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Charlotte Babcock had moved house seven times in the past five years. For each move she’d secured the reluctant help of her family—their smiles and ‘no worries’ a little more forced each time—then loaded up the trailer with her piano, her exercycle, and her six-piece patio set. Why Charlotte felt it necessary to take this cumbersome furniture to each change in address—she did not use any of it enough to warrant this loyalty—she could not properly explain nor defend. And this, the discrepancy between her relatively nomadic existence and her unwieldly personal belongings, had been the topic of conversation for most of the family dinner last night, much to the mirth of everyone except Charlotte. Since the occasion for which they’d gathered was Charlotte’s twenty-sixth birthday, she felt a little miffed at the roasting she’d received. Made worse, perhaps, by an awareness of the reason for her higher-than-average number of past addresses: her personality. 
“Sulking?” Estelle said into the silence.
Charlotte turned to eye her grandmother warily. It was almost as if she’d been listening to Charlotte’s thoughts.
“You can put away that sourpuss face,” Estelle said. “If you don’t like being beaten at gin rummy, then you should get better at it.” Estelle chuckled to herself.
“Oh.” Charlotte looked down at the cards on the table. Only moments before, Estelle had triumphantly spread out her winning hand. “No, it’s not that.” She absentmindedly started shuffling. “Another game?”
“Don’t you have plans for this evening?” Estelle asked. “Shouldn’t you be off with people your own age? It’s Thursday night.”
“So?”
“Don’t young people—”
“It’s cheaper if I stay in. I’ll never manage a trip to Europe if I don’t save for the rest of the year.”
“But that’s why I gave you money for your birthday. So you could enjoy London without scrimping and saving. It’s such an amazing place. I was about your age when I lived there… wonderful.”
But that was a million years ago, Charlotte thought, a little uncharitably. She did want to see the sights, of course she did, but modern-day London had to be considerably different to her grandmother’s ‘Swinging Sixties’ experience of the city.
“Thanks again. For the money.” Charlotte paused her card shuffling to lean forward and pluck the last cracker from the plate. She scooped up some hummus and popped it into her mouth whole.
“Careful, you’ll choke,” Estelle warned.
Charlotte pushed over the cards. “Your deal,” she said through her mouthful. She picked up the empty plate and the half-full tub of hummus and walked them back to the kitchen. As she loaded the plate into the dishwasher, Charlotte found herself musing over Estelle’s question. Should she be getting ready to go out right now? Should she be concerned that even if she wanted to socialise, apart from a couple of distant school friends and a few university colleagues, she didn’t have anyone she could call?
She picked up the kettle and started filling it with water as her mind sidestepped once again to last night. She replayed part of the conversation, enjoying the resurgence of irritation it brought.
“Why do you even have a piano?” Her older brother Mark had asked, much like he had two years ago as he’d moved the heavy instrument from the trailer to Estelle’s living room.
“I just do,” she’d replied. “I bought it in my last year of Uni, and now I have it. That’s what happens when you buy things,” she’d added, a dig at Mark who preferred not to open his wallet if he could help it.
“But how often do you play?” Mark had gestured at the offending instrument, sitting innocently in the corner of the room.
“What do you care?”
Mark had shrugged. “Whatever. You’ve stayed in one place for nearly two years now, so cheers to that. My back thanks you.”
“Do you like living here?” Mark’s wife Sarah had then whispered, wrinkling her nose at the same time. “Grey Lynn is a great location, but… just you and Estelle?”
And this was the bit Charlotte found annoying. No one could seem to fathom why she, a twenty-something, would choose to live with her eighty-seven-year-old grandmother in her large but old-fashioned Grey Lynn villa. But the reason was blindingly obvious: because she didn’t have to pay rent. The rest of her family had obviously forgotten what it was like to be a student with almost no income. Perhaps even more annoying was how everyone seemed to have also forgotten that Estelle had broken her hip two years ago. She’d needed someone to look after her and everyone else had been suddenly overwhelmed with their own commitments. It had been Charlotte who stepped up to take on the role. And what better way than to move in and be right there on site to look after her. But when Charlotte reminded them of this, they seemed to either ignore her or change the subject.
As Charlotte switched on the electric jug, she stepped closer to the kitchen door to call out, “Cup of tea?”
There was no reply.
“Estelle?”
Charlotte frowned, straining her ears for her grandmother’s response.
“Estelle!” she called out one more time.
Instead of a reply came an ominous thump.

      [image: image-placeholder]CHARLOTTE AND HER mother Karlene both stood as the doctor returned to the living room. As soon as Charlotte had found Estelle collapsed on the floor, awake but seeming woozy, she’d called Estelle’s doctor and then her mother. Dr Quinn, who lived in the same neighbourhood, had appeared promptly if not entirely happily.
“Well?” Karlene said.
“She’s fine. Resting now. A dizzy spell and some nausea.”
“What’s wrong with her?” Karlene asked. “Is it serious?”
“I’m not sure yet. Are you aware this is not an isolated incident?” The doctor’s gaze moved over to rest on Charlotte.
“What?” Karlene gasped. “Charlotte, you didn’t say. How long—”
“Karlene,” Charlotte shushed her mother. “You don’t need to worry.”
The doctor frowned. Charlotte caught the look but wasn’t sure whether it was due to the shushing or because she’d called her mother ‘Karlene’. But she’d always done so. At least, as long as she could remember. She didn’t even know why; it was just the way things were. 
“I’ll have her come in and run some tests but it’s probably nothing to worry about. Her blood pressure is low.” The doctor started to move towards the door.
“Thank you so much, Dr Quinn,” Karlene said, hurrying after her. “So it’s nothing serious?” she asked again as the doctor paused at the door. Charlotte hovered just inside, watching.
“She’s coming up to ninety years old.”
“Well, I know that.” Karlene smiled. “But—”
“I’ll schedule her for a full medical as soon as we can fit her in.”
“Fabulous,” Karlene replied, her voice climbing to an unnatural pitch.
“Next week, most likely.” Dr Quinn nodded brusquely. Her nut-brown hair was cut in a sensible bob that didn’t seem to move with her head. Charlotte found herself wondering whether she used hairspray or her hair was just like that. Charlotte’s own hair, a sort of muddy blond colour, tended to drift around her head uncertainly, as if it had a mind of its own but this mind wasn’t quite made up.
“And thank you so much for the house call, I know they aren’t really done these days.”
“Sometimes they’re necessary.” The doctor gave Karlene a tight smile. “But I am just down the road,” she added, unconvincingly.
“And you’ll send us the bill, of course,” Karlene said, even less convincingly.
Finally, Karlene shut the door and, after taking a moment to breathe a sigh of relief, turned to glare at Charlotte.
“This has been happening with some frequency?”
“That’s a bit of an exaggeration. Just a few tummy upsets here and there.”
“Enough to call the doctor?”
“Last time, you were away.”
“You didn’t tell me,” Karlene scolded.
“She said not to, okay? She didn’t want you to fuss.”
“Fine, but there’s making an unnecessary fuss and then there’s real health concerns,” Karlene said. “We have to keep an eye on this. Charlotte, you must call me the moment she has another turn or complains about feeling unwell. She might have to move in with me.” Karlene lifted her chin but grimaced, her martyrish words somewhat ruined by her expression.
“What difference would living with you make?” Charlotte rolled her eyes and turned to walk down the hall. “I’m going to go check on her,” she called over her shoulder.
Estelle lay on her bed with her eyeglasses on and her daily planner resting on her knees. She appeared to be going through her schedule. When she saw Charlotte approaching the bed, she pursed her lips. “I’m fine,” she said tetchily, but not outright angrily.
“Do you want anything? I was going to have some non-dairy ice-cream.”
She threw her eyes skyward. “All that sugar? I’ll be up all night.”
“Just thought I’d ask.”
For a moment they were both silent, Estelle seeming to be absorbed in her planner.
“Since you’re looking at your schedule, Julian and I are off to the vegan food and lifestyle fair this weekend. I won’t be back until Monday.”
Charlotte’s uncle Julian was the only other non-meat eater in a family quite dedicated to meat, and they’d gone to several vegan and vegetarian food events together.
“Do you remember?”
“Of course I remember. It’s right here in the calendar and I’m not an imbecile.”
“Right.”
Estelle’s mood generally existed on a continuum from somewhat content to downright hostile so Charlotte didn’t let this brusqueness bother her.
“Why don’t I pop in Saturday afternoon,” Karlene said loudly, now standing in the doorway.
“You’re assuming I have no plans, are you?” Estelle said.
Karlene frowned. “I thought—”
“Oh for heaven’s sake. You’re always fussing about. A visit isn’t necessary. Tell Dustin as well, please. I don’t expect either of you to “pop in” on your “elderly” mother this weekend.”
Charlotte suppressed her smile. Estelle loved using air quotes and did so whenever possible, even if not always appropriately.
“If that’s what you want,” Karlene said, still seeming uncertain.
Estelle made a shooing gesture. “I’m going to retire for the evening. You can go.”
“Er, right then,” Karlene said. “See you both later.”
Charlotte watched her mother retreat from the room, then turned back to Estelle. Her hands had dropped to her lap and her eyes blinked slowly. It seemed as if only her crotchety mood was keeping her awake.
“You’ve got to stop summoning the doctor every time I feel a bit faint.”
Charlotte pursed her lips. “But I worry. And it’s only been three times. Thrice.” 
“I’m changing the locks next week. I’m sick of everyone coming and going as they please.” Estelle said, her voice slowing as her lids closed once again.
Charlotte kept watching until Estelle nodded off, then slipped her eyeglasses off her face and placed them, as well as her planner, on her nightstand. She crossed the room and paused at the door to turn out the light. It was only when she stepped out to the hall that she realised her mother was virtually crouched outside the door, eavesdropping.
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing.” Karlene turned away. “Nothing.”
Charlotte glanced back at her grandmother then returned her gaze to Karlene, now hurrying down the hall. She rolled her eyes. If Charlotte was a bit of a ‘weirdo’, it was no mystery why.
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Friday afternoon, in the main office of S & S Investigations, Paige leaned back in her chair to let it swivel in lazy circles. “You know what I was thinking?” she said, setting down her mug of coffee. Sophie turned in her own chair and waited for Paige to voice her thoughts. With Paige, it could be anything. 
Paige and Sophie were taking a break from paperwork to have a cuppa and a muffin from the Thank You basket they’d received from a grateful client. S & S Investigations was finally in the black; finally in the delightful situation of having several clients on the books and a healthy sum in the bank. Their first nine months of operation had been a little rocky, with the near constant threat of running out of money, but after their most recent case and a little good publicity, they’d had a decent stream of actual paying clients.
“We should get Walkie-Talkies,” Paige said. She straightened to eye Sophie, trying to gauge her reaction. “For like, close-range operations.”
Sophie met her gaze. “OMG yesssss,” she said, a grin spreading across her face. “I love Walkie-Talkies. It was one of the reasons I wanted a sister or brother as a kid. So we could play on them.”
“Done,” Paige said happily, leaning forward to open a browser on her laptop.
“How much are they, though?” Sophie added quickly. “Tell me before you buy them.”
“Soph, relax. We for once have money in the bank.”
“I know, but that doesn’t mean we should spend it on expensive, indulgent gadgets for which we probably have little use day-to-day.”
“That’s boring,” Paige said.
“Boring but fiscally responsible,” Sophie replied. “Someone has to be,” she added under her breath.
“Pardon?”
“Nothing.”
Sophie continued to sip her peppermint tea as she went back to the invoice for the spousal cheating case they’d recently finished. These kinds of jobs were turning out to be the bread and butter of their agency, but they’d agreed to limit how many of them they actually took on, because it was a bit of a bummer to be so intimately involved in crumbling relationships. Watching them sink or burn or self-destruct was both depressing and horribly intimate.
From the street outside came a sudden loud clattering bang, the sound of metal dropped on concrete. Sophie jumped, nearly spilling her tea.
“Are you okay?” Paige said, eyeing her warily.
Sophie blinked slowly and took a deep breath. “Yeah. I guess. I’m still jumpy.” She gave Paige a small smile. “Obviously.”
Now mid-March, it had been weeks since her nasty incident with Josh, and Sophie was finally getting into a pattern of restful sleep. But she could still suddenly be gripped by panic; a terrifying and irrational certainty that something bad was going to happen.
“Maybe you should see someone?”
“Yeah, I might,” Sophie said noncommittally. She knew all too well the benefits of using psychological techniques to cope with trauma, or even just to deal with day-to-day anxiety. But it was one thing to know something and another to take action. Because Sophie felt as if properly talking about it might open up the wounds that were only just beginning to heal.
“And what about….” Paige trailed off and eyed Sophie.
“No, Roman hasn’t replied to my message,” Sophie said, her mouth turning down.
She and DS Roman Leconte had finally, finally, after months of pining and yearning, shared a kiss. They’d spoken the day afterward and exchanged several texts in the following week, but her most recent messages had not been returned.
“You should ring him.”
“An actual phone call?” Sophie’s eyes widened.
“Yes. Suck it up, Sophie. It’s important. Isn’t it?”
“It is.”
From the moment they met, Sophie had held a torch for Roman—a full blown flame—and he for her. But because he was married, they’d both tried their best to stay away from each other. After the shocking events of a few weeks ago, however, they’d both realised that life was simply too short. And with Roman’s wife Anya having recently all but told him their marriage was over, Roman had finally given in to the moment and kissed Sophie.
It had been epic.
Sophie had thought they both felt the same. But if so, what was with the current radio silence? As a literal expert in human behaviour, Sophie found it hard to believe she was wrong about Roman’s feelings. Then again, if she was going to get something wrong, it would be in this department. When her heart, and other body parts, got involved, her analytical skills went a little haywire.
Roman had to sort things out with Anya before they could be together, but what if that wasn’t going as planned? Or what if he’d changed his mind? Her stomach churned.
“Just do it. Don’t think and fret and worry about it for ages. Call him. Right now. Do it.” Paige nodded.
Sophie bit her lip, then picked up her phone. Her body awash with nerves, she scrolled to his number. Instead of ringing, it immediately disconnected.
She looked at the display, then at Paige. “That’s weird.”

      [image: image-placeholder]REBECCA RAWLEY STOOD at the door of the bathroom and tried not to groan at the sound of her husband Anthony singing in the shower. He was kind of a dork, she smiled to herself, but a cute one.
“I’m heading out,” she called, stepping away to check her outfit once again in the full-length bedroom mirror. Different earrings, she decided, walking over to her dressing table. It was only an after-dinner glass of wine with Hilary, but she still wanted to look nice.
“How about round two when you get home,” Anthony called out.
“What a performer,” she replied teasingly, smiling as she returned to the bathroom.
Anthony wiped away the condensation on the shower door and grinned at her through the glass. “Might as well make the most of you ovulating.”
“We’ll see.” She laughed.
Rebecca was thrilled Anthony seemed to finally be properly on board with trying for kids. Six months ago it had been a different story, with him refusing to even discuss it properly. Then out of nowhere he’d done an about-face and changed his mind, seeming to suddenly decide it was time to be a grown-up. His younger brother getting married and already talking children was likely to be a big part of it, Rebecca mused as she pulled the front door shut behind her.
She left their home in New Windsor and drove down New North Road until she reached the small suburb of Morningside. She found a park and walked down to the relatively new Morningside Precinct, a collection of eateries and one modern bistro-style pub. One of the reasons she’d agreed to this last minute, Friday night drink with Hilary when she’d seen her only a few days ago at Pilates was because she wanted to check out this new area.
She texted Hilary to say she’d arrived, then strolled up and down the small arcade eying up the food on offer until she received a reply.
Got a seat at Morningside Tavern.
As soon as she entered the bar, she heard her name. “Rebecca! Hi. Over here.”
She turned to see Hilary sitting at an outside table, waving enthusiastically.
As Rebecca sat down a waiter came by and they each ordered a glass of wine.
“If you’re trying to get pregnant, should you be drinking?” Hilary said once the waiter had gone.
Rebecca rolled her eyes. “It’s only a glass of wine and I’m not pregnant yet.”
“Yes, but—”
“Please. I’m capable of making my own decisions about my body.”
Hilary drew back, seeming offended.
“How are things going with Eric?” Rebecca adopted a sympathetic tone as she changed the subject.
Hilary’s eyes instantly filled with tears. “Not great. But thanks for asking.”
As she launched into the same spiel she had on Monday, Rebecca tried to seem compassionate and interested. But it was difficult because she’d heard it all before, more than once. Hilary suspected her husband Eric was cheating on her. Again. But Hilary hadn’t learned her lesson the first two times so Rebecca doubted the message would ever get through. These agony aunt type catchups were getting harder to endure. And why bother giving advice to someone who doesn’t take it and then goes off and makes the same mistake again?
But perhaps it was Rebecca’s own indiscretion that made her want to switch off. Maybe Hilary’s problems with the unfaithful Eric made Rebecca feel guilty? Guiltier? Or was she overly sensitive because of the weird Facebook message she’d received today. All it said was, “What have you been up to?”. But because it had been sent from an unfamiliar account, it felt somehow ominous. Social media spamming and scamming was all too common, of course, but it was the third one she’d received. The first had been at the start of the year and the second about a month back. She’d ignored them both, but they now picked at her. Because what if they were from him. But why? What would be the point? To open a line of communication?
With a start, she realised Hilary had finished both her story and her wine.
“Hmm,” Rebecca murmured vaguely. “Shall we get going then?” She stood up and looped her bag over her shoulder.
“Oh, yes, I suppose so.” Hilary seemed disappointed. “We can have a proper catchup next weekend. We’ve booked in dinner on Saturday, remember?”
“Right, yes.” She forced a smile. That should be fun, Rebecca thought sarcastically. An entire evening with a couple whose marriage was on the rocks and who weren’t particularly good company at the best of times.
By the time she got home, less than fifteen minutes later, she had a message from Hilary asking if she was okay; that she’d seemed distracted. Rebecca sighed then threw her phone into her bag without replying. She didn’t have the energy to get into a back-and-forth with Hilary, who, as well-meaning as she was, tended to go on a bit.
Rebecca slept badly that night, tossing and turning, plagued by semi-conscious reminders of her indiscretion. In the morning, she stayed in bed while Anthony got ready and left for work, allowing herself to doze off once again. When she finally threw off the covers and got up, it was past nine o’clock and she felt guilty as well as tired and heavy. A double-shot espresso from the place on the corner should do the trick, she decided, throwing on clothes that were acceptable for a foray into public and grabbing her wallet and keys.
She saw it as soon as she opened the front door.
A smallish box, a parcel, sitting on the doormat. This hadn’t been here last night. She would have had to step over it to get to the front door. She picked it up. It was addressed to her and had no courier label. This had been hand-delivered. She swallowed. The parcel was light. Too light, it seemed. But what was she thinking… that it might contain anthrax? Like that slew of postal poisoning attempts from years ago? She shook her head. Ridiculous. This was New Zealand. How would someone even get their hands on anthrax these days? She pressed her lips together and opened the flaps of the box. She stared inside, trying to process the contents, feeling both numb and detached as well as on the brink of hysteria.
It was now clear.
The Facebook messages were not random, nor a mistake.
They were threats.
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Leo eyed Emmitt, purring happily as he sat on the kitchen counter in blatant disregard of the rules. 
“Dude,” Leo began, but before he could scold Emmitt, a flash of motion in his peripheral vision caught his attention. His mother was at the washing line in the space between his unit and the main house where his parents lived. For a moment he waited in case his mother turned to wave at him, but she didn’t. All her attention seemed fixed on the business of the laundry. He watched for another moment, frowning. Leo appreciated the space his parents gave him—and of course the much-cheaper-than-market-rates amount they charged him for this Mt Eden studio unit—but every time he was reminded of his living situation it made him feel a bit crappy. He’d only recently turned twenty-five and the Auckland property market was sufficiently ridiculous to make living with one’s parents a reality for many young (and not-so-young) Kiwis, but he still felt he was somehow failing.
He turned back to Emmitt. “Dude, you’re not supposed to be up there. You know that.”
Emmitt raised his head, fixed his green eyes on Leo to meow once, then went back to his elaborate grooming. Emmitt could definitely try being a bit more sympathetic, Leo thought grumpily, letting out a louder sigh.
Once again, here he was, recovering from heartbreak—this time it was from Jane/Katrina/Emily, courtesy of a recent case he’d been involved in—with his only company a disinterested cat. But if what he wanted was unconditional devotion, he should have gotten a dog. Leo was a cat person and that was that. And when Emmitt did come over for cuddles or head scratches, it made it all the more worthwhile.
His phone beeped and he clutched at it. He had a message. No, make that two messages. He smiled. The earlier one must have come through while he was in the shower. The first message was a little surprising: the sender was Zelda Ko. She wanted to know if he was free to “get lunch or whatever”. He’d only met her a short time ago, brought into contact via his work with S & S Investigations, and he barely knew her. For a moment he felt something twinge in his heart region but then checked himself. No, he couldn’t keep doing this to himself. Her vibe was totally platonic. He had to stop catching feelings from any woman who showed the slightest interest in him. Or even just existed in the same vicinity.
He sent Zelda a quick reply—sure, where and when? —then moved on to the second message. It was from Yvette Collier, a woman who ran a male escort agency. Several months ago, during The Murder at The Reunion case and while still reeling from his breakup with Alice Garnet—Leo had rather shockingly embarked on a romance with none other than Paige’s mother. It hadn’t ended well, but since then Leo had learned that men could be paid to take ladies on dates, and that there was a market for lads like him who enjoyed the company of older women. Riding a burst of confidence, Leo had contacted Yvette’s escort agency and had made several strides toward becoming a paid escort. Not the sort who provided extra services, just the type who literally accompanied women to dinner or events as needed. But he’d taken a step back from this for the case of The Lost Girl of 1997—the Jane/Katrina/Emily situation. When she’d come along, he’d fallen quick and he’d fallen hard. For a woman who didn’t know her own name.
But why not get back to it now, Leo thought, staring at the message from Yvette. He still worked for S & S Investigations of course, doing ongoing and low-effort work like background checks, but they didn’t have a big case on at the moment. And he sure didn’t have a lady friend to interfere with him going on paid dates. He went to return Yvette’s message—she was not the kind of woman to leave on ‘read’—then stopped. Was he ready? Had he achieved the body goals he’d set himself? He went over to his full-length mirror. He sucked in his stomach and lifted his t-shirt to check out his washboard situation. He’d never had visible abs, until recently living his life with an extra layer or two, but he was now closer than he’d ever been—he thought he could see a washboard appearing. All he needed was a bit more time.
He messaged Yvette and said he’d be back in town in two weeks and they could catch up then—being elusive and seeming busy couldn’t hurt—then dropped straight to the floor and started doing spiderman mountain climbers. Abs are created in the kitchen—he knew from the considerable amount of research he’d conducted into diet and fitness and weight loss—but working out never hurt.

      [image: image-placeholder]PROFESSOR RICHARD THINTON, having finished his working week on Thursday and deciding on this fine Saturday morning that he’d head out to his bach in Whangamata—he’d take Monday and Tuesday off and make a proper weekend of it—stopped packing to answer a call.
“Mike, hello, how are you? What? Oh. Okay, Michael. Fine.” Richard rolled his eyes. “Listen, I can’t talk now, I’m walking out the door. But let’s get together next week. I’ve got a couple of investors lined up to inject some cash into the SOS Agency. Get some money spent on advertising and knock your competition out of the water.” He nodded, the smile on his face growing at the thought of grinding S & S Investigations into the ground.
“Great, so next week,” he said loudly, interrupting whatever Michael was going on about. He hadn’t been listening. They could talk about it next week. “Mike, I gotta go.” He disconnected the call and stared off into the distance.
The creation of this rival investigation agency—SOS—had been an almost serendipitous occurrence, but one Richard was determined to make the most of. He’d show that little upstart he used to call his student, his protégé, even—Paige—what was what. And her partner Sophie, the woman who’d had the audacity to turn down the opportunity of working with him not to mention his numerous subtle advances! Their ingratitude was outrageous. And once Paige and Sophie learned how the world really worked, they’d obviously come crawling back asking for his help.
He smiled.

      [image: image-placeholder]PAIGE GRITTED HER teeth. “Mum, you’re not listening.”
She was trying not to sound like a thirteen-year-old, but it was difficult. There was something about spending time with her mother that instantly made her feel adolescent. Would this forever be the case? It hadn’t always been like this, but that was probably because her dad used to be around to act as a buffer. He had been the charming, funny cushion between the two hard edges of Paige and her mother: a happy and functional family sandwich. He could make them laugh when both her and her mother’s instinct was to fight. Since he’d died five years ago, Paige and her mother’s relationship had become somewhat problematic. Because even if you set aside the buffering aspect of Terry Garnet, there was a part of Paige that blamed her mother for allowing her father to die. It was completely and utterly illogical, given he’d gone on a fishing trip and the Whangarei tides were obviously outside her mother’s control, but it was how Paige felt. Deep down. Hidden inside a part of her that she could barely bring herself to access, let alone delve into.
“I read an article this morning that said—”
“Mum!” Paige clapped her hands in a final, desperate attempt to break into her mother’s monologue. “I. Do. Not. Need. A. Fertility. Test.”
“But—”
“I’m only thirty years old. I’m a baby myself.”
Alice rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath.
“Pardon?” Paige said. Her mother did not repeat herself. “Come on, Mum. It’s not like you to hold back your opinion.”
Alice lifted her chin. “How much money did you earn last year?”
Paige drew back, her eyes wide. “Excuse me? How much money did you earn last year?” She craned her head forward and made a show of cupping her hand around her ear. “What’s that? Lived off your parent’s wealth, then your husband’s income, and then his life insurance money, did you say?”
Alice’s eyes went wide with shock.
Paige, a little shocked herself, swallowed. “Um....”
They stared at each other.
“I’ve got to go,” Paige said. “I’m supposed to meet Tim for lunch. He’s waiting for me.”
“Yes, but for how long?” Alice said quietly, just loud enough for Paige to hear as she hurried from the room.

      [image: image-placeholder]SOPHIE STARED AT the bright red blood running down her wrist.
She’d been chopping vegetables, her head completely full of thoughts of Roman, and she’d almost chopped off the tip of her finger.
After a moment of paralysis she lurched toward the kitchen sink and let the blood drip into the basin. She turned on the tap and cast wild eyes around the immediate vicinity for something to help stop the bleeding. Her eyes dropped to the sink again, her chest getting tight when she saw how much blood there was. Her finger throbbed, demanding attention. Panic rising, she grabbed the closest tea towel and clamped it over her finger. Her head swam as a jittery, trembling feeling coursed through her body. She closed her eyes, trying to force a feeling of calm. Was this from blood loss or anxiety? She applied more pressure to her finger and held it up to eye level, then opened her eyes to cautiously check how blood-soaked the tea towel was. Okay, not so bad. It seemed as if the bleeding was slowing. Still, she felt dizzy and sick. Clutching the material to her finger, she staggered over to the living room sofa. For perhaps the first time in her life she wished her mostly insufferable flatmate Victoria was home. At least then someone would call the ambulance if she passed out.
She took slow breaths, aware she was at risk of descending into a full-blown panic attack, just as she was aware that understanding the nuts and bolts of these types of events didn’t necessarily prevent them from happening, unfortunately.
Maybe she should call Paige?
But Paige wasn’t great with anxiety. She knew Sophie suffered from it, and she’d learned about it through her psychology studies, but Paige, not being anxious at all, didn’t actually get it. Until you experienced proper anxiety, how could you? It sounded a little bonkers and it was hard to explain how both nebulous and insidious it could be. The strange experience of being completely fine until suddenly you weren’t. Of being gripped by the intensely unpleasant and deeply irrational fear that something terrible was going to happen. And to make it worse, your body would support these irrational notions by generating alarming symptoms, like being dizzy or having a tight chest; being short of breath, feeling nauseated and sick.
I am not going to bleed to death in my living room, Sophie told herself. I do not have a gunshot wound, I have a relatively small cut and it has already stopped bleeding, she further reassured herself.
She closed her eyes again and focused on breathing slowly and deeply through her nose. She pushed out her lower belly with each inhale—using the upper diaphragm only made it worse—and after a couple of minutes she felt calmer. She sighed and checked her finger. She was going to be okay.
Roman.
She wanted Roman. Here. Now the crisis was over, he was all she could think about. She wanted him to be physically next to her so much it ached. Maybe she didn’t have any right to expect this, nevertheless she did. Why wasn’t he here? Why weren’t they cooking dinner together right now? She’d thought that after their kiss they’d be together. He’d said he and Anya were virtually over. So what had happened?
She had to try and call him again. This was too important. They, the possibility of them, was too humongous to deny. She picked up her phone and scrolled to his number. She took a breath and summoned the confidence to call. It disconnected immediately. Frowning, she composed a text.
Is something wrong? Please call me back. Soph. X

      [image: image-placeholder]ROMAN STARED AT his phone, willing it to ring. He was going out of his mind not talking to Sophie. Why wasn’t she answering her phone or his messages? Had she changed her mind about him? The thought was paralyzing. He’d thought Sophie understood he had to properly end his marriage before they could be together, but maybe she didn’t? Or maybe she’d decided he wasn’t worth all this hassle? Fear gripped his chest, a fist around his heart.
“Hey.”
Roman looked up to see his wife Anya at the
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