

Chapter One

			Emily cupped the mug of tea firmly in her hands. She looked at the various papers on the kitchen table. She wasn’t one for business and finances; the whole thing gave her a headache. But here she was, having a business meeting with her recently appointed agent. 

			After so many weeks of telephone calls and emails, it was a relief to have the meeting in person. The only problem was that now Nicole could see her confused expression.

			“So, that’s the final script that you think we can sell?” Emily asked. She gestured to the piece of paper that Nicole held.

			Nicole nodded. “I’ve spoken to all my contacts, and I think that’s it. The remaining scripts that you’ve written are good, but they don’t all work in a theatre environment. They’d need quite a lot of rewriting to get them into a place where they’d be suitable for stage.”

			Emily picked up the mug and sipped at her tea. She wasn’t surprised that only a quarter of her back catalogue had any financial value. In fact, she was still getting over the shock that any of them had made any money at all. 

			When she had first started putting pen to paper, it was simply as a hobby. She’d read a book when she was in school about scriptwriting, and something had lodged in her brain. The act of taking a story and writing it out in simple script form had beencalming. 

			With her only son in the hospital for weeks at a time over the course of his early years, calm was what she needed. She’d lost count of how many hours she had spent scribbling scripts while Henry had slept. 

			She felt her heartbeat accelerate. The memories of those times didn’t seem to fade. Even now, months since the operation that had fixed Henry’s heart, she felt the familiar sense of panic writhe inside her.

			She turned to look out of the window and smiled, reassured. Henry ran around the yard, just like any other five-year-old boy would. Olivia playfully chased him.

			“Motherhood suits her,” Nicole said, following Emily’s distracted gaze.

			“It does. Henry adores her.”

			“She adores him. She’s already planning an over-the-top sixth birthday party,” Nicole confessed.

			Emily put down the mug and turned to look at Nicole. “She hasn’t mentioned anything to me.”

			“I think she wants to get the wedding out of the way before she talks to you about the next event she intends to plan into oblivion.”

			Emily put her head in her hands and let out a long breath. She adored Olivia, loved her more than she thought it was possible to love someone. But if she had to go through another day of Olivia planning an event, she might just kill her.

			“Don’t worry, you’ll be married in a couple of days,” Nicole said. “No more discussions about table decorations or photographers.”

			Emily looked up. “Oh, I expected the discussions about table decorations and photographers. It’s the three-hour debate on whether the wedding cake should have a ribbon placed around the bottom of the middle tier or threaded into the icing. When I agreed that threaded into icing looked nice, it started a discussion on the spacing between the exposed thread and then an impromptu math lesson regarding the circumference of the cake.”

			“Only three hours?” Nicole chuckled. “I think you got off rather lightly there.”

			Emily smirked. “Next time I’ll tell her to talk to you about it.”

			Nicole shook her head. “No, I’ve done my time. I’ve been Olivia’s best friend for more years than I dare to say. You’re marrying her, you can deal with her micromanagement.”

			Emily leaned her head on her hand and looked at Nicole with a smile. 

			“Gee, thanks. And I thought you were here to help me.”

			“I’m here to be your agent and help you with scriptwriting.” She waved her hand towards Olivia. “You’re on your own with that.”

			Emily looked at a piece of paper with some hastily jotted figures on it. It was the total amount of money she was due to receive from current script sales. Not everything had been finalised yet, and most of the money was still to be received. Nevertheless, it was an amazing feeling to think that scripts that had been sitting in a box under her bed were now making money.

			But nowhere near enough money. 

			Her face fell at the realisation that she was still a long way from her goal. 

			“Problem?” Nicole asked softly.

			“No, just thinking,” Emily lied. 

			Nicole was a good friend and a fantastic agent. But she wasn’t great at keeping her mouth shut. Emily didn’t want Nicole, and by extension Olivia, to know about her desire to pay Olivia back the enormous sum she had used to clear Emily’s debts. 

			It was the only thing in their relationship that they struggled to agree on. Olivia thought money was an object, just like any other. When Emily had been locked in a legal battle with Henry’s grandparents, the debts she had accumulated over years of paying for his healthcare had become a huge issue. Once Olivia discovered that the debts were being used as leverage in a pointless attempt at blackmail by Henry’s grandparents, she had cleared them without saying a word to Emily. 

			Of course, Emily had forgiven her for the deception and was grateful beyond words that Olivia had done that for her, regardless of their relationship status. But Emily was determined to pay Olivia back every last cent, even if it took the rest of her life. 

			It was important to her. She needed to feel that she was on an equal footing with her wealthy wife-to-be. Even though they would never be matched when it came to personal wealth, at least Emily could feel that she didn’t owe her anything. 

			So, while the scripts she had sold would put a small dent in the debt, there was still a mountain to climb. 

			“Can I make the other scripts sellable?” Emily asked.

			“I think so, some of them,” Nicole said. “As I said, they’d need a lot of reworking. What you really need is experience working in the trade. A lot of scriptwriters fall down on the same thing, lack of experience. You need to know how a production works in order to know what script will fit into the theatre scene. Little things like too many actors, too many sets, and not enough variety in location. Things like that can provide resistance and prevent someone from wanting to take a chance on an unknown scriptwriter.” 

			“But how do you get experience in something like that?” Emily asked.

			“That’s the problem, it’s an endless cycle,” Nicole admitted. 

			Emily noted the unmistakable twinkle in her eye that suggested an idea. 

			“However, we might be able to work something out,” Nicole said.

			Nicole looked from one piece of paper to another. Emily watched her quietly and allowed her to finish whatever thought process she was in the middle of. Being one of the founding partners of Brightview Productions, she was in a perfect position to help Emily realise her dream. 

			Emily had spent the last few weeks pinching herself to see if she was actually dreaming. She feared she’d wake up one day, and it would all vanish into nothingness. 

			“This is just a suggestion,” Nicole said, “but how about we do a deal? As you know, Brightview is moving into the final production stages for the script we bought from you. We could bring you in as a consultant. You could work beside one of our current in-house scriptwriters and learn the ropes.”

			Emily opened her mouth to speak, but no words came forth. She closed her mouth again. Her brain started swimming with questions, and she wasn’t sure which to ask first.

			“Obviously, it would be in London,” Nicole continued, seemingly unaware of Emily’s bewilderment. “And we begin work on the Monday after your honeymoon. But I think we can work around these details. You’d be getting an amazing opportunity to learn more, to work in a theatre and for a production company.”

			Emily finally found her tongue. “It sounds great! But there’s no way I could afford the flights.” 

			Nicole nodded her understanding. “Well, we could adjust the royalty split that we have set up. You could take less of a percentage, and we can pay for your flights. And, once the production is up and running, we may have something else for you. Or your experience might get you a job here in New York. We’ll see how things go and what comes up in the meantime. The important thing is that you’ll have firsthand experience at what it takes to put on a production. You’ll see the direct correlation between script and production.”

			Emily felt the familiar palpitations. She tried to think logically about the proposal, but she was overwhelmed.

			“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Nicole said apologetically. “And obviously, there’s a time pressure on your decision. But I wouldn’t recommend this unless I genuinely felt that it was a good opportunity for you.”

			Emily licked her lips and placed her hands palm down on the table to ground herself.

			“So, hold on, let me get this right. I’d take a royalty cut, but you’d fly me to London and back?”

			Nicole nodded. 

			“How long would I be gone? I can’t leave Henry…or Olivia. Not just after the honeymoon. And Henry starts school then…”

			Nicole picked up a calculator from the table and quickly input some figures. “Yes, well, it will be a four-week project. So, how about we pay for you to fly to London on a Sunday evening and back to New York on a Friday evening for as long as the project lasts? You’ll be away during the week but home at weekends.”

			Emily tried to calculate all the questions she should be asking, but her mind was coming up blank. She knew it would be an amazing opportunity, but she also didn’t want to leave her family for long periods at a time. Especially with Henry starting school. She didn’t want to give him extra stress, or make Olivia have to deal with what would be a big event in Henry’s life. 

			“Sorry to throw this at you right before your wedding,” Nicole said. “It’s just that I can’t guarantee Brightview will host another of your plays, and if we do I couldn’t possibly say when. But this I can guarantee.”

			“I understand,” Emily quickly said. “And I really do appreciate the offer. It’s just a lot to take in. I need to think it over.” 

			“Of course.” Nicole started to gather up the paperwork that had been strewn over the table. “Chat with Olivia and let me know what you think.”

			“I will. And thank you, I know this isn’t something you’d do for just anyone.”

			“I believe in the quality of your work, Emily. You have a style that is quite unique, and I genuinely believe that you have a lot to offer the theatre world in a time where theatre is frankly struggling. You just need the opportunity to see behind the curtain.”

			Emily picked up her mug and took another sip. She pictured herself standing in the stalls of a London theatre, looking up at the actors on the stage reading out words she had written years before. 

			It really was a golden opportunity. 

			





Chapter Ten

			Olivia tilted her head to the side and regarded the television advertisement with interest. The device really did replace all her current chopping utensils with one easy-to-use, easy-to-clean unit. And the free recipe book that came with it would no doubt be useful. The free shipping was also very convenient, although she wasn’t quite sure where they had come up with the original cost of shipping the small device.

			The advert dipped into a gloomy black-and-white scene, and the actress struggled to chop a mountain of carrots. 

			Olivia’s eyes narrowed.

			Why is she chopping so many carrots?

			The actress cut her finger and rushed to the sink.

			She must be making at least ten carrot cakes.

			Her phone vibrated on the sofa cushion beside her, and she jumped in shock. She snatched up the phone and slid her finger along the screen to answer the call. 

			“Olivia Lewis,” she greeted.

			“Mrs. Lewis, it’s Miss Costa, Henry’s teacher.”

			Olivia jumped to her feet and was already heading towards the door. 

			“I was just wondering if I could have a few moments of your time after school one day this week?” Miss Costa continued.

			Olivia stopped dead with one arm already tucked into her coat. 

			“Y-yes, of course,” Olivia replied. “May I ask what this is about?”

			“Oh, it’s nothing serious,” Miss Costa said. “Just a quick discussion about Henry’s progress.”

			Olivia felt her eyebrows knit together. She wasn’t sure if this was usual or not. The teacher certainly sounded unconcerned.

			“If this week doesn’t work, then next week would be fine, too. It could be the morning if the afternoon isn’t suitable?”

			Olivia realised she had remained silent too long while her mind caught up with the unexpected invitation. 

			“T-this afternoon is fine,” Olivia said.

			“Great. I’ll keep Henry after class, and we’ll wait for you. I look forward to seeing you.”

			The line went dead. Olivia lowered the phone and looked down at the blank screen. She unhooked her arm from her coat and took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

			She walked back into the living room and turned off the television. Any notion of investing in a Slice Dice Pro would have to be parked for the meantime. 

			She placed her phone on the coffee table and started to pace. Her only frame of reference for parents being called into schools was from television, and she hadn’t watched that much television in her life. Emily was attempting to get her interested in some of her favourite shows, but it wasn’t going well.

			In most shows, parents seemed to be called in when the child had been fighting. But that didn’t appear to be the case this time. Besides, Henry would never fight anyone. 

			She pivoted once she reached the end of the room and turned to walk back across its length. 

			The teacher seemed very calm. It was unlikely that Henry was in trouble. He wasn’t ill or they would have informed her immediately. 

			“Henry’s progress,” she muttered to herself. She looked up at the mirror. “What the hell does that mean?” she asked her reflection. She shook her head and began to walk to the other side of the room again. 

			Maybe he’s a genius? Olivia recalled the previous morning when she had stopped him from washing his nose hairs with her expensive shampoo. Or not.

			She stopped in the middle of the large and silent room and heaved a long sigh. 

			“This won’t do,” she muttered to herself. “It’s like a graveyard in here…”

			





Chapter Eleven

			Emily sat in the back row of the theatre with piles of paper on the chairs next to her and by her feet. She had her phone shouldered against her ear as she listened to Olivia’s soft tones.

			“The whole house?” Emily asked.

			“Yes, you can control it from an app,” Olivia replied. “Actually, I think there’s very little that can’t be controlled from an app these days.”

			“Hmm, so, how much does this cost?” Emily asked. Not that it mattered. Olivia was free to spend her money on whatever she pleased. But Emily couldn’t rid herself of the worry about money.

			“Not a lot. And then Henry can listen to whatever he likes in his room, I can listen to my music in my office, and you can listen to those Backstreet Boys you’re so fond of,” Olivia teased her.

			Emily rolled her eyes. “I mentioned one time that I used to like them, years ago.”

			“You forget I helped you unpack when you moved in,” Olivia joked. “If I’m not mistaken there were quite a few albums in those boxes.”

			“If you want to go down that path, we could discuss the contents of the box in the bottom of your wardrobe,” Emily suggested. 

			“Well, no, no, we don’t have to… I mean, I was only joking,” Olivia stammered.

			Emily smiled. She could picture the adorable blush on Olivia’s tanned cheeks. 

			“It’s okay, I’m only teasing you,” Emily said. “So, what else has been going on?”

			“Um, well…nothing much. I did look online at a…well, no, nothing much…” Olivia drifted off.

			Emily shifted to press the phone closer to her ear. She waited for a moment to see if Olivia would continue, but nothing further was forthcoming.

			“What is it?” Emily asked.

			“We should talk about it when you’re home.”

			Emily shifted uncomfortably. “That doesn’t sound good.”

			“It’s nothing bad,” Olivia attempted to reassure her. 

			“Well, I’m going to worry about it now,” Emily said. 

			She suddenly felt every single one of the miles between them. She wanted to see Olivia, to look her in the eye and be sure that she was okay. To be able to soothe away the worry lines that she knew were forming on her forehead.

			She noticed Hannah walking past and offered her a tight smile. Hannah smiled back and hurried towards the stage to give Emily some privacy. 

			“I…I wanted to talk to you about adoption,” Olivia blurted out.

			“Oh.” Emily froze. She hadn’t expected that. “Adoption,” she repeated. 

			“Yes. I-instead of having a child biologically.”

			“Do you not want to carry a child?” Emily asked. She recalled that, when they had looked at a website about pregnancy and giving birth, Olivia had looked decidedly green. “Because I don’t want you to feel obligated to do that. I can carry another child, as long as you don’t mind more stretch marks and saggy breasts.”

			The sound manager walked past at that moment, clearly overhearing the conversation. Emily felt her cheeks heat up.

			“You’re beautiful, you always will be,” Olivia said. “But no, it’s not that.”

			Emily waited for Olivia to continue but was greeted by more silence.

			“Then what is it?” Emily asked.

			“Oh, well, it’s the fact that there are so many children out there who already need a family,” Olivia answered quickly. 

			Almost a little too quickly for Emily’s liking. 

			She’d started to identify the telltale signs of when Olivia had prepared a statement in advance. Often it was because it was a complicated matter and she wanted to make sure she got her point across. But sometimes because she was lying and there was something hidden beneath the surface.

			“Should we be having a baby when there are children who don’t have a family?” Olivia continued.

			“That’s a tough question,” Emily admitted. “There’s no easy answer.”

			“It seems like a good idea,” Olivia said.

			“In principle, yes,” Emily said. “But adopting isn’t that easy. We’ll have to go through lots of checks, financial, psychological, and more. Then we wait to be approved. And if we get approved, then we have to wait for the right child who will work with our lifestyle. It could take a very long time.”

			Olivia sighed. “I…just…”

			Emily waited. Olivia’s speech pattern always slowed as she became more stressed or confused. Emily had learned that it was best to give her time to say what she was trying to process.

			“There are…so many children in the world who need families.”

			“There are,” Emily said. “And, as I say, in principle, it’s a good idea. I don’t know if I’m ready to go through that process. Or even if we’ll be successful. But then again, whatever we choose is going to be hard. Having a child when you’re in a relationship with a woman is damn difficult. It would be easier if one of us could produce sperm.”

			Another member of the backstage crew walked by and looked at Emily curiously. She smiled politely at him and then turned away.

			Olivia was right, we should have discussed this at home.

			“Straight couples can decide to have a baby, or even accidentally have one. Same-sex couples have to plan it, spend money on it, justify it.” Emily let out a deep sigh. 

			“You sound like you’re having doubts?” Olivia asked.

			“No, I’m not having second thoughts. I want to have another child with you. I just don’t know if I’m ready for someone to interview me about how to be a mother.”

			“I understand,” Olivia said. “It isn’t something I relish either. But think about it. I have been reading up on adoption.”

			Of course you have.

			“And I have some links to send you.”

			Of course you do. She smiled fondly to herself. She really missed her.

			She felt like she was being watched and wondered which member of the production crew was going to overhear her bizarre phone call next. She looked up to see Nicole standing over her with an apologetic expression.

			“I’m sorry but I have to go. I’ll call you later,” Emily promised. 

			“Okay, I’ll send you those links.”

			“You do that. I love you.”

			“I love you, too,” Olivia said.

			Emily hung up and let out another sigh. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back.

			“Trouble in paradise?” She heard Nicole pick up some papers from the chair next to her and sit down.

			She opened her eyes and looked at Nicole. “Not trouble exactly. Olivia wants to consider adoption.”

			Nicole chuckled. “That’ll be fun,” she joked.

			“Exactly.” Emily was relieved that Nicole appeared to share her reservations. “I’m all for adopting, I think it’s a great thing. I know there are children in the world who need to be adopted, and I think people who do adopt are incredible, I really do.”

			“You don’t know if it’s for you. That’s fair enough.”

			“Is it?” Emily started to wonder.

			“Of course. Adoption is something that you don’t just fall into. There’s a lot of soul-searching before you even apply. And then the application process is long and difficult. While two teenagers can create life behind the bike shed at school without society raising an eyebrow, a couple wishing to adopt has to jump through hoops of fire.” Nicole brushed some lint from her skirt. “Why’s Olivia thinking about adoption anyway?”

			“No idea,” Emily said. 

			“Maybe she doesn’t want to ruin her figure.” 

			“Well, she did nearly lose her lunch when she read about what pregnancy does to the body,” Emily said. “But we got over that. At least, I thought we did.”

			“Is everything okay?” Nicole asked.

			Emily looked up at her. “I…I’m struggling a little. Being away from them. I thought I’d be okay, I thought I’d slip back into my old routine, but I haven’t. Knowing they are both home and I’m here, it’s hard. And just then, I wanted to be with her. Having a serious conversation over the phone is hard. It’s all hard.”

			Nicole nodded. “I can imagine it is.” She paused for a moment. “What do you want to do?”

			“I don’t want to lose this opportunity,” Emily said quickly. 

			Nicole smiled and soothingly squeezed Emily’s knee. “Good, but I don’t want you to be depressed either. Why don’t you see how things go? Maybe you’ll slip back into it, maybe you won’t. Either way, keep me in the loop.”

			“I will. I’m sure it’s because spending so much time at home has spoiled me. I’ll get used to it, don’t worry.”

			“I’ll try not to, but I did just discover you. I can’t lose you again so soon.” Nicole stood up and looked towards the stage. 

			“I thought we agreed on the second backdrop?” she shouted to Martin.

			“This is the second backdrop,” Martin called back.

			“I may be getting old, but my eyesight hasn’t gone yet!” She turned to Emily and rolled her eyes. “I need you to stay. You’re the only person who doesn’t seem determined to drive me into an early grave.”

			“It’s early yet,” Emily joked.

			Nicole laughed. “Oh.” She reached into her inner jacket pocket. “This came for you.” She handed Emily a sealed envelope, her first name handwritten on the front.

			“For me?” Emily took the envelope.

			“Yes, the box office took it.”

			Emily looked at the envelope and quickly ripped it open. 

			“There’s no other backdrop on the van,” Martin called from the stage.

			“Absolute incompetence,” Nicole muttered under her breath. 

			A piece of thick paper fell from the envelope into Emily’s lap. She picked it up and examined it. It was a ticket, in the stalls for that evening for the musical showing just up the road.

			She held it up for Nicole to see.

			Nicole frowned and took the ticket from Emily. 

			“It’s a great production,” Nicole said. 

			“I didn’t book a ticket,” Emily said. “You didn’t request this?”

			Nicole shook her head. “I wouldn’t send you a ticket to a rival production. We have our own perfectly good musical on.”

			“Then who’s sent me a ticket?”

			“It must be an error,” Nicole said. “I’ll take it back to the box office. Maybe it’s for another Emily?” She picked up the envelope and put the ticket back in. “I’ll return it to the box office. I’m sure someone will pick it up. Anyway, do you have the updated script for this next scene?”

			Emily reached for the papers on the floor and picked up the reworked scene. 

			“Marvellous, we need to get that to Martin. And you need to speak to him about the last scene. There’s a problem with lighting.”

			“I thought he fixed that?” Emily asked.

			“So did I, but he had a question. You’ll need to talk to him.”

			“I’ll catch up with him now. You were right when you said it was hectic before a new show opened.”

			Nicole laughed. “You think this is hectic? Wait for opening night!”

			* * *

			Olivia walked down the corridor of the school, weaving her way past children who were all eagerly trying to leave. She remembered the way to Henry’s classroom from the parent orientation night. She’d yet to meet Miss Costa, but Henry had described her as the teacher from Matilda so she had high hopes for his academic future.

			She turned the corner and approached the open door. Her eyes were immediately drawn to Henry. He sat at a desk, his brow knit in concentration and his cheek sucked into his mouth. He looked well and healthy, and Olivia breathed out the sigh of relief that she had been holding in ever since she’d spoken to Miss Costa that morning.

			“Mrs. Lewis?”

			Olivia looked towards the front of the classroom. A young woman with long, brown hair and glasses approached her with her hand out. 

			Olivia shook her hand.

			“Miss Costa,” Olivia said politely.

			“Please, Miss Costa is what my students call me. My name is Natalie.”

			“Olivia,” she returned in kind.

			“Olivia!” Henry’s voice boomed, having just noticed her arrival.

			Olivia walked over to his desk and bent down to kiss his hair.

			“How’s your day going, Henry?”

			“I got another star,” he said, ignoring her question. “And I’m going to get a badge tomorrow when I do my alphabet.”

			Olivia smiled. Henry had taken to education well. He enjoyed the process of learning and was academically minded. In his short time in school, he had already amassed several badges, stars, and certificates, which he collected with pride.

			“Is Tiny home alone?” Henry asked her with a puzzled frown.

			“He’s in the car,” Olivia said.

			Tiny wasn’t allowed in school, much to Henry’s disappointment. It had been a shock to suddenly spend large portions of time away from Tiny, but Henry seemed to console himself in the knowledge that Olivia would look after him. 

			“Henry, would you like to go outside and play on the playground while your mother and I speak?” Natalie said.

			Henry quickly packed up his bag and threw it over his shoulder before rushing past Olivia and disappearing into the corridor. 

			Natalie gestured to the window where the playground apparatus could be seen. 

			“We can keep an eye on him while we speak,” she said as she pulled out a chair in front of her desk. She walked around the desk and sat down.

			Olivia waited until she could see Henry arrive in the playground. A moment later he came into view. He ran towards the play area, dropping his bag and launching himself up the slide. It was a long way from the Henry she remembered in his hospital bed. She swallowed hard at the memory.

			She turned to face Natalie and slowly lowered herself into the chair that had been pulled out for her. A familiar sense of dread crept up her neck. She wondered how it was that the memory of being disciplined in school could be so strong when everything else from childhood faded into nothing.

			“Henry is wonderful,” Natalie said. “He’s making friends, engaging well with students and teachers.”

			Olivia nodded. 

			Of course he is. He’s Henry.

			Natalie seemed to pause for a moment. “He mentioned that his other mother had gone away?”

			Olivia nodded again. “That’s right. Yes.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. You must both miss her terribly?”

			“Yes,” Olivia said, “but we’re managing.”

			Natalie offered her a tight smile. “That’s good, I’m glad. I know it must be very difficult for you.”

			“We have each other,” Olivia explained. She drifted her gaze to look at Henry playing outside. 

			“Of course, and, as I say, Henry really is wonderful. But we have noticed that sometimes we struggle to get his attention. And when he is excited, he can forget what he was doing and start on another task.”

			Olivia turned to look back at Natalie. The conversation seemed to be veering away from how well Henry was doing.

			“At first, we thought it was because he misses his mother, but there are educational markers that indicate it might be something else,” Natalie continued.

			Olivia swallowed again. She realised that Natalie had just been praising Henry’s social skills to soften the blow that something was wrong.

			“We’d like your permission to set up a meeting with Henry and our school counsellor.”

			“For what purpose?” Olivia quickly found her voice again.

			“Just to ascertain if there is any particular reason why Henry struggles to focus.”

			“ADHD?” Olivia guessed.

			Natalie looked uncomfortable. “Well, yes, that is one possibility.” 

			“Autism?” Olivia continued. 

			“It would be difficult to say until we investigate further, but, yes, that is another possibility.”

			Natalie sat forward a little. “Mrs. Lewis, Olivia, we just want to provide Henry with the very best level of education that we can. If there is a diagnosis to be had, it’s good that we get it as early as possible so that we can adapt his learning needs, if necessary.”

			“But…he’s so young…how can you…” Olivia turned to look out the window. Henry was happily playing, oblivious to what was being said a few meters away. 

			“It’s nothing to be worried about, we just want to make sure that Henry has all the support that he needs.”

			Olivia snapped her head back towards Natalie. She opened her mouth but struggled for any words to come out. She picked up her bag and shot up to her feet.

			“I’ll think this over,” she said.

			“Of course.” Natalie stood up as well. She reached for an envelope on her desk and handed it to Olivia. “This contains all of the information you need. There’s no hurry. We’re bringing it to attention now so we can work together for what’s best for Henry.”

			“Yes. Is there anything else?” Olivia needed to get out of there. Taking in sufficient oxygen was starting to be a struggle, and she had no desire to look weak in front of Henry’s teacher.

			Natalie shook her head.

			“Thank you for your time,” Olivia said formally. “I will…I will contact you shortly.”

			“Thank you for coming in,” Natalie said. “Would you like me to show you out?”

			Olivia shook her head. She turned on her heel and walked briskly out of the classroom. 

			Her eyes started to fill with tears. She blinked to clear her vision, aware that her heels clacked loudly in the school corridor, wanting to make sure that nothing sounded out of the ordinary. The last thing she needed now was to draw more attention to herself.

			At breakneck speed, she went from feeling that the whole thing was a miscalculation and that Henry was fine, to firmly planting the blame upon herself. Henry had been a normal child when she met him. Now he was tumbling towards a behavioural diagnosis. 

			How would she explain this to Emily? She hadn’t spoken to Emily about the meeting at the school, and now she had to tell her that she’d broken her son. 

			She exited the corridor and stood in the playground, sucking up large gulps of air. 

			Henry happily ran from apparatus to apparatus. She’d only been looking after him for less than a week and already she felt like a complete failure.

			She took a deep breath and blinked away the moisture in her eyes. 

			“Henry,” she called out softly. 

			He turned and looked over at her. His red cheeks and wide grin made her smile despite her heartbreak. 

			He picked up his bag and ran over to her. “Are we going home?”

			“Yes, we are.” Olivia held out her hand, and Henry grabbed onto it.

			“Are you in trouble?” he asked as they started to walk across the playground. “Miss Costa puts Kevin in timeout when he’s in trouble.”

			“Have you been in timeout?”

			“No.”

			“Good.”

			They walked in silence. Olivia could practically feel Henry’s eyes as he stared up at her.

			“Have you been crying?” he finally asked as they approached the car.

			“No, just…I’ve…been cutting onions.” She opened the car door for him.

			He rolled his eyes. “Wow, Mommy’s right. You are really bad at lying.”

			





Chapter Twelve

			The noise of the Hogshead Pub was overwhelming. Glasses chinked and a loud, constant rumble of conversations filled the large bar area. Hannah linked arms with Emily and guided her towards the back of the room where a group of people drank, chatted, and laughed.

			“Hey, everyone,” Hannah shouted over the din. “This is Emily, our fantastic new writer!”

			Emily was taken aback by the spontaneous cheers and sounds of congratulations and welcome. Half-full glasses were raised in the air in greeting. She turned to Hannah and smiled.

			“One big, happy family,” Hannah said. She leaned in close to Emily’s ear so she could hear her. “Let me introduce you to the people worth knowing.”

			Emily nodded. “Let’s do it.”

			Hannah grinned as she navigated the crowd. Emily followed her closely, not wanting to lose her newly acquired guide. 

			She looked up to notice Carl perched at the end of the bar, nursing a pint of beer and looking straight at her. She offered him a warm smile, and he smiled back, his face lighting up upon seeing her. 

			After nearly a week of working with him, she hadn’t changed her mind on him in the slightest. In fact, she was starting to enjoy her time in the theatre as it meant she was away from the small office she shared with him. At the start of the week, she thought she would just enjoy getting out of the cold, cramped space, but now she was more relieved to be away from Carl. 

			There was nothing wrong with him, nothing she could easily put into words. He just seemed to always be there, always looking at her, always following her. But it was impossible to have a conversation with him. As soon as she tried, he clammed up. 

			“Emily, this is John,” Hannah said, pulling her from her thoughts.

			Emily shook the cobwebs from her head and turned to face John. She smiled and held out her hand. “Hi!”

			She tried to focus on what John was saying about his role in lighting, but she struggled as she felt Carl appear behind her. Hannah had headed to the bar to get them both drinks. Emily was stuck between giving her undivided attention to John and wanting to turn around to see why Carl was standing right behind her.

			In the end, she managed to step to the side enough to force Carl to be included in the conversation. John regarded Carl warily and continued talking to Emily about the intricacies of lighting the stage. Usually she would have been fascinated, but the way Carl stood and stared at her was most off-putting.

			Hannah rejoined the group and looked at Carl. 

			“Can we help you?” she asked.

			“I…was just leaving,” he said. He looked at Emily. “See you tomorrow.”

			He quickly turned and ducked through the crowd to leave the bar.

			“Odd lad,” John said.

			“Yeah,” Hannah said.

			Emily watched Carl go. She almost felt sorry for him, but she had to admit that there was an underlying creepiness to his actions. 

			“Anyway, what was I saying about multiple spots?” John said. “Oh yes…”

			* * *

			Emily leaned heavily against the wall of the elevator and let out a long sigh. She had no idea how five hours had passed so quickly. And she couldn’t understand how the theatre production team was still alive after all the alcohol consumed within those five hours.

			Everyone wanted to welcome her to the team by buying her a beverage. She’d never been offered so many drinks in her life. In fact, she’d switched to non-alcoholic drinks when she started to feel lightheaded after only half an hour in the pub. Nicole had turned up for a brief while and informed her that the team drinks at the Hogshead were a regular thing. Emily had no idea how anyone managed to function after spending so many hours propping up the bar.

			Despite the flow of booze, the evening had been hugely successful. She’d met and spoken with almost every department of the company, from the unpaid technical interns learning the ropes to the office staff. Names and positions swam around her head despite her best efforts to keep them all in order, knowing they would be of use later. 

			The elevator came to a stop, letting her out onto the carpeted hallway heading towards her hotel room. She felt exhausted and wondered if she’d manage to get herself up in the morning after such a full evening of socialising. 

			“Mrs. White?”

			Emily looked up with a frown. A member of the staff stood in front of her hotel room with an enormous bunch of flowers in his hands.

			Emily slowly nodded. “Yes, that’s me.”

			“I was going to leave these outside, due to the late hour.” He nodded at the bouquet. “They just arrived by courier.”

			Emily was stunned. “Oh, they’re beautiful.” She swiped the electronic lock with her room key and pushed open the door.

			“Can you put them on the table?” Emily asked as she kicked off her heels.

			He stepped into the room and placed the flowers on the side table. The bouquet was presented in a large see-through bag of water with colourful ribbons tying it all together.

			“Good night,” the porter said as he let himself out of the room, closing the door behind him.

			Emily bent down to sniff the bouquet. Floral scents filled her senses, luxurious and not too strong. Some bouquets were like an explosion of fragrance, but this was artistic and measured. 

			She smiled as she reached into her bag and picked up her phone. She flopped onto the bed as she dialled Olivia.

			As always, the call took a little while to connect, and even though she was certain it was now done by satellite, Emily mentally pictured wires connecting across the UK and then the ocean before reaching New York. 

			When the call did connect, it only rang one and a half times before Olivia answered.

			“Hello, darling,” she said.

			“Thank you,” Emily replied sleepily. The bed was so soft that she could already feel herself starting to drift off. She’d known that lying down before washing her makeup off would be fatal, but her aching feet and swimming head had urged her. 

			“What for?” Olivia asked.

			“You know what for.” Emily chuckled.

			“Do I?” Olivia asked. 

			“The flowers,” Emily replied. She pulled herself into a sitting position, knowing that she was seriously about to drift off if she didn’t take drastic action. She wondered when Olivia had ordered the flowers, if she’d forgotten all about them.

			“I…I haven’t sent any. Should I? I can speak with the florist who I used to use for—”

			“You haven’t sent any?” Emily interrupted. 

			“No,” Olivia said.

			Emily slid off the bed and walked over to the bouquet, wondering if the hotel had made a mistake and the blooms weren’t for her after all.

			“Would you like me to send you flowers?” Olivia asked, a hesitation in her tone.

			“No, no,” Emily said. “There’s just some flowers here. I assumed they were from you.”

			She saw a small envelope wedged between the stems and shouldered the phone as she plucked it out.

			“Who’s sending you flowers?” Olivia asked, her tone becoming a little frosty.

			“I don’t know. I’m looking at the card now,” Emily replied.

			She opened the envelope, pulled out the thick card, and frowned.

			“Well?” Olivia asked impatiently.

			Emily chuckled. “It says it’s from my secret admirer. I think this is meant for someone else.”

			“Secret admirer?” Olivia demanded. “Who?”

			“Secret admirers don’t sign their names. That’s what makes them secret,” Emily said. She dropped the card and the envelope to the table. “It must be for someone else. I don’t have a secret admirer and there is no name or room number on the note. Maybe the courier got the address wrong. Maybe the hotel made a mistake.”

			“But—”

			“No one even knows I’m staying here,” Emily continued. “Only you and Nicole, and I think we can rule out Nicole.”

			Olivia remained quiet for a few moments. Emily understood all too well that the distance suddenly felt a whole lot more real.

			“I’ve missed you,” Emily whispered. “So, so much.”

			“I’ve missed you, too,” Olivia replied.

			“But I get to see you tomorrow,” Emily said. She wouldn’t admit it to Olivia, as she was trying to appear strong, but she had been counting down the hours to her flight home.

			“I suppose I’ll clear out a drawer for you. Maybe a bit of the wardrobe,” Olivia joked.

			“How generous.” Emily chuckled and walked into the bathroom. She turned on the light and picked up a makeup removal pad.

			“Henry saw your Crown uniform,” Olivia said.

			Emily smiled at the memory of her last morning in New York. 

			“Oh yes?” she asked.

			“Yes, it was terribly embarrassing,” Olivia added.

			“You’re the one who tore it off me and threw it on the floor,” Emily replied.

			“I picked it up,” Olivia said. “But I left it on the chair. In case there was a repeat performance.”

			“Oh, I see. Is that a request?”

			“This has been a very long week,” Olivia confessed.

			“I know.” Emily started to feel guilty. She knew Olivia didn’t want that, but it was impossible not to feel guilty. They were apart because of her. Because of her dream. “It will get better,” she promised.

			“It will,” Olivia said. She cleared her throat. “Henry is here and would like to speak with you.”

			“Can you put me on speaker? I’m not ready to let you go just yet…”

			





Chapter Thirteen

			Emily dropped her suitcase and fell to her knees in the arrivals terminal as Henry rushed into her arms. It had been just under a week since she’d seen him, but it had felt like a lifetime. She’d had to be apart from him before, but this time she was choosing to. It broke her heart. 

			“Mommy, school is amazing!” Henry cried. He pulled back. “I got a badge for my alphabet.”

			“Wow, that’s great!” 

			Henry pulled a badge out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Miss Costa says I’m very good.”

			She examined the badge. “That’s wonderful, Henry.”

			Olivia approached, wringing her hands nervously. 

			Emily stood and pulled her into a hug. “I missed you. So much,” she whispered into Olivia’s ear.

			Olivia returned the hug. “I missed you, too.”

			“Mommy, do good boys get presents?” Henry asked, tugging on her jacket.

			Emily leaned back a little and smiled at Olivia before turning to look down at Henry. 

			“What kind of present?”

			“I want a cat.”

			“He wants a cat,” Olivia repeated. “Instead of a kitten.”

			Emily frowned. She hated that she was missing out on things. When she left, Henry was adamant about getting a kitten, but somehow that had changed. And that left Emily unsettled. She didn’t want to miss out on anything, no matter how small. 

			“Why do you want a cat, Henry?”

			Olivia disengaged herself from the hug and pulled up the handle of Emily’s
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