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  1


Donald Perry Dash, known to his friends as Don (or more recently, The Donster), opened painfully gritty eyes. He became immediately aware of not only a throbbing headache, but a smell he suspected was coming from his own person. His stomach contracted unpleasantly but he forced away the sensation. 
He blinked as his eyes came into focus, taking in his immediate surrounds: his Lexus. Why on earth had he woken up in his car? He inhaled a deep, rallying breath but immediately regretted sucking in so much of his own stale air. Squinting into the darkness beyond the car, a wave of relief rushed through his body. He was in his own garage. But what had happened last night?
He’d had dinner with Bruce, Stanley and Russell, after which they’d gone on for more drinks at the kind of place gentlemen of his ilk liked to go. But surely he’d taken a taxi home? He frowned. Yes, because he hadn’t driven to work yesterday. So what was he doing sitting in his car now? He looked down as if there might be a clue on his body. In fact, there was. A dribble of something crusty on his shoulder. He aimed a sniff in its direction then recoiled. Yes, vomit. What this situation needed was some fresh air. He opened the car door and pushed it with his leg until it swung wide, then groaned. He ran a hand across his temple. He could summon a vague recollection of getting home but… then what? And he still couldn’t fathom why he was in his car. He looked around. The keys were in the ignition. God, he hadn’t been planning to drive somewhere had he? He shook his head, immediately wincing at the motion.
He fumbled in his pocket. Another ping of relief at the smooth metal oblong of his phone. He pulled it out to stare at the display for a moment—did he want to know what happened last night? Maybe it was better to leave sleeping dogs lie, so to speak. But then he sighed and scrolled down to Bruce’s name. Better to play it safe. Forewarned is forearmed.
“How’s the head?” Bruce answered the call. “Feeling a bit dusty myself.”
“Ha-ha, yeah. End of the night’s a bit fuzzy?” He hoped Bruce would take the hint and he did.
“Don’t worry. No dramas.”
“I guess I got into a cab?”
“Yeah?” Bruce’s confusion at the question was audible.
“Like I said, a bit fuzzy.”
Don frowned and massaged his right temple. He had to dial back these big sessions. Sixty was too old to be waking up with no memory of the end of the night. But that hadn’t happened in years. Decades. Was Bruce somehow messing with him? It certainly was within the realm of possibility. Bruce had a nasty streak, for sure.
“I guess when you gotta go, you gotta go,” Don added breezily.
Speaking of which, his bladder was beginning to complain.
“Talk to you later,” he added before disconnecting.
Feeling like he was full of poison and a million years old, Don heaved himself out of the car. He staggered a little, then hit the garage door opener. He blinked a couple of times, his eyes adjusting to the harsh morning light. There was a space where Natasha’s car usually sat. She’d already left. A flicker of hope ignited. Maybe his wife had no clue he’d had a stinker of a night and then passed out in his car. He’d on occasion slept in the spare room downstairs after coming home late. So as not to disturb her. Because he was a thoughtful husband. Yes, it was entirely possible. And with that, Don securely and irreversibly latched onto this kernel of unfounded optimism and went about addressing his hangover and getting on with his day.

      [image: image-placeholder]DS Roman Leconte took a seat in front of his home computer. After a rallying breath he opened his email account to check for the message he’d been waiting for. Immediately his shoulders dropped. Five new emails but not the one he wanted. The results had not yet come in. Was he relieved or frustrated? Both. This limbo was a kind of torture, but what if he got an answer that made life even more complicated?
He picked up his phone, trying to ignore the panicky buzz in his ears. He wanted to message Sophie. He should message her. Leo had told him they were back from their holiday. So why not? With another surge of nerves, he opened the messaging app and typed out, then deleted, then retyped a brief message.
Hi. Welcome back. Hope you had a good trip.
He eyed the message. Was the tone right? Was it enough? Was it too much?
“Damn,” he growled. He felt like a teenager, reaching out to the girl he liked, riding that agonising wave of hope and uncertainty. He set his shoulders, clenched his jaw, and pressed send. There. It had gone through. He watched the display for a moment. It had been delivered but Sophie didn’t appear to be online. He turned his phone face down as if this might shield him from whatever came next. Or dampen any future emotional blows. After ten minutes he checked again. It was still ‘unread’. Was she in the middle of something or had she seen his name pop up and decided not to open the message. Had she had enough of him and his definitely-over-the-weight-limit baggage?
He dropped his phone to the desk and leaned back in his chair. He reached both hands up, pressing the heels of his palms against his eyes. They couldn’t be finished before they’d even started, could they? But he couldn’t blame her. She’d been through the ringer over the past few months. She’d taken the painful step of telling him about Anya’s affair, and he’d said he needed to think and then walked away. It had been the right thing to do, given Anya’s pregnancy, but it can’t have been fun for Sophie. It wasn’t at all fun for him. None of the past few weeks had been.
And was he even ready for Sophie? Part of him pulsed yes with a raw urgency, worried he might miss out. But another part was still reeling, recoiling in pain. He and Anya had been drifting apart for years, but the dissolution of a marriage was no small thing. And to find out Anya had not only been unfaithful but she was pregnant with another man’s child. Maybe. Just as he’d started to get used to the idea of being a father.
In front of him his computer pinged with an email notification. His eyes immediately latched onto the message, his brain jumping to the unlikely scenario of Sophie deciding to email him using his work address instead of replying to his message. Of course she hadn’t. But, he sat up straighter, this email was related to Sophie, if only indirectly. It was about Terry Garnet’s death.
He and Sophie had first connected while looking into the possibly suspicious circumstances surrounding the death of Paige’s father. It was a closed, cold case—ruled accidental—but Roman had questions and Sophie had agreed to help. But then life had gotten complicated. Still, he’d kept his off-the-books investigation ticking away, following up minor leads and double-checking reports here and there.
Now, someone from the Te Awamutu Police Station had finally replied to his question. Yes, retired Detective Sergeant Connolly lived in the area. He wasn’t online but could be found at the pub at five o’clock every day, rain or shine, regular as clockwork.
Roman smiled and wrote down the name of the pub and the contact details of the officer who’d provided this information. He sent back a quick thank you and then closed his email. DS Connolly had led the (brief) investigation into Terry Garnet’s death. If anyone could provide insight into the case, it was him.
And Roman also had Terry’s colleague to talk to. They’d been playing phone tag—both obviously busy with more pressing (active) cases—but Roman would continue to try to set something up. Speaking of which, he picked up his phone, scrolled to the number and listened to it ring.
“Laurie Jefferies,” the man answered.
“Yes, DS Leconte, here. I contacted you a while back about the Terry Garnet cold case.”
“Yes, I remember. What’s up?”
“Can we meet?”
“About Terry?”
“Listen, I know it’s a cold case but, uh, his daughter needs some closure.”
“His daughter. Paige, right?”
“You know the family?”
“Spent one Christmas with them when I was going through my divorce.”
At this, something unpleasant lurched in Roman’s stomach but he pushed it away.
“Why is she looking now? Why wait five years?” Laurie continued.
“Not sure.” Roman felt a little bad he was using Paige’s name like this but he didn’t want to give the impression the case had been reopened officially by the police. All sorts of trouble could come with that. Reopening cases unnecessarily was generally frowned upon.
“I guess she’s curious,” he said. “She’s interested in the cases he was working on around the time of his death.”
“Because…?”
“Because,” Roman took a breath, “maybe he didn’t drown accidentally.”
“Shit, really?”
“Look, I think she just needs to run through her own pseudo-investigation, if you know what I mean. Just so she can move on.”
“Right.”
Laurie sounded unconvinced but Roman pressed on. “Can we meet in the next couple of days?”
“Sure. I can spare half an hour tomorrow if you can stand to watch me eat lunch at my desk.”
Roman chuckled. “I understand. I’ll come to your office at say, one?”
“See you then.”
Roman disconnected and checked his messages again.
No reply from Sophie. He sighed.
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Inside the meeting-slash-conference room at S & S Investigations, Paige, Sophie, and Leo took their coffees to their seats, ready to commence the  Current Clients Catchup meeting Paige had scheduled. After a two-week holiday, Paige and Sophie were back on deck and Leo, who’d been holding the fort while they were away, had been asked to give them an update.
“Care to explain yourself?” Paige said, pointing to Leo’s face.
She’d only managed to hold her tongue and reserve comment until now because she felt the situation on Leo’s face was worthy of being properly addressed once they were seated. It almost needed its own item on the meeting agenda.
“Huh?” Leo paused with his coffee cup halfway to his mouth.
“The thing on your face,” Paige said.
“Your moustache,” Sophie added, for clarity.
In the time that Paige and Sophie had been away, Leo had, rather inexplicably, grown a moustache. 
“Oh.” He returned his cup to the table and lifted his hand to stroke the edge of his newly acquired facial hair. A hint of colour climbed his cheeks. “What do you think?”
Sophie and Paige exchanged a look.
“Um—” Sophie began.
“You look like a weirdo,” Paige interrupted. “Why did you do it?”
“Ah. Just because. Why not?” Leo made a face. “You don’t like it? You think I look weird?”
“Yes.” Paige nodded firmly. “And I’m not sure I want you facing clients with that thing.”
“Come on, Paige,” Sophie said. “It doesn’t look that bad.”
“Is this some sort of cry for help?” Paige continued.
“Paige, stop it. You’re going to give him a complex.”
Leo turned stricken eyes from Paige to Sophie. “If we’re deciding between it making me look like a weirdo and being not-that bad, I think I have my answer.”
“If you like it, you should keep it,” Sophie said kindly.
Leo raised an uncertain hand to his face.
“Okay, whatever. Let’s move onto the update,” Paige said.
While Paige and Sophie were away, S & S Investigations had had two walk-in clients. Both of which Leo and Zelda had dealt with.
“You used the client engagement and invoice templates I sent you?” Paige asked.
Leo nodded.
“And they paid the fee?”
“It’s all in the file.” He gave them a pleased smile as he pushed it over. Paige, who’d come in during the weekend and had already been through it (thus rendering these questions a touch pointless), redirected the file towards Sophie.
“But you know all this,” Leo added to Paige. “We spoke on the phone most days you were gone.”
“I know,” Paige replied. “Just recapping.”
Sophie shot a look at Paige, who looked away.
During their holiday, while Sophie had enjoyed relaxed mornings and—where possible—afternoons with her book, Paige had kept one eye pretty much constantly on what was happening at S & S Investigations. For Paige, it hadn’t been so much a vacation as a stint of working shorter hours from a different location. But Paige was not naturally inclined towards any sort of relaxation, so this had been her version of a holiday.
“Zelda seems to be working out well?” Sophie said to Leo.
A smile immediately appeared on his face. “Yeah, great. She’s great.” He went to say something else but then seemed to catch himself and instead looked down to play with his pen.
“I’ve just asked her to do a few background check requests that came through from a client this morning,” Paige said.
Zelda Ko, after quite successfully inserting herself into the S & S Investigations team with a casual work contract, had ended up being a very useful associate. And while Paige couldn’t help but acknowledge that Zelda was a very promising young investigator, she felt her to be rather irksome as a person. She refused to accept that the reason for this was their similarities in personality—as Sophie had explained more than once—and preferred to just grizzle about it when given the chance.
“And in terms of the financials, all our clients are up to date with their invoices, so we don’t need to put the hard word on anyone,” Paige said.
“Yeah, I checked the account and our finances are looking very good. But has anything happened with that SOS Agency recently?” Sophie asked.
Paige shook her head. “They still haven’t replied to any of my messages.”
“I mean, I’m not surprised, they’re our competitors after all. They’re probably not interested in engaging in discussions with us.”
It was a few months ago now that Paige and Sophie had first been made aware of the presence of the SOS Agency, a rival investigations outfit in Auckland. After Paige and Sophie had solved the murder of Scott Radsworth during the Murder At The Reunion case, the SOS Agency had somehow been given credit for their work. The reporter who’d (erroneously) written the credit-shifting story, one Andrew Finch, would not reply to their request to explain himself. And despite repeated emails and phone calls, neither would the agency itself.
And that they had such a catchy name and tagline—SOS Agency: We Sort Out Solutions—bothered Paige no end.
“But maybe there’s more to it,” Paige mused.
“Do we even care? We’re doing well with our client list, and thanks to Zelda’s article and regular tweeting and posting, our exposure is pretty good now,” Sophie said.
“I’ve got an idea,” Leo said. “What if we use Zelda as a spy to get the inside info on the SOS Agency.”
“Ooh.” Paige sat up. “We could send her to them pretending to be a potential client, and then she can report back.”
Sophie nodded. “Not a bad idea, really.”
“Because even if we’re doing well, there’s something underhand about their whole operation.” Paige screwed up her nose. “I can just smell it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Professor Richard Thinton eyed the two men sitting in front of him. One was classically handsome—anyone could see—tall, with rather piercing eyes, a well-defined jawline, and a dash of the debonair about him. He looked like he could be a spy. A James Bond type, but old-school—Sean Connery. And it was this man’s good looks and air of mastery and intrigue that had given Richard the idea to set up a rival detective agency in the first place.
Richard’s gaze shifted to the man’s colleague, who hadn’t been graced with the same genetic brush. He had somewhat bulbous eyes that seemed to both stare and skitter at the same time and he wore an ill-fitting, rumpled shirt that possibly had an egg stain on the collar. Richard had the sneaking suspicion he’d let off not one but two rather noxious farts during the fairly brief time they’d been in his office.
“Now, Michael,” Richard began.
“Yes?” they both replied.
Richard took a controlled breath. He’d forgotten how annoying this was—that they were both named Michael. He hadn’t seen either of them for months and now that he had them in front of him, he could remember, rather vividly, why he’d kept their previous interactions brief and by phone. Gastric emissions aside, there was something rather irritating about the two of them.
“One of you needs a nickname.”
The two Michaels turned to look at each other.
“I suppose I can be Mike,” the gassy one said. He thumbed in the direction of his friend and colleague. “He doesn’t really look like a Mike, does he.”
The not-Mike in question, Michael Lindell, shifted in his chair, seeming uncomfortable. “Well,” he cleared his throat. “I suppose—”
“Fine. You’re Mike and you’re Michael,” Richard pointed at each of them in turn.
“So what’s the sitch, Rich?” Mike chuckled to himself.
Richard took another moment, pushing a weighty pause into the room to indicate his displeasure at this not very clever play on words, then continued.
“I’m still sorting out an investor for the SOS Agency, but in the meantime there’s no reason the two of you can’t rustle up some clients yourselves. Cold calling or networking or what have you. Whatever it takes.”
“Righto. Yes, I suppose we—” Michael began.
“But you said you would take care of all that,” Mike interrupted, his voice whiny. “That’s the whole reason we agreed to it.”
“I hardly think I promised I would find all your clients, but either way things change, don’t they.” Richard glared at Mike. Didn’t this man realise he was talking to a Professor? It was rather frustrating interacting with people outside the world of academia. People who didn’t really understand his ranking and standing in this, his scholastic kingdom.
“But—”
“Look, there simply isn’t any alternative. The world is in a shambles and if you want to do this you’re going to have to pull your finger out and do a bit of work. At least in the short term. We’re all in this together, aren’t we? Yes, the SOS Agency was my idea, but you two are the face of the operation. At least….” He let the rest of the comment drift away. He perhaps didn’t need to point out that if anyone was going to be the face of anything it should be Michael.
As Michael shifted in his chair, seeming uncomfortable with the general tone of the conversation, Mike leaned forwards. “But who’s going to pay us?”
Richard slowly picked up his cup and took a sip of coffee, stalling for time.
He hadn’t expected these men to be quite this entitled. Nor this lazy. When he first met Michael at a social gathering he’d been a bit blindsided by his handsomeness—Richard was comfortable enough in his own masculinity to admit this. He’d made the classic mistake of attributing positive personality traits and qualities to someone who was good-looking. He knew this phenomenon all too well—it even had a psychological term: The Halo Effect. And when he’d met the second Michael—Mike—he had taken Mike’s blunt manner and somewhat relaxed approach to personal hygiene to be an indicator of a gifted mind. This, Richard felt he could blame on the academic environment. Often it was the smelliest and most rumpled people who displayed the greatest brilliance. But, alas, no. Over the last six months, he’d come to the slow and somewhat annoying realisation that neither of these two Michaels were particularly clever, nor inclined towards hard work.
But here they were and he would make the best of it.
“Erm, Richard,” handsome Michael said into the silence. “How do we go about getting clients?”
“What did you two do for jobs before this?” Richard frowned. “I thought you worked in marketing.”
“Sales,” Mike replied, his eyes shifting away from Richard’s.
“My father’s car dealership. We were both on the sales team,” Michael said.
“This is a form of sales, isn’t it?”
Neither of them replied.
“And before that?” Richard said, moving his gaze from one to the other.
Michael cleared his throat. “Consultants. Investments.” He dipped his chin and flashed Richard a reassuring smile.
“Both of you?” Richard asked.
They nodded.
“One of your father’s companies?” he clarified.
“Yes,” Mike said. “We’ve been working together forever. Best mates since uni,” he added, completely missing the subtext of Richard’s questions.
Richard nodded slowly. Things were clicking into place. Both of them had only ever worked for Michael’s wealthy and well-connected father, it seemed. Now that he understood the situation a little better, he could picture precisely what their ‘working day’ entailed and what skills they had accumulated (or hadn’t, as the case may be) over the years.
What on earth had they talked about when he first met them at that party? They must have said something to make him think they could run a detective agency. That’s right, Michael had been talking about one of his favourite movies—Kiss Kiss Bang Bang—and then after a painfully lengthy description of one of the Batman movies (of its relevance Richard was still unclear), Mike had said he’d always wanted to be a private eye. Richard had latched onto this nugget, this seedling, and nurtured it into the establishment of SOS Agency. It now seemed a little ridiculous, but he’d started down this road and he would continue. Because he still believed he could use the SOS Agency to ruin that little upstart Paige Garnet’s own investigations agency. At the very least he could make things difficult for them.
“Look, I’m sure you’re both capable of figuring out how to get clients.” Richard thought for a moment. “But I’d recommend going to the Viaduct on Friday afternoon with all the other businesspeople in Auckland. Have a few drinks, chat to a few people, network, you know, and hand out your business cards. You’d be surprised how effective that can be.” Richard nodded at Michael, hoping he understood the assignment. After a Friday night stint handing out his phone number at the Viaduct, Michael would inevitably end up fielding a slew of calls from women who didn’t need his investigative services but perhaps wanted a different kind of service. But maybe some of them would hire the SOS Agency anyway.
“We can do that,” Michael said with a smile.
When Mike opened his mouth to say something, Richard quickly stood and reached out to shake their hands.
“Catch up in a couple of weeks, eh?” He shepherded them out the door. “You can find your way to the elevator bay?” he called out, not particularly interested in whether they could or not.
He stepped back into his office, about to close the door, then decided to leave it open. Mike had left one lingering fart as a parting gift.






  
  3


Kate Dash, halfway through chopping onions for the spaghetti bolognaise she’d been tasked with preparing, paused at the sight of her new stepmother Natasha. She was clad only in a micro-bikini and gracefully stepping out of the spa pool as if she was in a photo shoot. Kate watched as Natasha hesitated, seeming to consider her options. It was amazing her teeth weren’t chattering by now—it was the middle of winter. Then again, Natasha did hail from one of the colder parts of the world. The New Zealand winter had to be positively balmy compared to a Russian one. 
Natasha disappeared into the pool house for a moment then reappeared with a  towel in her hand and sashayed her way into the main house. Natasha had been the one to coax Kate’s father into buying this sprawling residence in Mission Bay, Kate knew. Just like she knew her father was supposed to be edging towards retirement, cutting back on work and debt and acquisitions, finally handing over the reins to his kingdom. To her brother, of course, not the eldest heir which was Kate herself. But that was what the Dash family was like. Always had been, always would be. Father knows best, even when he didn’t. Probably the reason their mother was currently sunning herself in Spain as far away from her ex-husband as she could.
“Have a nice spa?” Kate asked as Natasha entered the kitchen. This brand-spanking-new house boasted a pool as well as a spa. The pool would remain covered throughout winter, but the spa was getting used regularly, as far as Kate could tell. Every time she called her father he and Natasha seemed to be about to get in for a ‘soak’. And the way her father said the word—soak—made her wonder what else happened in that spa. Kate would not be doing any ‘soaking’ in there, that was for sure. Soaking up germs and human detritus, most likely. She shuddered.
Instead of answering Kate’s question, Natasha languidly inspected her nails. Kate felt irritation swirl around her shoulders. But she’d promised her father, and herself, that she’d make an effort, and she would. Because what else could she do? This woman was part of the family now.
“Natasha?”
Her new stepmother shrugged in response then waved her hand at Kate’s preparations. “Dinner?” she inquired coolly, her Russian accent making her sound vaguely disappointed. Or maybe it was nothing to do with the accent. Kate had only known Natasha for three months and they hadn’t yet warmed to each other despite being of the same generation.
Kate pushed away the scowl that was threatening to take over her face.
“Yes. This is dinner.”
Natasha stepped closer to inspect the food in front of Kate. She took this moment to open her towel under the guise of adjusting it but actually to show off her very flat stomach, Kate knew. Did Natasha think she was making her jealous? Her own stomach had never been that flat and never would be. Perhaps Natasha thought she was tempting Kate. As if  her washboard stomach made her irresistible. You aren’t! Kate wanted to (childishly) shout. Although she’d caught her brother Jack eyeing up Natasha more than once. Natasha had caught this too, no doubt.
Kate had noticed Natasha always wore something revealing whenever she and her brother visited. When they came for Sunday brunch she’d often be clothed in only a t-shirt and a pair of skimpy panties. “Sunday is day of rest,” Natasha had announced in response to Kate’s request that she put on some clothes. As if resting could only be achieved in not-quite-big-enough t-shirts and no bottoms. As if Natasha did anything remotely resembling work the rest of the week. Natasha also seemed to be constantly reaching up into kitchen cupboards during these get-togethers. Looking for seemingly non-existent tableware items (she always came back empty handed) for the sole purpose of showing off her pert derriere to whomever was trying to eat their breakfast in peace.
“You make pasta? Again?” Natasha said, gesturing towards the pot and raising one eyebrow.
Kate clenched her jaw, forced herself to release it again, then took a breath. “Dad, your husband, specifically asked for it.”
Natasha pursed her lips. “Salad.”
“What?”
“Salad. For me. You too, I think. Is best.” Natasha nodded encouragingly then turned to amble away in the direction of the bathroom.
Kate suppressed the urge to throw the knife at the back of Natasha’s caramel-blond-highlighted head. Or maybe the front. The pointy end. Instead, she gritted her teeth. “This isn’t the eighties,” she muttered. She didn’t even know what she meant, exactly, but it felt appropriate. Natasha was so, eighties, somehow. Maybe because being Russian had an eighties vibe? But also because she was always going on about diets and saying dated things like how important it was to look good for your man. It made Kate want to scream.
But her father loved this woman. Apparently. He’d met her on a business trip to London in January and brought her back to New Zealand at the start of March. He’d then married her very quickly in a secret ceremony. At least, he’d hidden it from his children, only his awful friend Bruce had been there to bear witness. Kate suspected her father had done it in secret because he thought they’d try to talk him out of it. Maybe so but she and her brother would have known, even as they tried, that it was futile. Because her father generally did whatever he wanted. Why should this be any different?
Don Dash knew what was what and liked to tell people this all the time. God help anyone who disagreed with him. He could be very generous with the people he loved, those in his inner circle. but if you didn’t share his beliefs… And if he hadn’t been her father, her flesh and blood, Kate suspected she might have hated him. But she’d grown up with his world view. It had been imprinted upon her, etched into her psyche for so many years, it was hard to detach oneself completely. And despite his conservative views, he’d accepted her marriage to Tina, and that was the main thing.
“Is she getting you rarked up again?” Tina appeared behind her, whispering in her ear.
“She told me I should eat salad for dinner.” Kate rolled her eyes.
“What a cow. You’re not going—”
“Of course not. If she’s so desperate for a salad she can make it herself.”
And so, she did. When the food was ready and Kate started setting the dishes on the table, Natasha, casting an unimpressed eye over the array in front of her, sauntered over to the fridge.
As everyone else—Don, Jack, Jack’s wife Madison and Kate and her wife Tina—took their seats, Natasha proudly deposited the bowl of lettuce, sliced tomato and diced capsicum in front of Don.
“What’s this rabbit food,” he bellowed predictably.
Natasha tittered. “Is good. For heart. Stay strong like ox.” She leaned over to squeeze Jack’s shoulder. “Stay young like son.”
Jack grinned. Madison gave him a look. Kate flicked her eyes to her father. He didn’t seem to notice or care that he was being compared, somewhat unfavourably, to a man nearly thirty years his junior. His own son, no less.
Instead, Don gave his new bride an indulgent smile. “I am. Healthy as an ox.” He pounded his chest. Kate threw her eyes upward. What a cliché.
“You try some,” Natasha said. “For me?”
“Fine, fine. Happy wife, happy life,” he said, winking at his children as if they were co-conspirators. Kate met Jack’s gaze and they shared an eye roll. This attitude was an almost comically opposite approach to his first marriage.
And so, dinner began, with everyone helping themselves to wine and spaghetti and to a lesser extent, Natasha’s green salad.
Just as Kate was wondering what conversation topic to broach, which would yield the fewest arguments, her father suddenly began spluttering and choking.
“Darling?” Natasha said, placing one hand on his forearm. “You want water?”
“What’s in this?” he gasped, pointing at the salad.
“Normal.”
His eyes were watering. He coughed. “Sesame seeds?” he choked out.
“Oh.” Natasha frowned. “Yes. Pumpkin, chia, and sesame seeds.”
“Allergic,” he spluttered.
Kate and Jack lurched up from their seats.
“You know that,” Kate hissed, casting an angry look in Natasha’s direction as she tried to loosen the buttons at the neck of his polo shirt.
“No, no,” Natasha said calmly. “I not know.”
“You did so! Dad told you. I was there,” Kate said, glaring at Natasha.
“Dad?” Jack said, grabbing his father’s shoulders.
In the next moment, Don slid off his chair and landed heavily on the floor.
“Call an ambulance,” Kate screeched.
Natasha picked up her phone from the table. “Is 9-9-9?”
“I’ll do it.” Kate pulled out her own phone and called the emergency services number in New Zealand, 1-1-1, then handed the phone to Tina, hovering nervously nearby. “Tell them it’s an allergic reaction.”
“Christ, he’s heavy. Help me get him into a recovery position,” Jack said, pulling at Don’s arm.
“Oh. His EpiPen,” Kate yelled. “There should be one in the kitchen drawer.” She leapt up and started yanking open drawer after drawer. “Where the hell is it?” She slammed shut the last drawer. “There’s another one in the bathroom,” she yelled at Natasha. Her wide eyes darted around the room.
“Go!” Kate yelled.
Natasha hurried away.
Kate ran back to kneel by her father. “See?” she hissed as they got him onto his side. “Do you believe me now?”






  
  4


Sophie clutched at the edge of her skirt. Why was she so nervous? It wasn’t as if she was about to give a presentation or go on a date—the two things that usually inspired her most gut-wrenching nervousness. 
She looked around the empty, white-walled room. She’d been buzzed up about five minutes ago and told that the hypnotherapist would be ready to see her in ten minutes. There wasn’t a receptionist, but there was a reception desk. Sophie wondered if this was one of those small practices that didn’t have an actual person working the front desk and the clinician had to do the administration and reception duties themselves. Was that a good or a bad thing? Big slick operations with all the bells and whistles didn’t necessarily mean better services or more quality products. And Sophie had done her due diligence on the hypnotherapy approach. Doctor Meadows had a PhD in psychology, was a Senior Professional Member of Hypnosis New Zealand, and had a number of good reviews. Sophie had even read a meta-analysis on the clinical benefits of hypnotherapy and all up it was like the placebo effect. If you believed in it, it could provide benefit. Plus, Doctor Meadows also used cognitive-behavioural and other psychological methods as needed, so Sophie felt reassured by the array of psychological tools at Doctor Meadows’ disposal.
Sophie was distracting herself with mindless chatter, she knew, because of her nerves. She lifted her arms away from her body, trying to get some fresh air circulating near her damp armpits. Really, her nervousness should be no surprise because she’d never done this before, and this happened any time she did something new. For a moment she wondered, like she had before, what it would be like to be the kind of person who entered new situations with optimism. The promise of something positive: something new and exciting. Like a golden retriever expecting to make friends with everyone they met during their morning walk. What would that be like? To not worry about all the awkward or negative things that could happen but to be excited to experience the unknown. To be excited about the possibility of having a fun time or meeting some cool new people. Wow, how different life would be.
Her phone buzzed and she grabbed at it eagerly. Another good distraction. She could have been playing on TikTok this whole time, of course, having been indoctrinated to the app during lockdown and as yet unable to wean herself off, but that wasn’t the right kind of anxiety interference, she knew. Because she wouldn’t concentrate on the videos, no matter how funny or cute they were. Her mind would drift back to the thing she was worrying about.
But someone messaging her to ask a question would work. So who was her saviour? She checked the display. Something unidentifiable rushed through her chest and shoulders, settling in her stomach.
Roman.
It was a message from Roman. Well, she’d asked for a distraction and the universe had provided. He’d messaged a couple of days ago saying welcome back and asking how she was, but all she’d sent was a noncommittal “Good thanks” in response. She knew it wasn’t enough but she didn’t have anything else in her. It was too hard to pretend things were normal when they had this huge thing hanging over their heads. Couldn’t he just tell her what the situation was so she didn’t have to think or worry about it incessantly?
This new message said. Everything okay?
Great question. She let out a breath and looked at the ceiling. She’d been riding the Roman rollercoaster virtually from the moment she met him. Was she ready to get off? On one hand she yearned to talk to him. She ached with it. While on holiday, for two whole weeks, she’d successfully (mostly) put him out of her mind, even relinquishing her phone to Paige to make sure she didn’t do anything she’d later regret. Paige had loved having this control, handing the phone back to Sophie for supervised usage or when Sophie’s mother or someone else on the ‘permitted people’ list contacted her.
But now they were back and she was in complete charge of her phone and her life; she had to act like a grown-up. But what did that mean? What should she do? More than talk to him, she was desperate to see him. To be near him. To have him put his arms around her and say everything was going to work out. But what if he was messaging to tell her, just FYI, that he and Anya had worked everything out and she wasn’t having an affair with that horrible Eric guy and the baby was Roman’s and they were going off into the sunset with their newly perfect family. That message-slash-conversation she could do without, thanks very much.
“Sophie?”
She looked up with a start. From out of nowhere, it seemed, a young woman had appeared and now stood in the doorway with an expectant smile. She’s too young to be a clinical practitioner, Sophie immediately thought. And too… colourful, with her crimson shirt and mustard trousers.
“Doctor Meadows?” She rose to stand, banishing her ungenerous thoughts. She knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of such assumptions and she would not inflict that kind of old-fashioned judgement on a fellow young female professional.
“You can call me Cassie. Would you like to come through?”
Sophie took one step and upended the chair next to her, having somehow managed to hook the strap of her bag around the chair leg. “Whoops,” she said, before the momentum of this motion propelled her forwards, causing her to stagger and crash into Cassie.
“Oof,” she cried, letting out a little squeal at the impact.
“Oh my god, I am so sorry.” Sophie felt heat rising in her cheeks. Her ever-present klutziness tended to get worse the more nervous she was. Far too often she felt she was something akin to an octopus, but one without any control of its numerous appendages.
“No problem,” Cassie said, managing a tight smile. “Let’s go through and get started.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Paige and Tim stood at opposite ends of the living room glaring at each other.
“Paige, we agreed to talk about this.”
“Yeah, but not today, not right this second.”
“Weren’t you supposed to be thinking about things and clearing your head while you were away?”
“No. I just needed to get away. A holiday. I haven’t had one in years.”
Tim let out a heavy breath. “What are we supposed to do? How are we going to get past this?”
Paige shrugged.
“Maybe we need to go to counselling.”
Paige narrowed her eyes. “Are you kidding?”
“Are you? You have a PhD in psychology.”
“So?”
“You don’t believe in talking to a trained counsellor about the stuff going on in your head and heart?”
“I’m a cognitive neuroscientist. What does that have to do with counselling?”
“I mean, don’t you believe in the benefit of consulting mental health professionals?”
“Mental health?”
“You know what I mean.”
Paige shrugged again.
Tim stared at her for a moment. “I cannot believe how immature you are being about this. All of this. Maybe you’re right. Maybe you
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