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      It only takes the right person to turn everything around.

      

      An evil stepmother drives Quinn away from home and desperate for money, she ends up working in Rainbow Central, a bar on the verge of going bankrupt. The only saving grace? The beautiful owner and divorcée, Olivia White.

      

      Despite their age difference, the two women work well together trying to breathe a new lease of life into the bar. But what about a new lease of love?
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      New Lease Of Love is a May-December lesbian romance in the workplace and was previously titled 'Turning The Tables'.
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      When it came to women, there was a certain beauty that only came with age. I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was or how to describe it, but the words regal and stately came to mind. They held themselves with a confidence that girls like me could only dream of. It was the determination in their eyes, the knowledge that with their beauty and charms, they held an invisible power over men and women alike.

      There weren’t many women who aged like a fine wine, but Olivia White was, without a doubt, someone like that.

      Even in the badly lit backroom of the bar, with exhausted dark bags under her eyes, she was unmistakably a woman that was used to getting what she wanted. Something I could only envy.

      “Harlequin De Marquise. Is that your actual name?” she asked, her voice light and curious. She fished a stylish silver pen from her bag and hovered it expectantly over my resumé, waiting for my reply.

      “Yes. I go by Quinn, though,” I replied, mentally cursing my dad for my name.

      “Okay. So… I see you’ve listed two years of experience working behind the bar?”

      I nodded, steadying my voice so it would carry the lie. “That’s correct.”

      “Okay… And you’re… eighteen?” She quickly penned some notes down and flipped the page. Her eyebrows rose in surprise.

      I nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Really?” Olivia White looked me up and down, doubt drawn across her features. “You don’t look a day over seventeen.”

      People always assumed I was younger, no matter what I tried.

      “My dad never lost his baby face,” I explained.

      The woman tweaked her eyebrow, clearly not impressed. “Alright then. What makes you want to work at Rainbow Central?”

      “Oh, ummm… I saw the flyer and it looked fun. I’m a night owl anyway, so the hours don’t matter to me.”

      “Alright.” She scribbled down some more notes, her shoulders tense under her grey blazer. “And when could you start?”

      “Immediately.”

      “No other commitments?”

      I bit my lip. “No.”

      “That’s fine.” She clapped her binder shut and rose from her seat. Her blazer hitched and revealed a patch of smooth skin between her skirt and blouse.

      I shouldn’t be looking at her, but I was. With every movement, she radiated power and composure. She wasn’t cold, but there was a certain detachment to everything she did. I admired that.

      “Right.” Her voice broke me from my temporary spell. “If you’re not busy, we can do a trial run tonight.”

      I nodded. That was quick, but that was what I’d been hoping for. I needed the money. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Alright. Come back at five. Caspian will show you the ropes.”

      “Okay.” Before I could stop myself, more words rolled from my tongue. “You won’t be here?”

      A surprised look appeared on Olivia’s face. “Of course not.”

      “Oh.”

      Without saying anything else, the woman turned on her heels, her short blonde hair dancing on her back.

      She didn’t even check I was following.

      She strode out of the tight backroom and into the main area of the bar. The rancid smell of stale beer and cigarettes still hung in the space. Clearly, it hadn’t been cleaned yet. I just hoped this hadn’t been my predecessor’s task. I hated cleaning. But if it paid the bills, I didn’t have the luxury to say no.

      I still needed to catch up on last month’s rent and I was already late for this month. That was a lot of money to owe and my landlord was not a nice or patient man. If I didn’t get this job, I’d end up on the street, but even that was better than returning home.
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      The young woman applying for the job in my bar didn’t seem outstandingly competent, but she had a symmetrical face. The customers would appreciate that and, hopefully, stick around just to flirt with her.

      I knew it wasn’t exactly nice to hire her just because she had decent features, but then, anyone that worked for me was more or less good-looking. It just was one of those things when it came to running a bar. The better they looked, the more the customers drank. And ultimately, that was all that mattered.

      With a sigh, I pulled the glass door of Rainbow Central shut and relished in the fresh air. The smell inside better be gone by the evening or we’d run another loss. A couple more months like this and I’d be in serious trouble.

      If Becks hadn’t proven to be so unreliable, things would never have come this far.

      As I prepared to leave, my handbag rang with an insistent tune, one I’d chosen specifically for my ex-wife.

      Speak of the devil…

      “Rebecca,” I greeted, fumbling with the set of keys so I wouldn’t lose them.

      “Hi, Liv!”

      Just from her voice, I could tell she was in another one of her needy moods. Great…

      With a sigh, I opened the can of worms. “What do you want?”

      “What makes you think I want something?”

      “Don’t patronise me. We’ve known each other for over fifteen years, I know that voice. Heck, I know the face that goes along with that voice.”

      She grumbled. “Fine… I do have a favour to ask.”

      “Of course.” I rolled my eyes and checked my watch passive-aggressively, even if she couldn’t see me do it. Somehow, I felt better for having done so anyway.

      “You know how I’m supposed to drop Tilly off at yours tonight?”

      I could already hear the question. “Yes…?”

      “Well… Would it be alright if I kept her for the weekend? Bette and I were hoping to take her to the park.”

      “Becks, that’s not how our agreement works. Besides— Ah, screw it. Why not. I’m interviewing someone new for the bar anyway, so then I’ll be able to keep an eye on her.”

      “Oh, really? Are you finally replacing Leo?”

      “No, just getting in some new bar staff.”

      “Hmm, okay… Listen, love, I got to run. But thanks for letting me keep Tilly for a bit longer. I’ll return the favour.”

      “No, you won’t.” I sighed. She always said that, but it never happened. “You should just stop saying it.”

      “But I genuinely do mean it. It’ll be different this time.”

      I rolled my eyes again. “Sure.”

      “You’ll see. I might surprise you.”

      “You were my wife for ten years, Rebecca. I don’t think you have any surprises left.”

      My ex chuckled. “You never know.”

      “I do know. Didn’t you have to go?” I ran my hand over my face, already exhausted from the conversation. There were many reasons why we fell in love and even more why we got divorced.

      “Oh, right. I’ve got a massage booked and then I’m going to one of those feet-fish places. I’ve got some dead skin that needs to go.”

      “Too much information, Becks.”

      “Whatever. I don’t mind you knowing about my fish. Anyway, I’m late. Talk to you soon, love. Toodeloo!”

      “Yup, bye,” I said to a dead speaker. She’d already hung up, as expected. I didn’t know why I even bothered with goodbyes. At least we weren’t on bad terms, like most of the divorced people I knew.

      With a sigh, I shoved my phone back in my designer purse and wafted some air into my face. It was too hot for my liking and autumn couldn’t come too soon.

      As I walked to my car, I shot a last look at Rainbow Central. The bar started out as a passion project between Rebecca and me, but now it was just a financial and time drain. Even if I wasn’t sure about hiring that Quinn girl, I couldn’t afford to be picky. It wasn’t like there were people lining up to work at the bar.

      Oh well… Nothing I could really do about it. Not without sinking the rest of my savings into it and bankrupting myself in the process. The bar was dear to my heart, but not that dear. At least, that was what I thought...
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      When I arrived at Rainbow Central later that evening, I found a young man leaning against the facade of the bar. A cigarette in one hand, the other firmly holding his phone. That had to be Caspian.

      I waved awkwardly. “Hey.”

      The guy looked up from his phone. “Yo.”

      “Are you Caspian?”

      “Yup. And you’re…”

      “Quinn. I’m doing a trial day and Olivia said to be here at five.” I tightened my grip on the straps of my little backpack, hoping he wasn’t the chatty type. The more lies I had to tell, the more complicated it would get to keep them all straight.

      Caspian nodded as he kicked out his smoke. “Aight. Follow me.”

      The glass door clappered as he pushed into the bar. Immediately, the same smell from earlier wafted in my face and I had to stop myself from gagging. If I was going to work here, I’d have to get used to the vomit-inducing stench.

      I followed the guy behind the wooden bar and into the same staff room where Olivia had taken my interview. Now that I wasn’t consumed with nerves and distracted by the beautiful but powerful woman, I actually had time to take in my surroundings.

      An old couch with a well-used coffee table, a couple of dingy metal lockers that didn’t look like they could still protect anything valuable and a lamp without a shade. Under different circumstances, I’d never even consider working here. But my empty bank account was certainly encouraging me to suck up my pride and do it.

      “So.” Caspian gestured around. “This is the staff room. You can leave your stuff in the last locker and then we get to work.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t have anything of value in my bag, but it was good to know my keys would be safe. If I locked myself out of my room, I’d be in big trouble.

      “Do you have any previous experience working in a bar?” the young man asked, studying me intensely.

      “N— Yes.” Damn it. Such a simple lie and I almost fucked it up.

      “Alright. So, as you can tell we’ve got some cleaning to do.”

      “You don’t have a cleaning crew?”

      Caspian chuckled. “You’re looking at the cleaning crew. Here.”

      He threw a mop my way and I barely caught it. “So…”

      “We clean the bar and the toilets after we close, but we do the floors the next morning.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Olivia hasn’t said. I’m guessing it’s cheaper to pay staff during the day.”

      “Ah…”

      “We also fill the fridges now and make sure all the garnish is where it needs to be. Plus, attaching the taps. If you’ve worked in the industry before, you must know how to do that?”

      “Totally,” I lied. Not.

      “I’ll quickly show you around and then we’ll get to cleaning.” He motioned for me to follow him and guided me through the small, but cosy bar.

      Big glass windows let the sunlight in and illuminated the small stages in the front and near the back. A couple of dingy tables hugged the wall, although I couldn’t imagine many people actually sat on them. They were all scratched up and didn’t look very comfortable either. Dark wooden floors pulled along the entire room and grey wallpaper adorned the sides. It wasn’t an unpleasant sight, but it certainly wasn’t fancy.

      “Toilets are in the back,” Caspian gestured. “Stock room is through the staff room.”

      “Okay.”

      He led me back to the main area and patted the wooden bar. “There are a couple of small fridges under the counter and we have bigger fridges in the back. Whenever you’re running out of drinks and are grabbing them from the reserve, make sure to refill those as well. We don’t want to run out.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “We always put the garnish in this fridge. Limes, oranges, celery, that kind of stuff.” He pulled some cupboards open and handed me a stained drink card. “This is our price list. Keep it at hand so you can charge the right amounts. If you stay, you’d do well in memorising everything.”

      I studied the list, the numbers and names already dancing. “That’s a lot of drinks.”

      “Yup. We serve pretty much everything you can think of.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Why not.”

      “Okay…”

      “How’s your math?”

      “My math?”

      “Yeah. You’ll have to do some quick calculations.”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought of that.

      “I’ll be fine.” Another lie. Math had never been my strong suit. What was the point anyway if everyone had a calculator on their phone?

      Caspian pushed an empty bucket in my hands and gestured to the floor. “Let’s get to it.”

      Probably a good idea. The residue of beer made everything sticky under my shoes. It would be a lot more pleasant when the place smelled and looked clean again.

      With the tough broomstick rubbing against my palms, I bowed down for the task at hand. I hadn’t cleaned a floor in my life, but there was a first for everything.

      What I lacked in experience, I’d make up in enthusiasm. These floors would be cleaner than they’d ever been.

      “So what made you want to work here?” Caspian asked while pouring soapy water onto the floor.

      “I need money. And I guess I figured I wouldn’t have to worry about my sexuality in a rainbow bar.”

      He nodded. “You gay?”

      “Pan.”

      “Really? Nice. My sister is pan too. If it has a pulse, she’s on it. Oh, wait. That’s not the pan side. That’s just cause she’s a bit of a slut.”

      I chuckled. “You don’t like your sister?”

      “Oh, no. We’re very close.”

      “That must be nice,” I said, wondering what it would be like to have a brother or sister. Maybe then things would’ve been different.

      Caspian mopped the sweat on his forehead away. “You got any siblings?”

      “Nope, only child right here.”

      “Aha. You know what, that sounds amazing. If you want a sister, you can have mine,” he joked.

      I laughed, enjoying the easy conversation. “You sure you two are close?”

      “Yup. Doesn’t mean she doesn’t get on my nerves.”

      “Hah… I bet.”

      I could see why he was a bartender. I’d only just met him and it already felt like we’d been friends for years. The magic of an extrovert.

      My hands were already raw from all the scrubbing and that made me feel pathetic. Some people cleaned all day and I was getting blisters from some light scrubbing. There was no doubt, I grew up privileged. But I’d take the stinky bar and hard work over money and mansions. Because in my world, those came with a gold-digging stepmother.

      I wrung the dirty mop, disgusted with the grimy water drenching into the bucket. To distract me from the nasty job, I turned to Caspian. “So, do you like working at Rainbow Central?”

      “Yup. Good hours, decent pay, and no boss breathing down my neck.”

      “So Olivia isn’t here that much?”

      “Nope. She has a meeting once a week with the manager and that’s usually it.”

      “Ahh… And does she always look like she just bit into a lemon?”

      “Ahem.” Someone cleared their throat behind me and even before I turned around, I knew I was in a world of trouble.

      I held my breath as I faced the person standing behind me.

      Olivia.
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      That little... I should fire her right here and now, but if I got rid of anyone that said a bad thing about me, Rainbow Central would be staffless.

      Still, I couldn’t just let it slide.

      “Quinn… A word.” I motioned to the staff room and strode away, not even checking whether she was following. From the footsteps behind me, I could tell she was. Good.

      As soon as I closed the door, the apologies streamed from her mouth.

      “Ma’am, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “Don’t lie. You did mean it. You just didn’t intend for me to hear it.”

      Guiltily, she looked away. “I’m sorry.”

      With a sigh, I ran a hand along my head. While I wasn’t unfamiliar with unkind words, it was never nice to hear. “I can’t have the people working for me talking behind my back.”

      “I understand.” Quinn’s face fell, the disappointment written on her features.

      And while I knew better, something within me softened as I looked at the young woman. I didn’t know what it was, but I felt compelled to give her a second chance. If only to get rid of her big puppy eyes.

      Maybe that made me soft, but there was something about her. For whichever reason, I had a weird feeling in my gut that she was going to play an important role.

      “I’m going to give you a second chance,” I said, glaring at her intensely. “Don’t disappoint me.”

      Relief washed over Quinn’s face and brightened her eyes. “I won’t. Thank you.”

      “Off you go.” I gestured to the front of the house, where Caspian was probably still sweeping and washing the floor. If she was staying, she was going to earn her keep. At least, for as long as I could afford the staff…

      I looked around the room, appalled with the state of things. God, what a dump. The wallpaper was absolutely ghastly, and that had nothing to do with the terrible rose print Rebecca picked out way back in the day. I’d replace it, but it was foolish to waste money on sprucing up a room the customers would never see. Besides, it wasn’t like the staff spent much time in here anyway. Most breaks were taken in the back alley, where they smoked their fancy little cigarettes.

      Ah. Youth…

      I could barely remember the last time I had a smoke or a relaxing drink, just for the fun of it. Back then, it was all good times and laughter till the morning. Now I just poured the gin back at the end of the night, waiting for it to knock me out.

      Not as glorious as the good old days. Ah well.

      With a last look at the depressing room, I returned to the main area where Caspian was showing Quinn around the bar and fridges.

      “Caspian, I’ll have a gin on the rocks.” I sat down at the bar, already exhausted from the week. But in my line of work, the weekend didn’t bring any rest. On the contrary, really.

      “Certainly. Here, Quinn, I’ll show you how we do the gin. If it’s a mixed gin and tonic, we use these balloon glasses, they’re in this cupboard. But when it’s just gin, take a whisky glass. Always do the ice and lime wedge first.” He placed the crystal glass on the bar, the ice cubes rattling invitingly. “One confident pour will give you the perfect amount. Just like that. But for the boss, we always do a little extra.”

      He gave the glass a little push and it slid along the bar, right into my hand. I took a little sip and instant relief washed through me. A good glass of gin always did that for me.

      I lifted the glass in appreciation. “Thanks, Caspian. Perfect.”

      “Not a problem.” The young man gave the bar a quick wipe and turned back to my newest employee. “Let me show you some of our stock.”

      Good lad. He’d been working for me a long time and it showed. If he wasn’t here, I’d have to do all the heavy lifting myself and while that was fine when I was younger, I could feel the age in my back. Running around with heavy crates was no longer something I could do without paying the price.

      Instead, I took another nip from my drink and relished in the freshness of the elderflower. Both smooth and sharp at the same time, it was a little marvel. And I could tip a few back without losing my clarity, which was ideal.

      I had intended for Caspian to give me the report on Quinn, but now that I didn’t have Tilly, I could watch her myself. After all, there was no real reason to go home. There was no longer anyone waiting for me and I’d just hang in front of the tv with my gin anyway. At least here someone poured it for me.
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      The evening was slow, even for a Thursday. Apart from a couple of old gays at the bar and a date that ended awkwardly, Rainbow Central had been mostly empty.

      At least that worked out well for me. It gave me ample time to memorise the drink menu, brush up on my math skills, and give my hands some rest after all the cleaning and scrubbing.

      Who knew hard work was that painful?

      “Smoke?” Caspian asked.

      “That’d be great, but I don’t have any with me,” I admitted.

      “You can have one of mine.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Follow me.”

      He waved at Olivia at the end of the bar and then guided me to the back of the building. The dimly lit narrow corridor with trash cans wasn’t a very appealing place to hang and if I was on my own, I’d have avoided it like the plague.

      “Is there a reason why you smoke here?” I asked, accepting one of Caspian’s cigarettes.

      He flicked the cap of his lighter back and held it out for me. “Olivia doesn’t like us smoking in front of the customers.”

      I took a long drag of my cigarette to light it. “Which customers?”

      He chuckled. “Fair point. But she’s the boss.”

      “Have you worked here long?”

      “About… Two years now?”

      “And is it always this quiet?”

      “No, it used to be vibrant and full of laughter, back when… When Rebecca still worked here.”

      “Rebecca?” I flicked some of the ashes down.

      “Olivia’s ex-wife. They separated and it took a real toll on the business. It all went downhill fast.”

      That wasn’t great news. Employees were always expendable and if I got the job, I’d be the first to go when the firing started. Could I afford to take that risk?

      I needed something stable, something that would get me the money I needed for rent and bills. On the flip side, if I didn’t get this job… I wouldn’t need rent because I’d have to live under a bridge. Just the thought alone of the grimy streets and the cold nights had me shivering.

      Working behind a bar suddenly sounded desirable.

      I took a long drag and threw the cigarette bud on the ground where I squashed it with my shoe. “I should probably get back. I don’t want Olivia thinking I’m slacking off.”

      “Don’t worry, we’re closing in five.”

      “Already?” I checked my phone for the time. “But it’s only a little past nine.”

      “When there is nobody in—”

      “It costs more to keep the bar open than to close,” I realised. “Of course.”

      “Yup.” He flicked his cigarette away and pushed one of the garbage cans back in place. “There. Let’s go back in.”

      “Do you think Olivia is going to want to evaluate me now?” I asked before we reached the main area again.

      Caspian hesitated. “I’m not sure. Why don’t you start cleaning and I’ll check with her.”

      I nodded, not looking forward to having to deal with the sticky bar. There hadn’t been that many customers, but one guy still managed to spill his beer and drench the entire side.

      I turned the tap and watched the exchange at the end of the bar. Caspian’s approach seemed a lot more careful than at the beginning of the night and it quickly became clear why.

      Olivia’s drooping eyes, the red flushes on her cheeks, poor hand-eye coordination when she swayed over to me. She was drunk.

      She pushed her empty glass over and gestured to me. “Wyn—”

      “Quinn,” I corrected.

      “Quinn. Right.” She looked pained as she rubbed her forehead. “Promising start. I like it. Let’s do thirty hours to begin with, yes?”

      That was a lot fewer hours than I needed, but more than I had right now. After the four rejection emails and the twenty-eight other silent nos, I didn’t have a lot of choice. “Sounds good to me, thank you. I won’t let you down.”

      “Right. Paperwork is for tomorrow.” She patted the bar and waved at Caspian. “Lock up, will you? I’m going home.”

      The guy nodded. “Yes, boss.”

      I watched Olivia stumble out, her handbag haphazardly swung over her shoulder and her phone’s dim light casting dark shadows on an even darker face. Her grey suit was no longer crisp and her face showed the wrinkles of an exhausted woman. The perfect picture had a torn corner.

      Maybe those weren’t things I should be thinking about my new boss, but I couldn’t stop myself from noticing these things. Everyone had a story, a past. Most people didn’t like it when I figured out what they were trying to keep hidden, but I just saw what I saw.

      I’d been scolded to mind my own business, but I was never any good at that. I’d learned how to keep these observations to myself though. Maybe if I learned that lesson earlier, I wouldn’t be here scrubbing a dirty counter, but that was life.

      “After you’re done with that, I could use your help restocking the fridges,” Caspian said in passing.

      “Okay!” I replied, trying to sound chipper despite the strain in my muscles. Or more, the lack of them. I couldn’t wait to go home and get into bed. Working was exhausting. Did people do this every day? Why?

      Oh, right. Bills… Rent, food, electricity, all that stuff. Who knew painkillers expired? When did fruit become so expensive? Why did my vegetables go off so much quicker now that I had to buy them?

      Real life was hard.

      I scrubbed the sink and disposed of the empty beer bottles. They made a satisfying clank when I popped them back in the crate and the entire thing was a lot less heavy when it was void of alcohol.

      Despite the lessened weight, my lower back strained as I heaved the crate through the staff room and to the back, where they were stored. Caspian was carrying two crates at once, but hey, he had the muscles and physique for it. I was just a little shrimp.

      We worked in silence until my pits were steaming and he called it quits.

      With one last cigarette and a can of Fizz Boss, I was on my way, biking through the winding streets of a vibrant city that was having a lot more fun than me.

      I attached my bike with two thick cable locks to the front of my building and pushed through the shrieky front door, keys in hand. The light in the hallway wasn’t working, but luckily, I had three flights of stairs to get used to the dark. Not ideal, so I kept my key clamped tightly between my two fingers for any surprises. I wasn’t sure whether I was doing it the right way, but it gave me some sense of security.

      My heartbeat only steadied when I was safely inside my flat with the door and latch firmly locked. If I was going to keep coming home late, I really needed the building manager to fix the light, otherwise, I’d have to take up some kind of self-defence class and that involved a lot more moving than I was used to.

      I stared at the reheatable meals in my fridge but even ten minutes sounded like too much waiting. Exhaustion was tugging on my eyelids and after my first day of honest work, I fell into bed, asleep before I hit my pillow.
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      After living for over ten years in this house, it was weird to ring the bell and wait at the front door. A stranger in my own home, even though I was well aware this was no longer home.

      “Liv!” Rebecca greeted me with the same casualty as she greeted all her friends. Except I wasn’t just a friend, I was her ex-wife, but she seemed to conveniently forget that when it suited her.

      “Hey. I’m here to pick Tilly up,” I said.

      “Of course. Come in, come in.”

      I grimaced at being welcomed in my own house, but I bit my tongue. Instead, I followed Rebecca through the hallway, trying not to notice all the difference. The bookcase was gone, the coat rack had moved. There was a new painting, which clashed with the colour of the curtains.

      I gestured to the oil painting of a rooster. “Bette’s?”

      “Yes. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      I nodded. “Yes. What lesbians wouldn’t want a cock hanging in the hallway?”

      “Olivia.”

      “Rebecca,” I mimicked.

      “Do you have to comment on everything?”

      “No…” I paused, trying to suppress the urge. “But the colours don’t match the wallpaper.”

      Oops.

      My ex sighed loudly and shook her head in the same fashion as the last year of our marriage. “I like the rooster. And we’re changing the wallpaper.”

      “Really?” I followed her into the kitchen, a little taken aback. “You… You’re changing your wallpaper… Willingly?”

      “Yes.” Rebecca pulled a mug from the drying rack and held it up. “Tea?”

      “No, thanks. I’d rather have some gin.”

      My ex blinked slowly. “It’s eleven in the morning.”

      “I was kidding,” I deflected. “I’m not an alcoholic.”

      “I didn’t say anything.” She popped the kettle on and grabbed her favourite teapot from the shelves. “Could you get me a—”

      “Spoon?” I finished her sentence while pulling open the cutlery drawer. “I remember. Here.”

      “Thanks.” The first smile tugged on her lips. “You were always an excellent tea aid.”

      “You trained me well.”

      “So I did.”

      We waited in silence for the kettle to come to a whistling boil. It wasn’t uncomfortable, but there were many things I’d rather be doing. Eating at a good sushi place, finding a new gin, watching beautiful women—

      “Ah, there’s Tilly,” Rebecca said, waving through the glass door. A bouncy dog jumped up against the glass and scraped her paws along it, leaving streaks of mud.

      Before I could let her in, the handle twisted and Bette entered the house with my dog.

      “Olivia. You’re here.” She tipped off her wellington boots and reached across to kiss Rebecca. “Hi.”

      “Hey.”

      I averted my gaze, trying to ignore the personal exchange. I’d known Rebecca long enough to recognise her intimate voice. It was all kinds of weird to watch her do it with someone else.

      Instead, I focused on the chocolate cockapoo jumping against my legs.

      “Hey, Tilly. Who’s a good girl?”

      “Wraf!”

      I spoiled her with kisses and rubs, and a lot of vocal affirmation. Just to make it clear I wasn’t listening to Rebecca and Bette’s conversation.

      Only when they broke apart, I turned my attention back to them. “Nice rooster.”

      Bette frowned. “Sorry?”

      “In the hallway. Your painting.”

      “Oooh! Thanks. That’s nice of you to notice,” she said, letting the conversation die.

      So much for that…

      Luckily, the tea seemed ready. Rebecca stirred the leaves loudly and threw the spoon in the sink. “Could you grab me the honey, babe?”

      “Yeah, sure.” My hand was halfway to the cabinet before I caught myself. “Sorry. You weren’t talking to me, were you?”

      Bette and Rebecca exchanged an awkward glance, only made worse with the tense chuckle.

      I stepped aside so Bette could grab the honey and gestured to nowhere in particular. “I should really get going.”

      “You’re sure you don’t want tea?” my ex asked.

      “No, I couldn’t.” I reached down to click a lead on Tilly and shuffled towards the front door. “I’ve got some paperwork to deal with.”

      “Oh? Paperwork for Rainbow Central?” Rebecca accompanied me to the exit, the tension evaporating slightly when it was just the two of us.

      I pulled the door open, all too eager to get back home. “Yes, I’m hiring a new girl.”

      “So business is going well then?”

      The image of the empty bar yesterday sprung in my head, but I didn’t want to tell my ex about that. “Ehh, so and so. You know, ups and downs. Summer is not too far away now.”

      “Of course.” She bent down to fuss Tilly and kiss her curly ears.

      Just before I left, I shot a last look at the rooster painting. “Were you serious about the new wallpaper?”

      “Goodbye, Olivia.”

      “You were so adamant on keeping it when you were with me.”

      She ushered me out the door. “That’s because you decided everything else.”

      “What? That’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is. Bette asks me what I want. Now, goodbye.”

      “But— Well, at least I don’t make paintings of cocks!” I managed to get in before she closed the door. Weak blow, but worth getting in. It would give me something to chuckle about later.

      I tugged on Tilly’s lead, urging her to follow to the car.

      “Let’s go. Good girl. Come on, Till.”

      “Wraf!” The cockapoo bounced after me, her curly ears flopping in the wind.

      “You’re such a beautiful girl,” I said. It was good to have her with me again. It brightened my grey days and at the moment, there were many of them. They were dark, blurry, and hazy.

      I couldn’t even properly remember last night. What terms did I tell that new girl? A trial for a month?

      That sounded about right. I’d draw up the paperwork later and get it emailed over. It was still a little before the busy summer season came bustling in, but I learned my lesson last year. Just hiring some temporary students only brought in chaos.

      This time, I would do it differently. Caspian would train Quinn and she’d be fully worked in by summer. With a new pretty face, maybe I could turn things around. If not, I’d have to put the bar up for sale.
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