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Chapter One
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I’m dying, Jake Whelan thought. 

He had only climbed one flight of stairs, but his suit felt tight and his lungs screamed for air. Maybe this was how a heart attack felt. 

He pushed himself to continue, up one more flight of stairs.

On the fifth floor, Jake stopped and leaned against the wall. He still felt like he was dying, but it was probably all in his head. Climbing a couple of dozen steps shouldn’t kill a healthy thirty-two-year-old. He was a healthy weight and suffered from no underlying health condition.

The smell in the stairwell was unpleasant – like new carpet – but Jake was glad he hadn’t taken the elevator. Confined spaces were murder these days.

He pushed open the door and set off down the fifth-floor corridor.

“Hey, handsome.” 

Liz Dubois was coming from the bank of elevators. His girlfriend of a year wore a long golden skirt and a green blouse which complemented her flowing brown hair. She adjusted her glasses, and said, “You weren’t in your office. I thought I’d catch you here.”

Jake took a breath.

“You scared the hell out of me,” he said.

Liz frowned. “I don’t know why you’re so jumpy.”

He took the envelope she held out to him. A Good Luck card was inside. In careful, curly letters, Liz had written, To Jake, my partner. She’d doodled a cartoon heart next to her signature. 

Jake forced a smile. “Thanks, Liz.”

She threw her arms around him, squeezing him so tight that it hurt.

“I just wanted to wish you luck. I know you don’t need it. I’m sure you’ll get the promotion.”

As always, Liz’s words were clipped and precise, her accent the product of a French father and a German mother. 

“How’s your dad?” Jake asked, pulling away from her.

“His aide says he’s in good spirits.”

Wednesday nights, Liz had her weekly teleconference with her father. Christian Dubois had lived in the Grüne Felder private hospital in Munich for years, battling ALS. He was almost completely paralysed and could only communicate now by blinking. Fortunately, his aide was a French-speaker, who was able to interpret Mr. Dubois’s eye movements. He meticulously transcribed messages so Liz and her father could communicate during the weekly call.

“I’m glad,” Jake said. “Well, I better go in.”

“I’ll wait with you.”

“You might be missed in reception,” Jake told her.

“It’s been dead quiet all day,” Liz said. 

“You never know when you might be needed.”

“I guess you’re right. I’ll see you later? We can celebrate.”

“Sure,” Jake said, feeling a stab of disappointment. He’d enjoyed having a couple of hours to himself the previous evening. 

Jake watched Liz walk back to the elevator. She hit the button for the lobby and blew Jake a kiss while she waited. 

Liz worked behind the reception desk on the ground floor. Jake had been seeing her for a year and had wanted to end things for almost that long. However, the situation with her father made Jake reluctant to break things off. She was a good daughter, saving every cent she made to pay his medical expenses. From the way Liz talked, Jake understood that Mr. Dubois was extremely close to the end of his life. 

Once Liz was gone, Jake stepped into the conference room. The empty room lay in darkness. Through the floor-to-ceiling window, Jake saw the lights of Dublin city. They were reflected in the table that ran the length of the room. 

He winced at the stale air. 

The whole building was stuffy, but this room was especially bad. Sterile, like something Nasa would make if they were trying to simulate the moon. He just couldn’t seem to breathe.

Jake flicked on the light. While the fluorescent bulbs flickered to life, he made his way to the other end of the room and opened a window. It only budged a centimetre, to ensure that no one could jump to their death. Grennan and Brennan might have lost some employees over the years otherwise. 

Jake smiled at the thought, but it wasn’t funny. He’d felt like doing that himself a few times. 

The basin of the Grand Canal was below him, a short distance from where the canal met the river. Its water looked calm. The area was quiet today, even the office towers housing the big tech companies. Understandable, the second day after Christmas. 

Loosening his tie, Jake leaned forward so his face was near the open window. He tried to suck the freezing air deep into his lungs, but his breathing remained shallow. These last months, he’d felt like he might drop dead any second. His heart was constantly pounding like a rabbit’s, his lungs struggling to supply him with oxygen.

Jake’s life was enviable. A job at a prestigious law firm. A comfortable apartment. An attentive girlfriend. But somehow this wasn’t how he expected life to be.

He walked over to the head of the table and sat in Arthur Grennan’s seat. The only comfortable chair in the room, padded with red leather and soft filling. 

Jake ran a finger over the polished mahogany tabletop. He couldn’t wait to be sitting in this chair for real.

In school, he’d told his guidance counsellor he wanted to work outdoors, doing something on the land. Be a farmer, a park ranger. Stupid idea, but that was where he was happiest. Hiking in the hills, camping by the sea. He kept a Swiss Army knife in the drawer of his desk, as a reminder.

A dark figure in the doorway startled Jake out of his day dream. It was his colleague, Charlotte Flynn. 

She said, “Arthur wouldn’t like to find you in his chair.” 

Jake shrugged. “Just seeing how it feels.”

Charlotte looked like she’d stepped out of a magazine cover. Her long, brown hair hung in glossy curls on the shoulders of her tailored suit. She wore a crisp navy blouse underneath and a necklace worth more than Jake’s apartment. 

A stunner, no doubt about it. He’d been attracted to Charlotte since she joined the firm in March. Jake had been dating Liz then. Already trying to get out of it, but it was around then that her father began to really deteriorate.

Charlotte might also have been the best-connected person Jake knew. Her mother was the Chief Justice of Ireland, her father a prominent senator. 

No wonder then, that Charlotte walked into the room like she owned the place. She lowered herself into the seat at Jake’s side and crossed her legs.

“Better close the window,” Charlotte said.

“I need fresh air.”

“Arthur gets a chill easily.”

“I don’t care,” Jake snapped.

Charlotte smiled. “You’re going to be disappointed today.”

“I don’t think so.” 

“Want to bet on it?”

“Sure,” Jake said. “How does ten euro sound?”

“Fine for schoolboys. How about ten thousand?”

It took a moment for Jake to realise she wasn’t joking. He sat up straighter in his chair. “For real? Ten grand?”

Charlotte cocked an eyebrow. She was for real alright. Jake had about three hundred euro in his bank account. Not that he didn’t earn a generous salary, but he couldn’t seem to hold onto it. Anyway, it didn’t matter whether he had the money. He was certain he’d win the bet. Charlotte was an excellent solicitor, smart and diligent, but she was a newcomer. Jake had been at the firm for a decade, and the promotion was his. 

“Fine,” Jake said at last.

Charlotte held out a pale hand. Jake reached across the table, took it in his. Her skin was dry, her grip firm.

“Congratulations,” Charlotte said. “You just lost ten thousand euro.”

Bravado. That was all it was. Charlotte was overconfident. 

Jake got to his feet and pushed Grennan’s chair in. He walked around to the other side of the table from Charlotte and took a seat as their colleagues began to arrive. Jake greeted people as they entered the room. Charlotte ignored everyone and played with her phone. 

The murmuring built as more people arrived. At last, Arthur Grennan walked into the room. The door slammed shut behind him and everyone stopped talking. Grennan was sixty-two years old, thin and slightly stooped, with wisps of white hair doing nothing to hide his scalp. But he showed no sign of stepping down and he still had enough energy to stuff himself into a three-piece suit every day. 

Grennan walked up to the top of the table, stopped and looked around, his face puckered up like he’d just bitten into a lemon.

“Christ, there’s a draft in here.”

“Let me get that,” Jake said. 

Forcing a smile, he hurried over to the window and closed it. As he sat back down, he sensed Charlotte’s eyes on him. He avoided her mocking gaze.

“Now,” Grennan said, as he reached the top of the table. “Let us get straight to the point. We are here to welcome the newest partner to this firm.”

“Here, here!” someone said.

Jake took a deep breath.

He prepared to stand up.

Arthur Grennan said, “Please join me in congratulating Charlotte Flynn.”
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Chapter Two
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Liz Dubois hadn’t been able to resist coming back up to the fifth floor. There was nothing happening downstairs. No reason for her to waste her time in reception. Everyone else was gathered in the conference room.

She lurked in the corridor until everyone was inside, then pressed her ear against the door. She could hardly wait to hear Jake being made a partner. They could celebrate all night. Maybe Jake would stay at her place. She’d missed him the previous evening, but Wednesday nights belonged to her father, and there was nothing she could do about that.

Arthur Grennan began speaking.

Liz held her breath and pressed the side of her head tight against the door.

She gaped in shock when he said Charlotte’s name.

How had this happened? Liz couldn’t believe Charlotte had stolen the promotion from Jake. It must have been because of her clout. With wealthy, influential parents like hers, Charlotte had never needed to work hard at anything.

It wasn’t fair.

Liz strode away from the door, a cold rage sweeping over her as she got into the elevator. She hit the button for the third floor, where the mergers and acquisitions solicitors were based. She wanted to teach Charlotte a lesson.

On the third floor, Liz made her way past the deserted desks to Charlotte’s office. It was a sterile room, containing no sign of life. A steel desk, a swivel chair, some shelves and a filing cabinet
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