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For Alex, who first met Roman,

and Sarah Louise, who was with me through all the doors



Prologue

Best friends becoming something more is a good story. I’ve certainly always been a big fan.

It’s a classic combination, after all: a solid bedrock of affection and respect suddenly shot through with the lava of red-hot passion. You see it in food all the time: creamy, comforting chocolate awakened by fiery chilli; a soft, delicate roux set aflame by Worcestershire sauce and a sprinkling of white pepper. It just worked. Or, at least, it did with other people.

The evening I realised ‘best friend’ to ‘passionate lover’ wasn’t going to be as natural a progression as all my recipe books had suggested, I stood at the island bench of my Great Aunt Agnes’ kitchen. A tray of perfect, velvety dollops of choux pastry and my two squabbling best friends were before me.

There wasn’t much about this scene that differed from any of the past hundred Wednesday nights, but there was a slight tightness in my chest that told me that this one was special. This was our last Wednesday as high schoolers, our last Wednesday before actual adulthood set in.

My friends, however, didn’t seem to appreciate the significance.

‘I swear to god, Dec, call me shallow one more time.’ Zoë’s smooth, jet-black bob quivered with agitation and Declan, lanky and bright-eyed, held up the bible he’d been flipping through in mock surrender.

‘I’m not calling you shallow,’ he objected with a laugh that suggested that’s exactly what he was doing. ‘I’m just pointing out that on this, the eve of our graduation, we’ve all decided to pursue careers represented by the cardinal sins.’

‘Training to be a beautician does not make me prideful.’ Zoë, the spitting image of how Snow White would’ve looked had she had anger management issues, rose immediately and predictably to Dec’s bait. ‘Or stupid or vain or whatever the hell you’re suggesting I am.’

‘And I wouldn’t say training to be a pastry chef necessarily means I condone gluttony,’ I said as I dipped my finger into a glass of water and began carefully dabbing down the tops of my pastry blobs so they wouldn’t catch in the oven.

‘There’s no need to deny it, we’re all friends here,’ Dec said cheerfully, sending a tiny wink my way as Zoë let out a constricted noise of outrage. ‘And I’m not saying I’m exempt. I mean, I have an excessive love of, and desire for, earthly possessions. Greed, yeah?’

There was a ‘tsch’ noise and we looked up to see Great Aunt Agnes – Aggie to all who knew and loved her – emerging from the bathroom in a waft of her distinctively spicy perfume.

‘What is this talk of sins?’ she asked in heavily accented English, putting her hands on her hips with a flourish that made her gold bracelets chime. ‘You are not sinners. You are my brains, beauty and,’ she searched for a way to describe me and then raised her rather severe eyebrows and finished, ‘baker.’

This sort of affirmation was nothing we hadn’t heard from her before, but we still smirked at each other in that mixture of embarrassment and pride we felt every time she so easily validated each of us.

‘But this?’ She marched over and pulled her bible from Dec’s grasp before waggling it in his face. ‘Not a prop.’

Dec grinned back at her, unrepentant. ‘I thought you’d be pleased I was expanding my religious education.’

‘Aw.’ She reached out and gave his chin an affectionate little wiggle then lightly slapped him on the cheek. ‘Respect and grace,’ she reminded him, a common refrain of hers that Zoë and I mouthed behind her back.

Her gospel saved, Aggie moved away to start rummaging through her cavernous wardrobe on the other side of her studio flat and the rest of us returned to the matter at hand.

‘Of course, there’s another way to look at it.’ Zoë shifted forward on her stool and poked Dec in the chest with a perfectly polished nail. ‘Some would say that my aim is to make people feel beautiful on the outside, and Gio’s is to do the same on the inside. Frankly, we’re going to bring good to the world. You’re the only bad guy here, Brains.’

‘Well, nothing new there, then.’ The corners of Dec’s mouth quirked self-deprecatingly.

Afraid that my eyes were about to start flashing neon heart signs at him like in a cartoon, I looked for something to say other than: I know you’re one of my best friends, but I’m mad about you, please let me have your babies.

‘Check out my choux!’ is what I landed on and, as distractions went, it was a pretty effective one. Dec and Zoë immediately stopped narrowing their eyes at each other and, appearing vaguely puzzled, lifted themselves to look over the counter and down at my feet instead.

When I realised why, I let out a little snort. ‘Not shoe,’ I laughed. ‘Choux!’ And I gestured at the tray in front of me.

They exchanged a look.

‘Not shoe shoe?’ Zoë repeated.

‘Choux,’ I said again, trying to enunciate the difference. ‘Choux.’

‘You’re aware that you’re just standing there repeating the word “shoe”, yeah?’ Dec said and I rolled my eyes.

‘C-h-o-u-x,’ I spelt out. ‘Choux pastry.’ I indicated the blobs on the tray again and they both obediently switched their attention to them. I could tell by their expressions, however, that they didn’t get it. They didn’t appreciate how sheeny the dough had become once I’d added the eggs or how evenly I’d piped the buns out, and they certainly didn’t appreciate the perfect golden puffs they were destined to turn into.

‘Just say, “They look lovely, dear”,’ I advised.

‘They look lovely, dear,’ they intoned obediently.

Tying a brightly patterned scarf around her throat, Aggie emerged from her Aladdin’s cave of a closet and headed back to the kitchen area.

‘Are you ready, minha querida?’ she asked and Zoë nodded, hopping off the bar stool, expertly shimmying her tight black skirt back to its proper length and then wrinkling her nose.

‘Sinner or not,’ she said dryly as she snatched up her purse, ‘as god is my witness, once I have enough money to quit waitressing I am going to burn this skirt. It doesn’t matter how many times I wash it, it always smells like garlic.’

‘So that’s what that smell is,’ Dec deadpanned, ducking as she thwacked her purse into his head in response.

‘Text me later,’ I called as she headed for the front door and she waved a hand over her shoulder in reply.

That was Zoë: always with somewhere else to be, always hitting someone round the back of the head as she went.

Aggie paused only to blow extravagant kisses at Dec and me, which we returned with gusto, before she, too, bustled out of her flat.

‘And then there were two.’ Dec stretched out his long legs, hooking his feet into the footrest of Zoë’s abandoned stool and grinning lazily at me across the counter.

Oh god, I loved him, I loved him, I loved him . . .

‘So you’ll be the first to try my chocolate-topped caramel custard profiteroles!’ My exclamation was much too high-pitched, but in my defence, it was getting harder and harder to act normally around Dec now my mid-level crush of the past two years had exploded into full-on infatuation.

‘Works for me.’

It was difficult to tell whether he was just being kind by not mentioning my obvious partiality to him, or whether Dec was actually so dense that he hadn’t noticed. His even response then left me none the wiser.

There followed a companionable half-hour or so where I pottered about finishing off my baking and Dec did whatever it was that boys do on their phones every waking hour of their lives. I revelled in the cosy domesticity of it all and tried not to feel too guilty about how much I enjoyed this time every Wednesday when Zoë left for work, dropping Aggie off at her ‘stitch and bitch’ group on the way, reducing our usual foursome down to a twosome.

Not that various permutations of us didn’t end up congregating at Aggie’s flat on other days of the week. Dec and Zoë had the sort of home lives that people spoke about in sad whispers, and my parents worked gruelling shift-work hours and had always relied on Aggie to provide before- and after-school care for me when I was younger, a routine I’d never really grown out of. I adored Aggie and sought any excuse to see her. So it was here, where the door was always open and the kettle was always on, that we all ended up more often than not.

‘Do you think it’ll work out?’

I spent just about every cent of the money I earned as a check-out chick on baking ingredients and recipe books and kept an extensive stash of both at Aggie’s studio. When Dec suddenly spoke, I’d been concentrating on melting chocolate to the right temperature for tempering.

‘My profiteroles?’ I asked blankly.

He shook his head. ‘I’m kind of thinking bigger than your profiteroles.’

I was about to make some smart remark about how it wasn’t the size of the profiteroles that mattered, but how they tasted, but stopped as I saw him start to spin his phone back and forth nervously.

‘Bigger how?’ I asked. Seeing that the chocolate had reached forty-five degrees, I removed it from the double boiler to stir in the remaining room-temperature chocolate.

‘You know, our sins.’ He raised his hazel eyes to mine and I belatedly realised how much his mood had shifted since Zoë and Aggie had left. ‘Do you think they’ll work out? Cos we’ve all sat here and talked about what we’re going to do with our lives for years. What the hell do we do if it turns out that the Beauty’s allergic to nail polish, or the Baker’s actually crap at baking, or the Brain’s not smart enough for uni?’

No-one was a bigger champion of Zoë and me than Dec, so I knew it wasn’t our abilities he was questioning.

The three of us lived in an outer suburb called Jarli that was known primarily for its large sign that proclaimed: ‘Welcome to Jarli’ and which some joker had graffitied ‘Good fucking luck!’ across. Our luck lay in Aggie, who’d immigrated to Australia from Brazil with my maternal grandparents and, from day one, had been determined to make a success of herself. At an early age, Zoë, Dec and I had each become disciples of Aggie’s zeal for self-improvement, encouraged by her to read and study and work towards a better set of cards than our respective parents had been dealt.

Which wasn’t to say that some of the ingrained ‘you’ll never amount to anything’ Jarli way of thinking didn’t sometimes get the better of us. Dec most of all.

‘Okay,’ I said slowly, reinserting the thermometer into the chocolate as I stirred it. ‘Except Zoë’s been wearing nail polish since she could hold a brush, I’m a freaking excellent baker, if I do say so myself, and you killed it in your exams.’

‘I guess.’ Dec pocketed his phone and drummed his fingers on the counter. ‘It’s just that I want to be good at what’s coming, you know? I need to be good at it.’

His voice was fierce, but there was something small in it as well, and I got it. There weren’t exactly a surplus of successful role models in his family and he’d been talking about being nothing like them ever since the first day of primary school. Knowing the fear and anxiety that lay behind his words, I thought carefully about my reply.

‘I guess, in the very unlikely event that you did turn out to be a massive failure at uni, you’d still have a fair bit going for you.’

Deciding that his need for reassurance outweighed my desire for super shiny chocolate, I set aside the mixture and moved around the bench to perch on the stool facing him.

‘I mean, you are smart, like annoyingly smart, and nothing short of some sort of brain trauma’s going to change that. And you’d still be a laugh and a handsome bugger.’ He cracked a smile at this, which gave me the confidence to add, ‘And you’d have me. And Zoë and Aggie, obviously, you’d still have all of us.’

I’d looked down into my lap as I’d said this last bit and had to force myself to peek up at him to see what he thought of my mushiness. I was pleased to see that the taut line between his eyebrows had relaxed and he was looking at me with a small smile. I felt my breath catch in my throat as he shifted forward on his stool, reaching out to gently tuck a curl behind my ear. It was a completely futile gesture, of course, as it sprang straight back out, but it made me melt all the same.

‘You’re something else, Gio. I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ he said, leaning in close and lowering his voice.

Dozens of responses came to mind, most of them along the lines of you’ll never have to find out, but in the end, I just did what I’d wanted to do for so long now. I closed the minuscule gap between us and pressed my lips to his.

It felt so right, exactly what I’d been hoping for, and I let the moment consume me, cataloguing every last detail and storing it away with the intention of savouring it for the rest of my life.

Yes, I memorised our first kiss and, boy, did I live to regret it.
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Five years later

‘Hey, neighbour.’

The besuited man looked up from fastening his watch as he heard my voice and, for the briefest second, those intense, pale green eyes of his met with my stock-standard brown ones. It was the kind of moment slo-mo was invented for and so, without that functionality, it passed all too quickly as he inclined his head in a short nod and moved past me.

Waiting until he was out of earshot, I made a small noise of amusement. In a world full of inconsistencies and strife, the guy who’d moved in across the hall a month or so ago was a lovely constant: impeccably dressed and non-verbal at all times.

‘One of these days we’re going to be the best of friends,’ I informed Zoë, turning to grin at her.

‘Oh, absolutely,’ she agreed sarcastically. ‘I mean, it’s only taken you a month of saying “hey, neighbour” every time you’ve seen him to coax him into acknowledging your existence. Just think, in another four weeks he might even say something to you.’

I laughed as I walked the final few steps to the flat door and then rummaged for my keys. ‘Hearing his voice would be nice,’ I admitted, ‘but I think he says plenty with that nod of his.’

‘Yes,’ Zoë said dryly, ‘it’s a very eloquent nod.’

‘You mock,’ I said with false severity as I finally located my keys and slotted the right one into the lock, ‘but you can tell a lot from his daily nod. I mean, it shows that he understands the basic rules of social behaviour, for one. He could completely ignore me, you know, but instead he offers me that nod, with all the respect and civility it entails. Furthermore–’

‘No, no furthermore,’ Zoë interrupted, slipping past me into Aggie’s flat, as I still couldn’t stop thinking of it, and weaving her way expertly through the numerous piles of recipes books that littered the floor. ‘I get the picture, and I assume you didn’t invite me over just so you could sing the praises of the Nod Next-Door, so let’s move on, shall we?’

She assumed correctly, and the reminder of why I had told her to come round drove all thoughts of my nodding neighbour clear out of my head.

Stalling for time, I hurried to the tiled area to the right of the door that delineated the kitchen area and pulled down my peacock-patterned tea tin, flicking on the kettle as I did so. Without needing to ask, I threw a basic black teabag into a bright yellow mug for my best friend and a lemongrass and ginger one into a turquoise mug for myself. It was a comfortingly familiar routine, one that I’d probably performed hundreds of times over the years, but a quick glance towards Zoë made it clear that she was unimpressed with my prevarication.

‘Gio?’ she prompted as she perched ramrod straight on the edge of my sagging blue couch, her posture almost as intimidating as the piercing look she was giving me. ‘You’re the one who insisted I meet you after work, but you’ve been cagey ever since. What’s going on?’

People who assumed that Zoë wasn’t all that bright because she was a beautician did so at their peril. She not only used to give Dec a run for his money in school, she was also intuitive as hell.

I stalled for as long as I could, using the noisy kettle as an excuse not to reply. As the water reached boiling point, however, I took a deep breath and said, all in a rush, ‘Dec asked me to go with him to a work thing tonight.’

‘You’re kidding me,’ she said flatly.

‘I’m really not.’ I poured the steaming water into the mugs, trying to focus on the way the amber tea stained outwards in a pretty spiral rather than my friend’s reaction to my announcement.

‘Tell me you didn’t say yes.’

Zoë’s voice was foreboding, so I fiddled with the teabag labels, avoiding her gaze as I muttered, ‘I said yes.’

‘Gio!’ Zoë’s exclamation of frustration was to be expected, but it still made my heart sink a little.

‘I know, I know.’ I added milk to Zoë’s mug until the liquid was her preferred tan colour and then carried the teas over to join her. I handed Zoë’s across and then tucked myself into the opposite corner of the sofa, cupping my hands carefully around the hot ceramic of my own mug.

I’d always loved Aggie’s flat. She’d bought it a good fifty years ago when the area had been a shabby boho mishmash of warehouses and market stalls, but over the years it’d gentrified until it was almost exclusively inhabited by yuppies whose idea of boho was always followed by the word ‘chic’. My Aggie had stuck around, gleefully paying off her mortgage and watching, with almost indecent smugness, as the value of her studio skyrocketed. As much as I’d been happy in the various rentals I’d lived in with my parents growing up, Aggie’s flat had been the one constant, it’d been home, and being bequeathed it in her will had been the best gift I could ever receive.

Still, the exposed brick and the high ceiling ensured that the space was perennially chilly despite the light that flooded in through the large half-moon window. It didn’t help, of course, that my friend’s attitude in that moment was also distinctly frosty.

Knowing me as she did, Zoë pulled the throw blanket down from the back of the couch and tucked it perfunctorily around my knees. I wasn’t stupid enough to think that the considerate gesture meant she was going to let me off the hook, though, and sure enough, she sat back and eyed me critically.

‘So what was his story this time?’

‘No story,’ I protested. ‘He just asked me to go with him to some posh cocktail party his work’s having at the High-Rise.’

‘Mmm hmm,’ she said, unconvinced. ‘And he asked you today?’

‘It doesn’t matter when he asked me. We’re mates, Zo. Like we all used to be.’

I knew instantly that referring to those halcyon days of being Aggie’s Beauty, Brains and Baker was a mistake, as she practically bristled.

‘Yeah, we were all mates,’ she agreed contemptuously, ‘right up to the point where you kissed him and he took that as an invitation to start treating you like crap.’

There was so much I loved about Zoë: her loyalty, her intelligence, her inability to see a wrong and not try her best to right it were all things I admired about her, but there were days I wished she wasn’t always quite so right about everything.

Because the evening that I’d kissed Dec all those years ago? Yeah, it hadn’t really gone the way I’d wanted it to. We’d kissed, sure – for a moment he’d even kissed me back – but when we’d pulled away I’d seen in his expression that it wasn’t the start of some grand romance for us. In fact, he’d proceeded to, very gently, very caringly, tell me that he didn’t think of me that way, that we were friends and nothing more.

That would have been that if Zoë had had her way, but it wasn’t, not by a long shot. I still loved him, couldn’t help myself, even as his behaviour over the years had become more and more–

‘He doesn’t treat me like crap,’ I said, but I wasn’t convincing myself, let alone Zoë, whose expression told me exactly how much of a drip I was being.

‘“You’re so special to me, can you buy my mum’s birthday present for me this year?”’ she said, in a painfully good imitation of Dec’s ‘sincere’ voice. ‘“You’re my favourite girl, can you give me a lift to the airport first thing in the morning?” “I know you’re busy, babe, but could you please read over this ridiculously long job application for me by tomorrow?” And what was today’s? “You know I don’t love you in that way, Baker, but can you come on what is, essentially, a date with me tonight?”’

I breathed in the fragrant steam from my tea and tried not to show how spot on her re-enactment had been.

‘It’s not–’ I started to say, but then, as the afternoon sun suddenly broke through the cloud cover and flooded the room with light, I shook my head. I was no good at lying. ‘Actually, it’s pretty much exactly like that, but I’m going to go anyway. And you don’t need to tell me how pathetic I’m being, because I already know.’

‘You’re not . . .’ Zoë’s automatic defence of me trailed off as I raised my eyebrows, and she grimaced. ‘Okay, you’re being a tiny bit pathetic.’

‘Hmm.’ I took a sip of my herbal tea, wincing as it scalded its way down my throat.

While Zoë and Dec had never been as demonstrative in their affection as Dec and I were, there’d been similarities in their difficult home lives that’d bonded them when we were younger in a way I stood outside of. And I’d had the gall to be a bit jealous of that connection back then. Now, however, I longed for the days when, with just the briefest glance, the two of them had been able to share a deep and abiding understanding of each other’s situation. No such understanding existed anymore.

Gradually, as Dec’s immersion in his uni life had coincided with his attitude towards me becoming less ‘I’d do anything for you’ and more ‘I’d prefer you do everything for me’, Zoë had withdrawn from their friendship. Privately, I thought that a big part of Zoë’s issue with him was nothing to do with me, but with how successfully he’d shed his Jarli skin and assimilated with the middle-class students he was at uni with, an adaptation to his new life that had left us behind. For a time, I’d tried to hold the two of them together, like a rubber band getting stretched more and more thinly, but by the time he’d graduated, Zoë had had enough of Dec’s new city-boy persona and refused to have anything to do with him.

Zoë broke our long silence in her usual frank way by saying, ‘One of these days you’re going to have to learn to say no to him, you know.’

‘I know.’ And I did, it was just that . . . ‘I love him!’ I exclaimed in frustration. ‘I really do. And I know that he doesn’t love me in the same way, but I have no idea how to get past it.’ She made a face and I added, ‘And I know what you think, you don’t have to say it.’

‘Except obviously I do, because you’re still not getting it,’ she said. ‘This is just a high school crush that won’t die.’

I let out the sceptical noise I always did at this point and her eyes narrowed.

‘Are you really telling me you don’t think there’s even a possibility that you keep saying you love him just out of habit? Because you don’t know any better?’

‘You weren’t there when Aggie died,’ I said quietly, not wanting to make her feel bad about it. It was hardly her fault that my beloved relative had suddenly had a heart attack and died when Zoë was overseas, but the fact was that she hadn’t seen the way Dec had been during that awful time a couple of years ago. ‘He sat with me for hours, Zo. He listened to me and talked me through it and was everything I needed during the worst period in my life. I can’t just forget that.’

‘I’m not saying you should, I’m just saying–’

‘I’m going,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s a Friday night, I’m going to get dressed up and look amazing and see what happens.’

Zoë may have been the more outspoken of the two of us, but I won when it came to sheer mindless stubbornness and she knew me well enough to know that arguing with me when I’d made my mind up was pointless.

She sighed. ‘Fine. Just promise me you’ll try to flirt with someone else while you’re there, yeah? I have horror images of you still chasing after Declan, and Declan alone, when you’re in your nineties.’

‘Hey, I’ve had boyfriends,’ I protested and she shook her head witheringly.

‘No, you’ve had stopgaps. You basically used the poor suckers to learn how to have sex in case Dec suddenly gave you the go-ahead. Not that I think any of them were complaining exactly, but still.’

While I didn’t really think my brief relationships had been quite as mercenary as Zoë made them sound, there was just enough truth in what she said to make me hang my head for a moment.

‘So what shall I wear?’ I asked brightly. ‘My never-fail little black dress? The subtly sexy emerald-green floor-length one? Or the not-sure-whether-it-was-a-wise-investment bronze number that I still haven’t found an occasion for?’

‘The subtly sexy emerald one.’ Zoë succumbed to the change in topic with commendable grace, and nodded towards the dress in question where it hung on a rack near my bed. ‘For sure.’

She was, of course, absolutely correct. The emerald dress was made of a soft, slinky material that clung and draped, enhancing all my dips and curves while hiding the lumps and bumps. Best of all, it dipped only modestly in the front, but into a deep V at the back, which made me feel incredibly sexy without meaning I spent the whole time I was wearing it checking that my boobs hadn’t fallen out. I’d bought it for my twenty-first birthday a couple of years ago, and it remained my go-to fancy outfit.

‘And how do you think I should do my hair?’

Zoë’s bright blue eyes narrowed over the rim of her mug. ‘Gio,’ she said severely, ‘you invited me over to help you get ready for a pseudo-date you knew I wouldn’t want you to go on, didn’t you?’

‘I did,’ I admitted. ‘D’you think you’re a good enough friend to look past that and help me out anyway?’

She heaved a deep sigh, but nodded. ‘Fine,’ she said, making it sound like it was anything but, ‘just so long as you know that Dec won’t deserve how fabulous I’m going to make you look.’

*

True to her word, an hour or so later, Zoë had worked wonders. I turned back and forth in front of the full-length mirror I had propped against the wall, more than a little impressed by her handiwork.

My hair was especially extraordinary because it was almost what you could refer to as ‘tamed’, a descriptor I’d spent years unsuccessfully trying to apply to my wayward locks. Somehow, however, Zoë had managed to wrestle my light brown, almost blonde, just-past-my-shoulders curls into a twisted bun kind of thing and pin it in place at the nape of my neck with about a million bobby pins. Of course a few spirals had already managed to spring free, but we’d decided to pretend it was intentional.

My makeup was all about touches of shimmer and soft berry lips and I wondered, not for the first time, how Zoë could take the mess of products I’d bought without any real clue about what I was doing and make me feel so pretty. She was a marvel.

‘Okay, you’re gorgeous.’ Zoë reached out to tweak a fold of my dress and met my eyes in the mirror. ‘You’re at such a Betty Boop level of hourglass, I want to use you to time something. My work here is done.’

‘Thank you.’ I turned to enfold her in a massive hug that she consented to for about two seconds before her distaste for touchy-feely moments grew too strong and she pushed me off.

‘It’s fine.’ She gave me another quick once-over, her professional eye spotting some minuscule blemish that she reached out and buffed away, before she met my eyes again. She pursed her lips. ‘About tonight, Gio,’ she said, suddenly serious, ‘just . . . be careful.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked with a confused laugh, still too enthralled with the wonders she’d worked on me to pay much attention. ‘I’ll be with Dec.’

‘Exactly my point.’ And with that, she made her exit.

If I hadn’t heard it all about a million times before, I might’ve taken more heed. As it was, I brushed her words aside, threw a protective shirt on over my dress and, gripped with nervous energy, grabbed some sugar paste out of the cupboard.

I’d always been a fiddler, unable to keep my fingers still, especially when nervous, and my mum had made batch after batch of play dough for me as a kid to keep my fingers busy. As I’d grown older and become obsessed with baking, my habit of fiddling with play dough had morphed into a routine of practising shapes and designs to top cakes and now, wonder of wonders, I was actually paid to do it.

I worked at Pickle, Peach and Plum, a local bakery that was famous for the sorts of dainty cakes you would squeal over on Instagram, and artisan breads whose aromas made people start to salivate when they were still two streets away. It was run by a tiny French woman called Céleste, whose delicate touch with edible embellishments sat at terrifying odds with her sharp tongue. Despite her tendency to whip acerbic remarks in my direction when I least expected it, I adored her, and why wouldn’t I? She’d given me the best job in the world.

I was currently assisting – as an apprentice pastry chef, Céleste had made it clear I was nowhere near ready to be let loose on a Pickle, Peach and Plum creation on my own – with the decoration of a mammoth four-tier wedding cake. The bride was demanding a floral cascade down one side of the triple-choc mudcake and I was taking every spare moment to practise crafting pastel flowers as every last one for the cake would have to be approved by my master pâtissière’s critical eye.

I was just putting the final touches to a fifth soft-pink rose – which, if I’d been at work, I would’ve completed with melted sugar dew drops – when there was a knock on my door and my heart leapt into my throat. As excited as I was, I was careful to nestle my roses into a protective container and tuck them safely into the cupboard before I answered the summons. Dec might have hold of a large portion of my heart, but so did those roses.

I took such good care of my delicate charges, in fact, that there came another, more impatient knock just before I pulled open the door and revealed Dec leaning against the doorjamb in all his dark-haired, angular beauty.

He straightened as he saw me, a slow smile spreading across his face. ‘It’s a good look,’ he said, giving me a thorough once-over, ‘but I’m not sure it’s exactly in keeping with the dress code.’

Confused, I looked down at myself and realised I was still drowned in my dad’s old work shirt, the one I wore instead of an apron at home because of the excellent coverage it provided.

‘Ah,’ I said, ‘right. Give me two secs.’ And I shut the door in his face.

Racing back to the mirror, I whipped the shirt off, began fiddling with my hair, stopped when I realised I was just making things worse and applied another quick swipe of lipstick. Eyeing my coat, but then deciding it’d ruin my look, I grabbed my gold clutch, returned to the door and opened it again with a flourish.

‘Better?’ I asked.

In answer, he let out a low whistle and, taking my hand, twirled me around so the hem of my dress flared out over my one modest pair of high heels.

‘You look beautiful,’ he said, punctuating the compliment with a smacking kiss on my cheek.

I blushed delightedly and gave him a soft punch on his shoulder. ‘Flatterer,’ I laughed. ‘You don’t look too bad yourself.’

And it was true. Before he’d started work in the big, bad corporate world, Dec had been fairly casual about his appearance. He’d dressed like all the other guys our age, in T-shirts and jeans, and had let his dark brown curls grow for as long as it took for Zoë to not be able to stand it anymore and cut them for him. When he’d started with the firm Allsopp, Hudson and Clarke straight out of uni a couple of years ago, however, he’d suddenly become quite dapper. And tonight he was even wearing a pocket square in his grey suit. A green pocket square! It was fate.

‘We’ll be the belles of the ball.’ He grinned, holding his arm out for me as I finished locking up, and tucking me in close as I slipped my hand through the crook of his elbow. It was hard not to think of us as being on a real date, albeit a much posher one than I’d ever been on before.

As we reached his car – bought with a loan that made my eyes water whenever I thought about it – he released me to hold the passenger door open and we raised our eyebrows at each other, amused by the grown-up game we were playing.

Dec was clearly in the zone, throwing out all his most charming vibes, and I lapped it up. Yes, it was a fake date. I was well aware that I was just helping him out by being the girl on his arm at a work event, but that didn’t change the fact that it was me he’d chosen to bring.

Dec might not have been the most gorgeous man on earth to those not as infatuated with him as I was – his nose was a bit too long, and he was on the skinny side – but any perceived shortfalls in his looks were more than made up for by his personality. Everyone loved him: women, men, older people, children; I’d never seen any demographic fail to be charmed by his charismatic ways. For this reason, I was sure finding a date wouldn’t have been a problem for him, but still he’d picked me to be by his side. That had to mean something.

Yes, I was sure that night was going to change the way we saw each other.

And, in a way, I was absolutely right.

*

As Theo reached the door to the stairs, he heard his curly-haired neighbour laugh, the cheerful sound intruding on what must have been the hundredth mental run-through he was performing in preparation for his presentation the following Monday. As intrusions went, it wasn’t a bad one. It was certainly a lot more welcome than the vibration in his pocket that told him his phone was ringing again.

‘What’ve you got?’ he answered without preamble.

‘A fat lot of nothing,’ Ari replied, his executive assistant accustomed, after so many years working together, to Theo’s lack of salutation. ‘I just spoke to the delightful Marjory over at Cordwell & Co and she’s promised me the contracts will be sent over first thing Monday morning.’ He paused for a moment for Theo’s noise of scepticism. ‘Exactly,’ he said, ‘much as I like Marjory, I think it’s safe to assume anyone who still thinks it’s acceptable to wear a scrunchie is talking out of her rear passage. I’ll start drawing up the necessary threatening paperwork.’

Theo started to jog down the first flight of stairs, considering. ‘Give them until close of business Monday, then run the cessation papers past me,’ he said as he reached the second-floor landing. After a moment’s hesitation, he added, ‘I know I’m going to regret asking this, but – scrunchie?’

‘Think under-nines girls’ gymnastic hairstyles circa 1995 and you’ll understand the true horror of Marjory’s look.’

Theo could tell Ari was grinning and felt an answering smile tug his own lips. ‘Consider me none the wiser on that one, then,’ he said. ‘Anything else?’

‘Just the usual.’ And Ari began to reel them off: ‘Your sister’s sent another invite for her unveiling, the third this week for those of us playing along at home. The events team want your mum to donate a picture of herself for the silent auction next month. McKillop’s secretary has resorted to daily emails in an attempt to get you to call her boss back. Ann is still desperate to grab a moment of your time. Headhunter Harry wants to meet next Tuesday about you-know-what. Oh, and I was cornered by Herself just now.’ Ari’s usually chirpy voice suddenly lowered. ‘She wanted to know if you were going to the old dog’s birthday bash at the High-Rise tonight. Obviously, I didn’t confirm or deny – she should know me well enough by now to know that I wouldn’t – but still. Heads-up.’

Theo rolled his eyes, bored by the continued intrigues between his assistant and his ex. He and Ari had been a team for three years now, ever since he’d overheard the beanpole front-desk attendant at his previous workplace skilfully talk his way onto the private line of a notoriously reclusive CEO, and had promoted him to be his assistant just about on the spot. It’d been the best decision, both professionally and personally, he’d ever made; Ari was trustworthy, whip-smart and unfailingly good-humoured, but he was also a massive drama queen.

‘She was just trying to give you a stir,’ Theo said with a sigh, ‘she knows I’m going, I’ve not made a secret of it. I’m on my way now, actually, I want to have a word with Chung before the glad-handing begins.’

‘Just so long as you don’t glad-hand Herself, if you know what I mean,’ Ari said darkly and Theo’s replying snort echoed up the stairwell.

‘Unlikely,’ he assured him. ‘I’ll call Harry Anderson on my way to the High-Rise. You should tell events no on the picture, block McKillop’s secretary if you think it’s necessary, tell Ann I’ll try to find some time for a chat next week, and give the unveiling invite to Isma, she likes those sorts of things, doesn’t she? Someone should get something out of Lena’s desire for public humiliation.’

‘Hmm.’ Ari sounded unconvinced. ‘You haven’t read that book I left on your desk last week, have you?’

‘Sibling Succour – The art of loving those born to love you?’ Theo asked. ‘No, funnily enough, I gave that one a miss. Also, is there any chance you could stop leaving self-help books lying around my office?’

‘Not until you stop needing help with yourself, no.’

‘Great.’ Theo sighed again. ‘Any final words?’

‘Yes, stay out of O’Connor’s way tonight.’

Theo paused, his hand on the door to the car park, the beginnings of a headache thumping at his temples. ‘My plan is to stay out of everyone’s way tonight,’ he said steadily. ‘I’m just going to show my face for a couple of hours, and then head on home. No dramas.’

‘Yeah.’ Ari sounded unconvinced. ‘Good luck with that.’
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The High-Rise was an incredibly upmarket hotel in the CBD and everyone knew that only the crème de la crème had their parties on the top floor. I was not the crème de la crème, I wasn’t even really crème, to be honest, and yet here I was in my fancy dress with my fancy man on the fanciest floor of the fanciest venue in town. Extraordinary.

Since Dec had rung me on my lunchbreak to ask me to come with him, I hadn’t really thought about the party so much as that I’d be with him. Now, however, as I looked around at the muted cream tones of the décor and heard the genteel murmur of over a hundred people having sophisticated conversations, I realised that I was firmly out of my comfort zone. I mean, I could see the famous High-Rise balcony where everyone knew Philomena Leventis herself had posed naked, draped across the balustrade. It was intimidating stuff.

‘So,’ I said, trying to sound as unfazed as possible as Dec and I moved out of the lift and towards the crowd, ‘I thought you corporate types were all work, work, work? What’s with the party?’

‘Sure, we like to work,’ Dec agreed cheerfully, clearly invigorated rather than daunted by the environment we’d just entered, ‘but it’s the original Allsopp’s eightieth birthday and you know what the people I work for like even more than working?’ I shook my head and he leant down to whisper, ‘Schmoozing.’

I felt goose bumps ripple along my arms at the intimate way he’d imparted that last bit, but kept my voice light as I replied, ‘Right, schmoozing. We don’t have much call for that in the baking sector. What exactly does it entail?’

‘Smiling a lot and agreeing with anything anyone says.’

‘Well, that seems fairly basic, I’m sure I can manage that.’

‘You’ll do fine.’

He was distracted now, I could tell, his gaze travelling around the large open-plan space, taking in the lie of the land. This didn’t surprise me; everything he’d told me about his work suggested that staying on top of who was where and what was happening was paramount. What he said next, however, did surprise me.

‘Drink?’

He said it casually, like I imagined other people did at a soiree such as this, but there was nothing casual about the way he was suddenly avoiding my eye. In the next moment, he was steering me towards the nearest bar – nearest because there were at least four dotted around the place that I could see – and I was trying not to look concerned.

Dec didn’t drink, not alcohol, not ever. Dec’s dad, on the other hand, did drink, in fact that was pretty much all he did, which was a real shame because he was actually kind of terrible at it. Dec’s upbringing had been filled with violence and unpredictability delivered neatly in the form of a bottle, so his aversion to the stuff was hardly surprising.

Looking around, though, I saw that abstaining from alcohol at an Allsopp, Hudson and Clarke party wasn’t really an option. Everyone had a glass in their hand, almost as if booze was their on switch and they wouldn’t work without one.

I got that Dec needed to fit in with his workmates, but I don’t think I realised just how much until he caught the bartender’s eye and said confidently, ‘A bourbon on the rocks, please, and a Pinot Grigio for the lady.’

He’d added that last clichéd bit for my amusement, and I was amused, just not enough to ignore the fact that he, the teetotaller, had just ordered a spirit. Also, Pinot Grigio? I was your basic fruity, painfully sweet, doesn’t-even-taste-like-there’s-alcohol-in-it kind of drinker and he knew it.

‘Wine?’ I whispered to him as the bartender set to work preparing our drinks.

Dec shrugged somewhat sheepishly. ‘Do you mind?’

I took from this that it was about looking the part for him, so I graciously took the glass handed to me and made no comment on the fact that he lifted his own drink to his tightly closed lips and then lowered it again without imbibing a drop. He gave me the tiniest smile to show me it was okay and then pressed a warm hand against my lower back, steering me further into the crowd.

‘O’Connor!’

We’d barely moved a few metres from the bar before a hearty exclamation stood out from the murmurs of the multitude, and an equally hearty hand clamped down on Dec’s shoulder.

‘We were just wondering where you were. Trust you to show up fashionably late.’

As if by magic, one of the tightly packed circles of people widened to include us and I found myself surrounded by a group of men around our age with outfits and haircuts eerily similar to Dec’s.

‘Never pays to look too keen, Michaels.’ Dec slapped the man’s shoulder equally jovially. ‘One of these days you’ll learn that.’

The laughs that greeted this statement were much too raucous considering the joke and I blinked in surprise, confronted with so much forced bonhomie. Dec really hadn’t been kidding about the schmoozing.

‘And who’s this lovely lady?’ The portly ginger chap across from me gave me a roguish wink. ‘She can’t have come with you, surely? Not when she could obviously do so much better.’

‘I somehow conned her into it,’ Dec replied. ‘You worked with me on the Port Songley case, Pete, you know I’m good at talking people into things.’

More laughter from them, a bit of suppressed eye rolling from me.

‘I’m Gio,’ I said once the guffaws had died down, deciding to take control of the introductions. Unfortunately, I stuck my palm out for a handshake just as the Pete fellow leant in for an air-kiss and there was a very near miss as I snatched my hand away millimetres before it collided with his crotch.

So they were air-kissers. Well, of course they were, I should’ve known.

I dutifully presented my cheek for the merest brush of contact with each of the men as they introduced themselves, then stepped back beside Dec, where I became immediately, and profoundly, invisible.

Sure, every now and again one of the group swept their eyes across me and offered a faint smile, but then their attention would immediately switch to something one of the others was saying and each time I felt like I’d blinked suddenly out of existence. Even Dec, whose hand, much to my delight, had moved round to rest proprietorially on my waist, offered me no acknowledgement beyond the occasional apologetic glance. It was some consolation that he understood how dull it was for me so I tried to appreciate that it was their work party, and that they were naturally going to want to talk shop. Still, as the minutes ticked by and they talked about nothing except things I didn’t understand, I found myself becoming increasingly bored.

The wine was warming in my hand, too dry for me to do more than take a couple of hastily aborted sips. I was just at the point of wondering whether it would be too I Love Lucy to find a pot plant to tip my glass into when my eye was caught by the most deliciously pink and sparkly drink in the hand of a woman standing a couple of metres or so away from me. I was so entranced by the cheerful vibrancy of her cocktail that it took me a while to realise that the holder of the drink was just as amazing looking. Tall and lithe, with wicket-straight strawberry-blonde hair falling in a graceful line down her back, she exuded class and sophistication.

As if she could feel my eyes on her, the woman suddenly turned my way and, for a startling moment, our eyes met. God, she was beautiful. I hadn’t realised people could truly be that good looking in real life. My cheeks were actually growing hot under her benign scrutiny.

She smiled, a gracious smile that suggested she’d seen my reaction many times before, and then, to my complete astonishment, she made her excuses to the people she was with and started to approach me.

I watched her with equal parts awe and trepidation. She wore a simple black dress that made her look professional but also incredibly sexy as the material clung to her perfectly toned pale skin. In the few seconds it took her to reach my side, I think I fell a little bit in love with her.

‘Hello, boys.’ Her voice was slinky and soft as she announced herself to the group and the effect was immediate. To a man, Dec and his mates all stood straighter and broadened their chests before trying to out-do each other with just how casually they could greet her in return. They clearly knew her and equally clearly were infatuated with her.

It was no wonder then that I felt a slight twinge of unease as she turned to Dec and, resting a soft hand on his arm, fixed him with her silky gaze.

‘O’Connor, do you mind if I steal your date away for a moment?’ she asked in a manner that suggested it wasn’t really a question at all. ‘I have to know where she got that dress and what on earth she’s doing wasting it on the likes of you.’

The men all roared with laughter, none as loudly as Dec and, while they were still in the throes of reacting to her wit, she hooked her arm around mine and drew me away.

‘You looked like you could do with a save,’ she said simply as she glided through the crowd, smiling politely at everyone she made eye contact with in the manner of a queen greeting her courtiers.

‘Thanks,’ I breathed, my slight moment of jealousy crushed under the weight of my gratitude. ‘I’m sure if I had any idea what those guys were talking about it would’ve been more interesting, but–’

‘No.’ She laughed and gave a small shake of her head. ‘Trust me, I know exactly what they were talking about and I guarantee you it was fundamentally boring stuff. Ah, here we are, sanctuary.’

And so saying, she leant back against a door, pushing it open and tugging me inside with her. We had entered some sort of antechamber to the toilets, I realised after a moment, a carpeted space with gilded mirrors all along one wall and delicately patterned ottomans lined up before them. My saviour gracefully took a seat, placed her pink drink on a wooden side-table and opened her clutch to pull out a lipstick.

‘I’m Vanessa Allsopp, by the way,’ she said, smiling at me in the reflection of one of the mirrors. ‘Very pleased to meet you.’

At her introduction, I stopped gazing at all the opulence – for a bathroom for goodness’ sake – and repeated stupidly, ‘Allsopp, like . . .?’

‘Like the granddaughter of the original Allsopp from Allsopp, Hudson and Clarke, yes,’ she finished for me. ‘And you?’

‘Oh, I’m Gio,’ I said quickly. ‘Gio Koppelmann.’

‘Koppelmann?’ She wound the impossibly creamy-looking lipstick up as she spoke and then used a lip brush to dab some of the pigment onto her lips. Of course she was the sort to use a lip brush. ‘As in Lars and Cordelia Koppelmann?’

I refused to be embarrassed by my humble, but most excellent, roots, so I grinned as I replied, ‘As in Boris and Maria Koppelmann, who, unless my parents have been hiding some sort of exciting double life from me, you probably don’t know.’

‘Of course,’ she said graciously. ‘I’m sorry, trying to discover a mutual acquaintance is a stupid habit. And, anyway,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘if you thought the men out there were boring, it’s lucky you’re not related to Lars and Cordelia, those two could bore your knickers off.’ She met my eyes in the mirror again and added slyly, ‘Which would at least go some way to livening up their company, I suppose.’

I beamed back at her, oblivious to the other women entering and leaving the bathroom behind us as I basked in the glow of her indefinable X-factor. I wasn’t sure what exactly I’d done to be awarded Vanessa’s extraordinary company, but I was enjoying every second of it.

‘And speaking of livening up company,’ she continued, picking up her martini glass and taking a sip of its lurid contents, ‘thank god for the acai cosmo. Present company excepted, it’s just been the same old, same old tonight.’

‘I was checking your drink out,’ I admitted. ‘It looks much nicer than my wine. It wasn’t my choice.’

She let out a sigh. ‘Men,’ she said, clearly understanding how the drinks ordering had gone down. ‘You should have a try of mine,’ she added, before smirking at my expression and explaining, ‘A taste of my cosmo, I mean, although frankly, considering the calibre of them lately, you’d be welcome to a try of my men as well.’

I laughed as if I, too, were as sophisticated as she, and had a range of men she was welcome to try out, although obviously nothing was further from the truth.

‘Thanks,’ I said, suspecting she was just offering to be polite, ‘but I’m fine.’

‘No, come on, Gio, I’ve had enough of false civilities tonight. Have a taste.’ She held the nearly full glass out to me and there was really nothing else I could do other than take it from her and lift it to my lips. And, oh, heaven. It was sweet and sour and crisp and tingly all at once. I’d never been much good at telling one spirit from another, but I could taste acai syrup, lime juice and some other fruit, perhaps pomegranate or cranberry, maybe both.

‘Makes your tongue sing, doesn’t it?’ Vanessa said knowingly as I closed my eyes in bliss. ‘You really can’t fault the High-Rise for their bar service. Finish it if you like,’ she continued, ‘I’ll get another one once I’ve worked up the enthusiasm to resume my rounds.’

My manners wanted me to protest, but my taste buds demanded that the cocktail stay firmly in my hand and, as happened embarrassingly often with me, my taste buds won out.

‘So, how long have you known O’Connor?’

I was so busy assessing the flavours of her drink and wondering how I could turn them into a baked good – acai cosmo cupcake, perhaps? – that it took me a moment to process her question. When I did, I felt a little nudge of guilt at having abandoned Dec.

Just a couple more minutes, I told myself, just a couple more minutes and then I’ll head back into the party and find him.

Realising Vanessa was waiting for an answer, I did some quick mathematics and replied, ‘A little over seventeen years.’

‘Oh!’ Her cornflower blue eyes, not dissimilar in colour to Zoë’s, widened in surprise. ‘And you’re his . . .?’

‘Friend,’ I said quickly. ‘Just his friend.’

‘I see.’ Her expression was alarmingly shrewd and I had no doubt that she really did see. ‘Well, I wasn’t kidding about how stunning you look in that dress. If you wanted to maybe be more than just friends, I reckon it’ll do the trick.’

I reddened and mumbled something that even I couldn’t decipher, pitifully grateful that she chose not to press the issue and instead leant forward into the mirror for a final check of her makeup.

‘Right,’ she said, ‘I’d better show my face, I can’t hide away in here forever, much as I’d like to. But there’s an after-party that O’Connor will no doubt drag you to. Give me your number and we can catch up there.’

It was a demand more than a request, and I dutifully recited the digits and she called me to log her number in my phone in return. It was the recognised symbol of a commenced friendship in this modern age and the exchange made me a little giddy, like the most popular girl in school had just given me a friendship bracelet.

She left, the subtle scent of whatever undoubtedly expensive perfume she was wearing floating out after her. I stayed behind for a couple of minutes to sip her drink and send a quick text to Zoë to advise her that I’d met a goddess called Vanessa and that she needed to up her game if she was going to compete as my best friend now, and then followed her out.

I’m not sure whether it was the liquor in Vanessa’s drink, or buoyancy from her company, but I felt significantly more confident as I emerged back into the party and looked around for Dec. If all the beautiful, sophisticated people surrounding me were as lovely as Vanessa, what did I have to fear?

Despite this renewed optimism, I couldn’t help hoping Dec might have moved on from the initial group he’d met up with while I’d been girling it up in the bathroom; they really had been hard work. When I saw him, however, he was still with Michaels, Pete and the others.

No matter. Dec’s job was important to him so if he needed me to do some arse kissing for one night, I could pucker up.

So, yes, feeling a little smug at my own affability, I approached the group with all the goodwill and understanding I could muster. I was brought up short a small distance away, however, as I heard the one Dec had called Michaels boom, ‘So what’s the deal with the cute little thing you brought along tonight, O’Connor? I thought you were coming with Nadia from accounting.’

I froze, wondering what to be offended most about first. Because, seriously, ‘cute little thing’? Ew. And who the hell was Nadia?

I waited for Dec to snap back, to remind him I had a name or ask what he was talking about, but he just . . . chuckled. Chuckled! As if that kind of comment was pithy and engaging rather than patronising and gross.

A couple of broad-shouldered men moved between me and Dec’s group, and I peered round them just in time to hear another of the identikit Allsopp, Hudson and Clarke boys chime in, ‘Nadia? I thought you were asking Liesel.’

‘What’s going on, O’Connor? I heard you were going after Aimee.’ This from yet another of the men who’d grazed my cheek with his own not half an hour before, but had clearly been expecting someone else.

‘Ah, well.’ Dec’s back was turned to me, but I knew that tone, he was being playfully bashful. What. The. Hell? ‘I asked Nadia first, but she said she was going to some engagement party tonight, and Liesel said her boyfriend probably wouldn’t appreciate it. As for Aimee–’ he blew an exaggerated breath out through his lips, ‘–she just plain said no.’

The men roared their laughter at this and Dec had to wave them down to finish: ‘Her loss, boys, her loss. I mean, come on, as last resorts go, Gio’s not too bad, hey?’

I didn’t stay to hear what the response to that was.

Turning away, I drank the rest of Vanessa’s cocktail in one sharp swallow. The alcohol burnt as it went down, but not as painfully as the lump that had wedged itself firmly in my throat did. I felt sick and unsteady and stumbled awkwardly through the crowd until I found something to lean against. I didn’t realise what it was until a voice said, ‘What can I get for you?’

A bar, I was leaning against a bar. As Dec’s voice repeated ‘as last resorts go . . .’ over and over in my head, I decided to take it as a sign.

‘Can I have an acai cosmo, please?’ I asked, hoping that the bartender understood what I was asking because my tongue felt strange in my mouth and there was a buzzing in my head that made hearing my own voice difficult.

Either the bartender had a history of deciphering garbled requests – a handy skill for anyone who served alcohol – or my exterior wasn’t in as much turmoil as my interior because, within a few short seconds, a cocktail the same as Vanessa’s, except full, was presented to me.

I mumbled my thanks, took the glass carefully between my hands and then wondered what next. For a moment I considered whether I should’ve just left the party immediately, but a few seconds’ introspection pointed out that I was in no fit state to go wandering out into the world. No, what I needed to do was find somewhere quiet where I could drink my cosmo and nurse my hurt feelings.

Unfortunately, as large and tastefully lit as the room was, it had an irritating lack of nooks and crannies for me to hide in. I could’ve gone back to the bathroom, but I felt sure people would try to talk to me there, especially if I was – and this was a very real possibility – sobbing my eyes out.

It was then that my gaze fell on the French doors leading out to that famous balcony. It looked invitingly dark and uncrowded, the nip in the air perhaps enough to keep most people inside. So that was where I needed to be.

Maybe I should’ve kept a lookout for Dec to make sure he didn’t see me making my escape, but I couldn’t cope with the idea of seeing his dearly familiar face and having to connect it to what I’d just overheard, so I relied on blind speed to get me out without being spotted. It worked, too, as I slipped through the doors onto the white stone balcony without incident and breathed the chilly air deep into my lungs.

I’d been correct in thinking that the outside space was relatively unpopulated. Without investigating the dark corners too closely, I came to the conclusion that there were a few couples dotted about, engaging in activities that conclusively kept the cold at bay, and only one guy by himself leaning against the railing, his phone in his hands.
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