite and blonde and honestly she had to stop doing this to Hope.
“Hysterectomies and testicular castrations,” Hope started, raising her eyebrows just enough to make Harry blink. “Tooth extractions and other dental procedures, biopsies, tumour removals, lumps and bumps. Wound wash-outs and closures. Some minor orthopaedics, wiring the odd broken bone, etcetera. I did an emergency eye removal this weekend, actually. Other things I generally refer to specialists.”
Alison didn’t manage to find any verbal response whatsoever as Hope met her eyes, her chin raised. She was trying to imagine quite how much knowledge this woman’s brain in fact held, considering Hope was also talking presumably about at least a couple of different species she could successfully perform surgery on. It took everything she had just to manage to close her mouth instead of letting her jaw hang slack. 
“You know,” said Harry for her, “that’s quite sexy, actually.”
Hope’s gaze flicked from Harry’s to Alison’s to Harry’s again.
“Why thank you.” Hope said, with a slow smile. Alison hadn’t said a word, but it was apparent that the look on her face was compliment enough.



Chapter Twelve
To Alison’s surprise Harry didn’t insinuate a thing after Hope had left. She’d gone early, declining to order dessert, kissing both their cheeks and wishing them a happy evening, then headed off to get a good night’s sleep. Right about now she would probably be arriving home, getting ready to slip between her pale green bed sheets to rest her golden head and prepare for her day, not of cuddling puppies, but saving their lives with a highly-skilled scalpel.
Alison was feeling uneasy. It had been at least half an hour since Hope had left, the two of them now finishing their final mouthfuls of dessert, and yet still Harry had said nothing. He’d simply watched Hope vanish out the door and turned to Alison and said with uncharacteristic seriousness, “what a thoroughly lovely woman.”
Alison had cautiously agreed, steeling herself for the next sentence to come out his mouth, but Harry had only turned to discuss his own busy week ahead, the caseload he cherry-picked as he slowly eased closer to retirement. He’d insisted on paying the bill - as was his decades long habit - then taken the wheel, driving them home through the winding country roads, driving like a ninety-year-old for fear of hitting a stray wombat.
He was quiet in the car, apparently absorbed in his own thoughts, so Alison took advantage of the unexpected reprieve to daydream out the window at the dark eucalyptus forest. It took her quite by surprise when out of nowhere he spoke up.
“How long have you known you were a lesbian, Ali?”
Her stomach dropped all the way out of her body. What?! She wanted to shriek. Why would you say something like that?
“About fifteen years or so, I suspect,” she said, instead, her breath escaping as sharply as the secret.
“Oh, my darling,” he said quietly. His hand reached over the gearbox and squeezed her knee.
“I mean, it’s not as black and white as all that.” She turned to look out the window, suddenly afraid she was going to cry. “I did love him, you know.”
“I know.”
“We actually had quite good sex,” she continued, even as she hated remembering it.
“I mean it’s all friction, darling,” Harry agreed and despite it all, she laughed, blinking away the wetness in her eyes.
“It’s quite a thing to be so… worshipped,” she tried to explain.
“I’m insulted you think you have to explain that to me,” he said. “Go on, my love.”
“The rush of the forbidden,” she said, “that’s how it started. And I was so young.”
“I remember,” Harry said, his voice clipped.
“Yes. Then after that, I was the new wife,” she winced. “The sexy, rather innocent model, and the mother of his only child. For a man with an ego like his, that was all rather attractive.”
“And for you?”
“I was craved and revered. When you’re a woman that’s really all you ever get taught about desire. Your worth is being wanted. Being wanted is to feel desire. Even if it’s all someone else’s.”
Harry was silent, absorbing that.
“And then?”
“One day I started to want,” Alison said simply. “For myself.”
“Did you act on it?”
“No.” Throughout her marriage, this had been a clear point of intensely private, forever unacknowledged pride. She loved her husband, she loved her family. She wanted… oh, how she’d wanted. But Alison was so much stronger than mere want. “I’ll never forgive him for it.”
Harry didn’t say a word. He squeezed her knee again. She knew he understood. He’d been there the whole time, after all.
They drove for several minutes, both lost in their own thoughts again. Alison twitched slightly, when quietly he spoke again.
“You’re afraid.”
Alison glared at him. Because there was perceptive in a way that could bring her catharsis and then there was this: a soft challenge in his voice that said I know you and now I’m going to use it against you.
“I’m not afraid,” she said. “I’m realistic. I’m a mess. I’m broken. I’ve got so much baggage I could build an airport. And some of my baggage is straight up dangerous, Harry. Do you really think I’ll go on forever without one of those tinderboxes my ex-husband lit exploding?”
“You’re trying to keep her safe.”
He didn’t have to say who her was. She didn’t dignify him with a response.
“I never pegged you as a liar, Ali.” Harry changed tack when it was clear she wasn’t planning on indulging him on this line of enquiry.
“Excuse me?” If Harry hadn’t been her oldest friend in the world she would have felt hurt by the tone in his voice. Harry had never hurt her in twenty years of friendship, so she didn’t move past seriously pissed off. Yet.
“I believe that you believe you’re somehow toxic,” he agreed. “As if you think that Simon’s mess will taint you forever. It’s misguided, of course, but it’s only a symptom, not the root cause.”
“Spare me the psychobabble and spit it out then,” she said sharply.
“You’re forty-five years old,” he said clearly, “and you’ve never been truly intimate with anyone. Let alone someone who could break your heart.”
Alison’s ears popped she was so angry.
“Intimate? I was married for eighteen years.” Her voice sounded like cut glass even to her. “And I had the most public heartbreak of anyone in the world. How many people have had their personal, private heartbreak recreated on network television?”
“That’s not heartbreak,” Harry eased the car down the hill, onto the main street of Gold Hill and coasted out towards the lake. “That’s humiliation and a shattered ego, plus an intense invasion of privacy. Not to mention all the danger to your life, the threats and the fallout on Jac. Then there’s the tragedy of your son’s family being destroyed. Your career. Your sense of security,” he went on, detailing every one of the disasters that had wrecked her. “None of that is a romantic heartbreak, though.”
“Harry, I swear to god, you have no right to tell me how I felt.”
Harry paused at a stop sign and Alison seriously considered throwing herself out the door and marching off into the night.
“I don’t doubt that you loved him, Ali. That your lives were intertwined, that you were a family. Were you ever in love with him though? Did you make love with him?”
Alison stopped herself sharply before her next words could fly out her mouth. Don’t be disgusting, Harry.
She wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. All she could feel was the sharp sense that he was minimising her pain while simultaneously trying to make her risk more of it. And for what possible purpose?
Finally, he pulled into her driveway and all of a sudden she remembered that her big soulless house had once been a sanctuary. She couldn’t wait to shut that heavy wooden front door behind her, to hear nothing but silence. She unclipped her seatbelt, her eyes still anywhere but on Harry.
“You’re trying to protect yourself, Ali,” he said gently. “And that makes perfect sense. But don’t try to pretend to that woman that it’s her you’re trying to protect. She’s far too smart for that. You’ll only wind up losing her.”
Alison opened her door and escaped the car, grabbing her bag on the way.
“We’re friends,” she said. “There’s no pretending, no protecting, no losing.”
“No heartbreak,” he said. “Well done, Alison.”
She slammed the door and walked away.



Chapter Thirteen
“Mum,” said Hope, “what in the world have you done to Duncan?” She stared at the mammoth tabby cat, perched like a loaf on the arm of her parents’ couch, wearing what appeared to be a red and yellow polka-dot clown collar.
“Do you like it?” Her mother bustled down the corridor behind her and looked fondly at the epic feline. “It’s to stop him from catching birds. Songbirds see colour much more clearly than his sneaky little brown camouflage.”
“Or,” Hope pointed out, “you could just keep him indoors? He’s a murdering machine.”
“I couldn’t do that to him.” Her mother crossed the living room to run one hand fondly down the cat’s back. “He’s used to his freedom. He’d be so depressed living under house arrest.”
“I suspect he’s more depressed now,” Hope said. “What with how all the other cats must be laughing at him.”
“What would you know about it?” Her mum gave her an unrepentant smile. “The other owners really should just keep them inside. Tea?”
“Ugh…” Hope sighed. Outdoor cats drove her nuts. Slaughtering native wildlife, beating each other up, spreading diseases, breeding at a ferocious pace, getting hit by cars. Despite the gentle attempts at tough love she tried to dish out to owners, she apparently had no hope if she couldn’t even convince her own mother.
“How’s your week been, honey-bun?” her mother called from the kitchen. “We didn’t get to see you last weekend.”
“No,” she agreed, petting the psychopathic killer on the couch under his soft, fuzzy, little chin. “Bevan was sick and I ended up on call.”
“Anything interesting?” There was a clatter of tea cups over the sound of the kettle boiling.
“A cat lost an eye,” Hope said. “Some mysterious night time injury. Outdoors,” she added pointedly.
“Duncan sleeps indoors at night,” her mother protested from the other room. “It’s our compromise.”
“I’m sure the small pile of slaughtered finches feel super relieved to know they could just start feeding in the dark.”
“Who taught you to be this relentless?” Her mother handed her a hot steaming cup and sank down next to Duncan with a small huff.
“I learned from the best.” Hope toasted her mother with her cup, then winced as the motion spilled a hot splatter of tea atop her jeans. Renee Sullivan was a carbon copy of Hope, just double the age and triple the size her mother liked to quip. Hope hated when she said that. Her mother was gorgeous, but she lived in a world that hated women taking up space.
“Well, if it’s not my two favourite girls!”
Hope spilled more tea as she almost dropped the cup on the coffee table, getting to her feet to hug her dad.
“What’s happening here?” Hope pulled back from the hug to pat her dad’s face. It was barely a fortnight since she’d been home and in that time, Dave Sullivan had apparently decided to start growing a beard.
“Do you like it?” He beamed. “I’m aiming for lumberjack.”
Hope burst out laughing. Her dad had been an accountant her whole life, a job he happily agreed was terrible for him, and his physique was that of a short man who’d spent decades with desk work being his only form of physical labour.
“You look like Magnus,” she suddenly realised. Magnus had recently started growing his first beard, and right now he and Hope’s dad shared both a similar physique and a new facial hair aesthetic.
“I always said Magnus was a thoroughly handsome guy.” Her dad looked thrilled at the comparison. “You should probably marry him.”
“Gross, Dad! I would have but now I feel weird about it.” Hope screwed up her entire face. Her father pretended to be offended and her mother started laughing.
“How’s Camille though?” she asked.
“Camille? She’s great! She and Prisha are planning a house party actually,” she remembered, flopping back down on the couch and offending Duncan, who leapt up and thundered away. “You’re invited, if you want to come? It’s the house-warming they’ve been talking about for the last three months and are finally getting their shit together to throw.”
“That’s very sweet,” her mother said. “Camille always wants to impress your parents, doesn’t she?”
“She loves you guys,” Hope agreed. “You’re not like other parents,” she teased them, “you’re the cool parents.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s not it,” her mother said wryly. The thing was, Hope kind of meant it. Her parents weren’t showy people, not rich or well-dressed or technically all that successful, but nor were they cold and disapproving like Camille’s parents, or hopelessly disengaged like Flynn’s. They were sweet and supportive and in Hope’s adulthood they’d never felt like anything less than friends. That might be the only child side of her showing, the little precocious kid who’d mostly had adults to chat to growing up. There was a dorkiness to her relationship with her parents but she’d never change it for the world. She’d missed them desperately when they’d left Sydney.
“So you’ll come? It’s next Saturday.”
Her parents exchanged looks. It could go either way. They were homebodies, content in each other’s company and not much for going out. But they loved Hope and they loved her friends.
“What do you bring to a cool kids party?” asked her dad. “Pretty sure our neighbour grows pot?”

The following Saturday, Hope packed three grocery bags full of snacks into the back of her car. It was theoretically overkill, but the combination of Prisha and Camille could go either way. They’d either be intensely excited about this party, with everything elaborately arranged and over the top, or Camille could be sidetracked by a project and Prisha busy with work, the two of them floating happily in their shared little bubble and expecting the party to magically take care of itself. Being that they lived forty-five minutes out of Gold Hill and in the middle of absolutely nowhere, Hope wasn’t going to risk it.
There was a bottle store just half a block up the Main Street, so she left her car in its hard-won supermarket parking spot - ignoring the hundreds of circling cars filled with tourists, all jostling to buy expensive pesto and caviar for their weekend away - and started to walk. The air was crisp and cool and the sun was already tracking in the direction of the horizon, at barely three in the afternoon. The sky was the deepest, most satisfying of blues, delicious scents of food and booze filtering out of the restaurants on Main Street, accompanied by blasts of laughter and conversation. Gold Hill came alive on weekends, and the sounds of dozens of city people finally relaxing could be exhilarating if you were in the right mood for it.
Walking into the bottle store, Hope found herself smiling. Standing next to a wine fridge, staring with intense concentration at a bottle of rosé in her hand, was an incredibly attractive human being she hadn’t seen in some time. Alison, as casually dressed as she was capable of being, in another pair of skintight designer black jeans and a burnished golden-brown knit jumper. Her hair was tied back but currently spilled over her right shoulder as she interrogated the wine like it had committed an offence.
Alison had been impossible to pin down for the last couple of weeks. Hope had messaged her a couple of times: A walk? A coffee? Come join us at the pub? Each time, Alison had been evasive. She’d been tired, she’d been mysteriously busy, she wasn’t in the mood for the pub tonight, thank you. Hope wasn’t especially concerned. She, of all people, knew what it was like to be socially exhausted. Besides, they were still new friends; Alison owed her nothing. Hope crossed the store towards her.
“Oh my god,” she said by way of greeting. “Are you wearing flats?”
Alison turned quickly. She flinched slightly at Hope materialising before her, lowering the wine bottle abruptly as though she’d been sprung doing something wrong.
“Hi,” she said. Hope swooped in to give her cheek a quick hello kiss, steeling herself against how good Alison always smelled. Expensive, warm and mouth-watering, her perfume slightly smoky and yet deeply feminine. Hope swallowed the excess saliva in her mouth and flicked her eyes down Alison’s body to the unexpected sight of her standing quite levelly on the ground.
“Look at that; I barely had to stand on my tiptoes at all!” She gestured down at Alison’s neat black flats. “We’re practically the same height.”
“Hardly.” Alison looked down her nose at her and Hope laughed.
“What are you up to?” she asked. “In your casual shoes, on a Saturday?”
“I mean… I’m wine shopping?” Alison said, like the answer was obvious. She seemed stiff, even for Alison.
“Yes, but for what purpose? What event? What are you doing tonight?”
“Some of us just like a quiet night in sometimes.” Alison’s tone was extremely level, not remotely swayed by Hope’s excited energy. “With a glass of wine with our meal.”
“Oh, of course!” Hope remembered suddenly. “It’s a weekend. Gusband time.”
“Gusband?”
“Gay husband? Harry’s up, right?”
Alison’s expression went noticeably flat. For a second, Hope felt weird. Was it the husband word she didn’t like?
“He couldn’t make it this weekend,” Alison said. “Too much work on.”
“Then you’re free!” Hope felt a rush of happiness. She quickly tried to temper it. It was definitely over the top to admit she’d missed this woman’s presence the last couple of weeks. “I mean, sorry about Harry, I know how close you two are. But unless you’re still too busy and too tired and too important to hang out anymore, that means you’re free to drink that with me!” Hope gestured to the wine in Alison’s hand, then leaned in closer with gleeful surprise. “After all, you’re holding a bottle of literally my favourite wine, so if that’s not a sign, I don’t know what is.”
“I-” Alison glanced down at the bottle like she’d never seen it before, then up at Hope. She looked slightly scattered, like she didn’t know what to say, the most thoroughly un-Alison expression Hope had ever seen cross her face. Hope was even more convinced that her plan was the right one. There was something there, in those grey eyes that made her sure. Alison looked like she damn well needed a friend right now.
Hope made the biggest puppy eyes she was capable of and to her intense satisfaction, Alison visibly wilted. Hope immediately levelled up, adding a convincing pout. Alison’s gaze dropped to her mouth before she quickly jerked it back up, a laugh spilling from her lips and instantly cracking her icy demeanour even as she tried to hide it by rolling her eyes.
“Excellent.” Hope let her pout melt into a wicked grin at her obvious win. An inch could so easily be a mile. “We’re going to need another two of those.” She pushed in beside Alison to open the wine fridge.
“I’m sorry, we need three bottles of wine for our evening?” Alison asked incredulously.
“Yes, of course,” Hope announced. Our evening. “We’re going to a party.”

Getting Alison from the bottle store, all the way out to Camille and Prisha’s home in the hills outside of town was something of a victory in itself. Luckily, Hope always thrived on a challenge. She liked seeing the spark in Alison’s eyes come alive as they sparred - squabbled, some might even say - over Hope’s preferred plan, which was to go there, directly, together in her car.
Alison wanted to go home first, to get changed - probably to put her damn heels back on - and to take her own vehicle to meet her there. Hope knew with absolute clarity that Alison was trying to wriggle out of the whole party altogether, so she all but stamped her foot and stood her ground. Hope could - and did - appreciate a good boundary, but she felt convinced Alison was trying to wall herself off, alone and isolated, and she was determined to figure out why. Alison had been avoiding her, that much was clear, and now Harry wasn’t allowed in either? She remembered the first time she met Alison, all frost and spikes, warning Hope off from the danger of her company.
Alison was trying to put walls up again, but Hope was starting to know this woman and she was pretty sure she could figure out where the footholds were. Besides, needling her when she had her ice queen facades up was so much fun.
“So what did Harry do to piss you off?” she asked as she drove them through the eucalyptus forest out toward the vast grassy plains of north-western Victoria. Alison shot her a look that was just this side of a glare.
“Nothing,” she said. “He’s busy.”
“Harry? The same devoted Harry that sat across the table from me and told me he comes up every single weekend to keep Alison in line?”
“He was joking, obviously. He’s a working barrister, with a big court case lined up all week.”
“Oh, now I know you mean a different Harry. Because the one I met boasted how his underlings do all the hard work and he can do his job in his sleep.”
“Yes, well, he talks a big game. But he’s sixty-four and he needs to rest sometime.”
“He seemed pretty spry to me. And very keen to interrogate me on my intentions,” she teased Alison now. Harry had in no way used those words but his implications had not been subtle. “I wouldn’t want to face him in a courtroom,” she reflected.
Alison turned her head to look intently out the passenger window, avoiding all eye contact, and Hope smirked a little. She’d liked Harry, with his twinkling eyes and sharp tongue. He’d picked up instantly on the sparks that still hadn’t been extinguished between herself and Alison, a fact that had fascinated her. Was Harry’s gaydar that finely honed - Hope clearly a gay disaster around this woman - or did Harry know something concrete about Alison’s sexuality that she did not? Hope had tried damn hard not to give a thing away, but she might as well have yelled obviously I want to fuck her across the table because Harry had known from the start.
It was probably a frequent occurrence, Hope figured. Harry must have seen an entire procession of humans crumble to their knees around Alison, Hope just the latest in line. Alison had almost visibly squirmed at his teasing though, which Hope found slightly adorable. She would never, ever out another person, especially one so clearly unready for it like Alison, but watching her flush at Harry’s little pokes across the dining table and studiously avoiding her gaze right now did give her a slight thrill. Alison absolutely wasn’t unaffected by her, and even though Hope would stay adamantly on the friendship side of the fence as requested, she liked the little flare of heat this knowledge gave her. She wasn’t alone in this, of that she was sure.
“Seriously,” Hope said, “what happened? Did you kick him out?”
“Hope,” Alison turned back, her eyebrows sky high, “were you just born this nosy? I literally just said he was working.”
“Yes,” agreed Hope. “And I don’t believe you. Because it coincided with you also being mysteriously busy all the time. You’re not subtle when you push people out, are you?”
Alison was actually just gaping at her now.
“We barely know each other,” she reminded Hope. “It’s entirely obnoxious of you to act like you think you can read me somehow.”
“It’s entirely obnoxious of you to be so easy to read and then get all offended when people read you.”
Alison glared at her, and Hope mock glared back. She was concentrating on the road again so she didn’t get to see it when Alison snorted out a small laugh, clearly against her own will. Hope struggled to hold in her own grin. There you are, she thought smugly. Found you.
“Oh,” said Alison, as the car pulled up at the end of the long single track gravel road. She’d protested mightily that Hope was all but kidnapping her into the middle of nowhere, as if a small crowd of hipsters and artists might prove dangerous to her safety.
“Told you,” said Hope.
Alison ignored her and got out of the car. Hope followed and for a moment they just stood, side by side, gazing at the vision before them. Hope never tired of this view.
They’d pulled up in the expansive, chipped-rock lot that was the visitor car space. Before them lay a vast open vista, gleaming grasslands of pale gold spread out over gently undulating hillsides under the slowly sinking sun, rippling out to what looked like forever until finally you saw the distant mountains, purple against the sky. To their left was a beautiful sprawling cottage, softly rendered in pale cream earth both inside and out, that Hope could never quite stop herself from stroking, quite in love with the warmth of the straw bale design. The windows and doors were framed with cedar, the gardens under each window no longer bright with flowers at this time of year, but with the remnants of deep red, gold and purple autumn foliage, because even Camille’s gardens were art.
From the other side of the house, voices and laughter spilled. There were already eight other cars in the carpark. Hope led Alison - both of them loaded up with wine and food - into the glowing evening ahead.



Chapter Fourteen
Once inside the lovely home, they were met with a roar of warmth, the loud voices still at a distance. Hope ditched her contributions to the apparently abundant food supply in the deserted kitchen and rescued the bottles of wine out of Alison’s arms to dunk them into the massive half wine-barrel filled with ice.
The voices were coming from outside, just beyond the big glass doors, in the back garden. She saw Alison go still as she took in the small crowd. There were perhaps only twenty or so guests, since the party hadn’t even started yet. The very faint sparkle that had grown within Alison in the car had faded from her grey eyes and her face looked carefully blank, tension ticking in her jaw. Hope watched as every shred of relaxation fled from Alison’s body. A slow flood of realisation hit her.
“Oh shit,” Hope said. She touched Alison’s arm, drawing her fixed gaze back from the party outside. “I think… am I just a total fucking idiot?”
“I’m sorry?” Alison frowned at her. Hope dropped her fingers from Alison’s forearm but turned her whole body toward her.
“I basically forced you to this party tonight. And you didn’t want to come, because you’re actually quite socially anxious,” Hope realised out loud. “You just mask it really well.” The understanding mounted up fast: Alison, her expression haughty and cold in the pub that first night, then hiding away in the dark; Alison steeling herself in Hope’s hallway, trying to face Hope’s friends as if she wasn’t afraid; Alison stiff with anxiety on the car trip here, now standing rigid before her in Camille’s kitchen.
Alison drew herself up tall, her face tight, taking deep breath, clearly readying herself to tell Hope to back the hell off. Then, her eyes slid closed and she breathed out slowly.
“Why do I always make friends with people who insist on telling me what my feelings are?” she said faintly.
“Because you won’t tell us otherwise. I’m right though, aren’t I?”
Alison hesitated. She opened her eyes with effort and stared out at the party going on behind the glass.
“I’m not socially anxious,” she said defensively. “I mean, not naturally. I’m good at this stuff.”
“I know,” Hope said. “I’ve seen it. You had my friends eating out the palm of your hand.”
“I mean, yes,” said Alison. She looked slightly relieved as she remembered what she was capable of. “It just takes a lot of effort these days. So much of my brain is taken up by wondering who’s seen the very worst moments of my life replicated on television, and if or when they’re going to realise who I am. What they’ll ask. What they’ll think of me.”
She looked at Hope, her eyes swimming with pain. Hope took a sharp breath. She wanted to hug Alison right now, in the worst way. If it was one of her other friends she would, she absolutely would. And yet she didn’t. She was pretty sure that if she hugged Alison right now, Alison would cry, and then she’d never forgive Hope for it. They weren’t there yet. And if Hope pushed her too hard, they might never get there.
“I guess it’s lucky you’re so hot,” Hope said instead. “You could talk absolute rubbish and people would walk away thinking you were witty and charming.” Alison burst out a small gasp of what was almost laughter. “You could be entirely silent, if you want,” Hope went on, “and people will just remember you as the beautiful mysterious brunette they couldn’t draw out. They’ll assume it’s them, not you.”
“If only it was that easy,” Alison’s voice was faint, but she’d pushed past the threat of tears, a wry smile threatening her bottom lip.
“Do you want me to introduce you as my stunning foreign friend? You’ll have to pick a really obscure language though, in case one of these fucking hipsters speaks French, Spanish and Russian.”
“Icelandic,” Alison agreed, without even skipping a beat. Hope smiled. Her teeth sunk into her lip.
“Or,” she said, “we can leave?”
Alison’s eyelashes flicked up. She frowned.
“I’m not making you leave your friend’s party. We drove all this way to the middle of nowhere.”
“Ali,” Hope said, the nickname rolling off her tongue with surprising ease. “I drove you here. Honestly, kind of against your will, as it turns out. I’m sorry I’m so fucking pushy. I just didn’t want you to shut me out,” she confessed. “We can go. We’ll take a bottle of wine and go hang out in a pretty field somewhere.” She stopped talking abruptly before she added the part about a picnic rug and the sunset. It was all sounding far too romantic already. Her and Alison, alone together, buzzed on wine, beneath the stars.
Alison watched her face for a minute. Her grey eyes had gotten a little soft.
“No,” she said quietly. “I’ve got this. Thank you though.” They gazed at each other for a second, Hope checking in, Alison letting her. “Besides,” Alison said, her voice coming out almost at normal strength, “I’m here to hipster watch. There’s so much to unpack here. I can’t believe Camille and Prisha live together.”
“Ugh.” Hope rolled her eyes as the moment broke, turning away to pull out wine glasses. “You still don’t see us as real humans,” she complained as she poured the wine. “Just extremely good-looking stereotypes with amazing taste in all things important. It’s so insulting.”
Alison accepted the glass Hope gave her, with one satisfyingly arched eyebrow.
“Like I said, please lead the way so I can study you all in great depth.”
“I didn’t realise hipster anthropology was so well-regarded at the University of Rey…Rej…”
“Reykjavík,” Alison informed her instantly.
“Takk,” said Hope. “Amma mín var íslensk. þú ert sætur samt.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Thanks. My grandmother was Icelandic. You’re cute though.” She smirked at Alison’s gobsmacked face and sudden blush, leading the way over to the glass doors. “I lived there for a year after high school, actually. Do you need to hold my hand?” she asked, her own eyebrows raised.
“Thanks, I’m good,” Alison said, her face all kinds of bemused. What she didn’t look, was nervous. Work done, Hope slid open the door for her and Alison stalked out ahead, ready to own the party.

“Alison Hartmann,” Camille loudly full-named her on first sight, making at least two guests turn immediately to look her way. “I didn’t know you were making it this evening.” She air-kissed Alison with her lips conspicuously about a mile from Alison’s cheek and gave Hope a sharp glance over her shoulder. Hope was faintly aware of the wounded look in Camille’s eye, but she was caught acutely by Camille outing Alison in one hit. She stepped closer to Alison, her fingers light on the small of her back, trying to send both women a message, as well as anyone else watching. She’s welcome here with me.
“I found her when I was buying wine,” Hope explained, trying to pull Camille back in from wherever she was spinning out to. “And kidnapped her. After all, a party is a great way to meet people when you’re new in town.”
“You brought a date to our housewarming,” said Camille with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “How cute.”
“Oh, I’m not her date,” Alison said lightly. “Don’t let that rumour get out, or it’ll cramp her style tonight. She’s dressed to kill, after all.”
Camille cocked her head and took in Hope’s outfit. Alison did too. Hope let herself be studied as the two women worked out how to navigate each other. Dressed to kill was definitely overselling it; it was an outdoor party just as winter was starting to truly arrive, so a hell of a lot of her was covered by an oversized cardigan. Until the sun went down and the real cold hit, the cardigan was open though, and under it, was, to put it simply, not very much.
The lacy purple crop top she wore actually might technically be underwear, not outerwear, but it was a bright pop of colour that embraced her curves luxuriously and left a wide strip of skin exposed above her high-waisted pants. The cardigan slipped off her shoulder from time to time, Hope hitching it or not, depending on how much skin she felt like showing. When she’d dressed at home she knew it was the perfect blend of snuggly yet sexy, in case she wanted the night to go either way. Right now though, with Alison’s unexpected eyes on her skin, she felt ever so slightly naked. And oh fuck, she liked it.
“You look great, babe,” Camille told her. “Like a fucking snack. I could just eat you.” She kissed Hope’s cheek and pulled her close.
“Oh, look at you cuties!” Prisha tumbled in a second later and Hope tugged out of Camille’s embrace to greet her. “Argh,” Prisha clapped her hand over her eyes, peeking between her fingers and turning her head between Hope and Alison. “I literally cannot deal with how much pretty just walked into this party.” She pressed a kiss to Hope’s cheek and then Alison’s. Her voice was warm, just a hint of wine loosening her movements. “Literally the two of you together is too much, you have to stop.”
Hope waited for Alison to reiterate the not a date, not together line she’d clarified to Camille, but perhaps she, like Hope, was aware that repeating this was starting to sound like they doth protest too much. Instead, Alison just smiled.
“That’s rather a lot from you and Camille. You’re stunning together,” she said approvingly. “Your outfits are even complementary. Was that planned?”
“Oh,” said Prisha, looking at her housemate close by her side. The green of Camille’s dress was matched perfectly by the pop of Prisha’s oversized earrings, gleaming beneath her glossy dark hair. Both wore the delicate gold friendship bracelets they’d long shared on their left wrists. “Not planned,” she said, her eyes on Camille’s face. “Just kind of in sync, I guess.”
“No, I told you to wear those earrings, remember?” Camille smiled at her as their eyes met. “Totally trying to make you match me. And I won.”
“You always win,” said Prisha, with a faint eye roll. “Because I always let you.”
“Because you love me.”
“Because I love you,” Prisha agreed quietly. Camille tangled her pinky finger with Prisha’s and for a moment Prisha seemed to glow. It was cute how much the two adored each other. Hope was never jealous, exactly, of the closeness the two women shared, especially now they lived together. Their friendship was on another plane, a full decade of intimacy. Besides, they always made their love of Hope clear too, their friendship expansive and permeable. Even now, Camille was smiling at her, apparently thawing from her displeasure at Alison’s presence.
Then another voice interrupted, calling Camille’s name. She dropped Prisha’s hand and was wrapped up in a raucous greeting with a whole stack of new friends, getting hauled away, her gleeful shriek vibrant in the cool air.
“Lord,” Hope said to Prisha, “thank god you’re here. Milly’s really on one tonight.”
“She is?” Prisha blinked, flexing her empty fingers, the remains of her smile starting to fade as she turned toward Hope.
Hope opened her mouth, about to try to dissect Camille’s rampant hostility, when Alison interrupted.
“She’s not,” she said. “She’s really not. It’s just parties. They bring out the… everything in everyone. Oh, look, is that Magnus?”
As the party began to fill, Hope forced herself to stop hovering. Alison wasn’t her date. The urge Hope had to keep touching her, to lay her hand on the small of her back to reassure her, or to squeeze her arm as they talked, was noticeably increasing as the rosé hit her bloodstream. Hope was careful to resist it.
Because oh what a small movement it would be, to slide her hand from Alison’s lower back, mere inches in fact, to mould over the curve of her hip, possessive and intent, like a lover. Equally short was the distance between Hope’s hand on Alison’s arm, and her fingers slipping down to tangle with Alison’s own, seeking out the feeling of skin on skin.
No. Boundaries were there for a reason, especially when there was alcohol involved. Hope was adamant: no friendships would get messed up tonight.



Chapter Fifteen
“I guess that’s the thing,” Hope said to the slightly buzzed partygoer who’d been talking her ear off for the last half hour. “You’re not getting your needs met and it’s important that you express that.”
“Would you stop encouraging the woman?” her dad piped up from where he reclined in one of the vintage deckchairs, eating a party pie he’d somehow discovered amongst the otherwise immaculate catering table. “We’ve already got more garden than we’ve got time for. A greenhouse that size practically needs its own mortgage.”
“Do you hear him?” Her mother shook her head, her wine sloshing slightly in her glass. “It’s like he has no respect at all for my aquaponics dreams.”
“Sad, really,” agreed Magnus, where he was kicking back next to Hope’s dad.
“Suck-up,” accused Dave, looking at him, wounded. He could usually count on Magnus to take his side, but this evening Renee had won early favour, arriving with a plate of the homemade caramel slice that made Magnus weak at the knees.
“Magnus gets it,” Renee said smugly. “He’s always been wise beyond his years.” Magnus shrugged at Dave as he accepted another piece of gooey chocolate baking. “Magnus,” Renee pounced. “Who’s the gorgeous brunette my daughter keeps staring at?”
“Mum!” Hope went scarlet. She’d been doing everything she could to strike the right balance: not draping herself all over Alison but visually checking that she seemed to be having a good time. It wasn’t her damn fault her gaze kept lingering; the sunset was hitting and Alison glowed in the deep rose twilight, her throat curving back in laughter at something Flynn said. Even epically gay Flynn looked slightly mesmerised with all that beauty pointed right at him.
“That’s Alison Hartmann,” Magnus volunteered. “She was married to an asshole who fell in with the mob. They made a TV show about it. She’s really nice though,” he added as all three Sullivans stared at him.
“Jesus Magnus,” Hope muttered. She looked across to her mum. “Ali’s cool,” she said, defensively. “We’re friends,” she added.
“Uh huh,” her mother said, looking at her closely. “Yoo-hoo!” she called out, to Hope’s intense discomfort. “Flynn!” She waved the plate of caramel slice in his direction and like some kind of dark magic, Flynn too, was drawn into her diabolical spell, nudging Alison to join him.
Hope sucked in a breath, watching slightly helplessly as Alison sauntered towards her parents. Damn, even her walk was elegant - across grass, in flats - like she was ready to take the stage. There was something about the fit of those jeans that made Hope want to grab hold of her hips. Oh shit, her mum was watching her.
“Hey Mama Sullivan.” Flynn gave Renee a lanky-armed hug. She hugged him back, then looked closely at Alison.
“You must be Ali,” she said immediately, as if Hope had been talking about her forever. Hope’s face went hot. Alison smiled and nodded. “Renee,” said Renee. “And David. We’re Hope’s parents.”
A faint hint of colour hit Alison’s cheeks and her eyes widened slightly. She shifted her feet, spine straightening even further.
“Of course you are,” she said, quickly recovering. “You look just like her.” She glanced over at Hope, her gaze warm and something flared in Hope’s chest.
“My mini me,” Renee said fondly, a wry smile on her face. Her mother was a confident woman, but she’d spent years trying to shrink herself and no amount of body positivity movements could quite shift all the scars from living life on this planet in a fat body. Hope went quite dizzy with rage when she thought of the judgement her mother faced in her daily life.
“You’re both gorgeous.” Alison refused Renee’s self-deprecation with matter-of-fact admiration. “I’ve threatened her with all kinds of bodily harm to reveal her skincare secrets, but now I see it’s all genetic. It’s rude, really.” She looked from one woman to the other and shook her head, her smile captivating.
“I don’t know why no one falls all over me to congratulate me for passing on my impressive stature,” Dave pretended to grumble.
Hope snickered at him. She watched it all happen: her mother, Flynn, Magnus, her father - god, herself - practically crumbling in a puddle at Alison’s feet. Hope was sure it wasn’t something she did on purpose; Alison just drew everyone’s rapt attention, simply by entering the vicinity. It was more than the blinding fact of her obvious beauty; there was a magnetism there that had everyone watching her, waiting to see what she’d do next. Or maybe that was just Hope, she realised, as the world rushed back in and she noticed both her parents were staring at her.
“So,” her father said slowly, as he looked from his daughter to Alison. “You’re not still married, then?”

“Hey,” came the voice from just above her a couple of hours later. Hope looked up from where she sat on a long, low log near the bonfire. Night had fallen and Alison looked slightly frozen, her beautiful woollen jumper no match for the icy chill. Hope felt bad all over again, for not letting her go home first to get changed. “Are you avoiding me?”
There was a tease in Alison’s voice, echoing Hope’s accusation from earlier. Hope rolled her eyes. She had, in fact, been avoiding her.
Hope was the one who’d dragged Alison out here, who’d missed her presence and wanted to be closer, but tonight, it had turned out, she’d bitten off more than she could chew. Because Alison was too much. Watching her charm the hell out of Hope’s parents, seeing her laugh and play off Hope’s friends, seeing the tension melt out of her shoulders, soft with wine and her social success, all with her eyes flicking regularly to Hope, to include her, to check in… it was all a lot.
Add to that the lust that Hope was struggling to keep in check, especially with the wine in her bloodstream, and she was genuinely worried she might lose her control… slip her hand into the back pocket of Alison’s jeans and squeeze her ass, tug her down by the back of her neck into a searing kiss. Even just getting caught out by her traitorous, desirous gaze that kept raking Alison’s curves, desperate to linger. All of it seemed possible.
So she’d avoided her. She’d let Camille cuddle her into her side and giggle in her ear over the antics of her guests, let Flynn pull her into an aching heart-to-heart where he moped over Magnus and let her get away with nothing but an ugh when he asked her about Ali. She’d lost track of Alison as darkness fell, deliberately so, flirting vaguely with a pretty stranger for a while, until her own mother had tugged her away for a heart-to-heart she was still slightly blistered from.
And now, Alison was before her. Tall, beautiful, and frozen to the bone with a question in her eyes, perhaps wondering what she’d done to be abandoned so thoroughly. Guilt hit her with a pang. She was supposed to be this woman’s friend. Quickly, she tugged Alison down by her hand to sit next to her by the fire. She’d only meant to bring her in close so she could get warm, but the touch of her skin was as electrifying as she’d known it would be. Stupid wine. Don’t touch this woman, Hope reminded herself.
Alison settled in next to her, leaning closer to the flames to warm her hands. The glow of the firelight played on her skin, gleaming off her dark hair and reflecting in her eyes. Hope swallowed, hard.
Suddenly she was lost for words, for easy teasing, for any conversation at all. Alison tucked her hair back and looked at her and just like that, Hope wanted, like she’d never wanted anything before, to lean in and kiss her, to say fuck it, I don’t care that it’s going to get messy. Just an inch, and oh what a mile it would be.
Good god, she thought to herself. I really need to go and get laid.



Chapter Sixteen
“Darling,” said Harry, his arm around Alison’s waist as he spun her around the dance floor, “how does it feel to be back?”
“Bizarre,” Alison admitted, her voice low as if everyone in this opulent ballroom might be listening in, and for all she knew, maybe they were.
She and Harry had repaired their friendship the way the oldest of friends always did: without a word, as if the fight had never happened. Instead, after a couple of weeks of leaving her in peace, he’d simply arrived at her home the following Friday, entirely without fanfare, proceeding to cook her dinner and gossip about his week as if nothing had ever happened.
She knew he was sorry for pushing, and he knew she was sorry for pushing back. Ergo: end of the argument. They’d slipped back into their regular habits, with only one notable change: Alison talked about Hope now. Oh, not explicitly, not in the way that Harry really wanted to hear, but she peppered her own tales about her passing weeks in Gold Hill with the cute story Hope told her about a pet sheep she treated, who lived its life like a treasured lap dog, or the one about the young man who’d tearfully asked if she could successfully remove a tumour from his goldfish (unfortunately no, but she did refer him on.)
She told him about the multitude of entanglements within Hope’s group of friends, and the two of them dissected the latest shifts and nuances like it was a soap opera full of their favourite characters. She couldn’t seem to help herself anyway - Hope said; the other day Hope; Hope and I - it seemed to spill out in every other sentence.
Harry was gracious enough to let it slide.
And now here they were, out together, in Melbourne, at a fundraiser of which Alison had once been a key organiser, raising funds to assist women leaving violence. She’d technically not left her seat on the board, still holding minor oversight, and Harry, of course, was both a significant donor and a big part of this social scene in the upper echelons of Melbourne’s wealthy left.
At first, she hadn’t wanted to come. It had been years since she’d attended such an event, sickened by the falsity and pretence she now knew so intimately lurked below the surface of these outwardly socially progressive people. Get enough money in one room and it was all the same: power games, ego, corruption, and a willingness to step on anyone’s back to move up.
But Harry had convinced her. You’re not afraid of these petty little monsters, he promised her, though Alison was far from sure he was correct. Don’t be ashamed, he reminded her. We’re still better, braver, and far far prettier than Simon Hartmann. That was the crux of it, after all. Alison had been on her husband’s arm at these kinds of events for years. Harry was crystal clear that there wasn’t the slightest chance her ex-husband would be there. This, he’d decreed, is your chance to take back the narrative. Walk in, own it all, then walk out knowing you’ve conquered it. It’s for dignity, darling, then you never have to come back.
There was a weird logic to the argument. Alison didn’t want to keep living in fear of bumping into anyone who’d known her in what she now thought of as her previous life. And it was bound to happen some time or other. After all, Gold Hill was a magnet for well-to-do Melburnians on holiday. She didn’t want to have last been seen with her tail between her legs.
And so here she was, on a Saturday night, dressed to the absolute nines, dancing with Harry as though it were five years prior and she’d never left at all. Within even an hour of arriving she realised he was right. She’d already slayed some dragons, engaging in sparkling conversation with women who hadn’t spoken to her in half a decade, who’d never once reached out, despite years of alleged friendship, who’d avoided her like a toxin. Darling, she’d heard over and over again, oh it’s so good to see you. You look gorgeous!
“I’m getting old,” Harry said. “Let’s go prop up the bar, my love.”
On the way there she was waylaid by another old friend - air kisses, fake feelings, big smiles, no facial lines - and Alison felt a slight sense of euphoria. This was all it was. Not a snake-pit of terror, just a high school lunch yard. Hold your head up, refuse to be afraid, and all that stood before you were a bunch of other frightened children, everyone jostling for position. By the time she made it back to Harry, leaning languidly at the bar with two manhattans, she had a smile on her face.
“It’s good to see you back,” Harry said with deep satisfaction. He gazed out over the dance floor like a conquering hero. Then he paused, his eyes snagging across the room. “Darling,” he said, his tone suddenly careful, “I don’t want to fight with you again, but I’m going to let you know we’re about to have a situation.”
Alison turned to ice. She turned slowly to look where he was watching, filled with a sick sensation, wondering which horror from her past she was about to confront. When she saw what Harry had just seen, she went lightheaded.
It wasn’t Simon. Nor was it any of the other particular demons she had to dread. On the dance floor, in the arms of a tall, tuxedoed, thoroughly handsome man, danced Hope. And oh god, there wasn’t room in Alison’s entire body for this experience because Hope… Hope looked out of this world. Alison had seen her dressed up for a casual weeknight date. She’d seen her looking cute for the pub, for a party, for a walk around the lake. She’d even seen her in the scrubs she wore to work, which, okay, even that had been quite a lot to manage in its own way.
Tonight though, Hope was dressed, like Alison was, for an event. Her dress was the kind of gleaming dark blue that looked like the night sky, cut so low down her spine that there was nothing but bare skin, the dress just barely clinging to the curve of her ass. She was being held rather closely by the tuxedo in front of her, but Alison could see the gown was strapless, her gleaming arms bare, her tattoos a bright distraction in a room full of stuffy formality. The dress was full length but as the tuxedo spun her around the floor, the split that allowed her to move showed the entirety of Hope’s right thigh.
Hope looked their way and to Alison’s deep discomfort their eyes met, bang in the middle of Alison being right on death’s door. Hope stopped moving instantly, her face moving rapidly from something that looked like shock, to confusion, to delight. She tugged out of the tuxedo’s arms and, saying something quickly in his ear, she began the walk towards Alison and Harry.
“Oh my fucking Jesus in hell.” Alison heard the words fall out her mouth before she could even draw breath.
“I know, darling,” Harry said with surprising sympathy.
Now that Hope was walking towards them, her eyes locked on Alison, they could see the whole dress. Strapless yes, but also cut almost to her belly button, the swell of both breasts right there for anyone to see - anyone with eyes, anyone with a pulse - anyone who could barely take their eyes off Hope in a plain old grimy t-shirt as it was.
Alison clenched her teeth so hard her jaw ached, as this Hope - the one who looked like a star right out of classic Hollywood, the one with the silky glowing expanse of bare skin that Alison was trying desperately not to look at, that she could imagine, vividly, under her lips, her tongue tracing over the curves - reached her and pressed her body right into Alison’s arms.
“Oh my god!” Hope sounded thrilled. She smelled the same, light, fruity, floral, summery, only more. “What are you doing here?” It was so patently, ridiculously the wrong question that Alison would have laughed, if she could, if she wasn’t so afraid it might come out hysterical.
“What are you doing here?” she managed instead. “This was my fundraiser, for years,” she explained.
“We came to conquer, darling,” said Harry, rescuing Alison by pulling Hope away from her and kissing her cheek. “You look beyond gorgeous.”
“As do you,” Hope said, taking in Harry in his tux, then sucking in her lower lip just slightly as she perused Alison who’d chosen, perversely, to arrive like a scarlet woman - in flaming red, cut to slink and slide over her body - because if she had to choose between naive scorned wife and wilfully immoral divorcee she knew where her power lay. “Wow,” Hope said, the word escaping a little breathlessly between her ruby-painted lips. “I just… wow,” she said again, an expression that was almost pained briefly crumpling her beautiful face. “You don’t play fair,” she finally decreed, before gesturing out to the crowd. “Way to knock them dead,” she added, approvingly, her eye contact suddenly fleeting.
“What are you doing here?” Alison asked again and Hope blinked.
“Oh,” she said lightly, “I’m on a date. An old friend,” she added and Alison nodded. “He’s a lawyer,” Hope added. “His firm sends everyone, so I’m a plus one.”
Alison felt the same slightly hysterical urge to laugh welling up in her chest. Here was Hope, playing the role of arm candy for a hotshot lawyer. Well, he was certainly getting his money’s worth. Pity for him that this particular arm candy had an eye for the ladies, but no man should ever be that lucky. Alison felt herself literally throb as she dragged her eyes off those exposed, sinful bare curves for about the eight-hundredth time in ninety seconds. God, she had to get out of this situation.
A masculine hand slipped possessively around Hope’s hip and there was the tuxedo. Alison waited for Hope to slip out from his grip, but Hope just turned slightly, tilting her head up and smiling up at her date.
“This is Miles,” she introduced him. “Miles, these are my friends, Alison and Harry.”
The tuxedo - Miles - greeted them both with impeccable manners, but the second he stepped back, that hand was on Hope’s hip again, one thumb absently stroking the curve of her body. Alison wanted to punch him. Hope looked slightly electrified at all the undercurrents in the atmosphere, but she didn’t look remotely unhappy. Alison looked at the man slightly more closely. He was solidly attractive, that artful dark stubble, strong jaw, piercing eyes. Tall, well built. His hands on Hope.
“Can I steal you?” he asked Hope. “Just, you know, the partners,” he apologised sincerely to them all, with a cute roll of his eyes.
“Of course,” Hope said with a smile. “I’ll be back soon,” she promised Alison and Harry. Alison watched as Miles steered her away, those hands on her bare skin where the back of the dress cut away.
“Well that was…” Harry summed up. “Shall I get you another drink, darling?”
Alison looked down and realised she’d drained her entire glass in the last two minutes.
“Yes, please.”
She tried not to watch, she really did, but the thing was, the naive thing was, she’d thought Hope was gay. But when the tuxedo pulled Hope back out on the dance floor to sway to a slow song, she watched the way Hope leaned into him, the way he pulled her tight, his pelvis pressed firmly into hers in a way that was incredibly, explicitly unmistakable, the way her lashes flicked up to him and she said something so clearly flirtatious, making him lean down to whisper in her ear something that made her bite her lip. His fingers were stroking her skin now, her bare, vulnerable, exposed back and Hope didn’t stop him.
A date. Hope was on a date. An old friend, she’d said. This didn’t look anything like just friends. Alison looked away. Of course she was on a date. Hope was gorgeous, Hope was single, Hope was, as Alison knew, filled with her own desire, desire that she’d once upon a time directed at Alison. Alison had firmly deflected it away and now all that heat was going elsewhere, because Hope was on a date.
Alison really didn’t have to watch though. She spun away, as Harry returned with another drink and the two of them retreated to the other end of the ballroom. Harry didn’t say a word - god, he was a good friend - but his eyes drove her nuts with the sympathy in them. He distracted her, guided her into conversations with more dragons to slay and Alison forced herself to remember why she was here. It wasn’t to moon over pretty hipster vets from Gold Hill.
An hour passed, easily, Alison doing her job to perfection, both laughing carelessly with old foes in her scarlet dress, and chatting up donors, insinuating strongly that she would find herself deeply impressed by the size of their contributions, while somewhere in this room, Hope was also schmoozing, or perhaps whispering heated promises into the ear of a handsome stranger, who knew?
The next time she saw Hope, she was coming to say goodbye. Eyes sparkling, skin gleaming, lips parted.
“God, Ali,” she said, her tone low, “that dress is… I’m almost afraid to look at you.”
Alison felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. She hadn’t seen this version of Hope since the night of their date. Hope was radiating sensuality like a beacon, every part of her lit up, and she wasn’t remotely hiding the lust in her voice. She wondered if Hope could see the outline of her nipples through the red satin, the way they’d leapt up, hard and needy from the way Hope was looking at her. She felt reckless.
“Coming from you,” she drawled, letting her eyes drink deeply of the view of Hope’s cleavage, before letting her gaze slowly track back up to Hope’s face. Hope was breathing a little faster, her eyes startled, her tongue darting out to moisten her lip. Alison found it in herself to smirk and she made herself roll her eyes. “I think you lied about your date being a friend though.”
Hope bit her lip now, her lashes low as a sinful smile escaped. She considered Alison for a moment, trying to gauge her. Then she leaned in close, her lips almost touching Alison’s ear.
“He is a friend,” she said. “But sometimes, I fuck my friends.”
Alison shivered and she knew full well that Hope felt it. Hope placed both her hands on Alison’s hips like she was memorising the shape of her body, then she pressed a soft kiss to her cheek.
“Goodnight, Alison.” She flicked her lashes up and met Alison’s eyes, a full blaze of heat burning her to cinders where she stood. And then she left.

Alison had a hotel room that night, several floors above the ballroom. She wondered if Hope did too, if it was right here, in this building, that Hope was being fucked right now. She hoped not. It felt too much to think they were both staying in the same hotel and Hope had chosen to leave with someone else.
That was stupid though. Alison had made clear she was unavailable. Miles though? Miles was available. He got to slip his big hands around Hope’s small hips, touch her skin, walk her right out of that ballroom and peel her out of that dress.
Alison slipped between her sheets and tried not to think about it. And then, she thought about it. Were they somewhere in this hotel? What was happening right now? Hope would be naked, her head tilted back, her legs wrapped around his hips, or draped up over his shoulders. Hope didn’t seem like the type to put up with bad sex. Maybe right now, she was dripping wet, a tongue slowly driving her wild, her cries heady in the night as she begged for more.
Alison thought of the lust in Hope’s eyes in the ballroom, the almost agonised flicker down Alison’s body, the want Hope still clearly felt for her. She imagined knocking on the door of that hotel room right now. Would Hope like that? A hard masculine body on one side, Alison’s soft curves pressed up against her on the other? Alison was pretty sure she would. She wouldn’t even hate seeing Hope getting fucked, not if it was Alison’s mouth she was moaning into, Alison’s hands cupping those breasts, her eyes gazing into Alison’s as she dissolved into desperate trembling pleasure - oh fuck, Alison came hard against her fingers as she imagined it.
She stared up at the ceiling for a long time afterwards. This, she reflected, was becoming rather a habit.



Chapter Seventeen
Mid-winter hit. Life in Gold Hill became all about staying warm, Alison wrapping herself in her heavy woollen coat every time she left the house. Her house was filled with heat pumps, the split system moving warm air about, but she found herself abandoning them. Instead, she lugged in firewood and dealt with the mess and ridiculousness that was a second floor fireplace; it had only been built for the occasional weekend fire, for vibes only, not for daily heating.
It felt good though, the cosy glow of the fire warming her in ways that extended far past the physical. It was almost a meditative practice. Because that was something else that was happening in her life. Actual meditation. The hippies have got to you now, Hope had crowed with extra smugness and Alison had rolled her eyes accordingly. Because this meditation was prescribed.
She’d been out, alone, drinking a coffee at the aptly named Peace and Grace, her favourite Gold Hill cafe. It was something Harry had encouraged her to do: to leave her house, even if there wasn’t a reason. Just to get out. To be around humans and remember that humans were, for the most part, not actually out to get her.
“Alison!” The voice was excited. She looked up to see Prisha just before the woman swept down to hug her. “This is so great! Hope normally has coffee with me here when we finish work but she’s extended her clinic hours and now I’m lonely as fuck. Can you replace her? All you have to do is be wildly pretty - which, check, you’ve already got covered - and nod sympathetically as I tell you about my day.”
And that was how, somehow, she and Prisha had become friends, completely independently of the rest of the group. Because Prisha, though she played the role of the sweet ingenue of the friendship, was wildly smart and incredibly funny. The fact that she was obviously dying of horrible, unrequited love endeared Alison to her, deeply, because as it turned out she was learning a little bit about pining herself these days. They never spoke about it, but Alison felt it below the surface, like a little connecting thread between their lives.
The first time they’d had coffee together Prisha had snapped a selfie of them side by side in the cafe and sent it to Hope.
“Stealing your girl,” she spoke aloud as she typed the accompanying message and Alison shot her an aghast look that only made her giggle. “Oh come on, Hope loves it,” she said easily and now Alison had to deal with a world in which Hope talked about this with her friends. “Look how fast she’ll type back,” Prisha laughed as she held up her phone and sure enough, within seconds, three little dots appeared.
 
Cute 
 
What is happening….? 
Prisha cackled.
“Told you. I’m going to leave her on read and drive her crazy,” she announced, putting her phone down and looking pleased. “Now. What’s up with you?”
Prisha was easy to talk to. Alison found herself unburdening about all kinds of things, though she kept a hard limit on never talking about Hope. Prisha too, talked about everything in the world except the one topic Alison knew she probably needed to talk about the most. It was all such a delicate balance, this group friendship business.
One day though, Prisha made an announcement out of nowhere.
“I,” she said, “am going to introduce you to my mother.”
Rishima had the same warm energy as her daughter, but without the heightened intensity. She radiated calm, which might have had something to do with the fact that she was a long-term, highly qualified trauma therapist and Prisha had literally written Alison her own referral.
“For fuck’s sake,” Alison had muttered as Prisha blithely handed her the neatly typed up envelope and all but pushed her out the door at her parents’ house. Rishima was largely an academic these days, but she kept a small office at home to treat occasional clients and now, Alison was there - sometimes as frequently as every week - talking grumpily and then tearfully about her distant parents, her childhood and every single damn thing that had come after it, then following Rishima’s finger waving from side to side with her eyes like the world’s slowest hypnosis. And, also, now, meditating.
That wasn’t the end of it though. As winter slowly began to melt into spring, another one of Hope’s friends accosted her.
This time, it was a phone call.
“Hello?” Alison snapped warily into her mobile. She hated answering unknown numbers, but when you had a child - even an adult child in another city - you really had no choice.
“Hey,” came the gravelly voice. “It’s Magnus.”
“Oh,” Alison said. She tried again, this time without the rage. “Hello?”
She and Magnus had only had a handful of conversations over the past few months, but all of them were pretty superficial. Magnus was an architect. He worked long hours and, as he’d explained to her once before, he often felt like he had a limited amount of daily words in him, and by the end of his hours in his office, consulting with clients and liaising with colleagues, he’d frequently run out of them. She respected that. She didn’t know he had her phone number though.
“Is everything okay?” she asked him, after they’d gotten their initial pleasantries out of the way.
“Yeah,” he said. “Flynn’s real stressed though; he’s bumming me out.”
Alison knew for a fact that Flynn was miserable as hell, and that misery had a whole lot to do with how Magnus had joined a dating app and now had his first ever boyfriend, a rather pretty blonde guy named Isaac. Prior to transitioning he’d dated girls. But now, there was a boy, and Flynn was not remotely coping.
“He does seem to be struggling,” she agreed cautiously. Only that weekend, they’d all ended up at the pub and Isaac had come too. Flynn had been barely even monosyllabic before he got up abruptly and left early and still beautiful dreamy Magnus didn’t seem to twig that perhaps something was up.
“Do you reckon you could help him with something?” Magnus asked.
And that’s how Alison came to learn that Flynn did free legal consulting at the Neighbourhood Centre in Gold Hill on the side of his actual job as a lawyer in Ballarat. Magnus thought he was burned out; Flynn thought he should bury himself deeper in work.
Alison met with him in the tiny, dim, postage-stamp-sized room off to the side of the Neighbourhood Centre. The service was an all-stop shop, with the local food bank operating out the back, a Justice of the Peace notarising documents on Tuesdays, an English language tutoring session on Mondays, a social worker on Wednesdays and a legal service every Thursday afternoon.
“Fuck!” said Flynn when she walked in. “Oh my god.”
“What?” she asked, alarmed. 
“Why didn’t I think of this? You’re perfect. You’re still a lawyer, right?”
“I didn’t get disbarred,” she agreed, trying to keep the pain from her voice.
“Family law is basically the main thing I get asked about. That and tenancy law. You’re a billion times more qualified than I am. Norah is going to wet herself.”
Norah was the one paid employee, the one person who kept the whole centre running. Her eyes went wide when Flynn explained he’d secured a senior family lawyer with a ton of free time on her hands. Alison looked around at the cheap panelled walls, the battered old desk, the cracked window with the view of the car park. For the first time in years, she had an office. She had to close the door so no one saw her cry, because god it felt good.
Service demand was high enough that Thursday afternoons became all day Thursday, and those days were busy. Gold Hill, she recognised quickly, might be known as a holiday destination, but the people who lived there didn’t get to escape hardship. The rates of family violence, of deprivation and petty cruelties, of women and children being trampled on, were just as high as anywhere else. And this time Alison could do something more than just throwing donations at the problem and representing women who could afford her fees. For once she didn’t wear suits and designer stilettos to work, though regular heels couldn’t hurt.
Harry loved it. On weekends when he came up, she consulted with him on her clients, the two of them pooling their networks and knowledge to find local colleagues who’d represent people pro bono. 
“You, my love,” he told her, “look like a different woman.” He peered at her more closely. “Are you sure you’re not getting laid? You’re practically glowing.”
Alison laughed. She was not. Not exactly. Prisha though, perhaps in solidarity of  all the pining, had presented her with a wrapped gift alongside her coffee a couple of weeks ago.
“Go on,” she’d encouraged her, “open it.”
Alison had opened it to find a neat package containing what looked like a small ornament in the shape of a red rose. She read the print on the box and immediately swept it off the table, onto her lap and out of view.
“Prisha!”
Prisha died laughing.
“Oh my god, your face! So good. Anyone would think you’d never had a vibrator before.”
“Why would you give this to me in public?”
“Because you’re so uptight and respectable of course. Ugh, I wish I’d filmed that. Listen,” she said, “this thing is going to change your life. It’s not like other vibrators, at all. Camille bought all three of us these last Valentine’s Day. I swear, none of us have been the same ever since.” Her eyes went wide, her face entirely serious. Then she smiled. “I figured I’d share the love, because god knows you need it. Hope loves hers,” she said, her voice entirely innocent, but when Alison looked at her, she gave her a solid, extremely knowing wink.
So that was a thing.
Because not only was Prisha correct in that this sweet-looking rosebud was entirely life-shattering, but now she knew how Hope got off, grinding up against these same soft silicone petals, and half the time, that very thought was enough to make her come. So yes, great, thank you, Alison was never going to be the same again either.
She and Hope had been incredibly careful since the night of the fundraiser in Melbourne. It was almost as if they’d decided by mutual agreement that what happened in Melbourne, stayed in Melbourne. Instead Hope had returned from her night with Miles looking painfully rejuvenated and Alison had even found it in herself to tease her, just enough to show that everything was fine. And then they’d moved right on.
To Alison’s intense amusement, Harry found himself equally sucked into the group on his weekend visits. He and Camille in particular were deeply enamoured with each other, their heads bent together talking art and giggling at their own mutual genius. It was a surprisingly natural sight, Harry’s grey head surrounded in young beautiful people; Alison felt all kinds of ways about it.
It was, in all honesty, completely overdue. She and Harry had been in their tiny bubble together for far too long. Filling their world up with new friends felt like fresh air rushing in. The two of them still spent time alone together, their gossip about the impossible circle now infused with deep tenderness as they considered the unexpected friends they’d made.
At the same time, Alison felt a trace of growing anxiety. She adored all these new people around her. She reflected on how alone she’d been, for far too long, and for the life of her she never wanted to go back. It was just… the heat she felt every time she got close to Hope wasn’t remotely dissipating. And now, Alison and Harry, Prisha and Camille, Magnus and Flynn… they were all wrapped up in one big parcel she didn’t want to lose. There was no way to step back from Hope, and everything to lose if Alison accidentally tumbled forward into the desire she couldn’t stop. It was all a deeply delicate balance.  
And yet somehow weeks slowly turned into months, winter into spring, an empty life into a full one and Alison suddenly realised that she’d done it. She’d built a new life, away from the wreckage of her previous world, away from Melbourne. She had new friends, a kind of job - or a purpose at least - and maybe, just maybe, everything was finally going to be okay.

Tonight in Melbourne, a deadly gang shooting at a crowded shopping centre ends in tragedy.
Alison’s head jerked up. She was standing at the bar in The Barrow. The pub was as quiet as it ever was on a weekend, just before the dinner rush. The television was playing behind Josh as he poured them a pitcher of beer.
Two dead, including a security guard. That was the result of a terrifying rampage in which in-fighting amongst the notorious Grant Family criminal enterprise very nearly claimed multiple innocent lives.
Alison went cold. Her hands began to shake.
“What’s wrong?” Hope was beside her.
“Shh-” she hissed.
Police sources say that the Brunswick shootout started as a power struggle between two factions of the Grant Family and ended today in blood being spilled outside of a popular family restaurant in the middle of the afternoon.
“Oh fuck,” Hope whispered. She slipped her hand into Alison’s and squeezed her numb fingers.
One member of the family, Stephen Grant, aged forty-nine - the main challenger to the supremacy of notorious gang mastermind Mike Grant - was shot dead in full view of terrified shoppers. Multiple other bullets were fired and a twenty-three-year-old security guard was caught in the crossfire. Witnesses state he was hit as he attempted to bring down the shooter in an act of incredible heroism. He was transferred to the Royal Melbourne Hospital where he was pronounced dead. He has yet to be identified as police inform his next of kin.
Alison didn’t hear the rest, because all the sound seemed to have faded from the room.

“I’m okay!” she said impatiently, for the eightieth time as Harry flapped around her making concerned sounds. She was sitting on a slightly sticky leather couch in the back room of the pub. Hope was still holding her hand.
“Well you’ve got some colour back in your cheeks anyway,” Harry noted. “There we go, darling,” he handed her a double pour of whisky, with the brisk tone of a registered nurse.
“Is that necessary?” Hope protested.
“Of course it is,” Harry decreed. “Alcohol is wonderful for trauma, they’ve done studies on it.”
“Oh my god.” Hope glared at him. “Studies on alcoholic lawyers in Melbourne?”
Alison ignored both of them and took a solid swig.
“I’ll call Mum,” announced Prisha, her phone already in her hand.
“I’m fine!” Alison raised her voice to be heard over all their concern. Everyone turned to look at her. “Seriously. This stuff happens,” she reminded them. “All the time. They’re a bunch of bad guys shooting bad guys. It’s incessant, that’s how they made six fucking seasons of television about them. It just got to me for a minute there. They killed-” she swallowed, “they killed a young man who had nothing to do with it.”
“Jac’s fine,” said three voices at once. Alison rolled her eyes, blinking back the tears again. Her phone had already rung, her son, seeing the news, knowing his mother, always trying to take care of her. Well that was great, now she was crying again. Her sweet boy. Someone else’s sweet boy.
“Fucking monsters,” she said, angrily wiping her eyes.
Hope still didn’t let go of her hand.
For a couple of nights, Alison couldn’t sleep. It felt too close, like a reminder. Even here, in the peace of Gold Hill, surrounded by people who cared for her, on a lovely sunny day in the countryside, it hovered. Simon’s mess. Her penance. And perhaps, one day, her fate.



Chapter Eighteen
“Literally, this is the life,” Hope sighed, reclining back on the wooden seat in Harry’s garden, angling her face up at the sun. Alison turned towards her and smiled.
“You’d think you were on a beach in Vanuatu,” she said, “instead of a frosty backyard in rural Victoria.”
“Excuse you,” Hope raised her eyebrows over her sunglasses, “but this is practically the Bahamas after the winter we’ve just had.”
The sun was weak, the warmth barely existent, but Alison found she couldn’t argue. Winter had truly seemed to go on forever, and today was the first day in months her arms had been bared to the light. It felt delicious.
It was late on Sunday morning and the two of them had arrived simultaneously to help Harry prep for the massive lunch he was serving in honour of Prisha’s birthday. Their assistance this morning had been planned for a week, but on arrival they found the kitchen had been taken over by last night’s bare-chested, thoroughly buff conquest expertly pummelling the pizza dough. A smug looking Harry shooed the two of them out into the garden with a mimosa each in hand and their cooking assistance had turned instead to sunbathing.
“You seem unnaturally relaxed,” Hope informed her. “Does the sunshine melt that stick up your arse?”
“That’s… quite the image,” Alison reflected and Hope laughed. Alison supposed she was relaxed. It had been a rough couple of weeks following the shooting in Melbourne. Her hyper-vigilance had sharply increased, causing her to jump at shadows and find excuses to call Jac, just to reassure herself he was safe. But maybe there was something to Rishima’s methods, because whatever it was inside Alison that kept her so tightly wound seemed to be slowly easing. Healing isn’t linear, Rishima reminded her. No one is going to give you gold stars for progress and take them away when you have a bad week. Alison was annoyed by how clearly her therapist kept reading her.
She felt quite certain that if Rishima could see her now, reclining in a sunbeam, surrounded in Harry’s blossoming spring garden, Hope at her side, feeling nothing but lazy contentment, that she’d absolutely give her a gold star.
“It’s nice to see you finally taking a breath out,” Hope said. “All that meditating must be good for you.”
“I suppose it is,” Alison agreed, stretching her legs luxuriously. “Of course, it helps that no one’s released a television show about me in almost a year.”
“Funny that,” Hope said. “At least that’s got to be a once in a lifetime experience.”
The coil inside Alison tightened slightly.
“I hope so,” she said. “That’s not actually a given, though.”
Hope swivelled her whole body towards her.
“What do you mean?”
“That day on the jetty,” Alison said. “The day we met. You interrupted a television producer trying to push me to consent to a spin-off series.”
“What?” Hope’s voice came out high-pitched. “Are you fucking serious? About what?”
The fury in Hope’s tone on her behalf felt warmer than the sunbeam.
“Based on my life,” Alison said flatly, still trying to reckon with the absurdity of it all. “They wanted to write a series where I claw my way back to the top after the divorce. The idea had me dabbling in being some kind of clandestine informant, flirting with the mob.”
“But that’s not true.” Hope’s jaw seemed to have unhinged, gaping at Alison. Despite herself, Alison found herself chuckling wryly.
“Do you think Universe Below was true? The bones of it were based in fact, but anything that wasn’t on public record or didn’t literally happen in a courtroom or before the media was pure invention.”
“I get that.” Hope sounded impatient. “But inferring you’re in bed with the mob-” her voice petered out. “Sorry, poor choice of words.”
“Oh no,” Alison corrected her, “I can only assume that was literally in their plan, somewhere along the line. My husband fucked a mobster, so what a great plot twist if I did too. The innocent wife corrupted.”
Hope raised her sunglasses on top of her head. Her eyes were blazing.
“That’s slander,” she said shortly. “Not to mention wildly dangerous for you.”
“Well, yes. My lawyers made that point extremely clear. Without my consent the series would be obvious defamation. So far, that seems to be the end of it.”
“But Universe Below got made,” Hope pointed out. “They even used your real name, for god’s sake. How did they get away with the series if you didn’t consent then either?”
“Did you know,” Alison said, “that in Australia you can make a film or a television series about anyone you want, living or dead? No consent needed.”
“I-” Hope stopped. She shook her head like she was trying to clear her ears. “What?”
“There’s no right to privacy in that capacity. Just a right not to be defamed. If they made a series alleging I was in bed with the mob it’s defamatory. But if they make a series showing my husband was… it’s not defamatory because it’s true. So they have free range.”
“But… that’s so unfair…” Hope trailed off. She shrugged helplessly. “You said you tried to fight it though?”
“At first. Until I realised that the more I fought, the more publicity it gave them and the more exposure and attention I got. In the end it was better just to let it go. Lay down and take it and wait for the storm to blow over.”
“Ali.” Hope’s voice was low. “I’m only going to ask you this once, and I promise not to let there be any blowback on you. Can you please tell me precisely who I need to murder about this?”
The coil in Alison’s belly loosened. Hope looked deadly serious.
“I lo-” the words nearly fell out of Alison’s mouth, along with her smile. “I quite adore you,” she announced instead, warmth flooding her body. “You look so dangerous right now.”
“Don’t patronise me,” Hope said tartly. “I have access to an intense amount of horse tranquilisers.”
Alison raised her eyebrows.
“While I deeply appreciate the sentiment, don’t you think that particular plot twist would be a little too tempting for the networks?”
“Hm.” Hope considered. “Mafia fixer’s ex-wife befriends sexy, murderous pansexual. It does have a bit of a ring to it.” She stood up and collected their empty glasses. “Another?” Alison nodded and Hope considered her for a second. “I love you too by the way,” she said with a knowing smirk before she turned on her heel and headed back to the house.
Alison slumped back in her chair and could only laugh as she gazed up at the sky, because her life was fucking ridiculous.

“Holy shit,” Hope said on her return, refreshed glasses in hand. “I can’t even tell you what I endured to get these drinks. It’s like a gay disco in there. The likelihood of finding a chest hair in your pizza is getting higher by the second.”
“Oh my god-” Alison nearly dropped the glass Hope was handing her. “Please tell me you made these yourself.” At Hope’s nod she took a grateful sip. “Should we be warning Prisha to bring her own catering for safety reasons?”
“What’s a little chest hair between friends?” Hope toasted her. “Besides, Preesh has been kidnapped for the morning. Camille’s taken her out for some one-on-one. Massages and a spa morning.”
“Sounds romantic,” said Alison drily before she thought better of it. The mimosa must have been stronger than she’d thought. Hope’s head jerked up.
“Huh?”
“Nothing,” Alison cursed herself. “I was just making a silly joke.”
Hope was staring at her, the sunglasses shielding her eyes but there was an alertness all of a sudden that Alison couldn’t evade.
“No, you weren’t. What are you thinking? I mean, they’re friends. Best friends.” Hope’s voice was tinged with anxiety. Alison knew it was too late. For Hope to be jumping on her words like this, it was clear the suspicion was ticking inside her too as all the pieces lined up.
“You’ve seen them together,” Alison said softly. “I think it’s pretty clear what Prisha wants, isn’t it?”
“Oh fuck.” Hope sat rigid. “Oh fuck. No.” She leaned forward on the chair, her head in her hands. “No,” she said again after a moment, straightening up. “I mean, there could be an attraction there, I can see that. Their friendship isn’t conventional, right? But they’ve been best friends for like, a decade. It’s not what you’re suggesting.”
“Well,” said Alison carefully. Hope was so not ready to confront this and Alison wanted to protect both her and Prisha in this moment. “You know them both much better than I do.”
“Yeah,” said Hope. “I do.” They were quiet for a moment. Alison wondered if they’d all dodged a bullet. Then Hope spoke up again. “You’re a fresh set of eyes though,” she said with a groan. “And you’re annoyingly smart. Oh god. Do you…think she’s got, like, real feelings here?”
Alison sighed.
“I do,” she said simply.
“Oh my god,” groaned Hope. “Okay, no. We’re just speculating. I’m not saying it’s impossible, but it’s so unlikely. They live together.”
“I know.”
“It’s fine,” Hope said faintly, her hands opening and closing in her lap, nervous energy almost sparking from her fingertips. “They’re fine. So maybe there’s an attraction, that’s not the end of the world. I just feel kind of stupid for not seeing it earlier. I mean apparently you saw it right away.”
“You’re not stupid-”
“I am though,” Hope said glumly. “About this kind of thing. I don’t have the best track record.”
Alison opened her mouth and then closed it again.
“What do you mean?” she asked carefully. She felt her own anxiety start to spike. Was this whole group about to go up in smoke?
“Back in Sydney,” Hope said slowly, and Alison blinked. Hope and Gold Hill were so synonymous in her mind she always forgot Hope was a recent transplant. “My ex-partner left me for my best friend.”
“Hope.” Alison gazed over at her, sadness tugging in her chest. She was hit with an urge to pull Hope into her arms that was so intense she knew better than to indulge it. “What happened?”
“There was always a vibe,” Hope said grimly. “In retrospect. But at the time I just kept telling myself I was imagining things. Because they both loved me, right?”
“Not fucking well enough.” Alison felt livid.
“Apparently not,” Hope agreed. “Which all became horribly clear when I came home sick from work one day to find them in bed together.”
“Hope.”
“I know,” she said, with a wry smile. “Biggest cliche ever. What a fucking joke. Especially because I was so crook with covid I really needed that bed.”
“Honey,” the word slipped out Alison’s mouth, her hand reaching out helplessly, touching the air between them. She imagined Hope, sick and alone, betrayed and heartbroken, and suddenly she empathised strongly with Hope’s urge to commit murder.
“It wasn’t the best time in my life,” Hope said, in clear understatement. “Gold Hill… these friends, it kind of saved me, because it’s always felt so safe. We just all genuinely love each other, you know?”
“Of course.” Alison wondered if Hope was as wildly unconscious of the feelings swirling around her as she appeared, or if her brain was just doing a really damn good job of trying to keep things in safe compartments for her.
“Then Flynn and Magnus happened. And now Prisha and Camille? It’s a lot.”
And you and Camille, Alison silently added. Did Hope know? On some level, surely she knew. She wondered, not for the first time, if Hope, too, had feelings for Camille that she was suppressing. Alison had seen firsthand the intimacy between them, the sparks pouring off Camille in Hope’s presence. Camille was gorgeous, intelligent, creative, single, available… Hope’s exact age. Alison swallowed. They’d make a beautiful couple, a fact which would utterly destroy Prisha. And considering Camille’s mistrust for Alison, where would that leave her? She found herself wishing she could freeze them all in time and stop the wreckage they were heading for. Surely they could prevent it somehow, soften the landing at least, keep it all together? She was at a loss to figure out how.
She looked over at Hope. Her shoulders were slightly hunched, no longer basking carelessly in the sun.
“Who on earth would cheat on you?” Alison heard the way the words sounded as they left her mouth, but screw it, it had to be said. She looked at her gorgeous friend with her incredible brain, her huge heart, her sweetness and sass. Hope who’d swan in to protect lone women as if she was eight feet tall and made of metal, not real and vulnerable the way she was inside. Who in the world could have all that within their reach and not thank their lucky stars every second of the day that she was theirs?
“Alison,” Hope said softly. “Who would cheat on you?”
They considered each other for a moment. Alison was thankful they were both wearing sunglasses, because she was pretty sure her own gaze would be deeply troubling right now. If she and Hope were something more, no one would be cheating, that was clear as hell. The thought was strangely heartbreaking and deeply terrifying all at once.

“Are you still in touch?” Alison felt compelled to ask. She wanted to know everything, all of a sudden, about the romantic side of Hope. She’d been on a damn date with the woman, even seen her on a date with someone else, and still this part of Hope felt like a mystery to her. They didn’t talk about it, she realised. They talked about every other thing under the sun, but their own romantic lives remained untouched. The omission suddenly hit her as obvious. Why didn’t they talk about it? Because of the tension between them, or because it would bring up questions that Alison did not feel equipped to answer? 
“With my ex?” Hope sounded flabbergasted. “No. How about you?” The curiosity in her tone made it clear Hope had noted the omission too.
“Not willingly,” Alison said shortly.
“What does that mean? Because of Jac?”
“Jac’s an adult, thank god,” Alison said. “I can’t imagine what having to coparent with my ex-husband would be like.”
“But you do have contact?”
“Unfortunately yes,” she said. “About every six months, like clockwork.”
“Why?” Hope sounded aggravated.
“Well,” Alison said, “he wants me back.”
Hope knocked over her own drinking glass, the remnants of watery ice spilling onto her lap. She swiped it away without even looking down.
“What?”
“I know. It turns out his choices haven’t worked out all that well for him. The affair might have been hot and heavy, but it was all over the moment Mike Grant learned what his wife and lawyer had been up to.”
“How is your ex-husband even alive right now?”
“It’s a good question,” Alison said. “And one that kept me up at night for at least a year. At any rate he very much is, and he’s still in possession of all his extremities, last I heard.”
“So his married girlfriend dumped him, and what, he thinks you should take him back?”
“His girlfriend dumped him, his wife divorced him, his son doesn’t want anything to do with him. He’s been disbarred from the legal profession and he’s a pariah from the world he once ruled over… I almost feel sorry for him.”
“I don’t,” Hope said quickly. “Bastard.”
“I think he believes if I took him back, he’d regain some social standing. I stood by him once. If I were to take him back, it’d be the ultimate signal to the world he’d been absolved. A man like Simon never gets knocked down for long… he’s been planning his comeback since the moment he fell.”
“I hate him.” Hope took a sharp breath. She pushed back her sunglasses and the look in her eyes made Alison’s breath catch. “You’re not… tempted are you?”
“No.” Alison almost laughed. “I keep blocking his number. I’ve changed mine three times. It doesn’t matter, he always finds it. He’s not great at hearing no; his ego is so big all he hears is try again next time.”
“Well,” Hope said grimly. “At least now I know who I have to murder.”
“If Mike Grant can’t get it done, I don’t know that you’ve got much chance. The man’s made of teflon.”
“Horse tranquiliser is too good for him.” Hope’s tone was dark.
“You’re slightly terrifying.” Alison found herself smiling again.
“If he comes anywhere near you, I’m going to be ready.”
Alison tried to ignore the noticeable palpitation her heart did at the seriousness in Hope’s tone. Hope might have been just over five feet of blonde and pretty but it was not a horrible experience imagining being defended by her.
“My hero,” she said with a grateful smile.



Chapter Nineteen
“This,” announced Prisha, lifting her slice up in the open air, “is literally the best pizza on the planet.”
Hope met Alison’s eyes across the picnic table and immediately pretended to pick a hair out of her teeth. To her intense delight, Alison dissolved into a helpless giggle. She adored this version of Alison, relaxed under a picnic umbrella, a trace of goofiness in her laugh.
“It’s amazing pizza,” Ali agreed. “Very hirsute.”
Hope nearly choked on her slice, but Alison had delivered the line so immaculately, no one seemed to notice her odd word choice. Harry gave them both an indulgent glance - nothing got past him - but everyone else chimed in with their own contented compliments to the chefs.
“You look relaxed,” Harry said to the birthday girl. “Did you enjoy your spa day?”
“It was gorgeous,” Prisha said with a dreamy smile. “Total indulgence.”
“I got us a couple’s package,” Camille giggled from beside her. “Joint massage, private spa. Very sexy.”
Prisha’s smile dimmed. Hope’s stomach dropped.
“It sounds lovely,” Hope said to Prisha. Prisha seemed unsettled and Alison’s observation rang in Hope’s ears. “It’s a beautiful, caring gift,” she said evenly.
“It was.” Prisha’s throat worked as she swallowed.
“No one I’d rather relax with.” Camille gave her a gentle elbow to the ribs and Prisha managed a smile.
Alison met Hope’s eyes again, her gaze full of understanding. Hope knew, before Alison even opened her mouth, that she was about to try to distract Prisha.
“Do you celebrate with your family, as well?” she asked. “Rishima totally gives me mama bear vibes like she would celebrate the hell out of you.”
Alison was having therapy with Prisha’s mum and Hope was here for it. If anyone could help Alison start to trust herself again, it was Rishima; Prisha’s mum would take no bullshit and Hope was pretty sure that was exactly what Alison Hartmann needed.
Prisha started talking but Hope was only really aware that her friend’s tone was steady and warm as she gently poked fun at her mother, because her own thoughts were solidly elsewhere. There were so many undercurrents at this table right now - god, even at this one small corner of this table - and Hope felt dizzy seeing them all. Prisha, raw and vulnerable - oh god, was Alison right? - Camille, unconsciously teasing. And precisely when had Hope and Alison gotten so close they could have whole conversations with their eyes?
It was bewildering because she and Alison were close. They’d grown closer and closer as the months went on. Hope had fucked three other people that winter, just trying to manage how damn close they’d gotten, each time sure that momentarily draping herself with another body would be enough to break the spell. She didn’t want to distance herself from Ali, had no intention of pumping the brakes on their deepening friendship, but how the hell had they gotten this platonically close and she still couldn’t turn off her intense want for her?
It was all going to be fine, Hope was sure of that. Adamant, in fact. There was nothing wrong, per se, about desiring your friend. Apparently Prisha - maybe - desired Camille and they were fine, weren’t they? They were. Obviously they were. There was no harm in any of it.
Especially in those little flashes of moments she was sure the desire between her and Alison was still mutual. She remembered, like it was yesterday, Alison’s eyes on her the night they’d bumped into each other at the fundraiser in Melbourne, months ago now, drinking Hope in like she was ravenous. The way that red dress slipped and slid across her curves, like one quick tug and Hope would have her bare. The way Alison’s body reacted to her blatant stare, goosebumps erupting along her silky skin, hard nipples at full attention, all but begging for her mouth… Poor Miles, he’d had no idea there was only one person in her mind that night when her orgasm hit.
Where was she? Hope blinked in the sunlight and her gaze met Alison’s all over again. Oh shit. She hoped that she and Alison weren’t as good at having conversations with their eyes as she’d thought they were because right now, Hope’s would be saying all kinds of things best left unsaid. She jerked her gaze away. She didn’t want Alison to read her thoughts about this. She didn’t want to think about Prisha and Camille. She stared at her plate. Pizza. Pizza… Harry’s kitchen party. Gay sex. Gay sex with Alison. No. Bad Hope. Fuck!

“Did you just fat shame Herodotus?” came Cara’s voice from over her left shoulder in their small hospital room the following week. Hope straightened up.
“I did not,” she refuted as she gently closed the cage door on the dozing middle-aged feline. “I just suggested that he refrain from eating any more hair ties if he wanted to live a long life.”
“It’s good advice for anyone really,” Cara said thoughtfully. “You’re incredibly wise. And extremely pretty.”
“What are you trying to get me to do?” Hope put her hands on her hips.
“You’re not seeing anyone, right?” asked her vet nurse.
“Correct.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m pretty sure I’d have noticed.”
“Not even that gorgeous posh bird that comes in to bring you lunch and ogle you in your scrubs all the time?”
“Once. Alison brought me lunch once. And I look extremely good in scrubs.”
“So are you dating her?”
“I am not.”
“Because if you are, my plan won’t work.”
“What plan?”
“I have this friend-”
“No. No more set-ups!”
“Hear me out! She’s fucking gorgeous. She’s in town, literally for a week, like just enough to have some fun-”
“She’s in town for a week? Why don’t you want to hang out with her?”
“I do! It’s just… my new boyfriend is-”
“You want me to bone your friend so you can bone your boyfriend?”
“Basically, yes. Let me show you her photo.”
Before Hope could stop her, Cara had pulled out her phone and was showing her pictures.
“Oh,” Hope said before she could help herself.
“I told you!”
“She’s super gorgeous.” She was. Photo after photo of one superbly attractive woman. Here for a few nights. Perfect for blowing off steam. No strings. Just fun. Hope would, definitely.
And yet. The idea felt about as attractive as flossing her teeth: not horrible, just a task she should do. What was wrong with her? Hope liked sex and she very much liked beautiful women. And honestly, her libido was becoming straight up problematic, rearing its head at the most inconvenient of times. And yet for god knows what reason, for the life of her, Hope didn’t want to fuck the pretty stranger.
It felt empty, all of a sudden. Just like it had felt kind of empty having sex with Miles. Enjoyable, yes, but on more or less the same level as going for a jog somewhere scenic. Some physical exertion, some endorphins, kind of a boost that popped a little pep in her step. Nothing earth-shattering.
Did she need sex to be earth-shattering? Absolutely not. What was nagging at her, she slowly realised, as she stared at the soft pout on the phone screen before her, was that she wanted something more. Sex with someone who she wanted in more ways than just physical. Sex with someone who adored her. Sex with someone like…
“Alison!” Cara said.
“What?” Hope spluttered.
“Hi,” came the voice of the exact woman she’d just been thinking far too sexy thoughts about. Ali hovered in the doorway, looking like a damn treat and holding a brown paper bag. “I know you get busy when you’re operating, so I thought I’d bring you by some lunch?”
“Hey,” Hope couldn’t stop her smile. “Aren’t you just ridiculously fucking sweet?”
“Ugh!” Cara dropped her phone into her scrub pocket. “Honestly, I give up.”



Chapter Twenty
“Have you always been the kind of person who’s late?” Hope demanded as Alison arrived down onto the main pathway around the lake late on a Sunday morning. “Because we’ve been friends for like, half a year and I swear you get later and later all the time.”
“I’m not that late,” protested Alison. “And we’ve only been friends for about a third of a year, actually.”
“You’re twenty minutes late!” Hope’s eyes went wide. “I’m basically frozen now.”
“I would have been ten minutes late, but I was making you this.” Alison handed over the travel mug filled with hot chocolate. “Which should warm you up quite nicely if you can stop complaining long enough to drink it. Besides, it’s your own fault for not dressing better.”
“I’m dressed great,” Hope disagreed, taking a grateful sip of the hot, sweet beverage. She did somehow manage to make a plaid shirt look chic, but it was her warmest layer and Gold Hill in spring was still adamantly not warm. Alison herself had made a similar error, nothing but a long-sleeved running top above her crop top and leggings. The sun had peeped out momentarily from the clouds so it had looked warm enough outside when she’d glanced out the window. Her mistake. They began to walk briskly to warm up, because Hope actually did look slightly shivery.
“I’m sorry,” Alison said belatedly. “I was on a phone call with Norah about a client. It ran on a bit.”
“You’re forgiven,” said Hope. “Since you’re being all moral and helping people.”
“That’s so kind of you,” Alison said drily.
“I just wondered if it was a rich person thing,” Hope said idly. “Like, you’re always more busy and important than everyone else.”
“Are you trying to get yourself pushed in that lake?” Alison raised her eyebrows.
“I’d like to see you try,” Hope said. Alison burst into laughter. “Oh, okay now that’s offensive,” Hope complained. “Yes, you’re taller and we all know you’re a gym bunny, but if I can manage an angry horse or a cow I can manage you.”
“Give me that back.” Alison tried to snatch the hot chocolate out of her hands. Hope clutched it closer and ducked away. “You absolutely don’t deserve me bringing you sweet little gifts if you’re going to compare me to livestock.”
“Stubborn, unwieldy, literally never doing what you’re told, despite all the ways I’ve tried to train you. I think it’s an apt comparison actually. Plus you have those lush eyelashes.”
“Train me?” Alison glared at her and Hope snickered. They crossed the small bridge over the stream outlet and headed on toward the far side of the lake. “How you have any friends at all is increasingly a surprise to me.”
“Oh you needed training,” Hope told her, unrepentant. “Training in how to leave the house, how to let people in, how to behave at parties that don’t involve canapés and little forks, how to speak politely to people who care about you. Come to think about it, you still haven’t mastered that last one.”
“Cute,” said Alison. A slight breeze picked up off the lake and small pinpricks of rain hit her face. They picked up the pace without needing to discuss it. “How do you know I haven’t been training you this whole time?”
“Because I’m far too smart for that,” Hope said.
“Mm.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Oh please. Fine. What do you believe you’ve been training me in?”
“I mean honestly…” Alison said, holding up her hands like there were too many things to mention. The pinpricks had turned into real rain drops, and she had to look down to stop them from getting in her eyes. “How to have boundaries about people’s cars, how not to be a home invader, how to stop asking nosy questions when it’s clear that someone doesn’t want to tell you the answer-”
“I’ve learned none of those things,” Hope said brightly, even as she frowned under the raindrops. “God. Whose fucking idea was it to go for a walk in this weather?”
“Yours,” Alison reminded her. “Oh lord!”
A rumble of thunder crashed above them and the steady rain turned into a roar.
“Oh my god!”
They both began to jog.
“This way!” Alison started to laugh. They were barely a third of the way around the lake and Hope was trying to run two-thirds in the wrong direction, still clutching her half-drunk hot chocolate.
“For fuck’s sake,” Hope gasped as she turned and jogged after her, rain beating down on their heads.
“Maybe we should just shelter under the trees?”
“Ali, no, Jesus, that’s how people die from lightning strikes,” Hope told her. “God, you’re like an innocent baby sometimes.”
Water splashed up their legs, soaking their shoes, while rain bucketed from above, drenching their clothes. Another crash of thunder boomed overhead.
“This is ridiculous,” Alison complained as the two of them raced up the hill toward her house.
“You love it,” Hope accused, panting, as they ran through the gate, crunching over the wet gravel and up to the front door. “You look totally exhilarated, it’s disgusting.”
“You look like an angry drowned rat,” Alison spluttered a laugh at Hope’s drenched appearance, her hair plastered to her head.
Hope rolled her eyes and pushed her hair back, shaking her head like an annoyed wet puppy and Alison laughed harder, even as she wrestled with the key to her front door. She let Hope in first and closed the door against the elements.
The foyer was dim in the sudden storm, and quiet as the heavy door shut out the pounding of the driving rain against the pavers outside. They looked at each other for a second, and both began to laugh.
Alison toed off her ruined sneakers and soaked socks and Hope did the same, both of them dripping puddles on the floor.
“Ugh,” said Hope, holding out her drenched shirt. She pulled it up to tug over her head and immediately got stuck. “Fuck!” she struggled and Alison watched her, laughing helplessly.
“Oh my god.” She couldn’t stop laughing, Hope flailing with her shirt stuck around her head.
“Can you fucking help me please?” Hope demanded, even as she too, began to laugh. Alison stepped forward and helped, disentangling Hope’s wet hair from where it was caught on the button and pulling the shirt up over her head. “Thank you,” Hope said with exasperation as she reappeared, pushing back her tangled hair with a huff. Alison let her wet shirt hit the floor with a slap.
“Don’t be mad just because some of us can undress ourselves without help,” she said, pulling her skin tight running top up over her head where it immediately snagged, clinging under her chin.
Hope cackled out loud and stepped in - even though Alison would have been fine, in just another second - gripping the wet fabric and pulling it up off over her head. Alison blinked out of the wet fabric to see Hope’s sparkling eyes, looking far too smug. And far too close. Pulling off Alison’s clothes.
Alison looked back at her, Hope now just in a soaking wet t-shirt clinging tightly to her curves. Those teasing eyes, her hair in wet tendrils around her shoulders, her skin flushed with exertion and laughter. Alison’s hands acted before her brain even knew they would, as if the next step was inevitable. She gripped hold of the hem of Hope’s t-shirt and dragged it up, off and over her head, letting it drop down to the floor next to her shirt.
Hope looked back at her, surprise flaring, now standing in Alison’s foyer in nothing but her bra and leggings. Her skin gleamed with rain, breasts spilling out the top of her bra, Alison apparently now just straight up stripping her without pretence, standing far too close, want pounding in her veins. They were both breathing hard; which, when had that started happening? The moment had flipped between them, on a dime.
Hope tilted her head, just slightly, her teeth sinking into her lower lip, her eyes fixed on Alison. The foyer was dim, cool, the rain the only sound in the dark grey light. For a second, time stretched out and neither of them moved. Then, very deliberately, Hope arched her spine, just enough. Her shoulders tilted back, so knowing, so clear that Alison wanted to look at her, to drink her in, to watch. The look in her eyes was nothing short of daring, of bratty even, and that was it. Finally. Enough. Too much.
Alison snapped. Her hand shot out and immediately tangled in Hope’s hair. She grabbed hold of her wet locks at the back of her scalp, tugging her head back sharply. She held Hope there, just for a second, just to hear her gasp. Then, she pressed her lips hard against Hope’s, so soft and plump and open, so desperately warm despite the cold rain on their skin. It felt like falling into a whole new world.
In this world, Hope moaned into her mouth, arching into the kiss, coming up onto her tiptoes and Alison pinned her there, one hand gripped in her hair, the other pressing up firmly on the small of her back - her skin bare and slick - tasting this woman’s mouth like she’d been starved of kisses her entire life.
Hope pressed closer, a short choked hungry sound escaping her and Alison kissed her harder, pulled her tighter, and Hope’s hands clung to her hips, anchoring herself, opening up for Alison to taste her, to take more, and oh god, did Alison want to take everything. 
“Mm-” Hope moaned, the sound a heady, hungry approval, then she tugged back, just enough to gasp, “what’s happening?”
The words were just enough to break through the incredible haze Alison was in, where Hope was half naked, in her arms and kissing her. No, Alison was the one doing the kissing. Oh fuck. She let go of the ferocious grip she had on Hope’s hair and let her down off her tiptoes.
“Oh god-” Alison gasped. “Oh fuck. I’m sorry.”
“Mm-mm,” Hope shook her head. “No, that’s… that’s not a sorry moment.” She gazed up at Alison, dazed, pressing her fingers softly against her lips. “Oh my god,” she whispered. She closed her eyes for a second, a slight whimper escaping her, before she opened them again, her expression still shocked. “I just… what’s happening?” she asked again.
“I shouldn’t have,” Alison whispered. “Hope, I’m sorry. Oh god… I just… lost control there for a second.” She was horrified but still desperately turned on. Hope was staring at her, her body still temptingly exposed, still in arm’s reach.
“It kind of felt more like you took control, actually,” Hope said. There was a note in her voice Alison was too overwhelmed to decipher. Shock? Confusion? Accusation? Hope tilted her head back and forth, her fingers coming up to her hair, clearly feeling where Alison had grabbed her. She sank her teeth into her lip.
Alison was mortified.
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “God, I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again.”
Hope watched her.
“I was afraid you’d say that,” she said softly. She licked her bottom lip, then sucked it into her mouth. “God, Alison. You can’t just go around kissing a girl like that. Not if you don’t intend to do it again.”
Oh god. Hope was looking at her with giddy, undisguised lust. She wanted more. Alison did too. She took a breath. Oh fuck, she could kiss her again.
No. The word announced itself in her brain like a neon flashing light. No. No, she couldn’t keep kissing Hope. Because it wouldn’t just be kissing, one look at Hope’s parted lips and heaving chest as her breathing hitched told her that. Alison would take absolutely everything Hope would give her, but what did she have to give back?
Absolutely nothing. Just drama, baggage, risk, inexperience, pain.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered now. And oh god was she sorry.
“Alison.” Hope straightened up. “Don’t look like that.”
“I’m destroying this.” Alison heard her own voice, cracking with desperation.
“Okay, well now you’re being dramatic,” Hope denied immediately. Her brows lowered into a frown. “Ali, it’s just a kiss. It’s literally just two friends, who kissed. You need to calm down.”
Alison’s chest felt like it was caving in. Hope was so blasé. Alison was so deep in this moment she’d acted out of pure desperation, so hungry for this woman she’d just about lost her damn mind. She’d had the kiss of a lifetime, the only kiss she’d ever truly felt. And for Hope? For Hope it was just a kiss.
“We don’t all kiss our friends,” she snapped. “It is a big deal to some of us.”
“It doesn’t have to be!” Hope’s eyes went wide. “It doesn’t have to be this thing where we all freak out and ruin a perfectly good friendship. It’s just a kiss, Alison. Can you please just fucking chill? It’s just your mouth, on my mouth. It happens.”
“It doesn’t just happen to me!” Alison cried. “Can’t you just let me have this moment? It’s not your job to tell me how I feel all the time, Hope!
I’m not feeling chill about this. I’m not some cool hipster who fucks all her friends, okay?”
Hope looked at her, her expression suddenly extremely cool. She leaned over and picked up her bag. She left her wet clothes in a pool on the floor, opened Alison’s front door and stepped - barefoot, in her bra - out into the rain.



Chapter Twenty-One
“Honestly, women,” Hope said to Bryan. “I mean, no, I don’t mean that. That sounds very… internalised misogyny of me, you know?” Bryan didn’t know. So Hope turned to Bruno. “Believe me, when I say I understand that dating men - or non-binary people - is no joke either. People of all genders are emotional and irrational. I’m emotional and irrational. But you’d forgive me for that, wouldn’t you?” Bruno didn’t seem too sure. “Betty. Sweet Betty. Of everyone here in this room right now, I know you’d forgive me. It’s just… holy god, why did she have to kiss me like that?”
Hope had been having this conversation all Sunday afternoon, all night - lying awake in her bed - and all day at work that day. In her head, mostly, but even now, here in her living room, after a long day, no one seemed to have any answers. She’d considered calling every single one of her friends, but there seemed a solid reason not to go through it with any of them, now that Alison was a friend to them too. She’d considered Camille most of all, since she’d at least be thrilled to summon some outrage at Alison on her behalf, but honestly that wasn’t what Hope needed. What she needed, actually, was Ali. Ali who’d be wry and analytical, and say something spiky to knock her out of her bad mood. Ali, who’d be great to talk to right now, if only she wasn’t the thing Hope needed to talk about.
On cue, her phone rang: Alison’s name on her screen. She stared at it for a moment. They weren’t really phone call people, and Alison hadn’t spoken with her in more than thirty hours - not so much as a text even - since the moment she’d kissed Hope stupid and then insisted on blowing everything up.
“Hey,” she said warily, as she answered the phone.
“Hi.” Alison said back. There was a silence down the line. She heard Alison take a breath. “Would you… can you come over? We should probably talk.”
Hope hesitated. She wanted to fix this. But Alison still had that tone in her voice. That doom-and-gloom, this-is-such -a-big-deal tone.
“I can’t come over-” she started.
“Hope!” Alison cut in, sounding aggravated. “I’m not going to jump on you. I just want to talk!”
“I… got that?” Hope said slowly. Jesus Christ. “I can’t come over because I took home a litter of orphaned kittens, and they need feeding every two hours.”
There was a pause. A long beat of silence. And then absolutely nothing. Alison had hung up on her.
Hope stared at her phone in disbelief.
“What the fuck?” she whispered to Betty, petting her tiny soft ears. “Shit, sorry. I know I shouldn’t swear in front of you. You’re only a tiny baby.”

Twenty minutes later there was a knock on her door. When she opened it, there on her doorstep, one large grocery bag in hand, stood a highly annoyed looking brunette, who despite it all, still looked alarmingly kissable. Hope was pretty sure that kissing her again would be the fastest way to wipe that expression off her face, but since she valued her life, she didn’t try it.
“For fuck’s sake, Hope,” Alison said. “I’m trying to be mad at you and you’re feeding orphaned kittens?”
Hope scratched her head.
“Do you… want to come in and see them?”
“Of course I do,” Alison said, still managing to sound irritated and Hope burst out laughing. Alison finally heard her own ridiculousness, her face cracking into a slightly nervous smile. Hope took her by the hand and pulled her into the house.
She felt off balance. The woman who’d kissed her yesterday had shown up looking fucking delicious, in that skinny dark jeans and sky-high heels combo that she always seemed to think was what people wore to be casual. Her top was some kind of soft, natural-coloured jersey cotton that looked intensely touchable and ridiculously expensive, falling off her shoulders to show her collarbones. Hope, on the other hand, was wearing a loose long-sleeved t-shirt and some tiny pink cotton pyjama shorts. She hadn’t been expecting company.
Alison placed the grocery bag on the kitchen bench and stalked her heels through to the living room, where there was a small crate set up next to the couch. The lights were low, just the soft glow of the floor lamp and the red embers in the fireplace.
Hope carefully lifted the towel cover making the bed nice and dark, and there, curled up in a little cuddle pile, were the four tiny bodies, three black and white, and one little ginger.
“They’re two weeks old,” she told Alison as they bent down together to look at them. “Their mama was a stray that someone found on the road. They think she was trying to move them to safety.”
“Their mother died?” Alison said softly.
“Yeah,” Hope told her. “That’s how they ended up with me. The person who found her realised she’d been nursing and they hunted for hours until they found her little hidden nest of babies.” Alison looked down at the tiny bundles. Hope glanced at her more closely. “Are you… crying?”
“No,” said Alison, who was definitely crying. 
“Oh, honey,” Hope couldn’t help it. She tugged Alison into her arms, right there where they knelt. Alison pressed her face into Hope’s shoulder for a few seconds and Hope held her, a surprised smile on her face. Alison was kind of a disaster, as it turned out, emotions leaking out everywhere and Hope quite suddenly loved it.
“Ugh,” Alison pulled back. She wiped a finger under each eye to catch her leaked mascara. She was still in her damn heels, there in Hope’s living room. “Listen, you try having a baby, even twenty-three years ago and not crying when you hear about tiny babies losing their mother.”
Hope wanted to hug her all over again, immediately, the very second she let her go. Alison could do icy so fucking well. And then there was this side of her: Alison, someone’s mama; Alison, crying over orphaned kittens; Alison, for whom a kiss was a really big deal. Damnit. Hope melted.
“Ali,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”
They were still kneeling, next to the box of sleeping kittens. They were so close, their bodies angling towards each other. Hope’s heart was beating a little too fast as Alison looked at her, her eyes still damp from her kitten-tears. Hope quickly thought better of this whole moment and got to her feet. She reached down to pull Alison up and Alison actually let her.
Hope led her to the couch and they sat, side by side. The fire was glowing softly in the low light - not too warm for the kittens - and they both stared into the flickering embers.
“I’m the one who should be sorry,” Alison said, into the quiet of the room. “I didn’t mean for it to come out the way I said it.”
“You mean the thing where you called me a cool hipster who sleeps with all her friends?”
Alison winced.
“Yeah, that. I’m sorry.”
“You’re just jealous,” Hope said. “I am cool, and my friends are really hot.”
Alison smiled, just like Hope had intended. Then she hesitated.
“You don’t actually sleep with all your friends,” she clarified.
“Well, I haven’t slept with you,” Hope said and Alison turned a satisfying shade of pink. She shot Hope a faintly frustrated look and Hope smiled, unrepentant. “No,” she said. “Obviously I don’t sleep with all my friends. Not those friends, the ones you mean. Some friends though.”
“It’s none of my business,” Alison said, briskly, conveniently after she’d extracted the information that she’d wanted and Hope sighed. This whole thing was a mess.
“Ali,” she said. “That kiss…” She swallowed. “I don’t even know what to say.”
“I didn’t ask consent,” Alison said. Her lashes had lowered and Hope couldn’t see her eyes but she could see the tension in every line of her body.
“Ali, please. We both know how much I wanted that-”
“I was rough with you-” Her voice was low and cracking.
“Yeah. It was the hottest fucking kiss I’ve ever had,” Hope blurted. Alison’s breath stuttered out. She turned her body, finally, and stared at Hope. Hope knew her face had gotten flaming hot because this was the opposite of chill. Goddamnit. Well. Here they were. She took a breath, her fingernails sinking into the bare skin above her knee as she tried to explain. “The way you grabbed me, the way you just… bent me to your will and
took exactly what you wanted-” She had to stop and breathe for a second.
“Hope-” whispered Alison.
“No, let me just-” Hope was suddenly not okay right now. “Look,” she said heatedly. “I’ve never lied about the fact I think you’re hot. And I promised you, that first time we went to dinner that I’d never hit on you, because you said so specifically, that you would not be able to date me. And I won’t hit on you, Ali, because I heard you and I respect you-”
“I appreciate that,” Alison said. She chewed on her lip, her eye contact fleeting. “And then I gave you incredibly mixed signals because I kissed you.”
“Yes,” said Hope impatiently. “Absolutely. But no, that’s not my point. My point is that I’m good with boundaries - unless someone is actively stripping my fucking clothes off -” she said pointedly and Alison nodded tightly. “But Ali… I think about it. I have thought about it,” she confessed. “About you. About me and you. Because you’re sexy, and you’re right there, in my life, being hot all the time. And I have good boundaries but I’m a fucking human and I think about it.”
Alison was breathing faster, her chest beneath those collarbones, rising and falling rapidly.
“I think about it too-”
“Ali, this is my confession time!” Hope put her fingers in her ears to ward off the words. “It doesn’t help for me to hear that, by the way.”
“Okay.” Alison nodded. She toyed with the end of her long gleaming ponytail. “I’m sorry. Please continue telling me about how you fantasise about me.”
Hope gave her a sharp look and Ali looked guileless, a small smirk finally appearing, breaking the rising tension and Hope rolled her eyes and let herself laugh, just for a second. This whole fucking thing was insane.
“I’ve imagined you in all kinds of ways,” Hope said and Alison’s teeth nearly went through her lip. “But in my imagination, you’re always kind of… tentative. Because from the only things I know about you in that department, I figure you’ve been kind of… straight? At least in the, um, physical application of that term?”
Alison laughed shortly. She nodded. Hope shook her head, slowly, in wonder.
“You’re fucking gorgeous,” she said, “so I can see where you might get a touch of confidence from. But Ali… the woman that kissed me yesterday? That demanding, hot, dominant lover,” she shivered even as she said the words, “that’s who’s been hiding inside that elegant demeanour?”
Alison was very still. Her eyes were on Hope’s lap, where Hope’s fingers were still fidgeting and squeezing at her own flesh, all that tension with nowhere to go. She seemed mesmerised by Hope’s fingers on her bare thighs, and Hope tried to stop, wanting desperately to hear what Alison had to say.
“I don’t really know,” Alison finally confessed. “I’ve never been like that before. You’re the third person I’ve ever kissed. And the first woman.”
“Mm,” said Hope. She’d figured it was something like that, but it hadn’t felt that way. “Were you… like that with your husband?” she asked cautiously. Alison burst out a sharp laugh.
“No,” she denied. She looked at Hope for a long moment, something flaring in her grey eyes.
“Tell me,” Hope said.
“I met him at twenty-one,” Alison said. “He was older. Married. My professor, actually.”
“That’s hot,” Hope said. “Except for the twenty-one part,” she screwed up her face as she rethought her words. “And the married bit and the fact that we know he’s an asshole.”
“Right,” Alison said. “The power differential went the other way,” she said, succinctly. Hope looked at her. Something, somewhere, was starting to click.
“He was dominant,” she said. “Over you.”
“Of course. He married me at twenty-two. He was thirty-nine. Why do older men like younger women?”
“Power.”
“Obviously.”
“Did you… like it?” Hope was trying to picture this. Alison as a younger woman. A man who liked power.
“For a while,” she said. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”
“It wasn’t a whole BDSM thing.”
“Um, no, not exactly,” said Alison, blinking rapidly. “It was just… very clear. Whose job was whose.”
“And your job?”
“I mean… to take it,” she said. “To get fucked. There was a passivity to it. I just had to be available, receptive, that was my entire role.” She hesitated again, and Hope was transfixed. This was as open as Alison had ever been with her, and she could feel they were on the edge of something.
“Tell me,” she said again.
“I met this woman,” Alison said. “I was probably your age. We worked together, at my law firm.”
“And?” Hope felt unreasonably turned on.
“Nothing happened,” Alison said. “Because I’m loyal. Monogamous. And I’m not a cheater.”
“But?”
“I wanted her.”
“What was she like?”
“Pretty,” Alison said quietly. “Feminine. Kind of… small.”
Hope couldn’t help her smile.
“Blonde?”
Alison shook her head slightly, her lower lip quirking.
“Of course.”
Hope didn’t climb into her lap right then and there to kiss her, but it was touch and go. She smiled again.
“She sounds hot.”
“She was.”
“I’m jealous.”
“You should be. I thought about her a lot.”
“Thought about her how?” Hope’s breath was getting short. She knew she was wet. She wasn’t sure where the hell they’d be at the end of this conversation, but she knew the only way out was through.
“Well, I wasn’t passive,” Alison said wryly. “And,” her eyes met Hope’s, “I wasn’t the one getting fucked.”
Hope whimpered. Alison’s eyes went dark.
“Alison,” Hope whispered. “I can’t hit on you. Because I promised. And I keep my promises.” Her mouth was dry.
“I know,” Alison said. “You’re being so good.”
Hope stopped breathing. Alison knew exactly what she was doing to her, she could see it in her eyes.
“Ali…” the word wasn’t anything more than that. Just Alison’s name. And then she stopped. Because she would keep her promise. And if she said one more word, that word was going to be please.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Hope’s phone chimed and she swore under her breath. She got up from the couch and went to turn off the alarm. Alison was deeply aggravated and deeply relieved. Three more seconds of Hope looking at her like that - that whimper - and Alison would have lost it.
She didn’t want to lose it. Hope had been trying to pretend that everything hadn’t changed because Alison had lost control once already, but Alison had known, the second she’d snapped - Hope going up on her toes like that, the ferocity of the heat that had raced through them both - everything had changed.
This conversation, even now, was changing them. That word, dominant, whispered out of Hope’s mouth like a prayer and a curse. Alison wanted to put the whole thing back in the bottle, but the tremble in Hope’s thighs as Alison pushed her, only slightly, with that little barb of twisted praise that slipped out, made it clear that the genie was out.
Hope turned back toward her now, her face flushed, so fucking unfairly hot in those tiny shorts, thighs bare, those legs… Alison was not coping.
“That alarm,” Hope announced, like she couldn’t quite believe the state of her life, “is to tell me it’s time to feed tiny baby kittens again.”
Alison laughed, because what the hell else could she do? The two of them were poised on the edge of something absolutely un-take-back-able, and now: orphaned kittens. Only Hope, she thought, desperate affection stirring in her chest. She got to her feet.
“I came here to make you dinner,” she told Hope, her voice coming out slightly gravelly. She cleared her throat. “Because I had this idea that if you were going to spend your whole night feeding kittens, that you might need someone to take care of you.”
Hope looked surprised. And then touched. And then, slightly like she might be melting.
“Look at you,” she said softly. “Being sweet.”
“Don’t get used to it,” Alison said and Hope blinked. Alison replayed her own words. Oh god, now everything sounded like a dark hint at a come-on.
“Mm,” said Hope, not committing either way. She walked into the kitchen like she damn well knew Alison was staring at her ass, though.
Alison followed her. Hope heated up powdered milk to feed her kittens and Alison began to make a stir fry - wholesome, vegan, tofu, cashews, every fresh vegetable she could find - because she’d wanted to apologise, and because Hope was going to be up all night with fucking kittens and, god, Alison could not kiss her again, but she could make her dinner.
She paused, just briefly, to come and see the little bundle of softness that Hope held in her lap as she fed the tiny orphans, but found she had to rapidly retreat. It was too much, just far too much sweetness. Alison hid in the kitchen, pretending to cook but mostly just trying not to cry again, because motherless babies, and Hope being fucking beautiful and oh god, she’d kissed her and it had only been a few months of friendship but already Alison didn’t want to lose this, how could she have risked this? And how was it remotely possible, that in the same world where the Grants were murdering other people’s sons, Alison was sharing space with a woman who was spending her night saving kittens? It was insanity.
They ate together, electing by unspoken agreement to sit on the floor, their bowls on Hope’s coffee table, next to the low heat of the fire. Was the couch safe anymore? It was soft, with deep broad cushions; it would be so easy to push Hope back into them and- Jesus Christ, Alison, you have to stop. Yeah, the floor with a wooden table between them seemed safer. Also: no wine. Hope had filled their glasses with some kind of sweet brand of kombucha because of course she fucking had.
They sat in the low warm light and talked, the way they always talked - the kittens, Hope’s vet practice, Alison’s clients, Harry’s new love who was actually almost his age - but their usual teasing sparring was entirely absent. Alison wondered if it was because some of the tension between them had been released in that one wild kiss, but she suspected that wasn’t it at all. There was a new tension here in this room, one that felt deeply seductive but extremely unsettling; a tension that said don’t fucking tease me because we both know what will happen. They were being careful.
Alison grieved the loss of that lightness. This was all her fault, because Hope had great boundaries. Alison, though… Alison was a mess. She both couldn’t look at Hope and couldn’t stop looking at Hope; every glance seemed dangerous when Hope’s thighs were bare and her mouth soft and her hair spilling down her back. They were alone together in this house. And then there were her eyes. Hope looked back at her with deep warmth in her golden-brown eyes but Alison couldn’t unsee what she now knew was reflected back at her: want,
longing, and the smallest flicker of need. She tried not to shudder, barely able to pick at her meal.
Alison insisted on clearing their plates and doing the dishes, all but ordering Hope out of the kitchen, to go take a minute to take care of her damn self before she had a night without sleep. Hope returned from the bathroom, a hint of toothpaste and some kind of cucumber-scented moisturiser, and Alison’s hands clenched into fists at her side to stop herself from pressing Hope into the wall to taste her mouth, her skin.
Hope though, caught the look in her eyes as she passed. She went still, her teeth sinking into her lip, almost seeming to stop breathing. Then she rolled her eyes with a little laugh, and backed away into the darkened living room.
“Ali,” she said, with a hint of reproach in her tone. “Just… come and talk to me. Please?” She went and sat neatly on one end of the couch, as if allowing Alison that much space would be any kind of safe distance. Alison steeled herself. She was an adult. She had self-control. She could do this. She followed Hope to the couch and sat as far away as she could. They looked at each other, helplessly, in the soft, dim light.
“What are we going to do?” Hope whispered. It felt monumental, an acknowledgement, finally, that the kiss between them wasn’t the no big deal that Hope had tried to claim. And now, perversely, Alison wanted that nonchalance back, because this - actually having to deal with this - was a lot.
She swallowed. She knew what she wanted to do, with every fibre of her being. It started with going up on her knees and reaching down to peel that big loose long-sleeved t-shirt off of Hope, getting to see Hope’s eyes go wide, looking up at her with all that need, and it ended with Alison taking every damn thing she wanted. Hope trembled slightly and Alison knew instantly her intentions had flashed clearly in her eyes. She made herself sit absolutely still.
“We can’t do this,” she finally managed to say. Hope just watched. She nodded, even as her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “I can’t do this,” Alison clarified. “I’m not…” she trailed off. Not ready, not capable, not whole, not safe for you. “I don’t want to risk our friendship. You mean a lot to me, Hope.”
“I like that,” Hope said softly. “I like that you care about me. I care about you, too.”
Something flickered deeply inside Alison. It hurt her, in the best possible way, hearing Hope say those words. Hope had always demonstrated to her that she cared, from the very first time they’d met. But now, hearing it out loud, sweet and serious, when the possibility of so much more shimmered just out of reach? It made everything feel a thousand times more dangerous.
For a moment, throwing caution to the wind felt by far the safer
option. Because if on any level Alison was capable of pretending that just sex was a thing for her, the idea of chalking this whole feeling up to lust and letting it blow up - as hot and fast and short-lasting as she knew it would be - seemed much easier.
Because the other option? The other option was that Alison was rapidly becoming Camille. Her heart took two seconds to ache for the young woman. To want Hope, but to be stuck - so close, but so far; so intimate, but way outside of the intimacy you longed for - it was agony.
Hope was still watching her face. Alison wondered if she was presenting like ice again, steeling herself to take another step back, or if every warring emotion was playing out in her eyes.
“Friendship then,” Hope murmured finally. She seemed to be under the same spell as Alison, afraid to ruin the tenuous connection between them, but wavering with longing. “We can do that.” She swallowed, visibly. “I mean, it’s just lust, right?”
Alison’s fingernails dug into her own palm.
“Yeah,” she said softly, even as she wondered if her own words were a lie. “Just lust.”

Well, thought Alison, as she woke up the next morning in Hope’s bed. Talk about mixed messages.
She was alone, curled into pillows that smelled slightly of cucumber-scented moisturiser and just… oh. She inhaled deeply and tried not to let the moan slip out of her lips at being surrounded so entirely in Hope’s scent. This, right here, was her actual heaven. Hope’s soft sheets, her simple perfect bedroom. Her bed. There was nowhere else in the world she could imagine wanting to be more.
The light was just past dawn and in a house this size she could not only detect the smell of coffee starting to waft in from the kitchen, but she could hear the sound of the shower running from the room next door. She sat up, and tried to pull herself back to any semblance of normality.
It had been her fault. Again. She should have left, right after they’d agreed to keep their friendship intact, to not cross any more lines, to stay on their own sides of the couch and not give into that urge to meld themselves into each other. And yet here she was, in Hope’s bed and it was all her own doing.
Because the next time Hope’s phone had chimed, Alison had volunteered to help her. Hope showed her how to mix the kitten formula, how to hold the tiny little body in the right position to drink safely, how to let them drink until they had their fill. How to help them do their tiny kitten business, to keep them clean, to let them snuggle up beside their sibling for warmth and then start the process on the next one. Hope was just so Hope like this, her blend of knowledge and skill, ease and sweetness.
“You’re exhausted,” Alison accused her, as Hope started to melt into the couch cushions.
“I mean, it’s late,” Hope agreed. “I didn’t get a whole lot of sleep last night either,” she added. Alison nodded slowly. If Hope was alluding to lying awake fretting about a kiss that couldn’t be explained, then… same. She should go. Let Hope get a nap before the next alarm went off.
“Go to bed,” she said instead. “I’ll do the next shift.”
“Ali,” Hope protested. “This is my job.”
“I’m pretty sure your job is supposed to end when the clinic closes,” Alison told her. “And I’m also sure you’ve got a full day to get through tomorrow, too. Let me help you.”
Hope looked at her for a long moment, her gaze slightly blurred with exhaustion, but her expression intensely soft.
“You’re being sweet again,” she said, her voice husky with tiredness. “And it’s honestly kind of difficult for me to handle.”
“You’ll cope,” Alison told her, her voice impressively even in the face of all that warm, sleepy-eyed gratitude.
“Thank you,” Hope said. “Help yourself to anything you want. Anything at all.”
“Mm,” Alison just about managed. Hope’s lower lip twitched at her expression.
“I’ll be back for the next round,” she said.
Jesus Christ.
“K.” Her voice came out faintly.
“Goodnight.”
Alison had fallen back on the couch as Hope had left and tried to recover herself. She’d felt quite unable to leave, thinking of Hope alone in the early hours: tired, still working. She remembered, still, that feeling from motherhood: four a.m., exhausted, hauled out of bed for the needs of someone helpless, feeling like the only person awake on the planet. Surely it wasn’t quite within the bounds of friendship to crave so deeply to alleviate someone else’s burden.
It was even more than that, though. Hope’s home always felt like somewhere she didn’t want to leave. It gave her the weirdest nagging feeling, like here was her real life. Not alone in her lake house, not driving in her car, not at a fundraiser in Melbourne, or really anywhere else at all. Just here in this beautiful, peaceful little space.
She set her own alarm, gently stoked and banked up the fire and tiptoed to the pretty kitchen to make a cup of tea in a lovely, earthenware mug. Then she curled up on the big cushy linen sofa to read a cosy novel stolen from Hope’s shelf. This, she reminded herself - as she tried not to ache at the thought of Hope just down the hall - was only more proof that she’d made the right choice. Because she didn’t want to risk not having this in her life.
She and Hope had a couple of sleepy exchanges in the night, and somehow, she’d acquiesced when Hope told her she didn’t have a guest room, but she did have an empty bed now she was up for the last round. Alison had crumpled into the soft sweetness that was Hope’s bedsheets, still warm from her body, and now… here she was.
Hearing the shower shut off she hurriedly got out of bed and tugged on her jeans. Hope’s clothes were in here and she did not want to be around for that moment.
“Good morning,” Hope greeted her, as Alison made it to the corridor just as Hope wafted out of the bathroom wearing nothing but fragrant fruity steam and a rose pink towel. Her smile reflected the sheer awkwardness of their situation.
“Morning.” Alison carefully averted her eyes.
“Coffee’s in the kitchen,” Hope told her over her shoulder as Alison passed by her quickly.
Hope was beside her again, all too soon, glowing in lavender-coloured scrubs, her hair swept up high and neat, the two of them sipping coffee together in the quiet of the little cottage kitchen.
“How long will the kittens need to be bottle fed for?” Alison asked her, leaning against the bench as Hope sliced tomatoes to put on their toast.
“Probably another three or four weeks or so,” she said. “They’re going to a local rescuer today.”
“Oh.” Alison tried to hide her disappointment.
“You’re heartbroken,” Hope observed, neatly arranging the tomato slices on the toast like it was a piece of art. She turned to hand Alison her plate, her eyes gentle and teasing. “It’s Bryan isn’t it? He’s stolen your heart.”
It was true that the tiny piece of black fluff - with an almost perfect white moustache marking his face - had made her go uncharacteristically gooey. But the truth was a lot more complex. Alison had imagined other nights like the one they’d just shared. The vision hit her like a steam train: Hope’s home in the quiet hours of the night, Hope’s bed, Hope’s eyes, Hope, Hope… Hope.
He’s not the one stealing my heart. The words jumped into Alison’s mind so clearly that for a second she thought she’d said them out loud. Her eyes went wide. Very carefully, she put the untouched plate of perfect toast down on the bench as she said the words that even nine hours ago would have been about three months too late.
“I have to go.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
“Literally my week could not have been more boring,” Prisha concluded. Hope had started finishing early on Fridays, letting Bevan take over the clinic mid-afternoon to work a late evening and take the burden off weekend bookings. That meant she could start meeting Prisha for a debrief again. She’d missed her time with her friend, though apparently her slot had been more than filled by one Alison Hartmann. Which, speaking of… “How about yours?” Prisha went on. “Please tell me something interesting or I might actually die.”
Hope decided to swoop in and save her. She was just about bursting with the need to tell someone, anyway.
“Alison kissed me.”
“What?” Prisha almost dropped her coffee. “No!”
“Yeah.”
“I mean… that was always going to happen,” Prisha backtracked with a small frown. “You two have been far too hot for each other from the beginning.”
“No,” Hope said. “I mean, yes. But also no?”
“Good point.” Prisha raised her eyebrows.
“I mean, yes I’ve always been attracted to her,” Hope tried to explain. “And there were times, obviously, that I wondered if she felt the same.”
“Hope! You are hopeless when it comes to knowing what women feel about you, I swear to god-”
“Did she say something to you?” Hope jumped on that embarrassingly fast.
“Oh, you don’t deserve to know that.” Prisha flat out denied her probing. She had a loyalty to Alison now too, which felt weird to contemplate. It made Hope feel warm though, to think of the growing closeness between Ali and her friends. Their friends.
“Ugh. Rude. The thing is, though, it’s actually been fine,” Hope went on. “Up until now, I’ve been okay, you know… with being able to look but not touch.”
“You’re a disciplined woman,” Prisha allowed fondly.
“But Preesh… I don’t even know how to describe how she kissed me.”
“Oh, you better be about to try. Tell me everything.” Prisha pushed her coffee away and regarded her seriously. “Every horny detail.”
Hope tried. The intensity of the moment, the rain on their skin, Alison’s eyes filling so fast with hunger, the way she’d licked into Hope’s mouth, taking everything she wanted like she’d been holding herself back on the very edge of this since the moment they’d met. The blaze of awakening it had sent through Hope until every single one of her nerve-endings had begged for that same ferocious overpowering, a bone-deep craving for Alison, everywhere, all at once.
“Okay,” Prisha said faintly, when she was done. “I can see that,” she concluded. “She’s got that intensity about her. Those steely eyes, and those arms, that when you look closely are actually incredibly cut.”
“No,” Hope shook her head. “That’s the thing. I never suspected it. She’s always seemed so tightly wound. I thought if anything ever happened, I’d be trying not to spook her, you know? But this…” She slumped back against the booth seat.
“Mm-hm,” Prisha agreed. “It’s always the uptight ones. Honestly, I’m kind of proud of her,” she said. “I feel a bit like her thrilled gay aunty. Kissing a hot little cutie like Hope Sullivan and blowing her damn mind, first go? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this rattled.” Then she cocked her head. “So how long do you think you’ll hold out? Are we talking days or hours?”
“We’re not going to have sex,” Hope told her firmly. “We’re chalking it up to a mishap. A little mouth-on-mouth that shouldn’t have happened. She still feels like friendship is all she can offer at this point in her life. And I’m okay with that. Even though it’s pretty much physically painful at this point… I care about her as well, you know?”
“Oh, honey, no.” Prisha sat up straight.
“It’s okay,” Hope reassured her. “Nothing has really changed. I’ve always wanted her and we’ve always been friends. It’s just a little more... acute, now. It’ll calm down eventually.” When I finally get that kiss out of my head. In about seventy years time.
“I object,” Prisha said firmly.
“Am… I on trial?” Hope had definitely missed that part of the conversation.
“Hope.” Prisha was frowning, her dark eyes serious. “I don’t want this for you.”
“Want what?”
“You think you can handle it, but I’m telling you now that you can’t. It’s not what it’s cracked up to be, okay? It’s not all fun, horny wanting while your friendship just ticks along in the background. It’s… savage.”
“What is?”
“Falling for a friend.”
Hope was about to protest. She wasn’t falling for Alison. But something in Prisha’s face stopped her like a brick wall. Alison’s observation slammed into her ears. Prisha’s big dark eyes looked haunted.
“Prisha,” she said, a cold feeling starting to expand in her chest. “Preesh. Tell me what’s happening. Right now.”
Prisha took a deep breath. She looked desperately sad.
“Camille.” It was the only word she said, the name bursting from her as if from deep inside her chest. Then she couldn’t seem to go on.
Hope stared at her. The knowledge she’d been struggling against, ever since Alison had pointed toward it, was finally inescapable.
“Oh, Prisha.”
“Don’t look at me like that,” Prisha said softly. “It makes it worse that you’re so sympathetic.”
“Preesh. How long?” Hope felt slightly frantic. Alison was right. How had she missed something of this magnitude? Prisha and Camille were her best friends.
“I don’t know. Maybe always? I just didn’t realise it until after we moved in together,” Prisha confessed. “She’s always just been there, like she was in such close up I’d never really stopped to see her, you know? But living together… there’s all this alone time we have. It’s so intimate, sometimes, and it feels so close to the real thing. But then the evening comes and she goes to her room and I go to mine.” Prisha swallowed hard, barely holding back her tears. “And I just lie awake, wishing she was there. And feeling so fucking guilty, imagining if she knew what I was thinking, right there in the next room. Like I’m betraying her friendship every fucking time my heart beats.”
“Preesh.” Hope was fighting something akin to horror. She adored Prisha. She adored Camille. She wanted nothing but the deepest of happiness for all her friends. But it felt like something was slipping away from her, out of her control and out of her grasp. Her friends were the centre of her world, and they’d already been destabilised by Flynn’s slow-breaking heart over Magnus. To truly see that Prisha was equally agonised over Camille… it was terrifying. “Do you think, maybe you should talk to her?” she tried. “I mean, you don’t know how she feels about you unless you ask, right?” She could almost imagine it working, Camille and Prisha, though it was taking an entire rearrangement of her brain to see it. “You know she loves you-”
“Hope.” Prisha was looking at her with a despair so deep it looked almost like anger. “You know I have the biggest respect for you, and I know getting into veterinary school is like, harder than medicine even, so I know that you’re smarter than this. But honestly, sometimes I have no idea how you could be this naive. If I didn’t love you so very much, I would just… I would hate you. I would really, really hate you.”
Prisha was crying now and Hope was devastated. She got it, kind of. Prisha would have analysed every tiny interaction and glance and breath Camille took, if she was in love with her. Of course she knew if it was unrequited. It was cruel of Hope to make her spell it out when it felt like life or death to Prisha’s chances.
She grabbed Prisha and pulled her tightly into her hug.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “Please don’t hate me. I want nothing more than for you to be happy. If I could do anything-”
“Oh, Hope…” Prisha sniffed into her shoulder. “I don’t think there’s anything you could do at this point. Nothing’s going to change. Except now Alison is in the mix and I’m scared that everything is going to blow up in our faces.”
“It won’t,” Hope said quickly. “Ali and I won’t. And no matter what happens with you and Camille, I’m here,” she said. “I’m… here for you both. We’re going to get through this, and we’re going to be okay.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s a powder keg waiting to happen, actually,” said Prisha glumly. “And I swear to god, I think I know exactly who’s going to be the match.”

Hope lay awake for a long time that night. She wished desperately for this not to be happening. She wished, selfishly, for Prisha to magically move past it, to meet someone else and for this to turn out to be a passing infatuation that could be swept aside by a new crush. She knew deep down there was no chance of that; she’d seen Prisha’s eyes. So Camille then? Surely she could open her own pretty eyes and see what was right in front of her face - gorgeous, smart, successful, hot, funny Prisha, dying to devote herself - who wouldn’t fall in love with that? She then spent a full five minutes imagining locking Flynn and Magnus in a room and shouting at them to work it out. There. All fixed.
What a world that would be: Hope, the single one, best friends with two sets of couples. She would take that in a heartbeat over seeing her friends miserable, but it made her ache. It was already getting so complicated, with Prisha’s talk of matches and explosions and swearing Hope to secrecy from telling Camille. Which: Hope would never, but also how the hell was she going to get through date night tomorrow, looking her best friend in the eye and not imploding with this new knowledge? Hope wasn’t made for subterfuge.
On that note… was she made for this extended singledom either? She’d loved it, actually, being unattached with a whole group of friends who were also single. Deep down she loved being in a relationship, and missed so much about it, but in two years there hadn’t been a second for loneliness, between her friends and her job. But if everyone was coupled up, except her? That is, she swallowed, everyone except her and… Alison.
Hope groaned. When she’d slipped into bed she’d sworn she could still smell Alison on her pillow, a trace of the perfume that filled her with longing every time she caught the scent. Alison was all over her house at this point: on the couch, murmuring hotly to her about sex and power until Hope was literally trembling with it; passing Hope abruptly in the corridor like if she so much as looked at Hope in her towel she was going to wind up naked; fleeing Hope’s kitchen without even eating her breakfast, like she’d hit the limit on her tolerance for their growing intimacy and had to physically bolt.
Hope had eaten alone, bemused, reminding herself to give Ali space. She was confident they’d hit their stride again, just as soon as they’d readjusted to this new intensity. They cared about each other; their friendship was starting to mean something to both of them. Lust was a force to be reckoned with - especially when it was undeniably mutual - but if Alison didn’t want to go there, then the only option was to manage it. She remembered Alison’s ragged whisper, I think about it too, and with that permission all but granted, she rolled over to open her bedside drawer and pull out her favourite rosebud, aching to relive that kiss - and all it had promised and threatened - all over again.

Date night felt off. Because Hope and Camille had always had an intimacy between them, one filled with deep admissions and soul-baring confessions. Hope had shared every detail of that afternoon back in Sydney when she’d walked into her own bedroom to find her world imploding. Camille had shared with her what it had taken to throw away every stable piece of her life to follow her art, her deep sense of never being enough that dogged her every relationship, and recently, her growing want for something more.
But tonight Hope felt stymied. She was full to the brim with secrets, building brick by brick into a wall between her and Camille. She couldn’t talk to her about Prisha. She couldn’t talk to her about Ali, either, because right now she didn’t want to rub up against Camille’s inexplicable refusal to give Alison a chance, to have another of her best friends try to list the ways this tentative balance wouldn’t work.
Camille, though, brought both women up, within minutes, pouring their rosé and flinging herself lazily back on Hope’s couch, right in that same place where Ali had sat, her flint grey eyes blazing with tormented desire. It made Hope slightly dizzy just to remember it.
“Has Preesh talked to you?” Camille asked, right off the bat, bringing Hope rapidly back into the moment.
“About what?” Hope returned cautiously.
“Anything. Because she seems off, don’t you think?”
“Off how?” Hope was not going there, but the idea of lying to Camille’s face felt wrong too.
“I don’t know.” Camille tapped her fingernails against the side of her wine glass. “It just feels weird. Like she’s right there, but she’s distant. Something’s up with her lately.”
“Have you asked her about it?” Hope felt a little sick. No matter which way she stepped, someone, someday, was going to be hurt by her actions. There was no way to win. Protect Prisha, betray Camille. Help Camille, betray Prisha. The line was so damn fine.
“Of course I have. She keeps telling me everything’s fine, but I feel like she’s avoiding me. She hasn’t said anything to you?”
“I don’t get to see as much of her as I did,” Hope stuck rigidly to the truth. “Now the clinic’s hours have changed.”
“Ugh. Do you think she’s talking to Alison?”
“Maybe.” Hope refused to acknowledge the way Camille said Ali’s name, like even the taste of it in her mouth caused Camille low-level disgust.
“God. First you, then Prisha. She’s really just slipping in there and taking over everything, isn’t she?”
“Being our friend, you mean?” Hope wasn’t loving this conversation. “Milly… you know we both still love you, right? That you’re our best friend?”
“I know that.” Camille looked faintly embarrassed at Hope’s directness. “It’s not primary school, you don’t have to rank us.”
“I will though,” Hope decided. “You and Prisha are my best-best friends, Magnus and Flynn are my best friends and Ali is my-”
“Crush. Love interest. Obsession.”
Hope stared at her. Camille was trying to tease her but the expression on her face wasn’t carrying it off.
“Obsession might be a bit much,” was all that came out. “She’s my friend. Who I care about.”
“And who you want.”
“Milly. What’s this about? Why are you so intense about this?”
“I’m not!” Camille denied. “I just… care about you, okay?”
“I care about you too! Nothing will ever change the way I feel about you, you understand that, right?”
Camille bit her lip, hard. She looked like she was struggling not to cry and Hope thought of Prisha’s tears the day before. Camille might not know what was going on, but she, like Hope, could clearly sense the latent threat to the group’s connection. She looked so damn sad.
“Milly-” Hope started. She wasn’t sure how to reassure her, but she wanted to try. “I love you. Prisha loves you-”
“Hope!” Camille burst out. She looked intensely brittle. “Stop, okay? Please stop. Let’s just… let’s just watch a movie or something. Everyone is like… so on their period right now.” She grabbed the remote and within seconds, Netflix was up. Hope felt unsettled but deeply relieved. Date night usually involved a lot more talking, but not talking between her and Camille seemed like absolutely the right choice right now.



Chapter Twenty-Four
“Hey mum.”
“Hey baby.” Alison smiled at the handsome man’s face, filling up her phone screen. He laughed, like she was making a joke, the way he always did. She could still see the soft round lines of his baby face in her mind, within the square jaw and faint stubble on his cheeks. As a baby he’d looked like her baby photos. As an adult, he looked like a youthful version of her own father. It had become a source of increasing comfort to her over the last half a decade that, at least on looks alone, it seemed like Simon Hartmann had contributed nothing to the make-up of her only child.
“Where are you?”
“This is my favourite cafe,” she said, panning the camera slightly for him to see the exposed brick walls, the leafy trailing plants. “I’m here pretty much every other day.” She smiled up at Sienna, her favourite server and thanked her as her coffee arrived.
“It’s nice,” Jac said, “seeing you out again.”
“Thanks kiddo.” She tried to keep the wryness out of her voice. Her son was just being happy for her, she tried to remind herself, not actively trying to take care of her. His next words though, proved her wrong.
“I just wanted to see if you were okay. You know. With the news?”
“News?” The back of her neck prickled. “I haven’t seen any news.”
“Oh.” Jac’s voice went uncertain. It wasn’t like her not to be all over everything, just in case. She’d loosened her grip recently and apparently, to her detriment. “Um, well… Devo Grant got let out. That’s… all.”
That’s all. Just another psychopathic gangster. Just Mike Grant’s first cousin and left-hand man. Just the muscle who’d personally delivered threats to her door, sparking a restraining order and a temporary police presence at her home. Alison worked hard to keep her face calm as her son examined her anxiously through the screen.
“Oh,” she said. “Well, he does tend to bounce in and out of jail. Kind of goes with the territory of mindless thuggery.”
Her son was watching closely.
“So… you’re okay?” He asked. Alison forced her jaw to relax.
“Jac,” she said gently. “I’m going to tell you this again: I’m the parent, okay? It’s not your job to worry about me. I’m fine. I’m living my life. Please, please, do me a favour and live yours?”
For a moment Jac looked mutinous. It struck Alison all over again how absurd it was that this creature - her baby boy - thought he was a man. That this beautiful, desperately vulnerable human who she cherished, wanted to protect her, when she would give her damn life to see him safe.
“Alright, mama,” he said, letting his shoulders relax and rolling his grey eyes.
“Mama?” came the voice from behind her. “That handsome adult man is your son?” Prisha bumped in beside her and grinned into the screen. “Literally, how is that possible?” She turned and examined Alison. “Are you sure?”
“Pretty sure.” Alison smiled at the boy on the screen, who was pushing his hair back and straightening his spine at Prisha’s appearance. “This is my friend, Prisha-”
“I keep forgetting you’re someone’s mother,” Prisha sounded scandalised. She grabbed the phone from Alison’s hand. “What’s she like as a mum?” she asked Jac. “Did she like, ground you for not using the right fork?”
Jac burst out laughing.
“She was alright,” he said, as if Alison’s parenting was a thing of the past. “Kind of embarrassing.”
“Embarrassing!” Prisha crowed, looking over at Alison. “I’ll bet.”
“What’s she like as a friend?” Jac countered. Alison could still read him, so well; he was trying to be cute in front of the attractive woman suddenly on his screen. He looked curious though, at this new world his mother was living in. 
“A pain in the arse,” Prisha announced. “Literally everyone I know is, basically obsessed with her. It’s causing all kinds of havoc.”
Alison snatched the phone back off her.
“I’m assuming you have some kind of work you should be doing?” she asked her son.
“Are you checking that I’m doing my homework?” Jac gave an irrepressible grin she was quite clear was because of Prisha’s bright beauty to her left.
“Don’t make me cut off your pocket money,” she countered. Jac rolled his eyes. He’d refused a cent of his father’s money, claiming a massive student loan would be better than the ethical disaster that was living off Simon Hartmann’s dime. Alison had fought him to accept her assistance, refusing to let him buckle under the weight of five years of student loans just because his father was a sentient ball of slime.
“You’re dishing out pocket money now?” came another familiar voice from behind her shoulder. “Can I have some?”
Hope had materialised in the cafe. Prisha hadn’t mentioned she was coming and Alison suddenly wished she’d been forewarned. She hadn’t seen, or even spoken to Hope in the four days since she’d woken up in her bed and then fled her kitchen, her heart about to explode with terrifying feelings.
Right now, Hope was smiling like there was nothing different between them, though Alison could see a trace of vulnerability in her gaze that made her heart ache. And oh, couldn’t Hope give her the smallest break? It was a work day and scrubs would have been more than enough, but Hope was inexplicably dressed in business attire, a tightly fitted pencil skirt and a silky button down that gaped alarmingly as she bent down to swipe a quick kiss to Alison’s cheek.
“Hi,” she waved to Jac on the screen. He rocked his shoulders back even further at the vision on his screen. “Holy shit, you’re almost as pretty as she is,” she told Alison’s son and Alison wanted to die from the weirdness of it all.
“This is Hope,” she managed. “She’s just… we’re all just having coffee.”
“Hey,” greeted Jac as if his mother wasn’t flushed and nervous out of nowhere. Alison thanked God for the easy self-centeredness of young men around their parents and quickly said her goodbyes so she could focus on the problem at hand.
“What are you doing here?” she asked Hope who was settling down in the booth seat opposite, next to Prisha. She hoped it didn’t sound as accusatory as she felt. She’d anticipated a cosy low-stakes coffee with a friend, not an hour of trying to stop her heart from spilling on the floor in front of the woman she’d kissed. Oh god, this friendship thing was complex.
“I finished early,” Hope said. “I was interviewing for new vets this afternoon.”
“You look hot,” Prisha confirmed helpfully and Alison stared hard into her coffee cup. “I regret to inform you that you only just missed hearing someone call Alison mommy.”
“You did not,” Alison quickly corrected at the same time Hope blurted,
“Oh, please, stop.” She’d flushed bright pink and Alison did not know how to take that. Prisha just cackled at the pair of them.
“Find any good vets?” Prisha relented and Hope spilled quickly into the story of her day. Alison felt a little bit like she was hovering outside her body. She appreciated the moment to catch her breath, trying to acclimatise to the view of Hope before her, looking so damn good in a whole new way Alison hadn’t seen before, all the while trying to incorporate the memory of Hope’s hungry submission to her kiss and the fact that Alison was plunging headlong off a cliff of unknown feelings and they were friends.
“Ali?”
She blinked, the sound returning to the room to realise that both Hope and Prisha were looking at her expectantly.
“Sorry?”
“Hope was just asking if you had much hiring experience.” Prisha’s eyebrows were raised. “What with how you’re a hot lawyer mommy, I think is how she phrased it.”
“Please stop.” Hope was looking borderline desperate.
“I’m sorry,” Prisha pressed a knuckle against her lip, trying to hold in her laughter. “The two of you are just ridiculous. Oh damn,” she said, looking down at her phone. “I have to take this. Dr Prasad.” Her voice as she answered the phone was serious and professional, flipping a 180 in demeanour as she walked out of the cafe to take the call.
Hope and Alison were left alone, facing each other. For a moment they just stared at each other across the table, unmoving, completely stuck for words.
Finally Hope tucked her hair behind her ear, a small laugh spilling out of her lips as her cheeks stayed pink.
“Hi,” she said, her eyelashes flicking up as she met Alison’s eyes.
“Hi.” Alison managed not to stutter.
“We’re sucking at this.” Hope stated the obvious.
“I-” Alison faltered. “I just didn’t expect to see you today.”
“After you ran from my kitchen like your head was on fire?”
“I just… needed a minute,” Alison said weakly.
“I know.” Hope smiled at her softly. Then she screwed up her nose. “I may have sort of told Prisha that we kissed.”
“Right.” Alison rubbed her forehead. “That explains a few things.”
“I’m sorry. She’s my best friend and I had to tell someone.”
“It’s okay.” Alison felt exposed and raw but also weirdly warm. Prisha knew. Prisha, her friend. Also, was that an odd streak of possessive pleasure at someone knowing Alison had kissed Hope? Part of her wanted to tell the whole damn world that the beautiful woman sitting neatly across the booth from her right now had melted under Alison’s lips, because god, despite everything, that was a hell of a fact to contemplate.
“Ali,” Hope reached across the table and touched her fingers, then quickly jerked her hand away as if they’d been burned. “We’ll get better at this. We just need a little bit of time. Please just… don’t push me away?”
Alison swallowed at the imploring note in Hope’s voice.
“I won’t.” Her voice came out quiet and husky. “I promise.”
The thing was, Alison didn’t think she could let Hope go if she tried. Which did make her want to run. The push-pull feeling was as overwhelming as the desperate wish that her life was different. That she was different. Devo Grant got let out. A small chill ran up the back of her neck. No, her life might be a thousand percent different since she’d met Hope Sullivan, but in a few key ways it was exactly the same.
“We’re still friends.” Hope’s voice broke through her spiralling fears. “We can get through anything if we just talk about it.”
Alison remembered the conversation on the couch, Hope’s pupils dilating, the way she’d shifted her thighs as Alison spoke, the tiny sound of hunger that had escaped her as Alison barely even hinted at the things she wanted. The knife-edge they’d teetered on, Alison so close to just showing her.
“I’m not sure,” she said, “that talking about it is doing us a lot of favours.”
Hope met her gaze and she swallowed, thickly.
“Right,” she said. “Good point.”
“Let’s just… not focus on it?” Alison tried. “Go on, as we were, before I-” she broke off, unable to even say it.
“Kissed me.”
“Mm.” Her stomach dropped at just the fact of those words coming out of the same lips she’d kissed, at the ache in Hope’s golden-brown eyes.
“We can do that,” Hope said. She took a breath. “We totally can.” She sounded strong and confident. “Just don’t avoid me, my friend,” she said, her tone teasing but her eyes serious.
“Maybe, just for the interim, we should only spend time together with the group?” It pained Alison to even suggest it, but the simple fact was she didn’t quite trust herself alone with Hope right now. Hope flinched. But eventually she nodded.
“Okay,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “If you think it’s best.”
“I do. Just for now?” Alison desperately wanted her to understand. “I want our friendship to work. I think we just need a minute to adjust.”
“Makes sense.” Hope smiled at her and Alison recognised that she was being brave. Her heart ached.
“Did you two make out again while I was gone?” Prisha arrived back at the table and Hope let out a huff.
“How’s Camille?” Alison asked her pointedly, finally needled beyond capacity. Prisha’s jaw dropped.
“Are you serious?” She frowned at Hope.
“I didn’t tell her!” Hope gasped. “She guessed first!”
“You’re a pain in the arse,” Prisha glared at Alison across the table. Then her shoulders dropped. “She makes me deliriously happy and deeply despairing in the same damn breath. She makes me want to live forever and die at once, all at the same time. Are you happy now?”
No, quite frankly, Alison was not. Because she knew exactly how that felt.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Hope made herself go on the damn date with Cara’s friend. She dressed up cute, she had a sparkling fun conversation over a glass of wine, she flirted and was flirted with. They left the pub together and they paused on the street outside, the moment where something would happen or wouldn’t.
“Do you… want to come back to mine for a drink?” the friend asked. Hope looked at her. Gorgeous. Smart. Definitely interested.
“Kiss me,” she said. The friend smiled. She slipped her hand around Hope’s jaw and pulled her in for a kiss. She was a good kisser, warm and sweet. “Thank you for a great night,” Hope’s mouth said as she pulled away. “It was so nice to meet you. I had an excellent time.” She held up her hand in farewell and then turned and walked away.
She’d felt more from a kiss when Alison had simply kissed her cheek the night of their one date. Her knees had gone weak, her stomach in knots, her panties slick. When Alison had kissed her for real, the force of it had permanently altered Hope’s brain, it seemed. Because a great kiss from a beautiful stranger only made her want Alison more. The ferocious urgency of it, the clear demonstration of Alison’s latent erotic power… Hope had only tasted it once and she was already addicted to it. Nothing else could measure up.
Regret laced her as she walked the streets of Gold Hill, slowly reaching the steep incline up to her quiet home. She should have gone home with Cara’s friend. She should have lost herself in soft skin, warm curves and hot heat. She should be doing everything she could to break herself of the want for the woman she couldn’t have, but she was starting to worry that it would be futile. She could only imagine kissing Cara’s friend tonight and wanting her to be someone else, and that wasn’t how she wanted to interact with a sexual partner.
She sighed and let herself into her house. She kicked off her shoes and fell back on the couch. This was all so much harder than she’d anticipated.

“Kinky,” said Prisha and Hope’s head jerked up. The two of them had planned a day together, no extra complexities invited, just two friends who didn’t want to fuck each other, celebrating the slow return of spring with a day relaxing at the local lavender farm and cafe. The day had arrived and immediately poured down with torrential rain and so instead, here was Prisha, in Hope’s living room, Hope’s kindle in her hand.
“Give me that back!” Hope gaped.
“I was looking for some new recommendations,” Prisha protested. “And it seems I’ve found some. Bound by Her, Used for Her Pleasure, Submitting for Love, ooh Bent and Spanked? Babe, your tastes have changed.”
“Do you literally have no sense of privacy?” Hope demanded. She snatched the device out of Prisha’s hands, her cheeks flaming.
“Struggling, are we?” Prisha looked far too amused.
“What are you reading?” Hope glared at her, shoving her kindle behind her back for safety.
“Ugh,” Prisha said. “Twenty-seven versions of Lesbians in Love With Their Best Friend. My TBR list would make you depressed, not horny.”
“I’m going to make us hot chocolates,” Hope announced, “since apparently we’re both in need of something sweet.” She paused to fling her incriminating reading material onto her bed and returned to the kitchen to heat up the oat milk.
“Is that what you’re into?” Prisha asked. “Whips and ropes and floggers? You’ve never said.”
“I don’t know!” Hope scrunched her eyes closed and turned away. “I’m just… exploring, I guess.”
“No judgement,” Prisha said. “I got spanked once. It was kind of fun but it didn’t really do it for me.”
“Have you ever spanked anyone else?” Hope asked her. She was dying of curiosity and a way to process all of this.
“No one’s ever asked me to,” Prisha said. “I guess I don’t give off a dominant energy. But I can definitely see the appeal.” A small spark lit up her eyes and she smirked. “Hm. Maybe I’m soft in the streets and a boss in the sheets? Is that how that goes?”
Hope laughed. She handed Prisha a cup of steaming, fragrant hot chocolate, and led the way outside to sit on the front verandah, watching the rain splatter down on her pretty green garden and listening to the roar as it hit the tin roof.
“I’ve never done anything like that,” she confessed. “I don’t even know if I want to. It’s just…”
“Alison,” Prisha finished for her and Hope groaned.
“I think it’s just that she took me by such surprise,” she tried to explain her thought process. “That she was so… dominant.” A rush of heat raced through her, the same way it did every time she remembered Alison’s grip on her hair and the force of her kiss. “And it’s just sent me down this spiral. Because since I can’t have her, maybe that’s something I want to be exploring? Maybe that’s why I can’t get her out of my head?”
“Interesting theory,” said Prisha. “I suspect Gold Hill is pretty lacking in BDSM scenes. Though,” she paused thoughtfully, “you never know.”
“Oh my god,” Hope spluttered at the thought. “Secret sex parties out in some mansion in the hills?”
“You should ask Alison if she knows of any,” Prisha said. “All that energy has to go somewhere.”
“You’re really not helping,” Hope said. “Besides, I’m pretty sure Alison would rather die than go to a sex party. You’ve never met anyone more private in your entire life.”
“I don’t know,” said Prisha. “Maybe if you went down on your knees and asked her nicely?”

For weeks things stayed uncomfortable between the two of them. Hope craved Alison’s presence and dreaded the distance all at once. They went to the pub with their friends, had a dinner party at Flynn’s house, even explored the lavender farm as a group. And every time the gaze between them felt fraught with tension, their conversations cautious, their bodies careful not to touch.
One evening they accidentally ended up seated next to each other in the back of Harry’s car, Camille regally claiming the front seat, Alison and Hope entering by opposite doors only to have Flynn’s leggy presence slide in next, pushing Hope to the middle seat. Harry’s Porsche was all sleek style and extremely compact, so Hope’s thigh kept pressing into Alison’s as Harry took the corners at speed. Hope was shocked by how much the gentle contact inflamed her, as if Alison had run her tongue along her throat, rather than accidentally brushed her bare arm against her own.
The way Alison had leapt from the car the second it stopped made clear she’d felt it too. Hope despaired.
And yet, slowly, normality began to sneak in. Spring slowly became summer, the days becoming long, the sky an overwhelmingly deep blue, the nights warm enough that Hope began to sleep with her French doors open to the night. She left her curtains open and gazed up at the stars, her gratitude intense because maybe things were finally all going to work out.
Three weeks ago, they’d all taken a trip to a gallery in Ballarat and she and Alison had fallen into conversation as they walked around the paintings together. Oh look, it’s us, Hope had teased, directing Alison’s attention to a painting of a statuesque blonde lassoing a rearing chocolate brown stallion and Alison had gasped in offence and elbowed her, and as if a spell had been broken they dissolved into a squabble that had them both laughing.
A week after that was Christmas. Alison had flown to Brisbane to spend it with her son and Hope had spent hers assisting her parents with their new greenhouse drama. By new years they were all back together, dancing out the back of The Barrow under the stars, everyone giddy with the heat and the feeling of yet another fresh start. When the clock struck midnight, Alison had pressed a kiss to her cheek and Hope managed not to shiver at the happy new year murmured against her earlobe under all the shouting and cheering.
Harry hosted a second party on New Years Day, because of course he did. Alison and Hope had circulated separately, at ease, with friends, even though Alison looked mouthwateringly good in a little blue summer dress, all silky limbs and her hair out. They’d eventually found each other and talked each other’s ears off, Alison full of stories about Jac’s romantic drama and Hope dying to tell her about the ancient poodle with the equally ancient owner who had both stolen her heart on an emergency call-out, ruining her business sense in an instant and prompting her to treat the elderly creature for free.
Then, as if prompted by the ease of their time together, Alison had invited Hope for some one-on-one time, just a walk around the lake. The two of them had met on the path and spent an hour walking lazily in the hazy warmth, dodging the tourists, laughing and teasing, Hope greeting every dog that passed her like an old friend until Alison grabbed her arm and dragged her past a mopey-eyed mastiff and forgot to let her go, walking arm and arm like the oldest, most comfortable of friends.
Hope could have cried with relief: they’d made it. Yes, Hope still wanted her, but it was bearable, and she’d had enough of a taste at potentially losing Alison’s friendship that she wasn’t going to risk it again. No, she couldn’t bring herself to want anyone else, but honestly who cared? The summer had arrived, the air smelled of hope and possibility and everything felt optimistic. Prisha seemed to have gained some confidence and equanimity, perusing dating apps like maybe she could try to move on, even Flynn seemed to have lost his hangdog look since Magnus had broken up with Isaac and their friendship regained its closeness. Everything, finally, looked like it was going to work out.



Chapter Twenty-Six
By early February, Gold Hill was sweltering. Alison had never lived in the Victorian countryside over summer and it came with different pressures. Like waking up every day and monitoring the bushfire risk warnings, seeing smoke from passing bushland going up in flames and wondering, heart-in-mouth, if today was a day to leave.
It was with desperate pleasure that she’d ran out into the torrential rain that week, letting the cold water sluice her skin, soaking into the bone dry grass, knowing that fires were being washed into ash and the streams were being refilled, that for at least a couple of weeks the world around them wouldn’t feel like a tinderbox on the verge of explosion.
By Saturday morning she felt tingly and excited. It was a new feeling for her, considering its cause. Camille was hosting a party, a huge party in fact, out at her beautiful home, to launch her new exhibition. She’d attracted some serious interest recently and her works were starting to sell for eye-watering prices. For the launch, she’d had her studio transformed into a temporary gallery, inviting a massive guest list of friends, family and serious art buyers, to celebrate her career reaching the stratosphere.
One of the many upsides was that Camille was happy and fulfilled, leaving minimal room for pining and her frostiness towards Alison had slowly faded. Now that they’d been in each other’s lives for over nine months and Alison was yet to steal Hope from her, she seemed to reluctantly accept Alison’s presence as legitimate and just last week had even sought her out for a real conversation, sat side by side at The Barrow.
Alison considered the way she was feeling about this afternoon’s party compared with the last party she’d attended at Camille and Prisha’s place. This time she felt deeply at ease. She knew there was a chance that amongst the invited guests she’d encounter at least one old foe, or someone who was horrified at her presence, but she had six close friends to circulate with, six of her favourite people on the planet, and with that, she felt immensely safe.
Her doorbell rang and she smiled. She ran down the stairs and opened her front door.
“You look stunning,” Hope greeted her easily.
“Thank you. You too.” She leaned in for a quick cheek kiss and led the way upstairs. It was forecast to be another ridiculously hot day, so Alison had gone for a simple green sundress, light cotton, ties knotted on her shoulders but otherwise barely touching her skin. It was as close to naked as she could get away with in public, because this heat was close to unbearable. She’d put her hair up in a sleek ponytail, not able to bear the sensation of the heat of it falling on her skin.
Hope was equally casual. She wore a loose white shirt, barely buttoned, all glimpses of sun-kissed golden skin and a tightly fitted skirt that was barely longer than the shirt. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders and she clutched a sunhat in her hands. She looked beautiful, mouthwatering actually, but Alison was gradually getting used to that.
“Something cold to drink?” Alison offered her. They were due to leave for the party soon enough, but they still held their habit of taking a little time together first. Alison wondered if it was Hope still trying to make sure she was in a good place before hauling her out to a party. Honestly, she didn’t really need it, but she deeply appreciated the sweet, protective side of Hope, so she accepted it every time.
“Please,” Hope said. “Nothing alcoholic though. It’s going to be a long enough day in the heat as it is.”
“Ugh, you’ll be fine. You’re such a summer baby,” Alison said, as she filled two glasses with ice cubes and sparkling water. “I, on the other hand, may die. I’m going to take a wild guess that the studio isn’t air conditioned?”
“It’s so not,” Hope agreed. “Camille has promised industrial sized fans, so we can all look like we’re in a music video.”
“Can’t wait.” Alison sounded sarcastic, but she actually couldn’t wait. The party, she knew, had been immaculately planned.
Hope accepted her glass and drank with gusto. All of a sudden, Alison heard a disturbing sound. A key, turning in the lock of her front door. She went rigid. Hope cocked her head.
“Who’s that?” she whispered, the look on Alison’s face making her go still.
“Darling?” came a man’s voice from down the stairs. “You didn’t answer my calls, so I thought I’d stop by.”
All the fear left Alison’s body, followed by a bone-deep rage.
“Simon,” she said in a whisper. She froze. She deeply did not want this man here, invading her space, interrupting her perfect summer’s day, Hope of all people, here to see it. A flash of actual rage hit Hope’s face as she watched Alison struggle for control.
“I’m going to demolish him,” she said softly. Alison’s lips parted in a sharp breath. “Just…” Hope put down her glass and to Alison’s absolute shock, reached down and shimmied out of her skirt, leaving her in her shirt and tiny lace panties. “Go with it.” She jerked her head toward the stairs as Simon called her name again and absolutely dizzy with dry-mouthed confusion, Alison turned and walked to the stairwell.
“Simon,” she called down flatly. “What are you doing here?”
She heard his footsteps.
“Ah, you’re home,” he said brightly and just like that, her ex-husband strode into view. He was fitter than ever, dressed formally in long sleeves and trousers as if it weren’t a sweltering day. He looked handsome, his hair now entirely silver, deeply powerful: every bit the man he still believed himself to be. He took the stairs in a confident stride. “Sorry to barge in on you,” he said. “I was worried when you stopped taking my calls.”
“How do you still have a key?” Alison said through gritted teeth as he reached the top of the stairs and pressed a lingering kiss to her cheek.
“I quite forgot to take it off my keyring,” he said easily. “You look gorgeous,” he announced, his tone delusional in its approval, as if she were still his wife, dressed for his pleasure.
“Babe?” Hope’s voice drifted in through the open door to the balcony. “Who’s at the door? Should I put some clothes on?”
Simon’s head whipped around. Alison followed his gaze to see a spectacular sight. Hope was laid out in profile on one of Alison’s white deck loungers, her sunhat over her face. She wore nothing but her tiny knickers and her shirt was unbuttoned all the way, just barely covering her breasts, bra draped over the back of the lounger, in favour of a wide expanse of silky cleavage, tanned abdomen and soft thighs gleaming under the midday sun.
“Well,” Alison somehow found her voice, understanding now Hope’s instruction to go with it. “It’s my ex-husband actually. So perhaps you should get dressed, my love.”
Hope made a show of arching her back and slowly sitting up. She placed her hat aside, her golden locks tumbling down her back. She got to her feet, her movements languid, and gave them both an eyeful of bare skin before she sauntered in their direction, slowly buttoning a single button to cover her breasts.
“Ex-husband?” she asked, sounding bewildered. She cast Simon an unimpressed glance, then as she reached Alison she said, “oh,
that ex-husband,” scrunching up her pretty nose with distaste and melding herself into Alison’s side. She slipped her arms hesitantly around Alison’s waist and tilted her head up to gaze into her eyes. “Should I stay?” she asked softly. It wasn’t a suggestion; Hope was very prettily asking her permission.
Alison stifled the groan of want that almost slipped out her throat. As it was, her breath hitched, audibly. Hope was bone-jarringly perfect like this. The tilt of her throat, their height difference, the absolute submissiveness of her posture and her phrasing. Alison remembered her instruction to go with it but at this point she’d almost forgotten Simon existed.
“No, sweetheart,” she said, her voice coming out husky. “Go wait for me in the bedroom.” Hope’s pupils dilated and Alison leaned in, her voice soft, up against her earlobe, perhaps inaudible to the room, but perhaps not. “Naked,” she murmured. “On your knees.”
A tiny whimper left Hope’s lips and Alison had no idea anymore what was for display, what was real, or even if it was the display that made Hope make that sound. She did know there was no way to fake the flush of heat that raced up Hope’s throat.
“Of course,” Hope said, her tone hushed. She flicked her eyelashes up to her face. “Whatever you want, Ali.”
Without a second glance at Simon, Hope turned and left. It was several seconds before Alison remembered to drag her eyes back to her ex-husband. Simon’s jaw hung loose. She didn’t think, in eighteen years of marriage, that she’d ever seen him shocked.
“As you can see,” she said firmly, “I’m otherwise engaged. Don’t ever barge into my house again.”
“Alison-” Simon worked his jaw. He stared at her like he’d never seen her before. “I don’t… You’re not-” his eyes jerked to the hallway to the master bedroom where Hope had disappeared. Alison sighed.
“Look Simon,” she said impatiently. “It’s quite clear we both would have preferred to spend our time with beautiful young blondes. The difference is that I would never have destroyed our family to do so. Now give me back my fucking key.”
Simon stared at her. As if on autopilot, he took the key off his keyring and placed it in her hand. She tilted her head imperiously toward the door. Simon Hartmann, smooth-talker, ruiner of dreams and lives, finally lost for words. He turned on his heel and walked down the stairs. She waited until she heard the door close behind him, then ran down to make sure the door was locked.
Heart in her throat, she climbed back up the stairs and slowly began to walk down the hall towards her bedroom. She had no idea what she’d find when she opened that door, but her blood was beating hotly in her ears as she went to find out. Two steps away, the door flung open and Hope almost bowled her over on her way out.
“Oh!” she said, her hands quickly righting Alison before she almost knocked her into the wall. Then she kept moving. “Is he gone?”
Hope was still in her shirt and underwear, but the shirt was fully buttoned. She moved fast through the living room and Alison trailed behind her feeling all kinds of winded.
“Yes,” she said. “Well done. He’s very much gone.”
Hope whirled around, a tight smile on her face.
“Thank god,” she said. “What a piece of work.” She shimmied quickly back into her skirt and picked up her hat. “We should go,” she announced abruptly. “We definitely don’t want to be late.” She picked up her sweating glass of melted ice water and chugged it back like it was vodka.
“Hope-” Alison couldn’t get a read on her, on the whole situation. Hope seemed jittery and on edge.
“Can we not?” Hope stopped her. “We both agreed we’re not too great at talking about this stuff, so can we just really not? Let’s go and enjoy the party.” She smiled, this time open and broad and Alison would have bought it, except for how quickly Hope whirled around and headed for the stairs. Alison didn’t know how to tell her that she hadn’t remembered to put her bra back on, and honestly wasn’t sure if she could tell her.
They drove together to the party, Alison at the wheel, her mind in all kinds of havoc from the events of the last half hour. Images raced through her mind on loop: Hope’s determined expression, her skirt hitting the ground; Hope’s body offered up like a trophy and a taunt; Hope’s eyes flaring with desire; the shock on Simon’s face.
And yet, now, Hope was out of sorts. Did she feel used? Had Alison taken the game too far? Oh god, maybe she had. It had been Hope’s plan and Hope’s instigation and Alison had gone with it, but had she taken the ball and run with it beyond Hope’s comfort zone? She was dying to ask, dying to fix it, but Hope was right. The last time they’d tried to talk about this stuff they’d had to take eight steps back from each other and they were only just back to normal.
“On the bright side,” Hope spoke up into the silence in the car, as if continuing on a conversation they’d been having the whole time. “We absolutely obliterated him.”
Alison darted a glance sideways. Hope had a satisfied smile on her face that looked very much genuine.
“We did,” she agreed. “I suspect he won’t be trying that again in a hurry.”
“No horse tranquillisers even required,” Hope added and Alison found it within herself to laugh. For a moment, she thought the tension had finally eased, but then they didn’t say a word for the rest of the drive.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
When they arrived, Hope flicked back her hair and waited for Alison to get out of the car, then stalked three feet ahead to the door. They were definitely off and Alison felt slightly sick with it. They were greeted by formal caterers and offered a glass of champagne, which both of them accepted as if it were a lifeline, then were ushered toward the back door and the garden path to the studio.
“Babe! Babes!” Prisha greeted them both, just inside the door. There were already more than forty people milling around, the epic outdoor space transformed with white draped walls and the promised fans, moving the baking air between the huge open doorways. It was still stiflingly hot. In the corner was a string quartet, and the lighting showcased Camille’s gorgeous works to perfection, each gleaming on their own podium around the room.  Prisha kissed them both on their cheeks and the woman of the hour arrived, Camille looking like a goddess in a simple white sheath.
“Congratulations,” Alison kissed her heated cheek and Camille, for once, beamed at her.
“Thank you!” she said above the echoing voices of the partygoers. “Oh!” She said when she looked at Hope. “Ooh, daring!” Her pupils flared and Alison saw exactly where her gaze had gone. Hope’s white shirt, now more demurely buttoned, was sheer enough to clearly show the shape and even a hint of the colour of her bare nipples. Hope glanced down, and for a second she froze, finally cognisant of her wardrobe malfunction. Then she flung her shoulders back and shrugged, like she’d done it on purpose. Alison was both uncomfortably aroused and impressed by her confidence.
“Free the nipple!” Prisha crowed and Hope snorted.
“I have great tits,” she said with another shrug. “Figure I’ll fit in with your sculptures,” she teased Camille. Alison took a second glance at the works. Those that held human form, definitely had a clear resemblance to one particular human body she was increasingly familiar with. Oh god.
Camille was whisked away by Harry, who’d arrived in a small clique of seriously rich men with creative facial hair, blowing Alison an air kiss on his way past. When she turned around, Hope was gone too, absorbed into the crowd like she had an important purpose that couldn’t possibly wait for Alison to join her.
Alison held back a sigh. She sipped on her champagne and found herself in conversation with one of her lesser demons from her Melbourne socialite days, then rescued by Flynn looking dapper and handsome, then finally Harry who was on full beam, art-loving, show-off mode.
“Where’s Hope?” he asked her after a while.
“I don’t know,” she said, over the hubbub of the increasing crowd. It had been an hour since she’d last seen her and her sense of discomfort was growing louder the longer she didn’t know where she was. Hope was absolutely avoiding her and while she wanted to respect her wish for space she had a nagging sense that she’d done her friend some damage. All the misguided lust in the world paled compared to that idea. Finally, mid-conversation with a striking redheaded museum director, Alison looked up and caught sight of Hope, all the way across the studio, staring at her with something like distress in her eyes.
The sight caused her to interrupt the woman, barely even politely, to excuse herself. She made her way through the crowd towards Hope who’d turned her back and was now staring intently at one of Camille’s abstract works.
“Are you okay?” Alison asked her, very much needing to get to the bottom of what was happening between them right now.
“Fine,” said Hope smoothly. “Making friends?” She jerked her head back in the vague direction Alison had been.
“Not really,” Alison said honestly. “I’ve been trying to find you.”
“Oh,” said Hope. “That looked friendly.”
There was a note in Hope’s voice that made Alison’s ears prick up in absolute confusion. Hope sounded desolate and Alison had no idea how to fix it.
“She was very pleasant?” Alison said.
“I’m sure.” Hope still wouldn’t look at her.
“Hope-”
“There you are!” Magnus arrived, Flynn at his heels. “God this party is a lot,” he said, looking exhausted. “We were going to raid a bottle of champagne and go outside in the fresh air for a bit. Do you want to join us?”
Alison looked to Hope. Hope looked back at her, finally. She shrugged, her chin raising, her eyes full of a challenge Alison absolutely couldn’t comprehend.
“Should I stay?” Hope asked her neatly, tilting her face up and sinking her teeth into her lip. The bottom dropped out of Alison’s stomach. Was this- was she-?
“Actually,” Alison said to the boys, a slight tremble in her voice. “We won’t join you just yet.”
“Suit yourselves,” said Magnus easily and the two of them ambled away.
“Hope,” Alison said softly.
“Whatever you want, Ali,” Hope repeated, her eyes imploring. She swivelled her whole body towards her and just like that Ali knew. Hope wasn’t angry. She wasn’t hurt. She was shivering with need, despairing with it, unable to move on and Alison matched her, desire for desire. There was no stopping this, no way to end it, no way except to grab Hope’s wrist tightly in hers.
“I need-” she started, then stopped, her heart hammering in her ears. “Take us somewhere private,” she said firmly. “Right now.”
Hope didn’t even pause to take a breath, turning on her heels without meeting Alison’s eyes, leaving the crowd with urgency, pushing out through the door, Alison still holding firm to her wrist, walking them both around the outside of the studio to another door, leading to what appeared to be a small office. Hope opened the door and they both stepped in. The room was stifling hot, but Hope closed the door behind them.
Alison let go of her and crossed the room to open a window before they both literally died of heat exhaustion. The room held a desk, a pot plant, a collection of art posters and a narrow couch. She crossed back to where Hope stood, lips parted, eyes desperate, her hands trembling. She got as close as she could without touching her, knowing she was invading Hope’s space, her back now against the door, her head tilted back, gazing up at Alison looking agonised.
“Talk.” Alison said, her tone broaching no more arguments. She didn’t know where this side of her was coming from. She just knew she was done, that Hope was done, that this was bigger than both of them and she needed Hope to tell her.
“I did what you asked,” Hope said, her voice cracking. “Back at your house.”
“I didn’t ask you to do that-”
“Not that. You asked me for something though.”
Alison’s vision temporarily blurred as she realised what Hope was saying.
“Naked,” she whispered. “On your knees.”
“Yes,” Hope whimpered and Alison’s skin prickled all over. Their gaze locked and Hope took a shaky breath. “I wanted, so badly, for you to find me that way.”
“You were naked… for me, in my bedroom?” Alison could hardly breathe.
“Mmhm,” Hope was trembling so hard now that Alison reached down to grab hold of her hip and press her into the door. Hope breathed in sharply at the contact. “But I realised… I didn’t know what was real and what was fake. That if I had it wrong-” she choked slightly. “So I got dressed again. And then I couldn’t look at you because I’m trying to be your friend, but it’s so hard, Ali…”
Alison watched her, quaking with want. The word friend rang in her ear and suddenly she saw what she could do, right now, for Hope. She reached out and deliberately, firmly, began to undo the buttons of Hope’s shirt.
Hope gasped, her lips parting.
“Ali-” her voice came out in a tight whisper.
“You’re right,” said Alison, pulling the last button loose. She slipped her hand under the loose fabric, sliding it up over Hope’s hot bare skin, her whole body thrilling at the sensation. Oh god, her skin was so soft, and burning like she had a fever. “We’re friends. And sometimes,” her lips brushed Hope’s earlobe, “sometimes you fuck your friends.”
Hope moaned, her hips jerking slightly against Alison’s.
“Ali-” she whimpered, her voice stuttering out, just as Alison’s fingers brushed up against the heated curve of her breast. “Ali-” her voice grew stronger. “Just- please tell me that this isn’t about your ex-husband,” she begged.
Alison almost laughed.
“No.” She pulled back, just enough to meet Hope’s eyes. Hope tilted her head back to gaze at her, her eyes dark with desperation as Ali’s fingers stroked up over the curve of her body. “It’s about you,” she said. “It’s about you and how good you are to me. You’re so good, honey,” she told her, her fingers finding her hard nipple. Hope choked out a gasp as she softly stroked her thumb over the rigid tip. “And you deserve this,” she whispered, stroking the nipple again, watching in deep fascination as Hope groaned at the softest of teases.
“Ali-” she whimpered again.
“Tell me to stop,” Alison said, her forefinger joining now to squeeze her nipple softly, to tug on it, watching Hope crumple with desire. “Go on,” she dared her. “Stop me.”
“Don’t-” Hope choked. “Don’t stop.”
Alison kissed her then, hard and furious, not holding back a thing, while her thumb and finger squeezed down firmly on Hope’s nipple. Hope cried out, the sound muffled by Alison’s mouth and Alison pulled back to tug Hope’s shirt open, to fill her eyes with the sight she’d longed for, Hope’s breasts, bare for her, full, heavy, nipples fiercely erect.
She gazed down the expanse of Hope’s abdomen, her small skirt, her thighs. She let go of Hope and stepped back, Hope gasping at the loss of contact.
“Take off your skirt,” Alison said, her voice so firm she barely recognised herself. Hope did what she was told, wriggling out of it, while Alison walked back six feet to sit on the couch halfway across the small room. Hope stayed where she was, her shirt open, her skirt on the floor. Alison watched her. God, she liked this far too much, Hope trembling with so much desire Alison wondered how much she could take. “Take them off too,” Alison ran her eyes down Hope’s underwear. Hope sunk her teeth hard into her lip. She hooked her fingers into her waistband and slipped the small garment down her thighs. When she stepped out of them, she stayed, almost panting, against the door, as if Ali still pinned her there with her hands.
“Ali-” she pleaded. “Please-”
“The shirt,” Alison said. Hope shrugged off the shirt and there she stood, utterly naked, in the middle of the day, the sounds of the party just through the wall. She was breathtaking, nothing but her need for Alison written all over her face. “Come here.” Alison crooked her finger.
Hope crossed the room, Alison soaking up every inch of the view, her beautiful naked friend stopping just before her, letting Alison look. She tried not to let Hope see that she too, was trembling, but right now, her desire was so much stronger than her fear. Hope was naked and when Alison crooked her finger one more time, Hope was right there, straddling her lap.
Alison kissed her and Hope moaned into her mouth, kissing her back. She gripped Hope’s bare hips to sit her firmly astride her thighs and then it was her turn to moan.
“You’re wet,” she whispered. “You’re so wet. You’re getting it all over me.”
“You do this to me,” Hope whimpered. “You do this to me all the time.”
Alison tugged her up again to press her hot face against Hope’s breasts, to tug her nipple into her mouth and suck. God, Alison could just about come from this. Hope was panting and it was everything Alison had ever wanted her entire life. She licked at Hope’s breast, biting her nipple, tugging it between her teeth and flicking it with her tongue and Hope sounded like she was almost sobbing.
“Ali, Ali-” she whined. “I need you-”
“I know.” Ali pulled back to meet her eyes. “You’re dripping all over me.”
Hope convulsed.
“Please,” she gasped. “Please, please, please…”
“Tell me-”
“I need you,” she whimpered again. “I need you to touch me. I can’t take it anymore. You’re all I need-”
“I’m going to take care of you, honey,” Alison whispered. She slipped her fingers between Hope’s trembling thighs and found the softest, wettest, hottest sensation she’d ever felt. “Hope,” she choked. “Is this all for me?”
“Yes!” Hope gasped raggedly. “Oh god, yes-”
“Tell me,” she said, “tell me now.” She slowly got her bearings, sliding her fingers through Hope’s arousal, up, then down, then slipping up to circle her swollen clit. Hope was moaning, and whimpering, barely able to take breath. “Tell me.” Alison paused her fingers and Hope cried out.
“I’ve been wet for you for hours,” she gasped. “You make me this way. You always make me this way. Please, Ali, I need to feel you-” she reached for Alison’s wrist and pressed it down, her intention obvious.
“So greedy,” Alison circled her pussy with her fingers, not giving her what she craved, and Hope hissed out a desperate breath. “Let me take what I want,” Alison ordered her and Hope moaned. She let go of Alison’s wrist, her hands slipping around the back of Alison’s neck instead, her hips writhing, breasts bobbing just in front of Alison’s face. “That’s it,” Alison said, watching Hope as her desperation mounted, her pleasure climbing as Alison circled her.
“I-” Hope stuttered. “Ali-”
Ali slipped two fingers inside her and Hope flung her head back and ground down.
“Ah-”
“That’s it,” Alison tried to keep her voice steady, almost blacking out at the incredible sensation: wet, hot pussy - Hope’s wet hot pussy - clenching around her fingers. She gently curled them, exploring the silky heat and Hope convulsed.
“Ali-” she cried out. “Ali… you’re inside me-”
“Take it honey,” Alison said, pressing in a third finger and Hope moaned, grinding down harder, her hips circling, desperate. Understanding suddenly what she was after, Alison pressed her other hand between their bodies and slipped circles against her clit. “That’s it,” she said as Hope’s mouth dropped open in a silent cry. Just like that, Alison knew exactly what she needed. “Good girl,” she murmured and Hope clenched tight around her fingers.
“Oh! Oh god- That’s- Ali-” Hope began to shake and Alison felt a kind of euphoria she’d never even dreamed was possible until Hope clenched down even harder, crying out, her head flying back, Alison’s face pressed into her breasts, sweat and sex everywhere as Hope came all over her fingers.
“Ali-” she sobbed. “Oh god, Ali.”
Alison held her tight. Hope was still trembling, but this time it was as she unwound from what seemed like every muscle in her body having clenched as she came. Alison could still feel her, fluttering around her fingers, aftershocks wracking her, her breathing coming in fits and starts. Her face was pressed into Alison’s bared shoulder, semi-collapsed against her, and Alison had never, in her life, felt a sensation quite like a limp, post-orgasm Hope Sullivan quivering in her arms.
“I’ve got you,” she whispered into Hope’s hair and Hope spasmed all over again. She pulled back, just enough to see Alison’s face, to press a kiss to her lips with aching softness.
“Ali,” she whispered, like a revelation. “Oh my god, Ali.”
“We’re still friends.” The words came out of Alison's mouth like a plea. Hope’s reverent expression cracked and she began, to Alison’s deep surprise and relief, to laugh.
“Yeah,” she said softly. “We’re still friends. In fact,” she looked down to where Alison’s fingers were still pushed deep inside her, “right now I’d say you’re the best of all my friends.”
Alison bit her lip against her smile. Then, very carefully, she pulled her fingers out. Hope moaned, her head falling back. She grabbed hold of Alison’s wrist, and looking straight into her eyes, slowly sucked Alison’s fingers into her mouth, licking herself from Alison’s skin. Alison couldn’t stop the moan that escaped her as Hope kept suckling, swirling her tongue around her sensitive fingertips. Alison felt it, as directly as if Hope’s tongue was on her clit. Unable to take another second she grabbed Hope roughly and kissed her deeply, groaning as she tasted the sex in her kiss.
Hope pulled back and looked at her intently.
“You’re close,” she murmured, lust flaring in her gaze. “Let me touch you.”
Alison stilled.
“I can’t,” she whispered.
Hope bit her lip.
“Tell me.” She flipped Alison’s words back at her, but instead of a demand it was a gentle plea.
“I don’t think I could take it.” Alison felt broken, even as she said it. “I trust you, more than I trust anyone,” she said. “But it’s too much.”
“Too much vulnerability.” Hope looked at her with so much understanding that Alison could have cried.
“I’m sorry-”
“Ali.” Hope stopped her. “As your friend I’m never going to push you for something you’re not comfortable with.” Alison swallowed. She nodded, even as she throbbed so hard it was almost painful. She was sweating, her heart racing so hard it was pounding in her ears. Hope searched her eyes. “You’re so on edge,” she murmured. She looked down at their laps: Hope, naked, thighs wrapped around Alison’s hips; Alison, still in her sundress. She reached down and very, very slowly, tugged up the fabric of Alison’s dress until it was up around her hips. She looked at Alison’s exposed underwear and a small whimper escaped her. She met Alison’s eyes. “Touch yourself,” she invited.
Alison stared at her. How Hope could possibly think that would be any less intimate, she didn’t know. She couldn’t imagine for a second making herself come, Hope’s eyes on her, watching her lose control.
“Turn around,” she whispered and Hope’s breath caught. Slowly, she slipped back off Alison’s lap, her teeth sinking into her lip. She shot her a look of absolute burning want and turned her back. Just like that, Alison’s humiliating dysfunction turned into a game, one Hope was willing to play with her. The realisation allowed her to slip her fingers into her underwear and let out an audible moan as she touched her swollen clit.
“Tell me how wet you are. How wet you are, because of me.” Hope begged, her legs trembling as she obediently kept her back turned. “Please-”
“I’m soaked.” Alison’s voice cracked, and Hope’s head fell back in clear approval. Alison let her eyes track down the smooth expanse of Hope’s back, the way her tousled locks kissed against her spine, the dips and curves of her waist and hips, her luscious and entirely naked ass, the way Alison could see the traces of wetness between her thighs. She gasped raggedly as her body responded with shocking speed to the firm pressure of her fingers.
“Oh god,” Hope whispered. “Oh fuck, Alison-”
That was enough. Hope had been right, she’d been teetering on the edge, without even being touched, so close to coming herself simply from getting to touch Hope. Her orgasm hit hard, waves of pleasure leaving her shaking, dimly aware of Hope cursing as Alison, yet again, came hard against her fingers at the very thought of the woman in front of her. When she finally managed to open her eyes, Hope’s back was still turned.
“Come here,” she said weakly, dragging her fingers out of her underwear and Hope whirled around, climbed back into her lap and kissed her desperately.
“How are you this sexy?” she gasped and despite everything, Alison felt almost whole. Hope grabbed her hand again, and this time, tasted Alison on her fingers. “So good,” she moaned, her tongue slipping over her fingertips. “How dare you taste this good?”
“You’re a really good friend,” Alison told her, making her laugh all over again, dropping her fingers to kiss her. Alison felt like she was melting, like she never wanted to stop kissing Hope, like she could live right here, on this couch forever, needing nothing but the sound of Hope’s laugh and the taste of her kiss. Hope seemed to feel the same because she kept kissing her, both of them lost in each kiss like they needed each other’s mouth to breathe. Finally, giddy with Hope’s naked proximity she said, reluctantly, “we should get back to the party.”
Hope sighed.
“That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”
“Put your clothes back on,” Alison told her, and, just like that, with a small moan, Hope slipped from her lap and began to dress herself.
“You like me telling you what to do,” Alison observed, still unable to believe what had just transpired in this room. Hope flushed.
“Don’t go thinking you can use that against me,” she said, as she haphazardly did up her buttons. “It’s strictly contextual.”
“I know,” Alison pointed out. “You’ve never let me tell you anything our entire friendship.”
“I don’t understand it either.” Hope watched as Alison stood up, tried and failed to straighten her impossibly wrinkled dress then met her at the door. “There’s something about you. None of my other friends make me want to crawl on my hands and knees just to get to come.”
With that, she kissed Alison soundly and sauntered out the door. It took Alison a full thirty seconds to figure out how to make her legs work to follow her.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Emerging into the bright light of the outside world felt like an out of body experience. Hope’s lips were bruised and tingling, her inner thighs sticky, and she could still feel the dull ache from where Alison’s firm fingers had so thoroughly claimed her. Alison - beside her now as they rounded the corner back towards the party, her cheeks flushed, perfect dress creased, Hope all over her fingers - still looking for all the world like an elegant party guest on her way to purchase fine art. Hope struggled to believe for a second that she wasn’t dreaming.
Their eyes met as they reached the door. Alison was glowing, the look in her eyes almost feral with pride. It was no wonder; she’d undone Hope with breathless authority, pulling her orgasm from her like a helpless toy until Hope was wrecked by her, completely in her possession. The whole thing had been over in what was probably fifteen minutes, but Hope had come so hard she was pretty sure she couldn’t even survive another touch of Alison’s hands. Good girl ringing in her ears, Hope’s knees trembled as she just managed to stay upright. Walking back into the party felt like a whole new world, a whole new Hope, a whole new them.
Friends, Alison had warned her. They were friends. But this - this Pandora’s box they’d just opened - there was no way that was the last time they’d do that. It was impossible. Surely it was impossible. Right?
Oh god, maybe they should have talked before they’d walked back into this party. The studio was packed, stifling hot, the roar of hundreds of conversations filling the space. Alison brushed by her side and Hope was just about undone. She wanted, with every fibre of her being to pull Alison close, to meld herself into her body, to nuzzle her face into her soft skin, to reassure herself with another deep kiss. Her eyes flicked to Alison’s and Alison bit her lip hard.
“You can’t look at me like that,” she warned Hope as they stood close, pretending to look at the art.
“Then I can’t look at you at all,” Hope said thickly. Alison’s breath sped up. For a second, Hope wondered if she was about to wrench herself away, to disappear into the crowd. Instead, she felt Alison’s fingers brush her own at her side, softly stroking her pinkie finger, so delicate it almost didn’t happen, so intimate that Hope flushed all over again with need.
“I have to walk away from you right now,” Alison said, her gaze focussed on the sculpture in front of them. “We need… we need a minute.”
“Mmhm,” was all Hope could manage. “Go then,” she dared her. Alison’s whole body brushed hers.
“I mean it,” she murmured. “I’m going to take a walk. Clear my head.”
Good luck with that, Hope thought. Their eyes met and Alison took a sharp breath. She shook her head at Hope and straightened her spine. Then she turned and left. Hope stared at the sculpture. It was an abstract, all curves, no sharp edges. She could barely make her eyes focus, her brain tumbling with images: Alison on that couch, thighs spread just enough, eyes burning with lust as she commanded Hope to strip; Alison’s lips parted, panting as she fucked her; Alison gleaming with sweat and afterglow from making herself come.
What was happening? The first words out of Alison’s mouth were to reassure herself that their friendship was intact. Or were they a warning for Hope not to get ahead of herself? To remind her that this wasn’t romantic. Did she want it to be? Oh god. She knew with lightning certainty that she wanted it to happen again. What about Alison? Was the point of walking away so she could steel herself, wall herself back up, chalk it all up to another mistake?
She remembered the soft trace of Alison’s fingers only moments ago, the heated indulgence in her eyes. Perhaps not. A bolt of excited heat ran through her. Oh fuck, she felt drunk with it.
“Hello, you.” Camille’s voice broke through her reverie and Hope turned around like she was floating on air.
“Hey daydreamer.” Prisha was beside her. Both her friends were flushed with heat and probably champagne, glowing with sheer happiness and the success of the party. Joy raced through her at the sight of the women she adored. She was spilling over with it, her brain still overwhelmed by the intense rush of hormones.
“Oh my god,” she said. “Hi.”
“Hi.” Camille looked amused. “Are you okay Hopie? You look a little high.”
“Share the goods please,” Prisha agreed, her eyebrows raised.
Hope laughed. She must look like a mess, sex-ravaged, flushed, melting with delight and confusion.
“I am high,” she revealed in a heady whisper. “Alison just fucked me.”
“What?” Camille leaned closer, her smile faltering like she hadn’t quite heard right.
“Alison fucked me,” she repeated, giddy even to be saying the words. “I can’t even describe how I feel right now.”
“Oh,” Prisha said. Her eyes skittered between Hope and Camille. “That’s amazing,” she said, her voice not anywhere near as excited as Hope expected.
“Here?” Camille’s voice came out high. “At my party?”
“Um, yeah,” Hope confessed. “In your office. God, sorry.” She couldn’t help her awkward goofy smile. “It was sort of… urgent.”
“Okay.” Camille’s jaw clenched. She was staring at Hope, a look in her eyes that Hope didn’t understand but she definitely didn’t look happy for her. Hope felt a trace of impatience suddenly fill her. Camille and Alison had been getting on so well recently, and yet Camille was looking at her like Hope had just slapped her roughly in the face. “I-” Camille looked around until her eyes snagged on someone across the room. “I gotta go mingle,” she said tightly. She turned sharply on her heels and left.
Prisha visibly wavered.
“Hope,” she said softly. “Did you really have to do that here? And now?”
“I don’t get her sometimes.” Hope stared after Camille’s retreating back. “It’s got nothing to do with her.”
Prisha’s shoulders dropped.
“Sometimes,” she said to Hope, annoyance flaring in the clench of her jaw, “you can be a little too oblivious.”
Hope stared at her. There was a trace of fire in Prisha’s eyes that she’d never seen before.
“Preesh?”
“Just… stay away from her, okay?” Prisha stared her down for a solid five seconds before she too, turned and followed Camille back into the crowd.
What the fuck was happening? The world seemed to be inverting itself. Refined, held-back Alison was thrusting her elegant fingers inside Hope with lust-filled abandon; sparklingly happy Camille in the midst of her own party was freezing Hope out; her sweetest, kindest, most laidback friend Prisha was snapping at her. She whirled around, trying to catch sight of any one of them, but she was alone.
Feeling a strange sense of panic, she pushed her way through the crowd. No Camille. No Prisha. No Magnus. No Flynn. Finally she caught sight of Alison, in conversation yet again with the stunning redhead who’d been gazing at her with obvious intent earlier that afternoon. Alison was her cool contained self, but she couldn’t help looking like a whole mouthwatering meal in that tiny sundress, that sundress that Hope herself had, that very afternoon, pushed above her hips to lick her lips at the sight of Alison’s soaked underwear.
Hope pushed her way through the crowd toward her. Alison’s eyes went a little wide at her appearance, the redhead turning to see where she was staring.
“I’m sorry.” Hope was aware she was interrupting, that she probably looked slightly wild. “Can I borrow you for a minute?”
Alison’s eyes narrowed just slightly, because this wasn’t the space they’d just agreed on, but as she looked at Hope a flash of concern hit her eyes.
“Excuse me,” she said to the redhead. “It was lovely talking with you.” She took Hope’s arm and steered her to the door and out into the fresh, sweltering air. “Are you okay?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Hope said honestly. She was hot and sweating and on the verge of some kind of emotion she couldn’t untangle. Alison looked at her closely, then took her hand and towed her across the lawn to the shade of a massive gum tree.
“What’s wrong?” Alison asked. “Is it… did I do something?” She looked tense and Hope shook her head. God, now everything felt wrong. Alison was either beating herself up, having regrets or annoyed that Hope couldn’t keep her shit together and honestly, right now, Hope couldn’t keep her shit together.
“I’m spinning out a little,” she admitted. “And I… told Prisha and Camille what happened-”
“You told Camille?” Alison interrupted sharply. Her shoulders nearly hit her ears and Hope frowned.
“Yes. I’m sorry. I know you’re all friends too and that you probably wanted this to stay private and I’m sorry. I’m just… it’s all a lot and I needed someone to talk to.”
“You told Camille we...” Alison couldn’t even seem to finish her sentence and suddenly Hope felt a jolt of annoyance. Forty-five years old and she couldn’t say the words for what she’d just done to Hope?
“That you fucked me stupid on the couch in her office? Yes.”
“Hope.” Alison looked appalled and Hope started to feel sick.
“What? Are you regretting it?” The words came out hard, because nothing about this was feeling okay all of a sudden.
“Hope! Camille… oh my god.” Alison looked despairing. “Camille’s in
love
with you,” she said tightly. “She’s in love with you and you just told her you had sex with me, at her home, on the biggest day of her life.”
Hope’s ears started ringing. Her head swam and her fingers went numb.
“What?” A slightly deranged laugh left her lips. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m sorry,” Alison said softly. “I know you didn’t want to confront this-”
“Confront this? I don’t- she’s not-” Hope choked over the words. Even as she denied the insane words coming out of Ali’s mouth she found herself tripping on every interaction she’d had with Camille in the last year. Date night, her eyes on Hope’s body, her wistfulness, her possessiveness, her perpetual singleness, her dislike of Ali… “Oh my god.” Hope started shaking. She looked up at Alison who was looking weirdly like she might cry. “You knew?”
“The first time I saw her with you, I knew,” Alison confirmed softly, which made Hope feel about a thousand times worse. “And you… you’re so intimate, the two of you. I know you love her. She’s… I know she doesn’t like me, but I think she’s wonderful, Hope. And she’s… she’s in love with you-”
“I… have to go to her,” Hope said, sick with sadness and fear. “I have to go find her.”
“Okay,” Alison said quietly. Hope looked up at her. She wanted, like she’d never wanted anything, to melt into Alison’s arms, to cling tight to her and hold her close. But they’d never been hugging friends and right now Alison looked perfectly rigid. Hope nodded at her sadly and turned, blindly, to go and find Camille.

Camille wasn’t anywhere to be found in the crowded studio. She wasn’t in the office, Hope checking the room with an intensely guilty conscience. She couldn’t see her in the grounds anywhere, so she pushed her way into the house.
The house was blessedly cool compared with the outside world and utterly silent. Camille wasn’t in the kitchen or the living room, but when Hope entered the little reading room at the back of the house, she found her. Camille was standing very still, leaning both hands on the windowsill, all but pressed against the glass as if she could escape.
“Milly?” she said softly. Camille stayed frozen for so long that Hope couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. Slowly she turned around and Hope’s heart broke. Camille had been crying, her eyes puffy, her cheeks streaked with tears. “Milly.” Hope felt helpless. She wanted to pull her friend into her arms, hold her tight and stroke her hair while she cried, all the things she’d usually do. But now she didn’t know where the line was.
“Are you in love with her?” Camille broke out, a fresh set of tears spilling. Hope stared at her.
“I don’t-” Hope started. “We’re friends,” she said. “And yeah, I love her.” Camille sucked in a shaky breath. “We’re not… we’re not together. And I just… god, Milly, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“I didn’t want you to know.” Camille wilted back against the window frame. She looked small, her usual glow all but diminished, her nose red, her skin mottled with emotion. “You don’t think of me like that.”
“Literally everyone in the world thinks of you like that,” Hope said. “You’re gorgeous.”
“But you-”
“No,” Hope said sorrowfully. “But I love you more than anyone.”
Camille nodded slowly. Then she straightened.
“You don’t know if you think of me like that. You’ve never given it the option.”
“You’re my best friend,” Hope was in the middle of saying when all of a sudden, Camille was kissing her. It was fast, Camille pulling her in, pained and desperate, her lips careful but insistent. Hope reeled back from her.
“Oh my god-” The voice came from behind them and Hope whirled around.
“Prisha!”
Prisha’s eyes were wide, her face mask-like with shock. She was already fleeing and Hope was having a heart attack.
“Preesh-” she went to dart after her.
“Hope.” Camille sounded broken, pulling her back. “Please tell me you felt that-”
“Camille!” Hope’s voice came out in something close to a yell. “I didn’t! I don’t! I’m sorry. I don’t feel that way about you.”
“Oh god-”
“But Prisha does.” The words fell out before she could stop them, desperate to fix the pain spilling in every goddamn direction.
“What?”
Hope would have thought that having had her own identical blindness pointed out to her less than ten minutes ago she’d have had more patience, but she was deeply stressed and fresh out of nuance.
“Prisha’s in love with you. For fuck’s sake, Milly! And now she thinks we’re kissing!”
“Prisha?” Camille looked like she was having trouble comprehending basic words, let alone forming them. For the smallest instant Hope wanted to laugh, because what the hell, was the whole world ending today?
“Just… please, take a minute,” Hope said wildly. “I have to go find her.”
“I can’t do this right now!” Camille scrunched her eyes closed, then covered her face. “Oh my god. This is… what is happening?”
“I know,” Hope empathised. “God, do I know. Milly-”
“I can’t see you again.”
Hope froze still. She stared at Camille, panic flaring, bursting through her chest.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “We’ll be okay.” Camille stayed rigid and Hope felt her eyes go hot. “Milly,” she implored. “It’s me. It’s just… me.”
“And I’ve been in love with you basically since the day we met,” Camille bit back, wiping ferociously at another tear. “And I thought I could handle it. But I… I can’t. Seeing you with Alison is just… oh god, Hope. You’re falling for a friend, and that friend isn’t me. And then I fucking kissed you! Which you didn’t want! Shit! I’m… I’m unraveling here-”
“Prisha,” Hope said helplessly. “I don’t think she’s going to be okay, right now. We… all three of us, we can work through this, but we need to-”
“Prisha.” Camille looked like she was losing her mind. “I don’t- I can’t even think about this. Oh my god, we’re all fucked-”
“We’re not-”
“Go, okay Hope? Tell P… tell her… oh god. Oh no. Just… please, please leave me alone.”
Camille was sobbing now and Hope’s own tears were escaping down her cheeks.
“I love you-”
“Stop! Just go!”
Hope left. She raced up the stairs and burst into Prisha’s bedroom without even knocking. Prisha was sitting on the floor, her arms wrapped around her knees like she could hold herself together, her eyes blank.
“It’s not what it looked like.” Hope flung herself down next to her. She wrapped her arm tightly around Prisha’s shoulders, desperate to let her know.
“It was though.” Prisha didn’t budge, her body rigid. “It was Camille, in love with you, kissing you.”
Hope couldn’t argue with that.
“I didn’t kiss her back,” she said quickly. “I didn’t want that kiss.”
“It doesn’t matter though, does it?” Prisha’s voice was hollow. “I’d fucking die for her to kiss me like that. But it’s always been you.”
“Preesh-”
“She’s heartbroken. On the biggest night of her life. And I can’t even comfort her because I want to die.”
Hope went still.
“Not literally,” she said. “Prisha?”
“No, Hope,” Prisha snapped. “I’m not suicidal. My heart is in a thousand pieces and everything is fucked up beyond repair, but I’m very much going to have to live with it. We all are.”
Hope slowly pulled her arm back.
“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I know that Milly is too-”
“Hope… Hope, tell me you didn’t tell her.” Prisha finally looked at her, her eyes wide with horror.
Hope wanted to throw up.
“I… I couldn’t not. She needed to know-”
“It wasn’t your choice to make!” Prisha jumped to her feet. “Oh my god!” She started to pace. “Oh, Jesus. I have to get out of here.”
“Preesh-”
“Hope, I swear to god. I love every fucking hair on your head but I cannot be around you right now. Every time I see you, I’m just going to see you getting kissed by her and now… oh god, I know you and I know you didn’t mean it but you just kind of ruined my entire fucking life just now and I really need you to go.”
Hope nearly fell down the stairs she was crying so hard.
She found her way back through the garden, stopping in a quiet spot to try to force her tears to stop, to scrub her face, to take deep breaths. She couldn’t walk into the party like this. She wasn’t sure where to turn. She wanted, desperately, to be held and she knew with a certainty that was frightening who she wanted to hold her. But she’d seen Alison’s face outside the party, tight with discomfort, and she was pretty sure if she sought her out in a puddle of mess like this, Alison was not going to cope.
“Hope?” A gentle voice came from behind her. She all but fell into Magnus’s arms. “What’s wrong?” He held her tight. Clutching him back, she wept, words spilling from her in a desperate rush of nausea.
“Camille’s in love with me and Prisha’s in love with Camille! And Alison fucked me then Camille kissed me and Prisha saw it and now the whole world is ending!” Hope took one deep ragged breath and sobbed into his shoulder as the weight of it threatened to crush her into the earth.
“Oh,” said Magnus. He gripped her tighter for a long moment. “Shit, Hope. I thought for a minute something bad had happened.”
“Magnus!” She punched his arm and started laughing through her tears as he held her fast.
“I kind of wondered if something had gone on.” Magnus stroked her hair. “What with how Alison told me to tell you she was leaving and asked if I’d be your ride home.”
“Oh my god.” Hope started crying even harder. “Please,” she said. “Please just get me out of here.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
It had been a long three days. Alison had been through a lot in the last half decade of her life, but she couldn’t remember feeling this explicitly raw. Standing under the tree outside the party and watching Hope turn away and chase after the woman who was in love with her, Alison had felt something inside her crack. She knew, without a doubt, that if Hope ended up with Camille, Alison would torture herself for the rest of her days with the question, what if?
What if she’d had therapy earlier? What if she was just three small steps braver? What if she’d grabbed Hope’s wrist, stopped her flight, kissed her breathless and then let her on her way? What if she’d simply not insisted on the word friend, right there in that moment, when Hope felt so very much like she was hers?
She’d left the party, sick with anxiety, absolutely unable to stand there and wait for an outcome she had no right to be so deeply invested in. She’d heard nothing that night, lying awake, torturing herself as to all the possible reasons why - Hope in Camille’s arms, Hope betrayed by Alison’s apparent attempt to fuck her and run, god, even Hope not making it home safely from the damn party - until she’d caved and texted her.
Even the text had been a cop-out. A call would have been better. Not leaving at all was really the only option that would have been right. The text she sent was humiliatingly tentative, just checking that Hope had gotten home okay. The response she got back was the one she deserved: a simple confirmation that she had. Alison had stared at the message for far too long: proof of life, proof she wasn’t being ignored, proof - the longer she stared at it - that Hope wasn’t reaching out to her either.
Was this it for them? Alison couldn’t bear the thought. She’d give Hope her space for one more day - god knows she had a lot she had to work through - but if she hadn’t heard from her by tomorrow afternoon then Alison was going over to her house to face her fate in person.
On the morning of the third day after the party, the day she’d determined was reckoning day, Alison was restless. She paced around her house, staring at her damn phone and flinching at every sound until she switched the thing to silent, shoved it deep in her handbag and made herself go out. She pushed her cart aimlessly around the supermarket, filling her trolley with miscellaneous items she wasn’t sure she’d ever eat, nearly had a meltdown as she tossed up whether or not to buy oat milk, then packed her groceries into her car and drove home without even remembering doing so.
She unpacked slowly at the other end, ferrying the stupid number of pointless bags up the stairs to the main kitchen, feeling increasingly sick at the lack of contact until she remembered she’d put her phone to silent in the first place. When she grabbed it out of her bag, she saw multiple missed calls. None, to her despair, were from Hope. All were from a Melbourne number she didn’t recognise, likely someone chasing donations, but she couldn’t face listening to her message bank right now. She left the phone on sound, just in case Hope finally reached out.
She was unloading the cold stuff into her fridge when her doorbell rang. Heart in her throat, she ran downstairs, her entire body flooding with anxiety and relief when she ripped open the door and saw that her visitor was indeed the one she craved.
“Hey,” she croaked.
Hope looked desperately beautiful - hair tumbling over her shoulders, a soft grey dress that was basically a t-shirt draping over every single curve, cheeks flushed - and she looked pissed.
“Hi,” she said. Then she pushed her way into Alison’s house and stalked up the stairs ahead of her. Alison trailed behind her, feeling embarrassingly relieved. Hope wouldn’t have the space to be mad at her if she was blissfully entwined with Camille, would she? Alison would take almost any other option at this point.
Hope stopped still in the middle of Alison’s living room and Alison hovered three feet away from her.
“How are you doing?” she asked carefully. Hope’s eyes narrowed.
“Fucking great,” she said sharply. “How about you?”
“Not so good,” Alison confessed. “What happened at the rest of the party?”
“The party?” Hope’s eyebrows shot up. Alison’s phone began to ring from the bench behind them.
“Ignore it,” she said. Hope huffed and they waited for the ringtone to drop out.
“The rest of the party was a shit show,” she said. “Camille never wants to see me again. She also kissed me and Prisha saw it happen so now Prisha never wants to see me again-”
“Hope-” Alison could hear the heartbreak in her voice.
“And my ride ditched me. After she fucked me, that is.”
“Hope-” The phone rang again, cutting her off.
“Do you need to get that?” Hope’s tone sounded dangerous. Alison shook her head. “So anyway, I lost three of my best friends in one day and when it comes to Camille and Prisha, I at least understand why. But you-” The phone started again.
“Oh my god!” Alison whirled around to grab the phone off the bench. Harry had called four times in a row. “Harry,” she snapped into the phone, “not now.”
“Ali,” his voice was tight, “I take it you’ve heard.”
Something tightened in her chest.
“Jac?” she snapped out, terror clouding her vision. Jac was fine. Jac was on holiday, in fact, cycling in Vietnam with his girlfriend.
“No, darling,” he said immediately. “It’s Simon.” Alison sucked in a breath. “He’s alive, but he was shot at his home this morning.”
“Oh my god-” Alison was shocked to realise that despite everything, she still had it in her to care.
“Listen to me.” Harry’s voice was stiff. “Something’s going down. Simon’s conscious and talking. He said Devo Grant was the one that shot him.”
“Devo Grant,” she repeated numbly. She had a flash then, of the acne-scarred face of the man who’d threatened her in the darkened parking building, three blocks from the courtroom, her seventeen-year-old son in the passenger seat beside her.
“He killed three people this morning, all key members of the Grant faction. Police are scrambling. Either he’s going for leadership or he’s acting on orders from above.”
Hope was watching her, the anger all but faded from her face, concern flaring as she watched Alison’s tense face. Alison tried, pointlessly, to smile at her, but her face barely moved. She didn’t know why but the tone in Harry’s voice had the hair on the back of her neck standing up.
“Ali,” Harry said, his voice full of dread. “Simon’s a shit.” He hesitated.
“What is it?”
“There’s a reason Devo would want him dead. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it. I think you should get out of town.”
Fury swept through her.
“I’m not going to run,” she snapped. “Simon’s mess has nothing to do with me.”
“That’s not true though, is it Ali? Devo’s had it out for you before. He’s used you more than once to get to Simon. Now Simon’s survived and under police protection, while Devo’s out for blood?” His voice cracked with tension. “You need to get out of there, Ali. Right now.”
Alison looked up. Hope was in front of her, her warm brown eyes round with concern, unable to hear the other end of the call, but scared enough by Alison’s words to look a little freaked out. Alison went lightheaded. She hung up the phone.
“You have to go,” she said frantically. “You have to go now.”
“Ali! What’s happening?”
“Out!” she said. The phone began to ring again and Alison slid it to silent, needing to deal with one thing and one thing only. “Oh my god, Hope, did you drive? Tell me you didn’t walk! Please, quick- you need to leave-”
“I’m not leaving you!” Hope protested. “You’re scaring me.”
“Something’s happening.” Alison began to push her towards the stairwell. “I can’t have you in danger, I can’t-”
“Well,” came a male voice from behind them. All the blood drained from Alison’s face at the sound of Hope’s sharp cry of shock. “Isn’t this adorable?”
Very slowly, Alison turned around.
“Hello Devo,” she said quietly, not so much to the man in her living room but to the gun dangling casually from his right hand.

“Alison,” he said with a nod, like they were old acquaintances catching up. In a way, she supposed, they were. “Been a while,” he said, his voice relaxed. He wasn’t an especially large man, but somehow all the more terrifying by the way he acted as if he were. He’d always reminded her of a small dog: snappy, unpredictable, ready to throw his weight around to prove his superiority. Right now the triple murder weapon he gripped was a surefire way to make sure he came out on top. With a strange sense of detachment, Alison noticed a spray of blood against the khaki of his pants. “Few changes going on, I see.” He gestured at Hope with his gun hand.
The gun was dangling from his fingers, not in any way aimed, but Alison stepped in front of her anyway.
“She’s a friend, Devo. Local vet. She’s leaving now.”
“You know, I don’t think she is.” He stepped closer. “I’m kind of annoyed about the timing of that phone call; I think we were just getting to the good part.” He looked over Alison’s shoulder at Hope. “Did you say she fucked you and left you at a party? Poor form, Alison.” He shook his head at her. “Your taste has improved though, I’ll tell you that for free.”
“She’s got nothing to do with anything.” Alison’s voice was shaking now.
“No, but she’s here, which is unfortunate,” Devo said. “Besides, it always helps to know you’ve got a weak spot,” he added with a petrifying shrug. He took a few steps to the left and Alison moved with him, keeping Hope behind her. She could feel her there, at her back, and all of a sudden Hope was clutching her fingers. Alison wanted to cry. She needed to release Hope, to pretend she was nothing to her, but Hope’s fingers were trembling and she couldn’t make herself let go.
“What do you want?” She forced her voice to stay calm.
“What does anyone want?” Devo lazily waved his gun arm again. “Money, power, girls.” He leered at Hope over Alison’s shoulder and Alison was going to throw up. “Mike’s cleaning up loose ends and I’m afraid it turns out you’re one of them. He was always suspicious of you. That piece of shit lawyer of his did you dirty and yet you lied to keep him clean. No reason to do that unless you had something useful on him. Something you shouldn’t.”
“It’s been five fucking years,” Alison choked. She’d always somehow known this day was coming, but why did Hope have to be there for it? Every single brain cell was firing, desperate to find a way out. “Why on earth would I hold onto anything for that long?”
“Your husband double-crossed everyone,” Devo said. “Sold out Mike for Estella, sold out Estella for his pathetic fucking life, ran shit for the Grants, ran shit for the Florellis, sold secrets to both, ran as a snitch for the cops. He’s in so deep he still doesn’t know who his arse belongs to.”
“He’s my ex-husband.” Alison was starting to see stars. She squeezed Hope’s fingers, desperately aware of the shuddering breaths from behind her. “I don’t owe that man a thing.”
“Oh, but you did. You lied for him-”
“Do you want to know something funny?” Alison interrupted him. Devo blinked. “I didn’t lie on the witness stand. I stood by while my husband had an affair for three fucking years and I believed him when he told me he hadn’t cheated.”
Devo stared at her, nonplussed. Then he laughed.
“Now I’ve definitely heard everything. Of all the reasons to have to die, being a stupid bitch is the worst of them.” He shrugged and raised his gun arm. Alison squeezed her eyes closed tight, all sensation fleeing her body ahead of the bullet.
“Jesus christ. Your views on feminism should never be the last thing any woman has to hear, Devon,” came a voice from the stairwell. Devo dropped his arm so fast that the gun banged against his leg. Hope’s head pressed in against her back and Alison could feel her almost sob with relief. It wasn’t relief Alison was feeling, even as her still-beating heart banged in her ears. Her eyes snapped open. The click of the high heels up the stairs could only belong to one woman.
“Well, hello, darling,” said Estella Grant.



Chapter Thirty
“Alison,” Estella said smoothly, as if meeting her eyes at a party over the canapés. “You’re looking well.”
Estella looked identical to the last time Alison had seen her. Her red dress Alison was pretty sure was Dior, her heels Louboutin, her platinum hair set in salon perfect soft waves. The lipstick matched the dress and her skin was flawless; Alison almost wanted to ask which cosmetic clinic she used because Estella had to be at least thirty-five and she seemed to be ageing backwards. The gleaming gun she gripped was reminder enough not to ask nosy questions.
“Estella,” she returned, with as much dignity as she could gather, greeting her ex-husband’s mistress while trembling at gunpoint in her kitchen, surrounded in half-unpacked grocery bags. Alison found it was possible to fear for your own life and still regret that a packet of tasty-cheese corn chips was lying out in full view.
“Mike sent you?” Estella turned her gaze to Devo. He looked sickly pale, which wasn’t the best sign for the longevity of anyone in this room. He nodded, tightly. “Mm,” she said. “Consider yourself recalled.” She jerked her head towards the stairs and - without needing to be told twice - the armed triple murderer bolted for the front door. Alison felt Hope shiver behind her and she squeezed her fingers again. Estella was a psychopath but at least she wasn’t inclined to murder Hope for the hell of it. Was she?
“Hope was just leaving.” Alison tried again.
Estella just smiled.
“Oh don’t be like that,” she said. “Come on. Let’s have a seat, shall we?” She gestured towards Alison’s living room. As they obediently trailed into the living room, Alison finally caught a glimpse of Hope. She was faintly sweaty and white-lipped but holding together incredibly well for a woman being held at gunpoint for the second time in ten minutes. Alison felt a misplaced flash of desperate pride. They sat side by side on the living room sofa, Estella neatly sinking down in the centre of the opposite three-seater.
“Aren’t you a pretty thing?” Estella looked at Hope, one blonde bombshell sizing up another. “Exquisite. Be a darling and find us something to drink, will you?” She lay her gun carefully on her knees. “No funny business,” she sang out. “And nothing red, it gives me migraines.”
Hope cocked her head, the faintest hint of defiance in her expression like she couldn’t believe Estella right now. Alison went slightly lightheaded but Hope got up and strode to the kitchen, opening the third cupboard to the right to pull out the wine glasses and opening the lefthand side of the fridge to retrieve a chilled bottle of sauvignon blanc. Estella watched her closely then turned her smirk to Alison.
“Well well,” she said. “You really have upgraded.”
Alison sighed. There was no point in trying to persuade Estella any different, not with Hope so clearly at home in her kitchen. She and this gun-toting mobster had once loved the same man, holding them in the strangest kind of intimacy.
“Try not to fuck this one,” she said mildly and Estella laughed, her eyes sparkling with genuine glee.
Hope re-entered the living room and neatly placed three full wine glasses on the coffee table between them. Clearly having heard the comment she gave up all pretence and sat so close to Alison she was practically in her lap, one hand on her thigh. Alison, despite every reason not to, felt a rush of joy at her touch. Not with Camille. Not mad at me. It was a pity her time to rejoice was probably going to be frighteningly short.
“I’m surprised to see you alive,” Estella admitted. “I didn’t think I’d make it on time. It’s just lucky for you that Devo is a goddamned idiot… always has to do the Scooby-Doo villain act and talk too much. Can’t imagine there’s any other way he’d get women to listen to him, outside of literally holding them captive, so I suppose I can’t entirely blame him,” she mused. “Apparently he’s a terrible aim too, since I hear Simon is also alive?”
“He’s far too slimy to kill,” Alison said and Estella gave her an even stare before she took a sip of her wine.
“I’m a far better shot than Devo,” she said lightly. “Especially since he’s quite likely dead by now.”
“Dead?” Hope spoke for the first time.
“Aren’t you a cutie,” Estella said, “all concerned about poor old Dev. That man would have maimed you and enjoyed every minute of it; the world’s a far better place without him. Don’t worry, he wouldn’t have suffered. Much.”
“Are you going to kill us?” Hope asked her directly.
“Kill you?” Estella’s hand fluttered to her chest, like she was offended. “Listen to you.” She smiled indulgently at Alison who noticed she quite neatly hadn’t answered the question. “She’s got some spice, I’ll give her that. I’m sure it more than translates in the sheets, does it not?” Suddenly she lifted her head, her face going alert, like a bird of prey. She gazed out at the huge plate glass windows, looking out over the lake, the expansive view of the nearby hills, the jetty jutting out over the water.
“Change of location,” she announced, picking up her gun. “Move.” They got quickly to their feet, no one keen to question the gun-holder. “Oh my god, ladies!” She stopped them. “Don’t forget your wine.”
Glasses in hand, Estella herded them down the hall to the bedroom.
“Ooh, cosy,” she said, nodding them towards Alison’s king-sized bed. “We can snuggle up and gossip.”
Feeling all kinds of terrified - something had unnerved Estella - Alison followed Hope up to sit side by side against the headboard. Estella sat halfway down the bed, her lithe legs crossed, leaning on one hand, gun still neatly between her silky knees.
“Scooby-Doo time,” she declared. “But you’re going first. You’re not the first wife he cheated on, are you?”
Alison blinked. Beside her, Hope slipped her hand onto her thigh again, soft, reassuring.
“No,” she said. “He was married when he got me pregnant.”
“Adorable,” said Estella. “Did you ever meet her?”
“Once.” Alison swallowed at the memory. “We’d been married for a couple of years and she paid me a visit, alone at home one morning.”
“Ooh.” Estella raised her eyebrows. She sipped her wine, looking excited. “How was it?”
“Terrifying,” Alison admitted. She forced herself to keep talking. The longer they talked the more chance help was coming. Surely someone was coming. “I was twenty-four, exhausted, with a screaming toddler in the house. She was forty or so. Gorgeous. Very well dressed.” Alison shook her head, trying to place herself back in the scene, anywhere that wasn’t this room, this moment. “I remember thinking she was going to scream at me or slap me. But what she did was so much worse.”
“I love this,” Estella said, tossing a lock of hair behind her shoulder. She seemed fully relaxed and entirely tantalised by Alison’s retelling. “Go on.”
“She thanked me.” She met Estella’s eyes. “She said she’d moved to the coast and walked every day on the beach, that she loved every second of her life. She told me I’d taken him off her hands and she was truly free for the first time since she’d married him. And then,” Alison took a solid gulp of her wine, “then she said, don’t worry darling, he’s all yours now. Just make sure you never age.”
Estella gasped.
“Oh my god.” She leaned forward, her eyes filled with glee. “Oh… she got you good.”
“Yes,” Alison said simply. “She buried that in my brain, ready to kill me slowly as soon as I reached twenty-nine.”
“She’s my hero,” Estella said. “And I’m yours.”
Alison bit her lip. She stared at the woman who’d ended her marriage, who’d been a cause of the most savage pain she’d ever experienced, that her son had experienced.
“Yes,” she said. “I think you probably are.”
Estella smiled, her teeth flashing white between the blood red of her lips.
“I did you dirty,” she said. “And honestly I regret it. He wasn’t worth what I had to go through afterwards. Mike is… well, you’re aware of who my husband is.” Her eyes narrowed. “What he’s capable of.”
“Yes.”
“Though in a way I like to think it was necessary,” she said. “Look at you now.” She flicked her eyelashes over Hope. “I liberated you.”
“That’s a rather glossy view of it,” Alison said drily and Estella cackled again. She ran her fingers down the barrel of the weapon in her lap.
“Hasn’t anyone warned you you should be a little more respectful when someone comes in waving a gun?”
Hope stiffened beside her.
“I’ve lived in fear for five years,” Alison said. “Every choice I’ve made it’s been knowing that this might be coming. I’d really appreciate it if you’d let her go though.”
“We’ll get to that,” Estella said impatiently and Alison felt, for the first time, a small streak of wild hope. “My turn now,” Estella declared. “We’re more alike than you think,” she told Alison. “I also married young. The wrong man too, as it turned out. It has certain benefits,” she stroked her fingers down her designer dress, “but the costs are rather high.”
“Estella,” Alison said. “Do you… need help?”
For a second, Estella looked actually shaken. And then she flushed with rage.
“I am my own help,” she snapped. “Do you think I’d survive five years of marriage to that man after the affair came out, only to crumble into victimhood now? Why do you think I’m here?”
“Honestly,” Alison said, “I really wish you’d tell me.”
“To pay my debts, honey,” Estella said. “You were going to die today - you and your sweet little girlfriend - and I got here in time to save both your pretty heads. Shit’s going down today, darling. Mike thinks he’s getting his ducks in line but you know men, sometimes you have to make them think everything is their idea.” She took a sip of wine. “He’ll be dead by nightfall,” she said calmly. “The Grant clan is mine.”
“Oh my god,” Hope whispered, something like awe crossing her face. Alison had the untimely memory that Hope was a huge Universe Below fan.
“That’s right baby girl.” Estella gazed at Hope seriously. “Everyone that’s being eliminated is because they were my problem. After tonight, there’s no one left who’ll challenge me.”
“Congratulations,” Alison said. She’d meant it to be sarcastic but somehow it came out genuine. Estella met her eyes for a long, harrowing moment, but the gun stayed in her lap.
“I’m here for two reasons,” she said. “The first is that I’m fucking pissed our darling ex is still alive. He’s a dirty little liability and I don’t like liabilities. And,” she added darkly, “the fucker betrayed me, so ideally I’d like his dick sawn off with a rusty blade. But I suspect, having met you, that despite everything you probably don’t want your son to have to mourn his father.”
“I don’t want that for him,” Alison said instantly, aware that she was pleading for the life of the cheating husband who’d put her in this position in the first place.
“Then I want you to let him know that gunshot wound or not, he’s got a week to leave the country. One foot back here and he’s a dead man.”
Alison swallowed, so lightheaded that her fingers tingled. Estella was leaving her alive. Would there be a cost?
“Okay,” she said, as soon as she could make her voice work. “And the other reason?”
“I’m in charge now,” Estella said, her spine straightening as she met her gaze head on. “And I’m here to let you know you’re safe. No more visits. No more watching your back.” She flicked her eyes to Hope and back. “Live your life, Alison. Walk on the fucking beach.”
All of a sudden Estella got to her feet. She leaned in, grabbed Alison’s jaw and kissed her mouth, long and hard.
“Mm,” she said. “Simon definitely wasn’t worth it.” She winked at Hope. “Enjoy, you pretty things.”
Then she turned and left the bedroom, closing the door behind her.



Chapter Thirty-One
Neither Hope nor Alison moved. They sat, frozen on the bed, listening to Estella Grant’s heels clicking down the hall, disappearing down the stairwell, front door banging behind her. Hope felt as well as heard Alison breathe out shakily beside her. She turned to stare at her, to feast her eyes on her face: her beautiful, alive, non-bloodied face.
Alison met her eyes and time went haywire. Hope’s brain went on a long loop thinking about traumatic experiences and wondering exactly how her body was about to respond. Tears? Shaking? Passing the hell out from the sheer relief of being alive? She’d never gone through anything so wildly intense; she had no idea what would happen next. The bottom had fallen out of her world in the last hour, new jaw-droppingly horrifying possibilities suddenly entirely evident.
The room was ferociously quiet, just the sound of their uneven breaths. They were still staring at each other. Hope could see the different shades of grey and silver that made up Alison’s irises, the lines around her eyes that Hope knew she fought, the smudge of Estella Grant’s red lipstick on her mouth. Then, after seconds or hours, Alison slid her fingers around the back of Hope’s neck - startlingly warm - and pulled her into a desperately deep kiss.
And oh, that was how her body was going to respond. Every nerve-ending she owned plunged deep into a hot pool of need, flooding her with desperate desire. Her fingers clutched Alison’s skin, pulling roughly at her arms, her body going weak until they pressed full-length into each other, Hope moaning into Alison’s mouth, unable to get close enough, needing to meld into her skin and melt until Alison was inside her, until Alison claimed her, until Alison would never, ever let her go again.
Hope jerked back - seconds or hours later - reality flooding in. Alison cupped her face, gazing at her, the same dazed desperate wonder in her eyes and oh, here came the tears. Hope sat bolt upright, so fast that Alison jolted.
“Hope-” Alison reached for her, her lips kiss swollen, her face pale. “God, sorry, I-”
“No. No.” Hope shook her head fast, her throat choked with tears. For incalculable amount of time she couldn’t find the words, her heart and brain frozen cogs, trying to find the way through this because-
“It’s okay,” Alison said, her eyes filled with concern and something Hope couldn’t interpret. “We’re… you’re in shock. Let me just- I’ll just hold you, okay?”
“Don’t you see?” Hope began to weep, her hands shaking - check, awesome, another trauma response - “I can’t let you hold me. I can’t do this. I can’t be friends anymore-”
“It’s too much,” Alison whispered. She looked broken. “Of course it is. It’s things like this that made me try so hard not to get close to you in the first place-” She gestured at the wineglass Estella had left on her bedside, a perfect imprint of her red lip like a dangerous calling card.
Then, her breath all but smacked out of her as Hope rolled on top of her, sitting up to firmly straddle her thighs, because enough! Enough of all of this!
“We nearly died,” she cried furiously. “I would have watched you die, Alison! And if there’s a worse way to figure out you’re in love with someone, I don’t know what it is! But I know now that I can’t be your friend because I want all of you, Ali. Not just the things you think you can give me. All of you. Because I would choose this - mess and danger and all of it - over being close, but still shut out. Are you really still going to tell me the only thing you want - aside from to fuck me - is to be my friend? Because-”
“Hope.” Alison was staring at her, her eyes wide. “Hope-” Hope wasn’t sure if she’d been weeping and rambling at Alison for half an hour or barely fifteen seconds, because her heart was shattering in her chest and all she could feel was the insanity of the loss she’d just about faced, the loss she could still face. Alison pressed her fingers against her lips, the shock showing in the way they trembled. Her body was shaking too, beneath Hope’s thighs because Alison was… laughing?
“Hope!” Alison bit her lip against a smile that made absolutely no sense right now, but then what the hell did? “For god’s sake. I’m a lot of things it’s fair to say, but I’m also someone’s mother. Do you think there’s any way in hell I would step in front of a loaded gun if I wasn’t desperately in love with you?”
Hope’s jaw unhinged itself.
“You… are?” She was barely breathing. The tears were disappearing, but the shaking was back three-fold. “Ali…” She couldn’t comprehend anything she was hearing right now, but the look in Alison’s eyes was something she’d never known how quite much she’d longed for until she saw it: love, deep and finally completely unhidden from her.
“Can I hold you if I fucking love you?” Alison pleaded. Hope all but collapsed down into her and Alison clutched her in tight, the two of them entwined on the bed, limbs tangled, Hope’s face pressed into Alison’s throat, inhaling her scent, feeling her pulse banging against her lips.
Feeling Alison so close, so alive, in love with her, slammed into Hope like a mack truck even as her head swam. She opened her lips against Alison’s soft skin, tasting her, biting down on her flesh and Alison jerked against her, her hands gripping her hips so tight that Hope wanted them to bruise. Hope fumbled with Alison’s blouse, her fingers too shaky for buttons, her skin hot, all but ripping it over Alison’s head, baring all that lovely, vulnerable skin to her mouth.
“You love me,” Hope gasped, kissing the tops of Alison’s breasts, nipping at the softness of the curves peeking out from the top of her bra. Alison was moaning, her breath coming in fits and starts. She pushed Hope - not away- just to get her to move enough to pull her whole dress up over her head.
“Love you?” Alison gasped, “I’m going to fucking devour you.” She tugged down the cups of Hope’s bra to pull her nipple into her mouth and suck, and every part of Hope turned to liquid. Her hips were bucking, already frantic, her need so great she felt deranged. They were alive. They were in love. Alison felt it, didn’t make her wait, slipping her hand into Hope’s underwear and hissing at the intensity of her need. “Tell me you’re mine,” she all but growled, slipping her fingers inside her while Hope whined with the ache she needed so badly to be soothed.
“I’m yours-” she gasped. “I’m all yours-” She’d never said truer words in her life as Alison forcefully owned her, fucking her firmly, those steely eyes Hope loved pinning her to the bed.
“I’m going to take all of you,” Alison panted, both a warning and a promise and Hope gulped for air, convulsing with pleasure and pain and survival. Alison pushed her fingers in deeper as she pulled her body back and readjusted, her free hand tugging Hope’s ruined underwear down just enough to lean in and lick at her, her tongue demanding, seeking her taste and her surrender. A sound Hope didn’t even know she could make ripped from her throat, an orgasm so fast and desperate it was almost painful, wracking her muscles, her abdomen clenching so hard it felt like a sprain. Alison didn’t spare her, licking her through it, fingers lodged deep inside and Hope had never felt so owned in all her life.
Time went haywire again and then Alison surrounded her, her whole body pressing down, her fingers still inside her like a claim, Hope shaking beneath her, soft kisses pressed to her throat, her cheeks, her forehead, her nose.
“Nngggh,” was about as eloquent as she managed for a good minute. Alison smiled against her throat, finally dragging her fingers out, wiping them slowly down Hope’s abdomen, kissing her mouth. “We’re not friends,” Hope managed to confirm and Alison laughed. Tears sprung into her eyes; perhaps the trauma, perhaps something else. She cupped Hope’s jaw with her wet fingers.
“Does this feel like friendship to you?” Alison kissed her deeply. She reached back and undid Hope’s bra, tugging it down her arms, then hooked her fingers into the waistband of her underwear, dragging it down her legs, stripping Hope naked. Then she pressed her lips softly to Hope’s earlobe. “On your knees,” she whispered.
Hope almost passed out. She wasn’t sure her extremities even had the strength so she forced herself up and off the bed on pure lust alone. Alison pushed herself upright to watch her, still in her bra and snugly fitted navy skirt. Her teeth sank into her lip as Hope stood naked at the bedside.
“Aren’t you supposed to be kneeling?” The firmness in her tone almost made Hope buckle, but she kept her head up. She met Alison’s eyes and curled her finger, urging Alison closer. Alison sat all the way up and slipped to the edge of the bed, her feet on the floor. And with that, Hope slid, naked, to her knees.
Alison watched her, her chest rising and falling with mesmerising effort. For a long moment she looked utterly overwhelmed, her grey eyes almost black with her need and Hope felt her thighs clenching as she watched Alison struggle for control.
“Please,” Hope whispered up at her. “Please let me.” Alison took a shaky breath.
“Take my underwear off, now,” she made her voice hard and Hope whimpered. The balance of Alison’s incredible vulnerability and the sharp icy tone that Hope knew was deliberate almost brought her undone. She slipped her hands up Alison’s thighs, fighting with the tight fabric of her skirt, Alison not lifting to help her one bit, watching Hope, naked and struggling, her tongue darting out to lick her lower lip at the sight.
When Hope finally wrestled her skirt out the way, she hooked her fingers into Alison’s underwear - silky pale lace - and tugged it down her legs. Never had she ever had the urge to bury her face in someone’s discarded panties before but she fought it now. She stayed on her knees, her hands gently wrapped around Alison’s ankles, wondering if this was the moment that it would be too much and Alison would crack under all the pressure.
She was dying to bury her tongue inside her, but instead she tilted her head up and gazed at Alison, letting all the desire, all the love blaze in her eyes.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please let me lick you.”
Alison moaned. She looked indecently sexy, breasts only just contained in her bra, skirt hiked around her waist, cheeks flushed, all but panting. Very slowly, she widened her thighs and Hope leaned back to look at her, sucking in her lower lip at the sight of Alison, slippery and swollen with need. Hope’s mouth started watering.
“Don’t tease me,” she begged. “Please. I need a taste-”
Her voice broke off as Alison reached out and tenderly stroked her fingers through Hope’s hair where it spilled around her shoulders. She gathered it into one thick lock at the back of her head, then slowly, deliberately, wrapped it around her fist. And then she pulled. Hard.
Hope moaned, suddenly nose to Alison’s clit. She was off-balance, rocked on her knees, but even as she flung her hands out to right herself against Alison’s thighs, she inhaled headily, her mouth opening eagerly. Her tongue made contact at the same time as her lips, taking a long, gentle, hungry lick. Alison cried out, her hips bucking, her hand in Hope’s hair pulling her tighter and Hope nearly came as Alison ground her pussy against her mouth.
Hope licked her softly while Alison controlled the pace, her hard grip on her hair, using Hope’s whole mouth to get herself off. Hope heard herself mewling with arousal, her own need dripping down her thighs as Alison bucked and cried out, rolling her hips onto Hope’s face for her own pleasure. Hope tilted her chin, pushing her tongue inside Alison’s pussy, needing this ultimate intimacy, dying to be inside her and Alison clenched so hard she felt it. She teased her way back up her slick wetness, fighting back against Alison’s control, slowly sucking on her clit and the sound that escaped Alison’s throat made her want to crow with victory. Alison went taut, pulling Hope’s hair sharply and holding her still all at once. Hope didn’t stop her gentle sucking, and beautiful, pent-up, elegant, icy Alison Hartmann shouted her name as she came ferociously hard against her mouth.

Alison’s fingers slackened in Hope’s hair and Hope pulled back to gaze up at her. Alison was still panting and she moaned at the sight of Hope, swollen-lipped, the mess she’d made of her face. Then she collapsed back onto the bed.
Hope laughed, joy infusing her very bones as she pushed up and covered Alison’s prone body with her own.
“Oh god,” Alison’s arm came up to wrap around her, immediately sliding down her back and squeezing a firm handful of Hope’s ass. She buried her face in Hope’s neck, inhaling deeply, like she couldn’t surround herself enough in Hope to get her fill. Hope helped her - she was generous that way - entwining their legs and gasping, rolling her hips at the sensation of Alison’s firm thigh between her own. Eating Alison out had driven her crazy. “Oh honey,” Alison gasped as she felt Hope’s wetness kissing her skin. She grabbed Hope’s ass with both hands, encouraging her grind, sparks already flying behind Hope’s eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Hope moaned. “I can’t- I can’t get enough of you-”
“This is not a sorry moment.” Alison bit down on her lip. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.” The hitch in her voice tipped Hope further, and Hope was… Hope was alive, she was in love, within minutes she was coming harder than she’d ever come in her life, nothing but Alison’s bare thigh and the absolute blazing joy in her eyes.
Collapsing into Alison with a ragged cry, Hope felt warm arms encircle her, clinging to her tightly, and finally, with that, Alison began to cry. Hope pulled at her body, as if there was any way for them to be closer than they were already.
“I love you,” she whispered into Alison’s hair. “I love you. I fucking love you.”
The door to the bedroom flung open so fast it bounced on its hinges. Hope nearly jumped out of her skin. She barely had time to remember that she could fear for her life when she glimpsed Harry, his face tense and pale and his grey hair wild as he stared wide-eyed at the two of them, naked and entwined on the bed.
For a second no one moved.
“Good,” he croaked. “You’re alive. Uh… carry on then,” he said formally, though Hope caught the glint of tears in his bright blue eyes. “I’ll just be in the living room, drinking every single bottle of wine you own and trying to stall the police from bursting in to interrogate you.” He turned toward the door and then paused. “You really might consider answering your phone next time, Alison,” he said mildly.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Afterwards, after they tumbled out of bed, Alison pulling on mismatched leggings and a t-shirt - which, had she ever looked so informal? - to chase after Harry and hug him while he wept; after they’d been interviewed by the police and neatly avoided mentioning Estella’s true involvement; after Alison had called her distraught son to comfort him… after all that, quiet rang out in the mansion by the lake.
Hope looked out at the darkened floor-to-ceiling windows of Alison’s living room. Alison was curled into her body where they both sat, limp and exhausted on the couch. She could see nothing but blackness behind the plate glass, an image of the low-lit living room reflecting back at her. She imagined that anyone standing on the jetty tonight could see right in. She shivered. For a moment she wanted to get up and draw the blinds, but she couldn’t imagine letting go of Alison for a second.
She glanced at the woman in her arms again, marvelling at the view of her up this close, marvelling at touching her, marvelling at the mess of her chestnut hair, the slight bruise on her throat from Hope’s mouth, the way she smelled, just slightly, like sex. Alison met her gaze, her eyes soft.
“Want me to close the blinds?” Hope asked her. Alison glanced briefly toward the open black night beyond.
“No,” she said simply. “Leave them.” And then she just smiled. “Kiss me.”
Hope did.

Jac flew into Melbourne two days later and Harry picked him up from the airport. Hope stood by, faintly dazed, as the tall, handsome young man all but flew from Harry’s Porsche and wrapped his arms tightly around Alison, scrubbing tears from his face.
“This,” she said, when she finally let go of her son, “is Hope.”
Hope shuffled from foot to foot. She’d never dated anyone who had kids before, and Jac was solidly not a kid but he was Alison’s kid and-
“Huh,” he said, reaching one hand up to scratch the back of his neck as he met her eyes. “I always figured it would be Dad that gave me an uncomfortably hot step-mum.”
“Jac!” Alison looked aghast. Hope pressed her lips together but the laugh fell out anyway and Jac grinned - a perfect echo of Alison’s smile when she finally relaxed - and it felt shockingly easy to hug him.
“This is weird.” Alison shook her head three hours later, when Hope headed to the kitchen and stole a quick kiss right after laughing helplessly at a TikTok Jac had just shown her from where he lazed on the couch. “Be honest with me. Are you my mid-life crisis?”
Hope laughed and kissed her again, deeper that time.
“Could be,” she said, with an easy shrug. “Or, perhaps I’m the love of your life. I guess we’ll find out.”
Hope took the whole week off work, telling herself that it was the trauma, but honestly, while she had woken once or twice, sweating after a nightmare where a gun glinted in the dark, mostly it was the other thing. The thing that was Alison, heady like a drug, wrapped around her body, moaning into her mouth, coming on her tongue, laughing into her kiss, skin melding into her own, hair tangled, teasing and scolding Hope in her kitchen like they’d never almost died together right there on the tiles.
It wasn’t walking on the beach exactly but Hope was determined to taste every damn moment of life with this woman.
Four days after the unraveling of the Grant clan, the rest of Hope’s own gang showed up. While the news of the Melbourne murders had consumed the media cycle, it took a couple of days for the revelation that the killer had breezed by Gold Hill before his body had been uncovered, dumped in the forest. Hope had barely paid attention to her phone - after a long day spent with her overwrought parents - so she jumped when Jac answered the doorbell and Flynn’s voice rang up the stairs.
Flynn pressed her practically into his armpits and Magnus squished in as well, the two of them squeezing her so tightly she could hardly breathe. When they finally let go, Hope looked to the stairwell and drew a breath.
“Hey,” Prisha said. It was nothing, but it was everything. Hope stared at her.
“Oh my god,” she raised her hand and touched her own hair. Prisha had lopped her long luscious locks into a pixie cut. She looked angular, rakish, desperately beautiful.
“I know,” Prisha grimaced. “I just needed… a change? I moved back in with my parents last week, so I guess I had to do something.”
Hope tentatively dropped her arm, unsure if she could go to her or not. Prisha rolled her eyes and stepped in, sweeping her into a tight, clinging embrace. Hope breathed out, tears sparkling in her eyes.
“Preesh-” she started. “I’m sorry-”
“You fucking should be,” Prisha said into her hair. “Literally almost getting murdered just to one-up me in my drama, forcing me to cry like a hysterical baby at the thought of losing you. You could have just sent me some goddamn flowers.”
Hope wept and clung to her. She didn’t ask about Camille.
No one mentioned her absence. The four of them moved out onto the balcony: Flynn and Jac bonding over mojito recipes; Alison and Prisha sharing a sun-lounger, their shoulders pressed together as they talked. Harry ruffled Jac’s hair like a fond uncle - he’d driven Jac down to see his father on his last day in hospital before Simon hopped on a one-way flight to the Bahamas - and Jac’s mood lightened with every peel of laughter that rang out from the friends.
“Hey,” came a soft voice from the doorway as the afternoon light deepened, everyone loose with sun and watery cocktails. Hope’s head flew up. There stood Camille, slightly wan, her eyes on Hope where she was leaning back against Alison’s legs, fingers wrapped lightly around one ankle, gently stroking her skin. Everyone went quiet.
“Milly,” Hope said. She got to her feet, hanging back, unsure. Camille paused.
“Would you give me a damn hug, you asshole?” she said, her voice cracking slightly.
Hope had never moved so fast in her life.
“I’m sorry,” Camille whispered as Hope hugged her. “I’m so so sorry-”
“It’s okay,” Hope said back, “It’s okay, it’s okay-” Their words spilled over each other. When they pulled back, Camille’s smile was watery.
“It’s not,” she said. “But I think… maybe, it will be...?”
Hope’s heart cracked as she swallowed back her own tears. Camille gratefully accepted a drink from Magnus and turned to find a seat. Hope saw the second she clocked Prisha, her new silhouette, the angles of her face, her eyes huge and low-lashed under her short haircut. Camille seemed to stutter in her tracks, a confused flicker in her eyes. Heat tracked up her throat. She didn’t move.
Prisha looked back, her eyes steady.
“Hey,” she said softly.
Camille’s mouth opened and then closed.
“Um,” she managed, the flush hitting her cheeks. For a second there was silence. Magnus coughed at the thick tension, his eyes meeting Flynn’s, a look of deep understanding passing between the two of them.
Hope tilted her face up into the sunset sky and smiled and smiled and smiled.



Epilogue
Alison lies rigid in the bed, her back against the pillows, one arm slung over her eyes. She hears her own voice, muted with terror, pleading for her life. There’s a tug on her elbow and her arm falls to her side, her eyes opening to take in the sight before her: Hope - but not quite Hope - her nipples hard, poking through a tight white singlet as she trembles before an outstretched gun.
Alison scrunches her lashes closed again, unable to bear the sight of the love of her life being threatened, yet again, by a thug with a weapon. Crunch.
“Do you think they employ a fluffer on set?” comes the voice from beside her. Crunch.
Alison jerks her head sideways to examine her actual girlfriend.
“A what?”
“A fluffer.” Hope takes another handful of popcorn and crunches it between her teeth. “How else would I manage those high beams for an entire scene? Or do you think they just like, crank the air conditioner to high hell?”
A small laugh chokes out Alison’s throat. “How are you like this?” she asks incredulously. “They’re recreating our trauma for us right there in HD and instead of having flashbacks you’re staring at the actor’s breasts.”
“To be fair,” Hope raises her eyebrows, “they’re my breasts, so it doesn’t count.”
“They’re not your breasts-” Alison begins to argue but her words dissipate as Hope arches her back and stretches luxuriously beside her, nearly dislodging the popcorn bowl on her lap in the process. She smirks at Alison’s eye-roll, which comes just a couple of seconds too late. The truth is, the cute blonde on the screen before them simply doesn’t compare to the real deal in Alison’s bed. Well, Hope’s bed. They’re in Hope’s little cottage but Alison hasn’t gone home in weeks now, so really, whose bed is it actually?
“Oh, wow…” Hope’s gaze is back on the screen and Alison remembers where she’s supposed to be looking. On the TV set version of Alison’s bedroom another blonde has arrived and this one is exceptionally well cast. It’s curves and legs and ruby lips for days and for a solid minute Alison forgets to feel her fury at the atrocity that is season seven of Universe Below.
On screen Estella Grant rakes her gun down Alison’s cleavage in a way that honestly seems inappropriate, but the Alison on screen seems to be taking it quite well. Her chest heaves with emotion and her breath seems to stutter out as Estella Grant leans in to trace her tongue up the shell of Ali’s ear.
“What in the hell?” Alison chokes out. “That didn’t happen!”
“I mean, it kind of did.” Hope elbows her in the ribs.
“Hope!” Alison is scandalised as the version of her girlfriend on the screen peels off her singlet with reckless abandon.
“I definitely don’t remember that happening.” Hope’s popcorn hand pauses on the way to her mouth as all three actresses on screen writhe on Alison’s bed, Alison Hartmann at the centre of two blonde bombshells, her throat tipping back in ecstasy as the screen fades to black and the theme song plays.
Alison snaps off the television and tosses the remote onto the covers. She turns to face Hope.
“I’m outraged,” she announces with passion, but then she’s laughing too hard to take herself seriously.
“I’ll bet.” The Hope of her real life is peeling her t-shirt off over her head in direct mimicry of her character on-screen. She lies back against the pillows, soft-skinned, grinning, dazzling. “How terrible, after all this time, for the whole world to see you get to win.”
Alison stops still, right before she leans in for a kiss.
“Win?” She thinks of public humiliation and private terror, of bone-deep betrayal and slippery lies. She looks at the woman in her bed right now, the luxurious heat of her body - the one that makes Alison hiss mine every time she claims it - the soft glow of steady love in her eyes. “Who gives a flying fuck about winning?” She captures Hope’s warm lower lip between her own, feels Hope’s hips flex against her as she presses her body back into the sheets.
She doesn’t care anymore about society wives in Melbourne, about ex-husbands banished beyond borders, or what words people might whisper about her now if they see her in the streets. She hears Estella Grant’s voice, as close to her earlobe as it was on the screen, promising her safety and peace. Alison’s lived long enough now to know that nothing in this life is a guarantee, that happiness exists on a knife-edge, always teetering, never certain. But, she thinks, sometimes the difference is really just hope.
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