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Chapter One
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The day my life fell apart began as most days begin.

My alarm blared at five as it always did, and as I always do, I dressed quickly in black Lulemon tights and crop top, and Stella McCartney trainers and headed to the gym in the basement of my Flinders Lane apartment complex. It was Thursday, so that meant a torturing forty-five-minute spin class. Afterwards, back in my apartment, I popped a capsule in the machine for my first coffee for the day – black, no sugar – which I used to down a couple of paracetamol tablets. As I sipped, the caffeine pushing away the residual brain fog the exercise hadn’t reached, I sent a good morning text to my boyfriend, Otis, scanned my phone for the news of the day and did a quick check on my emails, the usual anxiety growling to attention in my stomach as I flicked through my inbox. While the world at large was in a mess, at least nothing had fallen off the rails in my job over night and the morning numbers were as expected. Nevertheless, I fired off a quick question to a colleague – mainly to let them know I was already on the job – and set a reminder to follow up on their response when I got into the office.

Showered and dressed, I retrieved my Louis Vuitton tote from the wardrobe shelf I’d placed it on last night, glanced at the time on my phone – seven thirty on the dot – and left my apartment.

While the forecast was for a hot day, the sun still hadn’t reached this part of the city streets, and I was glad of the warmth my Max Mara trench coat provided and knew I’d be grateful again later this evening as I walked home sometime after the sun had gone back to bed. 

At the coffee shop a few doors away, the queue was still short. Second coffee in hand, I nodded my thanks to the barista and began the brief walk to work, pausing at the Swanston Street traffic lights to read the response from Otis (hi babe, see you tonight x). A tram clacked by, its bell echoed by another behind it. 

At Elizabeth Street, I turned right, then left into Collins. Taking a second to look up – as I did every morning – the sun bounced off the eastern side of the glass-fronted building, the reflection of the sky clear and blue. Not that it mattered, it was unlikely I’d see it again today; I rarely did.

From the coffee shop downstairs, I bought my third – and final – coffee for the morning before riding the lift to the nineteenth floor, smiling tightly at the other occupant when they alighted at the eighteenth. ‘Have a nice day,’ he said breezily as the doors shut, leaving a cloud of woody aftershave behind.

As it always was at this time of the day, the office was quiet, with just a few employees scattered around – most tapping away on keyboards, some walking back from the lunchroom, coffee in hand discussing the previous night’s reality TV. Each looked up as I strode past their desk and chorused, ‘Morning, Ainsley.’ I returned each greeting, making a mental note of the names of those who were in early, hung my trench on the coat stand in my office, placed my tote under the desk and opened my laptop at precisely eight am. As I always did.

The morning, too, passed as mornings usually do. There was the eight-thirty daily buzz meeting where we went through today’s priorities, another at nine with the branch closure team in Sydney, followed by the regular weekly credit briefing and an update on the new deposit product we were due to be rolling out early in the new year. All as it should be.

By twelve thirty, I’d had my midday coffee, and had opened the PowerPoint briefing document for the first of the afternoon’s meetings, my pen tapping on the desk in time with my jittery heartbeat, when Drew, one of my employees, ducked in.

‘You’re needed upstairs.’ There was a look on his face I couldn’t decipher, but it was one I didn’t like. Drew had changed in the last two months: a relatively new father, he had previously been eager to please but was now arriving in the office later, insisting on leaving on time each day, and only last week had had the temerity to push back against one of my requests.  

I smiled tightly and nodded. ‘Do you know what for?’ 

‘No, JC’s EA called down and said you’re to get up there.’ A sly smirk crossed his face. ‘You’ve been up there a lot lately, haven’t you?’

JC, John Collins, was the general manager of our division and the sort of man who would hand a memo back to you with a single red line through it and a throwaway comment like, ‘A few suggested changes.’ As Drew so helpfully pointed out, I had been up there too often of late – and the conversations had not been pleasant. My department, which had previously run smoothly, had recently begun to falter; I was losing control and didn’t know how to get things back on track. A summons via his executive assistant rarely boded well so the churning ball that had taken up permanent residence in my stomach sat up and had a good look around.

Drew was waiting for a response, his arms crossed, his eyebrows raised defiantly so I plastered a ‘whatever’ look on my face. ‘Have I? I hadn’t noticed. Don’t you have a report due by two?’

Once he left my office with a slight shake of his head, I checked my appearance in the mirror behind the door, reapplying my red lipstick. All was as it should be: my navy Ted Baker shift dress was immaculate, as were my nude Louboutin shoes, and the tight bun I wore my hair in every day was still as tight as it had been when I’d left my apartment that morning, every single blonde hair smoothly constrained. When my phone pinged with a message, I glanced at it – my sister, Jacinta – and ignored it. She could wait.

Upstairs, I sailed past where his executive assistant sat and tapped once on JC’s door. ‘Come,’ came the gruff tones from within.

JC’s office on the thirtieth floor was double the size of mine. Even though a large mahogany desk dominated the space, JC was seated at the round table in the far corner, his bulk making the already small table seem crowded, but he wasn’t alone. Carmel from human resources was also there, and neither were smiling. My stomach twisted again, and my mouth was dry.

‘Take a seat, Ainsley.’ Carmel’s face was set in stone, jaw firm.

I did as requested, forcing my expression to remain neutral, trying not to look at the prefilled forms on the table in front of Carmel.

‘We’ve had a complaint about you from one of your employees.’ No preamble from Carmel. ‘It’s an allegation of bullying.’

I straightened my shoulders, hating the bitter taste I couldn’t swallow away. ‘Who?’

‘It doesn’t matter who,’ said Carmel. ‘We’ve completed some preliminary investigations and, in doing so, more members of your team have also complained about your behaviour towards them. Then there was the matter of Tiffany Samuels—’

‘But she left,’ I broke in, leaning forward and placing my hands on the table. ‘And without notice.’

Tiffany had been after my job but had resigned a couple of months back. While her leaving was the result I’d been hoping for, the way she’d done it – in front of several other people at the airport lounge where we were waiting for a flight to the firm’s annual high achiever’s conference – had prompted a ‘please explain’ from JC. At the time, I’d haughtily told a story about how she realised she shouldn’t have been there in the first place and that it had been an overly dramatic end to my campaign to have her ‘self-select’, but I hadn’t convinced him.

‘Yes,’ said JC, ‘and from what I’m seeing, the wheels have fallen off your department ever since.’ His lips – which I’d always thought were too full for a man – had twisted into a grotesque half smile of satisfaction.

‘Our informants have advised us she did most of the work and held together the morale in the team – what there was left of it.’ With her hands placed lightly on her lap, Carmel appeared relaxed and confident – and the hair on the back of my neck prickled, a combination of caffeine and foreboding causing my heart to race.

‘Plus, Matt Delaney over at ZCB has recently poached the high-value Hong Kong clients Tiffany had been responsible for.’ JC didn’t mince his words. 

‘How can that be my fault? If Tiffany had looked after them more closely—’

‘How could she when you pulled her travel budget? Even with that, she still provided the service they expected, but with her gone ...’ JC didn’t finish his sentence, his glare and reddening face warning me not to pursue that subject.

I tapped my red-tipped nails on the table, buying time while I composed a response. ‘What’s the nature of the allegation?’

Carmel didn’t need to consult her notes. ‘Unrealistic timeframes, rudeness, repeated requests for reports beyond those required. One employee said it now takes them most of a day to put together the report you’ve requested weekly – and said you rarely comment on it other than to ask for additional figures the following week.’

I lifted a shoulder, my jaw aching from the pressure of maintaining a straight face. ‘I simply ask for the data I require to complete a deep dive into our customer’s demographics.’ I looked to JC and added benignly, ‘Wasn’t that what you requested at our last meeting?’ 

As JC would’ve blustered, Carmel held up a finger of warning. ‘As you’re aware, Ainsley, that’s not an excuse for placing unreasonable demands on employees. Chartered Pacific has a zero tolerance for bullying and takes these allegations very seriously. Because of the seriousness of this issue, we have no option but to take equally serious action.’ The remnants of my midday coffee whirled around in my otherwise empty stomach, and I pressed my hand against it to quell the churn. ‘However, in light of the service you’ve provided over the past seven years and the fact that in our current restructure we’d intended to make your role redundant, we’re prepared to move that forward rather than place this incident on your file as a first and final warning.’ She pushed a document across the table.

The heat rushed from my body and left me icy cold. ‘What’s this?’ I already knew the answer. I’d given the same spiel Carmel had just given to me to others over the years. 

‘It’s a deed of release.’ Her tone was even and straight to the point. ‘While we certainly don’t believe you have grounds for complaint regarding your treatment at Chartered Pacific, or,’ she added almost as an afterthought, ‘the behaviour of anybody at CP, this document ensures that upon receipt of the payment we’ll be making to you, you’ll acknowledge that you’re unable to make any future claims against the company or any of its employees. As well as a zero policy against bullying and harassment, CP has—’

‘A zero media tolerance,’ I finished ruefully.

I reached for the document and began to read, my mind in as much a whirl as my stomach. Who had made the complaint? Had there even been a complaint, or was that just an excuse to get rid of me? I snuck a glance at JC sitting back in his chair, legs astride, arms folded across his chest, his shirt straining against its buttons. I wouldn’t have put it past him to have instructed Carmel to find a way of getting rid of me. After all, Otis had asked the same of me in the past, and I’d been just as creative with my reasons – I’d even used the no-fraternisation policy against one ex-employee, Alice Delaney. At the time, I’d recognised that for the hypocrisy that it was, but Otis had told me our situation was different. He’d also reminded me that my reward would be further promotion – to this role, in fact. A chill ran through me – had someone found out about Otis and me? Who else knew? We’d been so careful to keep it quiet. Were they worried that if we broke up I’d become vindictive? Carmel had seemed to put an extra emphasis on the words ‘or any of its employees’ ...

The payout outlined in the document was generous – six months’ salary plus my accrued entitlements and annual leave. It had been years since I’d taken any more than the occasional week off, so the amount was sizeable and equated to almost a year’s pay. It meant I’d be fine, financially, for a while, but what would I do? My job was my life. I might’ve expected long hours and weekend work from my employees, but it was no less than what I was prepared to put in myself. I was, after all, on track to crack through the glass ceiling to be the first female divisional general manager. That’s what it had all been about – the hours, the sacrifice of my personal life, all of it – and now they were going to take it away from me? That churning ball that had been bubbling in my stomach with the coffees rose into my chest. It tightened, and I struggled to take a deep breath.

Carmel pushed across a pen. ‘When you’re ready,’ she said calmly.

The faintest hint of a smile curved around JC’s mouth. ‘Excuse me.’ He stood. ‘I’ll just visit the bathroom.’

As he left, I picked up the pen. ‘Do you think he needs to go, or he just wants to reiterate that he’s so important his office has its own bathroom?’ I mused aloud. ‘Or maybe it’s to remind me what I’ll never have if I sign this document?’ I twisted the body of the pen to push the nib down and then back again, vaguely registering the clicking sound it made in the silence. ‘What happens if I don’t sign this?’

Carmel shrugged unapologetically. ‘We proceed with our investigations. My understanding is others in your team will come forward. I don’t know the details of what went on between you and Tiffany, but there’s nothing to stop her from retrospectively making an accusation along the same vein. I have no doubt we’ll have sufficient grounds to terminate your employment – and there won’t be a payout at the end.’ 

The bile tasted bitter in my mouth, and every part of me wished JC wasn’t in that bathroom so I could run to it. I forced myself to concentrate on breathing, willing the muscles in my face to remain still. I needed to talk to Otis; he’d put a stop to this.

‘Can I think about it overnight?’ 

Carmel shook her head. ‘No. This offer is on the table now; JC would prefer it wasn’t offered at all. As you’re aware, you were never his choice for this position. If you choose to walk out of this room without accepting it, there won’t be another opportunity.’

‘I see.’ Otis mightn’t be able to help me on this occasion. As he and JC were both vying for the opportunity to be the next CEO of CP, they had what could best be described as a combative relationship. If JC knew about our relationship, it was an opportunity for him to score points against Otis, and Otis, for his part, wouldn’t be able to intervene without losing ground against JC. I was on my own.

‘Has she signed yet?’ JC was back, but rather than sitting, he stood over me. If he intended to intimidate me, it was working. ‘Just sign the damned paper,’ he said impatiently. 

I flicked to the page requiring my signature. ‘If I do, how much notice do I get?’ 

‘None.’ Carmel clasped her hands on the table. ‘Sign this document and we’ll announce your retrenchment effective immediately.’

‘Don’t sign and you’ll move to sack me?’ I guessed.

She inclined her head.

‘And if you think you’ll have help from elsewhere in the organisation and are prepared to risk that outcome, more fool you.’ JC thrust his chest out and held my gaze. ‘It’s not just about the bullying and harassment, Ainsley; there’s also the matter of your performance of late. To be completely frank, it’s slipped – you’ve dropped the ball. Even if these complaints hadn’t come in, we’d be looking at putting you on a performance management plan.’

Unable to believe what I was hearing, my breath came out in a choked cough. ‘So all these years of loyal service, of doing every despicable thing I’ve been asked to do, means nothing?’ The question didn’t need an answer; I already knew it.

I placed the pen back on the table and examined the faces before me. Surely this was some sort of elaborate test? If I held firm, they’d back down.

‘Tiffany Samuels was one of the best operators I’ve ever worked with.’ JC was on a roll now. ‘She could’ve made it to the top. She was my choice for your role.’

‘Alice Delaney was a friend of mine,’ said Carmel quietly. 

‘She shouldn’t have slept with a colleague then, should she?’ I retorted. ‘If she hadn’t, she’d still have her job.’

‘Perhaps.’ Carmel raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s ironic, though, don’t you think?’ 

Yes, they knew about Otis and me.

Taking a deep breath, I lifted the pen one last time and signed my name, Ainsley St James, and effectively ended my brilliant career.
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In hindsight, you could say I’d been too busy looking down the ladder for threats and not seeing the danger coming from above. That was, in fact, what my best friend (in truth, my only friend these days) Benji said later that afternoon. A magazine stylist, he’d ducked out of work so we could meet at his favourite café in Hardware Lane. He loved it for the boho charm and lumpy vintage couches – I hated it for the same reason.

‘Ainsley sweetie, you missed what was coming at you because you thought you’d knocked everyone behind you off the ladder – and in the process, you forgot to do your job. You made it easy for them.’

‘That makes no sense.’ It made perfect sense when he broke it down. ‘I’ve always been good at my job,’ 

‘I know you have been, but you’re not now.’ 

‘Tell it like it is, why don’t you?’ One thing I loved most about Benji was his habit of telling it like it was, even when the truth was difficult to hear. He wasn’t mean but he was a straight talker. ‘I mean, don’t worry about sparing my feelings, seeing as though I’ve just been sacked.’ The official version might’ve been that I lost my job in a restructure, but I knew what had really happened. I took a sip of my coffee – my fifth for the day. ‘What’s happened to me, Benji?’ I wailed. ‘Where did it all go wrong?’

‘Do you really want me to answer that?’ His half grin was rueful.

‘Yes, I do.’ 

‘Well,’ he started, ‘the simple answer is, I think you were out of your depth with this role from the start, and that’s why you were so paranoid someone was going to take it away from you.’

‘Like Tiffany Samuels.’

‘Yes. You spent more time working out how to make her fail that you forgot her failure would also be yours.’

‘But she didn’t fail,’ I argued.

‘No, which made you look better than you were, and when she left, it exposed you in all the wrong ways.’ Benji drained his coffee, sat back in the magenta velvet-covered couch and stretched his long denim-clad legs out under the low table. ‘As well as forgetting to do your job, you forgot about the sisterhood.’

‘What sisterhood? It’s every woman for herself out there, and I wanted to be the first female general manager. After everything I had to do to get there, I deserved that.’ 

‘Maybe she did too.’ When I stared at him, mouth agape, for making such an outlandish comment, he continued, ‘Can you imagine how she felt having you parachuted in above her? A fair fight would’ve been both of you doing your jobs to the best of your ability – not the way it was, which was you knee-capping the opposition and doing your best to keep everyone else under control. That must have been exhausting.’

I sighed heavily. ‘How do you even know all this?’

‘Because I’ve been listening to you over the past year,’ he said simply. 

When I’d been promoted into this role and had moved to Melbourne to do it, Benji, who I’d met at uni in Sydney, had been the only person I knew here. With the hours I’d worked, he and his husband, Brendan, were still the only people I knew outside of CP.

‘Why didn’t you warn me?’ I accused.

‘Because you wouldn’t have listened.’ He raised his eyebrows as if daring me to contradict him. I couldn’t. 

I slumped back into the couch, immediately realising my mistake. ‘I’m never going to be able to get out of this chair again,’ I grumbled, struggling to sit upright, my heels scrabbling for traction on the smooth concrete floor.

‘Well, darling, those heels and that dress are fabulous, but they’re made for perching, not lolling. How was it when you left the office?’

I lifted one shoulder. I wasn’t going to tell him how everyone had watched in silence as I walked quietly from my office with the small box of personal items, accompanied by a security guard, in case I was tempted to lose my cool. I wasn’t going to say how I’d forced myself to return the gaze of the few who had dared to meet my eyes, but how no one had said a word. There were no goodbyes, no expressions of surprise or regret.

‘Was that meant to be a frown or something else? Be careful, Ainsley, the injectables are wearing off.’ 

I looked up at him, ready to throw whatever was to hand in his direction. His caring smile, though, almost brought me to tears instead. ‘I’m in my hour of need.’ I managed a weak, unconvincing smile in return.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked quietly.

‘I don’t know.’ My phone pinged. I cast a quick glance at it and turned it over.

‘Do you need to get that?’

I shook my head. ‘No, it’s Jacinta. She’s messaged a few times today.’

‘What does she want?’

I grabbed the arm of the chair and wriggled my bum closer to the edge of the cushion. ‘Probably just to remind me that Dad’s sixtieth birthday is two weeks away, and I haven’t responded to her party invitation yet.’

‘Are you going?’ When I shrugged a shoulder, he added, ‘How long has it been?’

‘Since I’ve been back to Mannus Ridge?’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘No idea. Years.’ Fourteen years, nine months, three weeks and a couple of days, to be more precise. ‘Don’t look at me like that,’ I warned. Benji, an only child, was close to his parents and could never understand my reluctance to visit mine. ‘I phone home once a week and see my family whenever they come to the city – that’s often enough.’ Since I’d moved to Melbourne, though, my parents had only visited once and my sister not at all.

‘Don’t you have school friends you’d like to catch up with from time to time?’ He looked perplexed. ‘After all, you spent the first twenty years of your life there.’

‘No one back there misses me.’ I squirmed in my seat, keen to close this subject.

‘That wasn’t what I asked.’ 

‘I know, but I don’t want to talk about it. Anyway, don’t you have something fabulous to create or somewhere fabulous to be?’ I forced a smile. ‘Not that I’m not grateful for you dropping everything to listen to me cry on your shoulder, of course.’

‘There wasn’t much crying being done, darling – in fact, there wasn’t any – but given that the last time I saw you during the week in daylight was many, many moons ago, how could I not come when you called?’ He was attempting to make light of the situation, and I loved him for it. He checked his watch. ‘But having said that, I’m going to have to love you and leave you.’ He stood and offered his hand to pull me out of the lounge. ‘Seriously though, are you okay?’

‘I don’t think it’s sunk in yet.’ I smoothed down my skirt. ‘Everything will be fine once Otis finds out what’s happened. He might still be able to fix it.’

Benji cast me a look that had pity dripping from it. ‘I think you’ll find Otis already knows what’s happened.’ He double air-kissed me. ‘I’ll be off. Brendan and I are going to the opening of a new restaurant tonight if you want to pop your glad rags on and come along. Something new from one of the old MasterChef contestants – Brendan’s doing their publicity, and I know the designer.’

‘I’m sure you do.’ I patted his cheek. ‘Thanks for the offer, and give my love to Brendan, but Otis is in town and I need to see him.’

‘Right you are,’ he said, then added, ‘You know it’s not too late to come away with us.’ I’d forgotten that Benji and Brendan would be leaving on the weekend for their long-awaited holiday in Bali. ‘I’m sure there’d be a villa free in our resort. Just think, nothing to do but lie by a pool looking gorgeous. It would do you the world of good.’

For the briefest of moments, the offer tempted me until I remembered that this was essentially the honeymoon they’d missed out on during lockdown. Reaching across to place my hand lightly on his cheek, I said, ‘Thank you, but no, I’ll be fine. I’m hoping Otis might manage some time away with me.’

He nodded, but I didn’t think he believed me. ‘Take care, Ainsley.’

‘I will.’

‘And ring your sister back!’

When he left, I sat back down, but in an upright chair this time – I wasn’t risking the lounge again. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been at a loose end during the week. What did people do on a Thursday afternoon if they weren’t at work? Unless Otis was in Melbourne, I even spent most weekends in the office – there was, after all, nothing else to do and I needed to put those hours in to stay on top of everything – and everybody. 

All that stress, all that anxiety – none of it had meant a thing. I’d made so many compromises over the years that I’d forgotten there was a time when I’d battled with my integrity. These days I told myself it was just business, reminded myself I wasn’t there to be liked and got on with it. I’d been prepared to do what was necessary to get to the top, because if I didn’t get there, what would any of the sacrifices have been for? What would the last fifteen years have been for? It would’ve all been for nothing.

Benji was right, though; I had been out of my depth with this job. My talent was with numbers; I could look at a balance sheet or a cashflow and tell you the story about that company – where it had been, where it was going, what had gone wrong and what strategy needed to be implemented for goals to be achieved. I was good with details and focused enough to put together a business plan and strategy that worked, yet my last two roles at CP had sent me right out of my comfort zone. I wasn’t good at juggling so many different moving pieces, managing upwards as well as down, and for much of the time since moving here, I’d felt completely out of control. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d woken without the twisty, churning feeling of foreboding or picked up a call or opened my emails without that same quickening in the gut. The feeling would be there all day, going away only when I had that first glass of wine each evening, becoming sleepier with each that followed. Perhaps I’d been waiting for someone to do what JC had done today – call me out as the imposter I was.

An image of Drew’s expression when I left the office for the last time floated across my mind; it hadn’t been pity or glee on his face, but relief. I rode those with families and mortgages harder than those who didn’t – they had more to lose. It was a strategy Otis had instructed me on, something that had worked well for him in the past. 

‘It’s constructive anxiety, darling,’ he’d said. ‘The more kids they have and the higher the mortgage – rising house prices and now increasing interest rates have done us a favour – the hungrier they are, and the more prepared they are to work longer and harder for no additional reward. Your dream employee,’ he’d added, ‘will also have private school fees. They’ll do whatever it takes to keep their job.’  Take it too far, though, he’d warned, and performance begins to decline.

Once upon a time, I would’ve argued that it wasn’t fair; people deserved to be treated with respect and enjoy some work-life balance, but as he always said, ‘It’s just business, Ainsley.’ 

Under his instruction, I’d embraced the concept and where had it gotten me? My team had detested me so much that none of them said a word as I left. Not. A. Word. 

The server approached and began clearing the table. ‘Another coffee?’

‘No, thank you.’ I gathered my bag and coat and paid the bill. 

I was halfway out the door when the server called me back. ‘Madam – your box.’

Aaah, yes, my box. While security had helpfully provided a box for me – and had supervised the packing of it – I was almost embarrassed to admit that all that was in it was a coffee mug, a fake plant and some leadership books. Not much to show for an entire career. 

My phone pinged again with another message – Jacinta. Again.

I know you’re very busy and important, but please try and make time to call me back. It’s important.

After putting the phone back in my bag, I slung my trench coat over my arm, hoisted my bag over the same shoulder, balanced the box on the opposite hip and began the short walk down to Flinders Lane and up to my apartment. 

This morning’s blue sky had delivered on its promise, and here in the city, the air was hot, engulfing me and leaving a trail of sweat to pool at the base of my spine. It was weird to be out of doors in the middle of the day, but it wasn’t just that that was so strange about this afternoon – it was that my phone hadn’t rung once. Normally by this time, my phone was screaming to be recharged, but since I left the office, no one, other than my sister, had called or messaged. No one. The good news must have travelled fast.

I pulled over to one side of the footpath, placed my box on the pavement and messaged Otis:

I suppose you heard what happened? Are we still catching up tonight? A x

Three little dots appeared on the message pane, and when they disappeared, I waited for another few minutes, impatiently refreshing the screen, telling myself he must have been interrupted, but he didn’t respond. 

The shop I was leaning against was decked out for Christmas with a wreath on the door and tinsel swathed across the window. Wasn’t it still too early for that? I glanced at the date on my phone – the middle of November, so no, it wasn’t. It seemed these days the city waited only for Melbourne Cup Day to be over before Christmas festivities could officially commence. At least there was one upside to this situation – I wouldn’t need to suffer through the office party again this year. My shoulders slumped as I realised it also meant that most businesses would be closing their books on the year in the next couple of weeks. Everyone knew that recruiting was put on hold until after the summer holidays were over and school was back, and it would be February before it started again. What on earth would I do between now and then? Thank goodness the payout would mean I could continue to pay my rent and bills until I got another job, but what would I do in the meantime? Maybe Otis could manage a few days away and we could finally take that getaway we’d been promising ourselves for years; I’d ask him tonight.

Picking up my box again, I covered the remaining distance to my apartment, keyed the entrance code into the door and rode the lift to the fourth floor. Once inside, I placed the box on the base of the closet near the entrance and hung my trench coat. I toed my shoes off, carried them through to my wardrobe and placed them in their box before setting the tote bag on the shelf left bare for it.

What to do now?

I wandered back into the kitchen and living area and switched the coffee machine on – and just as quickly switched it back off again. I’d had too much caffeine today and all of it on an empty stomach. There was nothing to eat in the fridge besides olives and plastic-wrapped parmesan. 

My phone pinged, and I picked it up immediately and sighed in relief. It was Otis.

I heard. See you tonight at 7. We’ll go to that Japanese place downstairs.

I briefly held the phone to my chest. Otis would know what to do; he could fix this.

Look forward to it  xxx

Before I could put the phone down, it rang, and I answered it without thinking. ‘Ainsley St James.’

‘It’s me,’ said Jacinta. ‘It’s about time you picked up. Didn’t you get my messages?’

Inwardly I groaned. ‘Yes, it’s just—’

‘I know you’re very busy and important, but this is important too. You haven’t responded to my emails about Dad’s party.’

‘Did you send them to my work or my personal account?’ I pulled a high-backed stool from under the kitchen counter and sat on it.

‘Your personal one of course – you flew into me last time I sent something to work – now you’re probably going to tell me you’ve been too busy to look at your personal account.’

‘I have had rather a lot on. I’ll get to it when I finish work tonight.’ As the lie slipped out, I grimaced. ‘If it’s about a present, just let me know how much and I’ll transfer the funds to you.’

‘No, it’s not about the present – although I assume you’ll do your usual thing and send him a gift hamper from somewhere expensive. It’s about his party. He really wants you there, Ainsley. We all do.’

I exhaled and rubbed my forehead. ‘It’s not possible – I have a branch closure happening that weekend, and I need to be on call.’

‘If you haven’t read your emails, how do you know which weekend the party’s on?’ she asked slyly.

Thinking quickly, I said, ‘Because his birthday is the same date every year, and this year it falls on a Saturday so it makes sense you’d have it then.’

‘Yes, okay,’ she admitted grudgingly. ‘Even if you have to be on call, you can still come,’ she continued. ‘It’s not like you’ll be taking calls in the evening.’

‘That’s when things can fall over.’ I stood and opened the fridge door again, shutting it when I reminded myself it was still too early for wine. Wandering into the sitting room, I sank onto my taupe leather lounge and clutched a cream cushion.

‘Surely your family has to come first for a change,’ said Jacinta. ‘It’s been years since you’ve been home, and Dad hasn’t been too well ...’

My breath hitched in my throat, and I sat up straighter. ‘What’s wrong with Dad? Neither he nor Mum have said anything to me about it.’

‘Well, they wouldn’t, would they? It’s not the sort of thing you can cover in a quick phone call between meetings. How long has it been since you saw them?’

‘If they had things to tell me, they could,’ I shot back.

‘When? When you cleared room in your schedule for them? I’m here on the ground with them, and I’m telling you now, I’m worried about Dad. His blood pressure is up, and Mum said he’s had what she calls “episodes” but tells me not to worry. She said he saw a specialist the last time he was in the city. Did you know that?’

My stomach lurched as I remembered back to September – the last time they were in town. They’d asked if we could meet for lunch, but I hadn’t long been back from the Top Team conference and was dealing with the fallout from Tiffany Samuels’s sudden departure so had brushed them off. We’d had dinner, but Otis had phoned and ... They must’ve wanted to tell me then, and I hadn’t given them the opportunity. 

‘If she’s not worried ...’ I started.

‘That’s the thing – she is. She’s fussing over him, and you know Mum doesn’t do that.’ After a short
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