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Tabloid Today


Darling no More!





Ava Darling accused of illicit affair with married director.


The young ‘darling’ of Hollywood, Ava Darling, has gone into hiding following accusations of an affair with her  Narnia Now Director, Guy Marshall. The forthcoming film wrapped shooting weeks ago, but the actress was spotted leaving her former director’s Malibu villa in the early hours of Sunday morning.

“There is definitely something going on between them,” says a source close to Darling. “Ava’s been talking about how much she admires Guy for months.”

Darling, 25, skyrocketed to fame three years ago with the breakout indie film Goodbye Alice, which saw her nominated for an Oscar. But her sweet-girl reputation is hanging in tatters following this affair revelation.

“I’m not surprised at all,” says the source. “There’s an ambitious streak in her that everybody overlooks. But now her true personality is coming to light.”

The news came as a shock to Darling’s boyfriend of two years, Jax Curnell, who is currently in London filming season two of Netflix’s smash hit Runaway Train. Sources close to Curnell report he is shocked and devastated by the betrayal.

“Jax is so in love with Ava. Everyone knew he wanted to propose to her,” reports a co-worker. “This news is devastating for him.”

The affair is a first for Marshall, 48, who has been happily married for ten years and shares two children with his wife. “The fact that he’s married wouldn’t stop Ava,” the source says. “I wouldn’t be surprised if this affair has been ongoing for months.”

Darling hasn’t been spotted since Sunday, with some fans speculating she’s already flown covertly to London to try and salvage her relationship with Curnell. But with shooting due to commence on her next feature film, The Hunting Game, in ten weeks’ time, she won’t be able to stay hidden for long. 








  
  

Part One


Black Sheep
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Origin:
English



Meaning:
A member of a family or group 
who is regarded as a disgrace to it.











  
  
Chapter One




Grace Varga surveyed the young woman sitting on the other side of her exceedingly large office desk at Sunshine Cleaning and wondered if she should fire her. Zoe, the pathetic-looking girl, whose lower lip already trembled, would definitely cry if she did, Grace decided. Entitled, privileged young women like her almost certainly weren’t used to being told they were incompetent. 

Suppressing an irritated sigh, Grace flicked her eyes back to the email on her computer screen. 

…not a team player. Zoe flat-out refused to clean the toilets, and kept sighing dramatically whenever I asked her to keep working…

Grace scowled. Hetty, one of her most senior and professional staff members, had sent the email. Not only could Hetty clean a mansion top-to-toe in under six hours, but she was also a natural at inspiring the newer staff members to hitch up their socks and perform better.

Usually.

Zoe, unfortunately, was not so easily inspired. Generally, Grace never employed millennials, or generation Z, or whatever it was that these young twenty-somethings were called nowadays. Anyone under the age of thirty came with an inherent laziness, an entitlement, and an unwillingness to put the hard work in. Seasoned workers, who knew what the realities of bill-paying meant, were much better employees. Mai was one of her best, and that woman hadn’t missed a single day of work in the whole five years she’d worked for Grace. Clients went out of their way to comment on what a great job the forty-five-year-old woman did. Grace knew it was because women like Mai and Hetty were grateful to have a job, that they knew the value of having steady employment. And in a cleaning business, that was exactly the attitude Grace needed in her employees.

“Zoe,” Grace began, trying to be firm but kind. “Working for my company requires a lot of actual work. This isn’t some office job where you get to sit around drinking coffee all day. This is physical, manual labour, and perhaps you’re just not cut out for it.”

“Please don’t fire me,” Zoe pleaded, her chin quivering and tears pooling in her eyes. “I do know what hard work is. I worked myself to the bone trying to run my own business. I hardly slept, and I put in so many hours. I know what it takes to work hard, I truly do. I promise it was just a one-time slip up. I’ll do much better if you give me another chance.”

Grace’s lips thinned. It hadn’t been just a one-time slip up, according to Hetty. Zoe had worked for Grace’s company for an entire two weeks, and in that time, Grace had received more complaints about Zoe than any other employee in her company’s history.

Had this been anyone else, Grace would have handed the girl cash after her trial shift and not bothered adding her to the payroll. She certainly would not have shown the level of patience she had, nor would she have teamed Zoe up with Hetty to try and mould her into an ideal employee. But Zoe was the daughter of Sophie Landy, a woman for whom Grace would do almost anything. So, when Sophie had called, begging Grace to give Zoe a job, she’d agreed immediately.

Now, as her eyes scanned the email again, she wondered just how far her favour to Sophie needed to stretch.

…never have I met someone so lazy. I don’t know why she even wants to work here. She is very ungrateful for the job…

They were all ungrateful, Grace thought, and wished she’d been able to stick to her hiring instincts. Zoe might be twenty-five, but Grace thought she looked like a child with her large, brown doe-eyes, her pouty lips and rounded cheeks. She was Sophie’s only daughter, and Grace knew Sophie went to extraordinary lengths to provide for her, even let the girl still live at home with her, which was something Grace couldn’t fathom. At twenty-five, Zoe should well and truly be standing on her own two feet, the way Grace and Sophie had to do at a much younger age.

It was one of the reasons why they’d bonded all those years ago when they were both nineteen. They’d met at a women’s shelter in King’s Cross, one dreary night in July, though if anyone asked, they said they’d met at a party. Sophie had run from an abusive relationship; Grace had simply run out of money and been too proud to beg her foster parents for help. They’d quickly realised how similar they were; both orphaned at a young age and neither having ever had any money to start with. Grace liked to think that they recognised in each other a fierce determination to succeed, to shake off the childhood they’d known and create a more successful life for themselves. 

When Grace had wanted to start her cleaning business, it was Sophie who’d lent her all the money she had to get things going. It was the most deeply humbling, generous thing anyone had ever done for Grace, and she’d sworn in that moment not only to pay Sophie back as quickly as possible, but that from then on, she’d help Sophie out in whatever capacity she could. Though she’d never had children of her own, Grace had always been there for Sophie, had supported her emotionally when Zoe’s father left, the baby barely three weeks old. Sophie had been determined that Zoe would not grow up in a household of poverty, and Grace watched in awe as Sophie worked gruelling hospital night-shifts so she could spend her afternoons ferrying Zoe to her dance lessons and music lessons and any other lessons Zoe wanted to do. Sophie poured every single dollar she earned into providing an ideal childhood for Zoe, sheltering Zoe from any of the hard life truths that Sophie and Grace had grown up with. 

“I really need this job,” Zoe whispered now, her voice trembling and a tear escaping to run unchecked down her cheek. “I don’t want my mum to be disappointed in me.” The girl dropped her head, and a single silent sob racked her body.

This time Grace didn’t hide her sigh. She took the tissue box from behind her desk, premium tissues mind, not the cheap stuff she stocked her own house with, and offered it to Zoe.

“Zoe, I would dearly like to give you another chance. But we deal with high-value, exclusive clients, some of the wealthiest people in the whole of Sydney, and the reputation of Sunshine Cleaning is our most important asset. Every one of my employees needs to understand this, and if you do a poor job, then it reflects badly on the entire company. As you said, you tried to start a business yourself, so you must understand how important reputation is.”

Zoe looked up at her, her brown eyes still swimming with tears. “Yes,” she said, then gave a watery smile. “Though my business was nowhere near as successful as yours.”

Grace didn’t doubt it. After Sophie had taken out a personal loan to send Zoe to a fancy design college, the girl had refused to take part in an industry internship, instead convincing her mother to fund some accessories label for her. Grace didn’t understand the concept at all; it was a younger generation thing, something that seemed entirely reliant on social media for its success. Sophie, apparently, had faith in her daughter, but Grace didn’t know how any business could run like that. Sunshine Cleaning ran the traditional way: through hard work and elbow grease.

“You’re still very young, Zoe. It takes years of experience to run a profitable business. You should learn all you can now, especially learning what hard work is. Then you might succeed in the future.”

“I hope I can be as successful as you one day. My mum’s always saying how inspiring you are. She even said you just bought yourself an Audi.”

Zoe said the words with awe, and Grace smiled.

It was her pride and joy, that car. Grace had poured all her energy, everything she had over the past twenty-six years into building Sunshine Cleaning, and the day she’d walked into the dealership and ordered her first ever brand-new car was one of the best of her life. Every time she climbed into it and heard the engine growl awake was like hearing an affirmation that she’d made it.

“An Audi A3 convertible, bright red,” Grace confirmed, smiling as she pictured it. “It even has custom number plates with my initials. The thing is, Zoe, I’d set myself a business goal, and when I finally achieved it last year, I treated myself to the car of my dreams—cash outright, no financing. I’d had my heart set on that car for years, and now every time I look at it, I’m reminded of what my hard work has amounted to. You can have this too, Zoe. Do you see? You just need to want it badly enough.”

Zoe nodded eagerly, seemingly lapping up the advice. She did want it, Grace could see. She might look innocent and fragile, but she had ambition hidden beneath the surface. Perhaps she wasn’t such a lost cause after all.

“I’ll give you one more shot,” Grace reluctantly said, and watched as a smile broke out over Zoe’s face. “I’m going to pair you with Mai, one of my most hard-working and respected employees. But if I hear even a whiff of a complaint from her that you aren’t pulling your weight, that will be it, okay? This is your last chance.”

“Thank you, thank you! I won’t let you down, I promise. You really are a life saver.” Zoe beamed, and Grace felt a swell of satisfied pride course through her. Yes, she was a good person, and she was glad to be able to help Sophie’s daughter. Grace knew herself how much it could mean to a young woman, simply having someone give you a chance.

“I’ll email you your updated roster this afternoon. Now, get going before I change my mind,” she added with an indulgent smile.

Zoe jumped up eagerly, thanking Grace again profusely as she scampered out the door.

Alone in her office, Grace leaned back in her chair, exhaling a relieved sigh. It would all work out for the best, she told herself. She was a firm believer in karma, and she’d just done a  good deed.


      [image: image-placeholder]Zoe high-tailed it to the lift of the dingy, co-shared office building, eager to get away from Sunshine Cleaning’s management office. To think she’d just had to grovel to that pudgy, middle-aged woman, to be told by someone twice the recommended body weight that she didn’t know what hard work was. Zoe scowled at her reflection in the mirrored lift, wiping the mascara smudges from beneath her eyes. Grace Varga looked like she hadn’t personally done a hard days’ work in over ten years. Zoe couldn’t stand people like her—super eager to dole out advice like she was the bloody Dalai Lama of business school.

Zoe hated being a cleaner. It was so demeaning, scrubbing other people’s shit away. But she didn’t have a choice about doing it, at least for now. Her mother had threatened to stop paying off Zoe’s massive business debt if she didn’t hold down a job, and Zoe suspected her mother was serious this time.

It was so unfair, Zoe knew. It wasn’t her fault that Unicorn Designs was so far in the red. She kept trying to explain to her mother that start-ups don’t make any money for at least the first two years, but still whenever she asked for more money her mother became near hysterical. She kept harping on about her loans and debts and how she couldn’t afford to take another mortgage out on the house. But parents were supposed to support their children, and it wasn’t Zoe’s fault that she only had one. And—as Zoe had pointed out on multiple occasions—what was the point in her mother sending her to such a good design college if she wasn’t prepared to support Zoe afterwards?

But with this latest shipment debacle, and the threats from Fred to collect on her other debts, she’d had no choice but to appease her mother by working as a drudge for rich fuckers. Being employed by Sunshine Cleaning, as abhorrent as it was, was the only reason her mother was still paying off Zoe’s business loans.

Still, it rankled her.

It especially rankled her when she thought about Fred and his taunts that she’d be crawling back into his bed. As if she’d ever demean herself with him again! It was bad enough that their business and personal relationships had bled together, and that was before she’d discovered what he really did for a living. Although maybe that was the reason why she’d ended up in his bed—she never could resist a bad boy.

It was just a shame said bad boy suspected her of nicking that ten grand he’d carelessly left lying around. 

When the lift doors opened, Zoe stepped out and discovered she was in the carpark, having mistakenly gone down too many levels. The lift had already closed and retreated behind her, and she couldn’t be bothered waiting for it again, so she started walking through the concrete bunker, heading towards the exit ramp.

She was almost there when she spied something ahead that had her swerving with interest. In the car space marked with a ‘Reserved: Sunshine Cleaning’ sign, sat a shiny red, pristine-looking Audi A3 convertible, with Grace’s initials on the numberplate.

Zoe approached the vehicle, which currently had the top up, and stared critically at it. If she’d put twenty years of hard work into a business, she damn well hoped she’d be able to afford a lot more than just a car. It wasn’t even that impressive! It was small, for one thing, and Zoe almost laughed as she imagined Grace trying to hoist her hefty frame in and out of it. She walked along the side of the Audi, letting her hand glide over the smooth, metallic paint as she peered down at the black leather seats within. What a sad story this car was, Zoe decided. If it had been a Ferrari, then maybe Zoe would understand Grace’s superiority complex. But to have that woman giving Zoe business advice about this, as if Zoe would ever aspire to owning something so pedestrian. 

A wicked thought crossed her mind and Zoe spun the art-deco, fake designer ring on her finger. And as she finished her circuit around the car, she pushed the ring against the pristine paintwork, hearing the painfully high-pitched screeching sound as the ring gouged a long, ragged line from the rear passenger door all the way up to the bonnet. 

Zoe felt much happier as she left the building.








  
  
Chapter Two




The house at number 110B Wolseley Road, Point Piper, was the most ridiculously stylish home Zoe had ever set foot inside. Not as large as some of the other mansions on this street, which Zoe knew was the most expensive street in Sydney, it nevertheless was a jaw-dropping work of modern architecture in its own right. From the moment Zoe set foot in the grand entrance hall, she felt as if she’d stepped into a sophisticated art gallery. Monochrome surfaces in white with black accents took a backseat to the enormous paintings on the walls and the huge abstract sculpture rising from the centre of the entrance foyer like a sentinel. Zoe struggled to take it all in as she dutifully followed Mai down the central corridor to the laundry, her eyes greedily devouring the ridiculous display of wealth before her as if she could stash it away for later pleasure. 

“You can start in kitchen,” Mai said in her crisp, slightly accented voice, as she handed Zoe a very unglamourous bucket filled with cleaning supplies. “No chemicals on marble benchtop. Surface wipe down everything. Understand?”

“Yes.” Zoe smiled insincerely at the small woman, suspecting that the scowly, unimpressed expression was a permanent fixture to Mai’s face.

“I’ll check you often. No slacking off.”

“Of course not! I’m dying to get started. Where is the kitchen?”

Zoe followed Mai down another corridor, her eyes darting through every single open doorway they passed. The same monochromatic style with art-deco pops and accents carried through the whole floor, and Zoe’s eyes boggled as she spotted the most glorious views of Sydney Harbour through every window on the west side. Zoe couldn’t help the enormous stab of envy going through her, as she imagined who, exactly, could afford to buy a house such as this. 

“Here for you,” Mai announced as she led Zoe into something akin to a kitchen showroom. Benchtops made of white marble with a caramel-swirl grain spanned metres around the room, and an enormous, square island bench, larger than three king-sized beds, took up centre stage. An entire football team could happily co-exist in here, especially since there seemed to be two refrigerators, three ovens, two dishwashers, a glass-fronted wine display fridge and a range of appliances Zoe couldn’t even name. “I’ll be in next room. Work quickly.”

With that, the small woman trotted off, leaving Zoe standing slack-mouthed and alone.

Zoe plonked her bucket of supplies on the island bench and did a quick examination of the surfaces. It was already pristine, which Zoe was glad about, because it meant she didn’t need to do anything. Still, she picked up a sponge and a spray bottle of Ajax, and carried them around with her for when Mai decided to check in.

Zoe crossed to the windows and gazed down at the sight before her. Two levels below, the property stretched out onto a gorgeous, paved terrace which, from what Zoe could glimpse through the currently-open louvred roof, was complete with a huge u-shaped lounge set and matching bowl chairs, a twelve-seater outdoor dining table set, a massive built-in barbeque and kitchen, plus an outdoor fire pit. The terrace then stretched out onto a gorgeously green lawn, upon which sat a row of sun loungers and umbrellas. Beyond that, an infinity pool seemed to just drop off the edge of the land up above the harbour. Tall hedges and flowering plants provided walls along the sides of the property, screening out the neighbours and creating a perfectly private oasis with its own glorious view of Sydney Harbour and the Sydney Harbour Bridge in the distance. Zoe felt like she was staring at the front cover of a Vogue Living magazine.

“You okay?” Mai suddenly asked from the doorway.

Zoe spun around, a smile immediately upon her face.

“Absolutely! Do you need a hand with anything?” Zoe asked sweetly.

“No, you just do kitchen,” Mai replied, casting a suspicious look around the room before disappearing again.

Zoe spritzed the Ajax onto a small patch of marbled bench and then wiped it off.

Walking around to the impressive-looking coffee machine, Zoe saw a photograph propped against the wall beside it, as if whoever lived here wanted to be reminded of someone every morning. Zoe peered at the photo, expecting to see the faces of children staring back at her. But it was a young, smiling couple; a beautiful woman with blonde hair peeking out beneath her beanie, and an attractive young man laughing, his arm around the girl, a beanie on his head and a ski glove visible on her shoulder. The girl had her arm out, and based on the angle of the photo, Zoe could tell it was a selfie.

Then Zoe jolted in shock as she realised she recognised not only the girl, but the guy as well.

It was Ava Darling and Jax Curnell. Two of the biggest names in Hollywood. And a girl Zoe had a history with.

Zoe grabbed the photo and held it close to her face, devouring every detail of the picture. How on earth did the person living here have this photo? Then her head snapped up, looking around the house again as a more likely option dawned on her.

The newspaper articles recently. The scandal about Ava Darling and that married director. The suggestion that Ava had gone into hiding.

“Mai!” Zoe gasped, running into the next room. “Whose house is this?”

“I don’t know, we just clean.”

“Mai, I think this is Ava Darling’s house!”

Mai scowled up at her, her frown lines deepening if possible. “Yes, you right. This Ms Darling’s house. She very important client. We must do extra good job.”

“I went to school with her, you know,” Zoe said proudly, as if this might make her famous by proximity. “Same high school. We used to have classes together.”

“Well, maybe if she come home while we still here, you can say hi. But now, we clean.”

Zoe froze at Mai’s words, the reality of this situation hitting her. Zoe was here, in Ava Darling’s house, working as a cleaner. What if Ava arrived home and found Zoe scrubbing out her toilet? Zoe would rather wax the hair entirely off her own head.

Zoe looked down in disgust at the baggy maid’s uniform she wore, which was at least three sizes too big, and she knew there was no way in hell she’d let Ava Darling see her like this. How had their lives turned out so differently anyway? Zoe had been the popular one in high school. Zoe’s circle of friends were referred to by everyone else as the “cool group”, a moniker that described them perfectly. They were the ones who went to parties and drank alcohol in year eight, who smoked cigarettes by year nine and who all had boyfriends and girlfriends by year ten. They hung out under the giant oak tree on the edge of the courtyard at lunchtimes, and they sat in the back rows in the classrooms. Together with her best friend, Brittany Bennett, Zoe was the queen of high school. Even the other girls in their own group envied them. Zoe knew she was destined to lead, destined to be successful. And yet here she was, working as the domestic shit-scraper in Ava Darling’s house.

Zoe scowled down at the photograph again, so far removed from the nerdy, awkward girl with the too-loud laugh and weird personality whom Ava used to be. Ava had always been a nerd and a loner. She’d been into drama, would always talk about these drama camps she did every summer. She’d even, Zoe remembered delightedly, pretended to have a boyfriend at drama camp one year. For months afterwards, in year ten, Ava had maintained a story that she had a boyfriend, that he was cute and hot and that he was in love with her. Yet when it came time for the formal, said boyfriend never appeared, and everyone realised that the entire story was just some lame lie for Ava to make herself more popular. Ava had gone stag to the year ten formal, something that definitely wasn’t cool, and was one of the few people in their grade who hadn’t gone to the year twelve formal at all. That was how uncool she was.

Zoe had lost touch with most of her high school friends—they’d all gone their separate ways after school, and Brittany had moved to Denmark. But Zoe knew everyone had been just as surprised as she was when Ava Darling suddenly popped up as an actor on Home and Away, barely months out of high school. And then she got the leading role in that Goodbye Alice movie and was suddenly famous all over the world. For the last three years, Zoe had seen Ava Darling’s name and pictures in every tabloid magazine and on every celeb social media account, usually in the best dressed lists or in the cute Hollywood couples’ categories. And every time she saw her name, Zoe felt something unpleasant churning in her stomach.

If anyone from their high school should have been cast in Home and Away and gone on to fame and fortune, it should have been her. Zoe was the one who had it made in high school. By rights, she should have been the one best set up for a super-successful career. Zoe still didn’t understand how Ava Darling had managed to make it happen.

Mai was now on her hands and knees, rubber gloves pulled up to her elbows, scrubbing with quite amazing vigour at some mark on the floor. Zoe backed quietly away and began exploring the house properly.

It held a new fascination now that she knew Ava lived here. Well, Ava probably lived in Los Angeles or New York most of the time, but this must be her Sydney base. Which of the plethora of rooms did Ava spend her time in when she was at home? Did she entertain here? Did she float in that amazing infinity pool, gazing out at her own private stretch of harbour, and did she sun-bake on the sunloungers?

As Zoe crept through the front foyer again, she thought she heard a noise come from downstairs, as if a door had just been closed. Zoe froze mid-step, everything in her going still and poised like a possum caught in torchlight. Could Ava already be here? Zoe felt a sick kind of perversion at the idea that she was in Ava Darling’s house and Ava had no idea about it. She certainly didn’t want Ava to discover her, but Zoe’s curiosity was escalating. Was Ava downstairs right now? Was she alone? Or could she be with somebody? Part of Zoe wanted to flee the house before Ava walked out and spotted her, but another part of her reasoned that so long as Ava didn’t know she was here, this was too good an opportunity to miss.

As if drawn by forces more powerful than her, Zoe tip-toed down the stairs.

The second floor revealed a corridor of doorways, most of them open to silent, empty rooms beyond. But there, at the end of the hallway, a door stood ajar. And a faint voice was coming from within.

Cautiously, Zoe crept closer.

The door was open by a mere fingernail span. Zoe moved as close as she dared, seeing through the sliver of the crack a large room beyond, perhaps a study. A woman sat in front of a desk, her back to the door. Before her stood a large computer monitor, currently lit up with someone’s face. Zoe pushed the door a tiny fraction so she could see and hear better, and her eyes went wide.

The woman, Zoe knew instantly. Though her hair was blonder than it used to be, Zoe recognised her voice not just from high school but from the countless movies she’d seen her in. Ava Darling, oblivious to the fact that she was now being watched, was right in the middle of a video call with a man. And it was this man that had Zoe’s lips silently parting in shock.

On conference call with Ava was Guy Marshall, the director Ava was accused of having an affair with. The scandal had been all over the news for the past two weeks, with nobody quite sure what had happened between them and everyone involved refusing to comment. Zoe had followed the story with her usual morbid fascination with Ava Darling. Now, it seemed, Zoe was about to get the inside scoop. 

“-people are barely even blinking an eye at you,” Ava was saying.

“I’m in just as much shit as you are,” Guy growled, scowling at Ava through the screen. “My wife is furious. We’ve always had an understanding about this stuff before, but it’s never gone public.”

Soundlessly, Zoe reached beneath her uniform and withdrew her phone. She opened the video application and directed the camera through the gap in the doorway.

And began recording.








  
  
Chapter Three




Ava knew things were bad. 

Her career, her very life, had gone from soaring through cloud nine to drowning in the River Styx in a matter of hours. She’d spent so many years being meticulous, being deliberate, being so careful to cultivate an image that could help her succeed in Hollywood. And now, with one ridiculously naïve lapse in judgement, she’d managed to shatter it.

Why had there been that photographer there, to get pictures of her leaving Guy’s house? She couldn’t believe how careless she’d been. She closed her eyes, grimacing. Immediately she felt like she was back there, the morning sun waking her with a pounding in her head and a mouth that felt like she’d spent the night licking a ferret. Regret and horror had hit her immediately, along with a self-loathing so strong she thought it might strangle her.

What had she done? She’d never cheated on anyone in her life, nor been the kind of person to knowingly sleep with someone married. In the gaunt light of morning, Ava had felt tears spring to her eyes, the terrible hangover she felt not nearly enough punishment for what she deserved. Cautiously she’d rolled over and seen Guy still there beside her, naked beneath the sheet, and lightly snoring. He looked so much older in the daylight, so different to the funny, charming, seductive man she’d been with the night before.

Getting out of bed to move towards the bathroom, a new horror had arrived in the form of wetness falling down her thighs. She barely made it to the bathroom before dry retching over the toilet, grabbing wads of toilet paper to furiously clean herself as best she could.

Brilliant, she’d thought. Not only had she had sex with Guy Marshall, but they hadn’t used a condom.

She’d fled the house in disgust, leaving him snoring. All she’d been able to think in her mind was to get out, to undo it, to go back in time and make believe it had never happened. 

Yet, funnily, that wasn’t the morning she’d been spotted leaving his house. Instead, they’d spotted her leaving three weeks later, the morning she’d arrived early to talk to him about the encounter. That was when they’d gotten the photographs, and she hadn’t even had sex with him then. 

Ava paused in her pacing, opening her phone again to re-read the message he’d sent an hour ago.

We need to talk urgently. Call me.

She didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t want anything to do with him, ever again. But Hollywood could be a very small world, and Ava knew she couldn’t afford to have someone like Guy Marshall offside. She needed to be mature about this. Be an adult.

Resigning herself to the fact that it was time to have an unpleasant conversation, Ava crossed to the study door to close it. She’d heard the cleaner arrive about half an hour earlier, though she knew Mai would be upstairs cleaning for at least another two hours before she ventured down to the lower floors. But as she pushed the door closed, she was so distracted by her thoughts about the upcoming call with Guy that she didn’t notice that the door didn’t close properly, that the latch merely snicked across the strike plate without locking in. Nor did she notice, as she turned away and crossed back to the desk, the door silently popping open again, just a crack.

She sat down, opened Signal on her computer, and invited Guy to a video call.

“Ava,” he answered immediately, and she saw him frowning as he peered at his screen. “Where are you?”

“I’m back home. In Sydney. I told you I was coming here.”

“Good. This is turning into a shit storm over here. Don’t go outside at all. The last thing we need is more paparazzi shots.”

“I am aware, don’t worry. Nobody even knows I’m in Australia, and I plan to keep it that way. Besides, I’m the one being crucified online, people are barely even blinking an eye at you.”

“I’m in just as much shit as you are. My wife is furious. We’ve had an understanding about this stuff before, but it’s never gone public.”

Ava clenched her jaw, angered by his callous admission that she was just one in a long line of his affairs. Just how many actresses had fallen for his charms before her? It didn’t bother her that he wasn’t faithful to his wife – so far as she knew, they probably had an open relationship, besides, his life shouldn’t be her concern – but she was angry at the way the media chose to portray him. He was being styled as the devoted husband who’d been led astray while she’d been cast as the seductive villain in this narrative. Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Older, married man, who should definitely know better and have his life in order, seduces young, impressionable and preposterously stupid actress. Now there would be a headline hitting much closer to the truth.

“The press don’t know what’s true and what’s not,” she said, trying for the speech she’d practised. “Nobody does. So long as you don’t admit to anything—”

“I’m not an idiot. Of course I’m not going to tell anyone we had sex. You make sure you do the same. This can be spun into any number of career-destroying stories. Next thing I’ll have those ‘Me Too’ movement people targeting me, trying to spin this like your older married director took advantage of you.”

Ava stood up from her chair, too annoyed by him to stay seated. Of course he was thinking only about himself, about how this looked for him. But he was a man who had an established, successful directing career. This kind of scandal was just like a small rain event on his otherwise sunny day. But for her, this scandal could be fatal.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to lie about what happened. We were both consenting adults that night. We both made the mistake. We both chose what happened.”

Even if she’d been so drunk that she didn’t remember it much, she’d still chosen to drink with him late into the night, alone in his house. Though she could lie to herself and say she never anticipated sex, she’d known it was going to happen before she’d even arrived. Why else had she worn her La Perla lingerie? 

“Did you take care of the other thing?” he asked now.

The other thing. He couldn’t even bring himself to say it. It was the thing she’d gone to confront him about, the reason why she’d been photographed. Of all the regrets she had about her actions, the decision to tell him about the other thing was her biggest. She should have just quietly taken care of it herself, as she’d ended up doing. He hadn’t been any help anyway.

“Yes. The other thing has been taken care of. I’m no longer pregnant.”

She was still stunned that he’d managed to impregnate her. After fleeing his house, the morning after they’d had sex, Ava had frantically thought through her options. She needed that Plan B morning-after tablet … or did she? She was on the pill of course, would regularly use it to skip her period if it clashed with a demanding acting role. And even though she’d missed taking it the night before, she was sure she could just take it when she got home and everything would be fine. The likelihood of her getting pregnant was surely close to zero? It would still be a good idea to take Plan B, she knew, but how would she get it? She certainly couldn’t go to a store and buy it herself, yet she didn’t know who she could trust to confide in and get it for her. Ellery, her personal assistant and most trusted friend, had gone home to Texas for her sister’s wedding. Ava’s agent was away in New York, and even her L.A. neighbour, who Ava would certainly have trusted in a pinch, was holidaying in France. There was nobody else Ava was close enough to in L.A. to ask a favour such as this.

So, she hadn’t bothered with Plan B. She’d just finished her current cycle of pills and then taken the break to let her period arrive.

Only it hadn’t. When Ava had woken on the third day of her expected period to find it still hadn’t shown up, she’d jumped online and ordered a packet of pregnancy tests with same-day delivery. And when they’d arrived, she’d peed on every single one of them just to be sure.

Positive. Each and every stubborn little stick.

Ava’s heart had sunk.

It wasn’t a child at this point, she’d rationalised, it wasn’t anything more than a problem that needed immediate rectification. She needed to find a clinic that could give her the abortion pill, but again how to do this without anyone recognising her? That had been the reason she’d gone to see Guy, that ill-fated decision that had sparked the ensuing media frenzy. He was the only person she could tell about this, since he already knew how it had happened. She’d hoped, being in his late forties and much more experienced in the ways of the world, that he might have a discreet contact, someone who could be called for just such celebrity emergencies. 

She was wrong. He didn’t have any contacts, and he’d looked terrified when she’d told him about it. Ava had only been living permanently in Los Angeles for two years at that point, and she didn’t have a regular doctor that she saw. So, she did the only thing that seemed sensible; she got on a plane back to Sydney to where she knew Doctor Haven, her trusted family G.P., would be able to help her deal with the problem.

Guy breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Err, are you okay?”

Ava stopped pacing and glared at him. “I’m fine. It was barely anything. I just took a couple of pills and my period arrived, end of story.”

She didn’t feel like sharing any of the gory details that came with a forced miscarriage with Guy. Just like the cursed night itself, it was something she intended to forget.

“Good. Look, I’m sorry,” he said, looking ashamed for the first time. “In the heat of the moment, I didn’t even think to use … and look, I don’t have any diseases, if you were wondering, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

Ava smiled grimly. Doctor Haven had already swabbed her for STDs, and the results had come back negative. So, no, she didn’t have anything to worry about in that department.

“I don’t either. We’re both clean.” 

“Excellent. And we’re on the same page about all of this then?”

“If ‘by the same page’ you mean act as if it never happened and don’t tell anybody any of the details? Then, yes. As far as the press are concerned, I popped into your house early that morning to discuss potential new film opportunities, ones that are highly confidential, and the photographer who spotted me leaving made it look like something it wasn’t. And we won’t be lying when we say we didn’t have sex that day.”

“You look upset in the photo.”

“Well, perhaps the film roles you were offering me weren’t appealing.”

“And the gossips who are reporting having seen us together?”

“Two colleagues can’t just meet up for a professional discussion now and then?”

“Good. We’re on the same page.”

“Of course we are. I need this to blow over just as much as you do.”

“Stay safe, Ava. And look after yourself.”

Ava smiled, her professional default, though she felt as if she’d just sucked on a lemon. “You too.”

She ended the call and slumped down in the computer chair again, letting her head fall onto her hands. How far would this disaster escalate? Could they really just blow off the press, make it seem like a photo that had been skewed out of context? Ava was scheduled to start filming a new Marvel Entertainment movie in eight weeks’ time, in which she’d been cast as one of the leads. It was the most lucrative contract she’d ever won, the biggest, most expensive film, and she couldn’t wait to start filming. She should have already started her exercise program for the role, but the events of the last two weeks had put that on hold. Now, when she thought about how she was falling behind, how this scandal rumour might influence the studio, terror gripped her. Would Marvel dump her off the film? Studios had been known to dump actors for less; the second the tide of public opinion turned, actors would be severed like the most brutal of surgeons amputating a hand with a slight discolouration.

Could this affair really destroy her career? Ava knew, without a doubt, that if the truth ever got out then Ava Darling the actress would receive a Do Not Revive status. Her dreams, her goals, everything she’d ever wanted for her life would be over. Ava felt like she’d only just truly begun living; surely the ride couldn’t be over yet?

A sound penetrated her thoughts, like the distant creak of a stair, and Ava’s head shot up. Mai might already be making her way down to clean the lower levels, and Ava liked to keep out of her way when she was here. Standing up to check, Ava saw that the door was open a few fingers width, and she frowned, realising she hadn’t closed it properly. She pulled it open and stared out into the hallway beyond, but the hall and the distant staircase were deserted. 

Yet an ill feeling like an insect crawling up the back of her neck made her suddenly shiver, and she felt an unfathomable sense of foreboding.
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