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Virginia DeRosso waited until the coast was clear, then slipped out of Styled magazine, past the unmanned reception desk and down the corridor towards the office marked Arial Special Projects, a white tote bag wedged under one arm.

The office was empty, of course it was empty, and she was glad. She was on a mission and she needed complete privacy, or the whole thing would fall apart. And she couldn’t have that. So much time and effort had been put in. It had to work.

But first!

Stepping inside and towards the shemozzle her colleague called a desk, Ginny’s eyes rolled upwards, not surprised. The woman was a pig, no doubt about it. Still, it would work in her favour, provide some camouflage. 

Make the game a little tougher.

Sniggering, she carefully nudged a few things to the side, pushing the keyboard closer to the desktop and the Manila folders slightly to the right, then she glanced back towards the door before reaching into her tote.

Slowly, carefully, she pulled each item out and placed them strategically amongst the clutter, making a few changes, rearranging a few things, getting it just right.

Then she stood back and admired her work, her kohl-lined eyes twinkling, her gaze dancing across the desk:

The small thesaurus.

The wad of cash.

The statement T-shirt.

And The Mysterious Affair at Styles.

Manicured fingers to her glossy lips, she smothered a smile. That was the piece de resistance, the Agatha Christie book, and she couldn’t be more delighted! She’d really nailed the brief there. Could not believe she’d found it! It was like the icing on the cake, the olive in the martini, the bait that would get the amateur detective hooked. 

Not that there was anything amateur about Alicia Finlay, founder of the Murder Mystery Book Club, of course. That girl could solve a murder in her sleep. In fact, she had, only recently, while on a luxury train across the Nullarbor Plain...

Still. Ginny did wonder whether she ought to leave a note, give her a few more clues. Then she shook her head. Where was the fun in that? Wouldn’t want to make it too easy.

Or too obvious, she thought now, sneaking another furtive glance towards the door.

This was supposed to be a secret after all. Wasn’t keen to ruffle any feathers, and there were plenty of them to ruffle. Jesus, half the company behaved like peacocks, the other half like chickens! Well, not her. Not anymore.

It was time to get the truth out. 

Enough with all the lies!

Smile slipping like her crimson bra strap, she wondered briefly if she was overstepping. Poking the peacock, so to speak? Then she shook her honey-highlighted locks and scoffed at herself for being so dramatic.

“Chill, babes,” she told herself. “This is a harmless little mystery.” 

Not life-and-death stuff! 

And that’s what she believed—truly, deeply believed—as she hoicked her strap back into place, slung the tote across her shoulder again and slipped out and into the elevator, down to the ground floor. There she noticed the winter rain was still bucketing down, so she pulled out her coat and slipped into it, then out onto the street, then strode swiftly towards Town Hall station, heading for home.

Except she wasn’t going home tonight. Would never make it home again.

She would be dead in eighteen minutes.

A little later if there was the usual delay at Central.
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​Chapter 1 ~ The Honeymoon is Over, Baby
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Alicia Finlay tried to swallow back her tears as she made her way home from her honeymoon. Alone. Did not want to make things any more uncomfortable for the taxi driver, who had been shooting her worried glances in his rear-vision mirror since he collected her, red-eyed and sniffling, from the airport just fifteen minutes earlier. But she was utterly bereft, completely confused. 

How had it come to this? How could it all end so tragically?

When she got to her former Woolloomooloo address, Alicia’s sister, Lynette, was standing at the open doorway, her own worried frown etched to her face, long, tanned arms wrapped around herself. Within minutes they were around Alicia, and she was hugging her as hard as she could. And they stood like that for several minutes, until Alicia realised she still had to pay the poor driver who was politely waiting by the car, her suitcase at his feet.

She apologised profusely, overpaid him unnecessarily, then waved him off with a rallying smile before returning to her sister’s embrace.

Eventually Lynette said, “I’m so sorry, honey.” Alicia sniffed and nodded into her chest. “It was so unexpected though, right? How’re you faring?” Now Alicia shrugged. “And Jackson?” 

She was referring to Alicia’s husband of four days, Liam Jackson, and now Alicia was stiffening. She pulled away. Tried for that rallying smile but landed something closer to a grimace. Then her eyes puddled up again.

“Come on,” said Lynette, “let’s get you inside. I’ve got coffee on the boil.”

That’s not all that was bubbling away. The moment Max caught sight of Alicia, the black Labrador threw himself upon her, tumbling her over her wheelie bag, slobbering her with kisses, and she laughed for a moment as Lynette caught her and helped her to their spongy couch, demanding she sit. 

Max promptly did as instructed, and now they both laughed and Lynette said, “I was talking to Alicia, you dill!” She gave the pooch’s head a ruffle, then told her sister, “I’m making your old favourite, Lucky Duck. It’s guaranteed to cheer you up.”

But as the professional chef got to work marinating the duck and rinsing the fresh broccoli, putting the jasmine rice on to boil, Alicia wasn’t sure anything could cheer her up today. And the sight of Styled magazine on the coffee table certainly wasn’t helping. She ignored it for a bit, sat back and closed her eyes, but then they snapped open and she found herself scooping it up and flicking through, like she wanted to torture herself.

And it did feel like torture when she got to the beauty section and spotted the face she was dreading—all sparkly and smiley and far too pretty for her own good. 

Virginia DeRosso. 

Ginny.

Her best pal at work. The woman she bantered with in the tearoom, scoffed at as she flirted with every courier that stepped through the elevator doors, and laughed with over cocktails as she revealed her outrageous antics the evening before. 

But Alicia wasn’t laughing now.

“Damn you, Ginny!” she said. “You stupid, stupid girl!” 

Then she hurled the magazine across the room and fell into herself, finally letting the tears flow with abandon.

~
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DETECTIVE INSPECTOR Liam Jackson shifted the sheet to one side and stared at Ginny’s face. My God she really was beautiful. He wondered if she knew it. Deep down.

He thought of his new wife then. Of Alicia’s desolation last night when he’d broken the news while holidaying in Vanuatu. How stunned she was, then sad, then—and this was so normal—angry. She was so bloody angry and not just with Ginny. With herself. Like if she had been around more this would not have happened.

He tried to tell her it was probably inevitable. A cliché, sure, but often true. Any case, the honeymoon had imploded, and here he was, standing beside Ginny when he should’ve been with his wife.

“Not the nicest way to end your honeymoon,” came a familiar voice, and he turned to see his senior partner Detective Inspector Indira Singh at the door, black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, her smile equally as tight.

“Hey, Singho,” he said. Then he turned and stared hard at Ginny again. “Yeah, trust Ginny to steal the limelight.”

“You knew her well? Before?”

He waggled a hand in the air. “Not well well. She was a colleague of Alicia’s. That’s why I’m back.”

“Wondered about that. I could’ve handled it you know. Probably still should. If you’re close—”

“Weren’t close. Just met her a few times. When I visited Alicia at the magazine. Ginny worked reception, or she used to. Moved on to some posh woman’s mag—”

“Styled.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Alicia dragged me to some event they hosted a few weeks ago at the Opera House.” 

“That is posh.”

He nodded. “And she was at our wedding, of course. Not sure I swapped more than a g’day.”

Singh nodded along. She’d been at the wedding too. Told Jackson how she’d noticed the young woman there, dressed to the nines, falling out of that dress, far too much makeup on, but then all the young girls did these days. They hadn’t even got as far as g’day. 

“Figured I’d never set eyes on her again. And yet here we are.” She glanced from Ginny to Jackson. Arched one eyebrow. “There is no story here, right? I mean, it’s early days, but it looks open and shut to me.”

This wasn’t really directed at Jackson. She was hoping he’d pass the message along.

He offered her a weary smile. Nodded. Then he thought of Ginny at his wedding, too, how she practically camped out on the dance floor, screaming out the words to every song, one hand clutching her champagne, the other raised in a fist to the sky, big goofy smile upon her face. There wasn’t a tune Ginny couldn’t find a groove to.

“She was a lot of fun,” he said.

“I noticed,” said Singh. “Not so much fun anymore though.”

Then they both stared down at Ginny’s beautiful face. Now void of makeup. Now void of life.

~
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“I DON’T UNDERSTAND why she’d do it,” Alicia said for the umpteenth time, and Lynette looked up and across to her barely touched bowl and sighed. Didn’t bother answering. There were no answers, at least none that didn’t sound trite.

“I can’t believe she’d... she’d kill herself. I just can’t.”

Lynette sighed again. “Can’t or don’t want to?”

“Both! It’s so... pessimistic. Ginny was the opposite of that. She was happy and positive and...”

“...spontaneous and a little loopy? I didn’t know her as well as you, but she was flighty, I remember that. And the way she did it... Well.”

They both shuddered thinking of that. Of Ginny falling. Of the north-bound train screeching to a halt. Of the poor driver, probably traumatised for life, not to mention the many onlookers, just ordinary folk going about their lives. It was the kind of image that often circled Alicia’s mind as she stood on a station platform, watching as a train whooshed towards her. But it was always herself she imagined, never Ginny. She was too full of life.

“And she was kind,” Alicia added, thinking again of the poor onlookers.

“But clearly depressed,” said Lynette. “When people get to that point, they’re not really thinking clearly.”

But what got her to that point? Alicia wondered now. What would make her carefree, happy-go-lucky colleague do something so final? “I don’t understand any of it,” she said again, and once again Lynette sighed.

“But how well did you really know her though? I’m sorry, sis, but no one really knows how people are feeling, deep down.”

“Except I did know! Ginny was a sharer; she spoke her mind. Hell, she gave me every icky detail of her last pap smear but not a word about being sad or depressed? It makes no sense.”

“Some people are good at hiding it,” said Lynette, scooping up their bowls. “Sometimes you just don’t know.”

Alicia nodded finally. Of course. It wasn’t always so simple. She got that. And yet she’d always thought of Ginny as simple but in a good way. She wasn’t shallow so much as uncomplicated. What you saw was what you got when it came to Ginny. She could be a drama queen though, that was true, and she’d certainly made a drama of her life now—or her death to be precise. Alicia’s mind turned to what she did, how she did it, and she felt her tears well up again.

Lynette and Max were saved from a fresh round of crying by the sound of the front door opening.

“Permission to take my new bride home,” Jackson called out as he made his way in. 

He didn’t bother asking how Alicia was, and she didn’t bother saying, because they both knew this would take some getting used to. 

“Of course,” said Lynette. “I’m just sorry your honeymoon got cut short.”

“Well, there’s worse things, right? One of us could be lying under a sheet in a morgue.”

“You make a good point,” she replied, hugging him tight and then, ten minutes later, hugging them both again before waving them out.

Back at Jackson’s inner-city apartment (now Alicia’s too, of course), the newlyweds fell into bed exhausted. It had been a mammoth seventeen hours. 

They had been polishing off a delicious coconut pudding in the resort’s poolside restaurant when the news came through. Jackson had ignored Singh’s first call—“Poor Singho. Can’t live without me”—but by the second call, he knew to pick up. By the time he’d ended the call, Alicia was as white as the dessert. She’d only caught scraps of the conversation, but they were the important scraps—Virginia DeRosso, train incident, deceased. 

She’d rushed straight to their room to try to rebook their flights home from the Pacific nation. Like that was somehow going to turn back the clock. Jackson tried to stall her. Make her see sense. Abandoning their holiday was not going to change a goddamn thing—Ginny was dead, wasn’t getting any deader (not that he’d used those precise words). But eventually he realised things had already changed. Irrevocably. There would be no more beach-combing and sunset cocktails and creamy coconut desserts. At least not for Alicia.

The honeymoon was over. She needed to get home.

And so he ordered her a comforting mint tea through room service and took charge, booking the first-available flight home, the next afternoon as it happened. And upon landing back in Sydney, he’d headed straight to work to “get the intel”, and she’d headed straight to her sister for more comfort.

And now here they were, four days into their two-week honeymoon, and Alicia felt flat and miserable, and Jackson’s “intel” wasn’t helping. Everything pointed to suicide, he told her, that or misadventure. There were no signs of foul play—“Because I know that’s what you’re thinking, so does Singho.” It was just a terrible, senseless tragedy. 

Ginny had left work as usual on Monday, right on the dot of five o’clock. Never one to do a minute’s unpaid overtime. She had walked to the busy inner-city train station where she walked every weekday, then waited on the packed platform until the train approached. As it did so, she casually stepped out and in front of it. 

Singh had spoken with every witness they could find, and there were a lot, he told her. Ginny might not have uttered a word, certainly nothing audible, but she did not go quietly into the night. There was a lot of screaming—just not from Ginny.

Singh had also trawled through plenty of CCTV footage, watching the incident from several different angles thanks to the public platform’s ample coverage, and they all supported the theory that Ginny stepped out and into the path of the oncoming train. It was as simple and unequivocal and horrific as that. So either Ginny was massively distracted and didn’t realise what she was doing, or she did it deliberately. 

“Either way, it’s unfathomable,” Jackson told Alicia as he switched off his bedside lamp. “Her family must be gutted, and I know you’re hurting too. The best thing you can do now is cherish the memories you had with your old colleague. Keep them in your thoughts, not the way she went out.”

But as her new husband drifted off to sleep beside her, Alicia felt more awake than ever, her mind galloping in all directions, and it was because of her memories. They were haunting her now. 

Ginny was so much more than a colleague to Alicia. She was the first person to befriend her when she started at Arial Publishing a decade earlier. Despite being several years younger and out on the reception desk, Ginny had taken Alicia under her wing, fetching her much-needed cups of coffee and dragging her to lunch so she could give her “all the goss”, mostly about who to hook up with and who to avoid like the plague, all said with a twinkle in her eyes. Ginny was the one she laughed with as they heated up leftovers for lunch and gossiped with at after-work drinks and the one who first introduced her to the Monday Night Book Club.

That was a seminal moment in Alicia’s life. 

If it wasn’t for Ginny, she would never have joined a literary book club she loathed so much that she had created her own—one totally devoted to murder mysteries. She might never have met her lifelong friends—Missy the librarian, Claire the vintage queen and Perry the “Queen of Surry Hills”—and begun poking her nose in unexpected real-life mysteries. And she definitely would not have met Jackson and married him in a haze of champagne and rose petals the previous Friday. 

And that’s what made her feel so unbearably sad. She owed so much of her life to Ginny, and now Ginny’s life was over.

Alicia’s chest hollowed out. Oh God. Had she ever thanked Ginny for all that? Had she ever repaid her? Had she even spent any quality time with her recently? 

She shook the questions away. Couldn’t face them tonight...

So she turned over in bed and tried to sob softly so she wouldn’t wake Jackson. But he heard her anyway and pulled her towards him, squeezing her tight.

And for some reason his kindness made her feel even sadder.
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​Chapter 2 ~ Arial Publishing
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The first thing you noticed when you stepped out and on to the editorial floor of Arial Publishing’s glamorous inner-city headquarters was not the lavish reception and its plush furnishings, the magazine covers blown up and framed on every available wall, but the symphony of busyness that streamed out from the offices beyond—the shrilling of phones and hubbub of chatter, the clatter of keyboards and photocopiers and clashing music streams. 

It used to excite Alicia, give her a buzz. Today it just sounded like noise. 

“You’re not due back for weeks,” said the smartly dressed man on the front desk, and Alicia offered Blake a slim smile.

“Yeah, well... Wasn’t going to be much fun... you know?”

He nodded. He knew. They were all bereft. Ginny could be the proverbial pain with her gossiping and distracting and frankly inappropriate flirting, but she was also beloved. 

How could you not love Ginny?

As Alicia made her way down the corridor, she didn’t stop at her office to dump her things or even in at Styled magazine to offer her condolences. She headed straight for the one person she knew would be as distraught as she was. Hamish Keener. The gruff and misogynistic editor of lads’ magazine Lout.

Hamish was middle-aged, short and stocky, with the remnants of a cockney accent and what looked like a poor attempt to grow a mullet, his grey hair now dyed an obvious shade of black. That, the skinny jeans, the baggy hoodie and the neck-to-toe tattoos all suggested a midlife crisis in the making, but he’d always dressed and acted like one of his readers—brash, juvenile, unapologetic. 

Today he just looked diminished, his shoulders slumped, his arms wrapped around himself as he stared out the window of his private office. But when he turned around, he looked ready to unload—he’d told his assistant no interruptions!—until he realised it was Alicia, and his eyes turned soggy.

“Stupid sod,” he said, and she knew he wasn’t referring to her.

She nodded. “I’d kill her myself if she hadn’t already beaten me to it.”

He barked out a laugh, then his face crumpled and she stepped towards him and pulled him into a hug.

It was the first time Alicia had ever hugged Hamish. First time she’d ever even touched him that she recalled. And if you’d told her even two days ago she’d be here, holding on to him like a life raft, she would have scoffed, and Ginny would have sniggered right beside her. “As if! Urgh!” Hamish was on Ginny’s “avoid like the plague” list even though she’d infected herself willingly, many times over.

“I loved her, you know,” he said as he pulled back and waved her into a chair.

“I know you did,” she said. “You were fooling nobody.”

Because they sure did put on a strange act, Hamish and Ginny—regularly sniping at each other, teasing and taunting at every opportunity. An outsider would presume they loathed one another. But the opposite was true.

Despite their age difference—fifteen years at least—they’d been secret lovers on and off for more than a decade, not that Ginny kept that secret from Alicia. She told her every gory detail, that was how Ginny rolled. So Alicia knew Hamish was shattered each time they broke up, because it was always at Ginny’s behest; she simply wasn’t the commitment type. And he’d laugh it off, like it didn’t matter. But Alicia knew it did, and she wondered now how he was coping.

“Why’d she do it?” he said, slumping into his chair. “Just don’t understand.”

She shrugged. Her turn now to play Lynette. “Maybe we never will. How’s Saffron?”

Saffron Toya-Jones was the editor of Styled magazine where Ginny had worked. 

He turned his frown into a scowl. “Probably dancing around in her effing kitten heels. She hated Ginny.”

“Well, Ginny would’ve been a hard employee to wrangle.”

“She was the best thing about that load of bollocks she calls a magazine. Can’t believe it still sells.”

Alicia half chuckled. She wasn’t much of a fan of the vacuous title either, even though she liked women’s magazines as a rule. But Styled was different, as shallow as Saffron, not even bothering with the odd worthy article to give it some depth. And yet it was the highest-selling women’s lifestyle title in the country. And growing in circulation every day.

Go figure.

“She’s crying up a storm though,” said Hamish. “Acting like she cared, the hypocrite. Has probably already measured Ginny’s chair for her replacement.” He frowned again. “Aren’t you supposed to be shaggin’ some copper in the Pacific right now?”

She smiled. No longer shocked by his crassness. She shrugged. 

He nodded. He got it too. “How was the wedding?”

Now Alicia was cringing, embarrassed she’d deliberately left him off the guest list. 

Hamish was grinning, enjoying her discomfort. “Ginny showed me the pix. You looked good. Like a bloody princess.”

“Don’t sound so surprised!”

He chuckled. His smile plummeted. “Ginny looked good too.” It was almost a whisper. Then louder, harder—“What was she doing with that gobshite on her arm?”

He was referring to Ginny’s current beau, Austin Smythe. He worked on the executive floor at Arial, in the Sales and Circulation department. Alicia shrugged again, hoping he’d give it up. He did not. 

“They weren’t... you know?”

“Serious? Nah!” Alicia added a fake puff of air to that, but the truth was they seemed pretty tight at her reception, barely leaving each other’s side. Alicia had been surprised by that and not just because Ginny was a commitment-phobe. Austin was a player too, according to the tearoom gossip. Yet that night they only had eyes for each other. That made Ginny’s suicide seem even more unfathomable. Perhaps she was on the cusp of something real. If only she’d hung around to find out. 

Hamish stared hard at Alicia like he wanted to press her on the matter, but she was saved by a face at the door.

“Hamish—”

“What’d I tell you, Mel?” he barked. “I’m busy!”

“Sorry,” came the dull tones of his long-suffering personal assistant who did not sound in the least bit sorry. “Just letting you know Ted’s switched the meeting back an hour. Dionne said to go straight into Chalmers, he’ll see you in there.” 

“Oh right. Okay. Thanks.”

He offered the PA an apologetic smile, and she shook her head at him as she closed the door behind her.

“Top Dog’s in town?” asked Alicia, referring to Ted Johnson, Arial’s CEO. He spent most of his time at the company’s London headquarters. “That was fast.”

“Already here. Launching that new digital mag. He’s playing the victim card too. Shitting himself the truth will come out and damage our reputation or something. Says we’re to call it a tragic accident. Suicide is not ‘on brand’, apparently.” There was so much contempt in his tone.

“Yeah, well, they can dress it up how they like, but Jackson seems pretty convinced. Says the CCTV footage is pretty convincing too.”

“Except it all feels like bollocks to me,” he said. “The Ginny I knew wouldn’t have done it that way—so ugly, so violent. Wasn’t her style.”

Alicia agreed. And it wasn’t just ugly. It was ordinary. Too ordinary for Ginny. Drowning herself in a bath full of champagne? That she could see. Throwing herself off a superyacht? Absolutely. But falling under the wheels of the 17:18 City to Berowra via North Sydney? 

Bollocks indeed. 

Still, she pulled out another Lynetticism and told him, “I guess we never really knew her.”

That was bollocks too. If these two didn’t know Ginny, who the hell did? 

~
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TED JOHNSON DROPPED his mobile phone from his enormous paw and turned back to offer his tiny wife a big fat smile. It was a facade. Bit like this stupid brunch. Ebony had been getting suspicious of late, and he had to play his cards right, so he’d spent the morning with her, pretending that sipping Mimosas on a workday was perfectly acceptable behaviour for the CEO of a busy media organisation. It was all very well for a slacker like Ebs. That’s all she ever did. Brunching and lunching and spending his money, like it was a job in itself. And if it was, gee she’d earned herself a couple of promotions, she was that good at it. And so he went along to smooth things over. 

Besides, he wasn’t in any great hurry to meet with that bigheaded Hamish Keener. Talk about lout. If it wasn’t for the fact his lads’ mag was helping prop up half the company, he’d have booted him out years ago.

But he needed Hamish and Hamish knew it. So they played a little dance. He was dancing with Virginia DeRosso too. Only recently. He thought of her then, of the things she whispered in his ear, and how his smile evaporated. 

If anyone knew... 

He glanced at his wife, and she was still watching him. Closely. Another of her occupations. 

“All good, sweetie?” she said, her cosmetically tattooed eyebrows wedged together, her lips still swollen from the last procedure that cost him a bomb. 

“’Course,” he told her, even though he wasn’t convinced. 

Ginny might be gone, but it wasn’t over yet.

There was still some cleaning up to do.

––––––––
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Chapter 3 ~ Styled Magazine
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If Arial Publishing was the Royal household, Styled magazine was its Buckingham Palace and its editor the elegant, eloquent monarch and not King Charles, heaven forbid! He was so common compared to Elizabeth, such a drably dressed grouch. Lizzie was poised, unflappable, could really rock a Norman Hartnell skirt suit. Had all the grace of a—

“Jesus, Frances! Are you trying to give me third-degree burns?”

The young assistant snatched the almond milk latté back from the Styled editor and blushed. “I’m so sorry, Saffron. It’s just—”

“Just fix it. Please. Oh, and tell Pascal I want those layouts sent through. He can’t faff around forever!”

Frances nodded and scuttled back out as Saffron yanked her black-rimmed Chanel spectacles off and chewed on one temple, gazing out her enormous picture windows. Dark rain clouds were threatening to break again, but it didn’t diminish the stunning view across Sydney Harbour. Best view in the house. 

Well, apart from the executives up on level seven of course. “Seventh Heaven” they called it, the smug prats. She might be the hardworking monarch, but they were like gods, that lot, lounging idle above, half of them based in the UK, the other half out to golf or brunch or wherever the hell it was the CEO’s assistant, Dionne, just told her he was at. 

Honestly, why Ted Johnson stayed married to that waste-of-space Ebony, Saffron did not know. 

“You get the CVs I sent through?”

This was Arial’s head of Human Resources, Arabella, lingering at the door, nibbling on a pastry full of calories and cholesterol. 

“All rubbish,” Saffron said, swirling around, her recently coiffed locks swirling with her. “What else you got?”

“Really? One or two were pretty good—”

“Good? We are the top magazine in this country, Arabella. I don’t want good. I want great! Need I remind you of our motto?”

“‘While others fall, you fly’. Yes, yes, I appreciate you’re one of the few magazines soaring in this market—”

“So find me someone with wings. Advertise if you have to.”

Arabella frowned, which she was prone to do. Saffron hoped she had some decent anti-wrinkle cream in her boudoir or enough cash for injectables. She’d find out soon enough—it all catches up with you. Just like those pastries were now catching up with her thighs.

“It has just been a day or so. Do you want to maybe wait a bit?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because, frankly, it feels a bit insensitive. Inauthentic. We’re supposed to be sad, Saffron. The optics aren’t great if we replace her too quickly. I mean Ginny only just passed—”

“Ginny killed herself. She chose to leave us, yes? What are the optics like on that? I have every right to replace her. We’re the ones left in the lurch.”

Arabella gave her a look. Saffron knew what that look meant. She dropped her head to the side and softened her tone. Millennials were such snowflakes. 

“We are sad, Arabella. I’ve been telling everyone how sad I am. But we have to finish the September issue, and the beauty pages aren’t going to write themselves, are they? Or are you offering to come in and do them?”

Arabella held out her palms. “I’ll put something online.” 

She smiled. “You do that.” 

Then she swivelled back and returned to staring out at the Sydney Opera House, a splash of white on the surly horizon.

Saffron remembered the last time they were all there. The Styled team. At the Opera Bar, sipping champagne and pretending they were excited by the recent sales figures. And she was excited at first. Until Ginny made some off-the-cuff comment that left her reeling. 

She’d laughed her off, muttering something dismissive, then strolled to the women’s toilets where she locked herself in a cubicle, scrambled through her bag, whipped out her stainless-steel water bottle and took a good long swig from it, her nerves calming with every drop. 

How did Ginny know? What was she trying to say? And why did she say it with such a sneaky, snaky grin, the little bitch? She had been nothing but trouble from the start, that Ginny, and now Saffron was supposed to waste time in mourning?

Talk about inauthentic.

“This should be better,” said Frances, reappearing with a fresh latté, and Saffron took it tentatively, sipped, then offered her a smile. An authentic one this time.

She continued smiling as she placed the glass down, popped her glasses back on, and returned to her monitor, scanning the fresh advertisements that had come in for the latest issue, including six sparkling pages from Apple. Six! And that was all thanks to Saffron. No one else. 

While others fall, we fly, she thought. And I am the queen of—

“You can’t just walk in!” came an ugly squawk from the door, and she glanced up to see Alicia Finlay striding through, Frances hot on her heels, screeching like an ugly fishwife.

“I’m so sorry, Saffron! I couldn’t stop her.”

“You never can,” Saffron replied with a withering snarl, which she redirected to Alicia. 

Urgh. Alicia Finlay. 

There was something about her fellow editor that got under Saffron’s skin. No, amend that. There were lots of things. Like the careless way she dressed, as though she’d reached for the first thing in her wardrobe—or floor, judging by today’s crumpled number. And how she’d had the same shaggy haircut since forever. Even Queen Lizzie had more imagination than that. And, most annoyingly, how she had such little regard for Saffron she thought she could swan in whenever she damn well pleased, helping herself to a chair, utterly uninvited.

“I’m so sorry,” Frances stammered again, clinging onto the door like that would save her.

Saffron shooed her away, then pulled her glasses back off and snapped, “What do you want, Alicia? Unlike you, I do have a real magazine to run.”

Alicia ignored her slight—another annoying trait!—and said, “Just wanted to say I’m sorry about Ginny.”

“Oh. Yes. Well, as are we all. Thank you.”

Saffron hadn’t meant to sound so stiff. She had to be careful here. Alicia and Ginny were thick. She’d caught them multiple times, sniggering by the espresso machine, gobbling back their gossip as she strode past. She knew they were bitching about her. Didn’t normally give a jot. But there was something about Alicia... 

Despite Saffron’s loathing, she had to confess she also, quietly, admired her. They were a small cohort, these magazine editors, fifteen in all, and Alicia seemed to get along with every single one of them. Even that hideous dinosaur at Lout.

Worse, she seemed to know everybody’s business, helped along no doubt by gossipy Ginny. Hopefully that was now over. Alicia was not the kind of person you wanted snooping about. Now more so than ever.

“If that’s all...” Saffron began, returning her gaze to her screen.

“Actually, no,” said Alicia. “I wondered if you’d cleared Ginny’s desk yet?” 

Saffron’s eyes snapped back. “Why?”

“Just want to grab a memento. She had a bunch of photo strips we took over the years. You know, those happy snaps you get from photo booths? The last ones were hilarious. We had been out at lunch and—”

“Yes, yes, help yourself.” Saffron wasn’t remotely interested in Alicia’s prattle. “And if you want to clear out the rest of her junk, ask Frances for a box. She can help you do it.”

“Okay then,” said Alicia, jumping up. She stepped towards the door, then swung back. “You going to have some kind of memorial?”

“What? No, that’s not necessary. I said a few words to the team yesterday. And there’ll be a funeral, won’t there?”

Alicia cocked her head to one side. “Right. Of course.” 

Then she turned and walked out, leaving Saffron blinking madly behind her. 

What did she mean by that? “Right. Of course”? Of course what? What was she trying to say? 

Saffron stared glumly at her tasteless coffee, then reached a hand down to her desk’s lower drawer...

~
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ALICIA WAS NOT SURPRISED by Saffron’s indifference. She had only one interest. No, two. Her magazine and herself. And Alicia knew Ginny had little respect for either of them, had been miserable there, and it was all Arabella’s fault. The Human Resources manager wanted to promote more people within the company, so when the Beauty Assistant position became vacant at Styled, the decision had been made to offer it to the longtime receptionist and train her in-house. A great idea in principle, but Ginny had been a bad fit and not just because she wasn’t nearly snobby enough for that title—with her bawdy humour and dress sense, she would have fit in better at Lout—but because Ginny knew Saffron too well and didn’t worship at her Pucci pumps like the rest of her browbeaten minions. And that would not have played well with the haughty editor.

Alicia ignored the PA’s lingering glare as she made her way across to Ginny’s desk where she was surprised to find it had been cleared out of everything but the company phone, computer, keyboard and mouse.

Ginny’s in-trays were gone, as were her foreign magazine piles, her expandable plastic binders jammed with beauty snippets and media releases, the pilfered milkshake glass she used to hold her lurid-coloured pen collection, and the ceramic pink bowl she kept filled with sweets that the office were welcome to help themselves to. The corkboard by Ginny’s desk was also bare, not so much as a gold-embossed invite to some glamorous product launch, let alone the photo strips she so cherished. 

Alicia glanced across at the beauty editor who had her head down, wading through what looked like mascara samples on her desk.

“Hey, Chloe, how’re you doing?” 

Chloe glanced up and smiled. It was dazzling. She was dazzling, with her razor-sharp snow-white bob, acorn-brown eyes and skin so radiant she could light up a dance floor. Add to that the latest in designer couture and she was a walking advertisement for the Styled beauty pages she commandeered. 

“Oh, hey Alicia.” Her smile faded. “You heard?”

Alicia nodded. Glanced back at Ginny’s desk. “Know what happened to her things? Who took it all?”

Chloe was Ginny’s immediate boss, so perhaps she’d taken the initiative and boxed it up, but she stared at the empty desk like she’d only just noticed. 

“Wow, no. Must’ve been Frances.”

But Saffron’s PA hadn’t done the honours and, when Alicia posed the question, no one would admit to being anywhere near Ginny’s desk.

“Could’ve been Arabella,” suggested Frances as they gathered around. “But she must’ve done it after-hours because I’m always first in and last out, just behind Saffron, and I didn’t see her.” 

“What about Ginny’s flatmate Isla-Mae?” added Kora, the Fashion Director—just as stylish as Chloe but smaller, frecklier, not quite as dazzling. “She was here, auditioning for my activewear shoot yesterday. Maybe she used the opportunity to grab Ginny’s crap?”

“Doubt it,” scoffed Frances. “It’s not her job to clean up after Ginny.”

She made a good point. Isla-Mae and Ginny had been sharing a home in North Sydney for close to a year, and while Isla did pop into Arial for the odd modelling job, it was hardly her responsibility. Besides, someone would have noticed her do it, surely?

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to ask, thought Alicia. Wouldn’t hurt to check on Ginny’s flatmate while she was at it. She had met Isla a few times, usually at parties or the pub, and always thought of her as a little fragile, a little needy. She was a foreigner, out from England, and Alicia now wondered if she had anyone supporting her through this horrendous ordeal.

Determination in her step, Alicia thanked them for their help and made her way out. But as she left the Styled office, en route to the elevator, Alicia didn’t notice one set of eyes tracking her movements, watching her closely.

Wondering what it was exactly the little pixie-haired pain in the butt was really looking for.
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​Chapter 4 ~ Mixed Messages
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Isla-Mae Cavendish was one of those angular, willowy models who looked like a newborn foal—tall and gangly, long flowing mane, so painfully thin you wondered how they found the strength to swing the front door open, which she was doing now as Alicia stood in the corridor outside Ginny’s old apartment, shaking off the rain that had pelted her between the car and the building. 

“Oh, hello. Alicia isn’t it?” said Isla after a brief blank look, her British accent so rich she could pass for Princess Kate. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she was clutching a crumpled tissue. “From the magazine?”

“From the same publishing house,” Alicia said. God forbid anyone thought she worked for Styled! “Are you okay?”

The woman nodded fervently, then her face crumpled like that tissue and she fell into Alicia’s arms. Or rather, Alicia fell into hers, Isla’s long, bony limbs clinging onto her for dear life. She was glad now that she’d checked in on Isla and let her cling for a little longer, then drew her inside and closed the door behind them.

“It’s all so dreadful,” the woman was saying, grappling for her tissue. “I can’t believe it. I keep wondering if I missed the signs, if there was something she was trying to tell me and I ignored it.”

“It’s not your fault, Isla,” Alicia told her. “This is not on you.”

“I know... it’s just... it’s so...”

Then she burst into tears again, and again Alicia stepped forward to offer a hug, but this time she shook her off. 

“Sorry, I shouldn’t be unloading on you. You’re probably sadder than I am. I know you two were terribly close.”

It’s not a competition, Alicia wanted to tell her, but she just shrugged and said, “Shall I pop the kettle on?”

“I’ll do it.”

As Isla stepped into the kitchen, Alicia glanced about and was not surprised to see her morning cup and cereal bowl were both rinsed and sitting on the drying rack. The tea towels were hanging neatly on the oven rail, and there was not a speck of dust on the floor, the aluminium fridge, the bench tops...

The flatmates had been a perfect match like that. Despite her chaotic love life, Ginny was a neat freak, and that’s what she had most loved about Isla. That and her supermodel looks which helped pull blokes when they hit the bars, but that was a whole other story. 

And while Isla wasn’t looking quite so super now, the apartment was still tidy, and it felt reassuring. At least she hadn’t fallen apart completely. Although she was struggling to focus, and Alicia noticed Isla still clutching the kettle to her chest, staring at the pouring rain through the kitchen window.

“We were supposed to be going to a rave tonight,” she murmured. “Ginny was so looking forward to it. I can’t believe she’d... I can’t...”

She crumpled again, and Alicia grabbed the kettle and placed it on to boil. Then helped her to the sofa and asked if there was a friend she could call or someone she could stay with for a while.

“I’ll be fine. Honestly. It just keeps hitting me, over and over.”

“Me too. It will for a long time. Have you been in touch with your family? Is there someone you can talk to?”

“My folks are currently summering at Saint Barts. I couldn’t do it to them.” She offered the semblance of a smile. “I’ll be okay. Truly.”

Alicia wasn’t convinced but took the opportunity to ask about Ginny’s things. Had Isla collected them from the office?

“Things? What things?”

“Ginny’s desk’s been cleared out. You didn’t do it?”

The model shook her head, dislodging more tears as the kettle finished boiling. Alicia made them both a cup of black tea, noticing there was no sugar and virtually no milk, just a dribble of outdated soy. 
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