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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ANNE

          

        

      

    

    
      Late November appeared shrouded in embers. The walkways blazed orange and red, the air hissed, biting at her face like flames—violent. But perhaps that was just her mood. Even the clatter of Anne Backstrom’s rolling suitcase sounded entirely too much like footsteps.

      She swallowed hard, the hairs on the back of her neck vibrating. He’s not following you, Anne. He has to be tired of that game by now. But did rich men ever tire of hurting those who crossed them?

      Anne shoved her curly dark hair off her face; the wind blew it right back into her eyes. She could tell herself that Charles was done with her over and over again, think it until her brain turned to mush, but that didn’t make it true. She’d been wrong more than her share.

      And she was still paying for it.

      The hairs on her neck vibrated harder, tension screaming along her spine. Icy air whispered through the leaves, sending them scratching over the cement. She paused on the walk and turned, scanning the wide street.

      Hurry, Anne, you’re going to be late! But her boots were glued to the pavement—better to be sure, right?

      Cars lined both sides of the road, parallel parked in neat rows amidst the fallen leaves. Cardinals argued shrilly atop a delivery truck. A woman with short blonde hair stuffed beneath her woolen hat carried a Yorkie under her arm, the leash clutched in her other hand. Poinsettias bloomed on apartment stoops.

      Strings of holiday lights winked from living rooms, cords wrapped in strangleholds around bristly evergreens. From the sidewalk to her right, barren branches rattled, clawing at the sky. A big orange tabby cocked its head in Anne’s direction, meowed, then took off between the parked cars.

      Anne sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. Charles wouldn’t come here himself—he was much too important to do his own dirty work—and she saw no one else suspicious. No window dressings twitched as she scanned the buildings. No angry-looking goon with beady eyes and a swollen neck peered at her from a parked car. One of those assholes had approached her in the grocery store last week, but she knew better than to believe he was interested in yogurt. She’d seen that same man at the laundromat the week before.

      Maybe whoever Charles had sent would not be so overt this time. A man like Charles could pay women to walk past with tiny dogs under their arms. Maybe the orange tabby was a fake, a robot sent to spy on her.

      She almost laughed—would have laughed if she hadn’t seen stranger in her years working for O’Connor Media Enterprises. As head legal counsel, she dealt with O.M.E.’s team of private investigators on a regular basis. And those bastards were sneaky. More than sneaky enough to build a ridiculous robo-cat with cameras for eyes.

      Enough, Anne. Just go. You have enough to worry about today.

      Anne turned on her heel and hustled up the walk, away from her apartment that didn’t really feel like home these days. Adrift—that was the best word for it. Drowning little by little. Every time Charles sent some thug to watch her pump gas or buy yogurt, it felt like another stone had been added to the bag attached to her ankle. Tugging her beneath the waves.

      Which is it, Anne? Is the world on fire, or are you drowning? But any woman who has experienced a man like Charles Duffy knew full well it could be both—that you could drown while you burned from the inside out.

      The wind whipped harder, another dark curl flying into her eye, scratching her cornea. Water pooled in her vision. Anne shoved it away and marched on, shoulders square. Her best friend Cara had always said that Charles was an asshole. If only she’d listened before the wedding—before she started drowning.

      Now, Anne’s work with O.M.E. was a buoy. Being needed, being useful, had built her back up after her marriage collapsed. It would be better if her ex didn’t have a voting stake in the company she worked for, but very little in this world was perfect.

      She hooked a right around the corner, leaving the blonde woman, the little dog, and the orange tabby behind. The prickling along her spine relaxed. But as she put more distance between herself and her apartment, irritation bloomed in her guts.

      She hadn’t taken anything from her ex in the divorce, despite the fact that he was from one of the wealthiest families in the country. Okay, the patriarch’s second family—a Duffy, not an O’Connor. When she’d married him, she never imagined that she might one day work for O’Connor Media Enterprises. Charles had been furious when she’d taken the job with O.M.E. after their divorce—his half brothers, his nemeses, ran the organization.

      Charles would never get over that. The man lived on grudges and pure hate. He even insisted that people call him “Charles Junior,” though he wasn’t technically a junior: Charles Duffy did not share the O’Connor name with his father. But he’d do anything to piss off the O’Connors.

      Which was the reason she was going on this trip to begin with.

      Anne checked her watch and picked up her pace. O’Connor Media Enterprises had been under attack since the patriarch died. The Duffy children were trying to force their way into the fold, most of all Charles. His father had willed his shares—and the voting rights that went with them—to those of his offspring, whether Duffy or O’Connor, who married and had kids of their own.

      Ridiculous but legal—she’d helped Charles O’Connor write the will herself… under duress. The man had offered her a choice: craft the will and keep her job with O.M.E. or get fired. But there had been more at stake than employment. She had not been willing to make an enemy of the O’Connors and the Duffys both.

      Charles O’Connor had known that all too well. She had seen the man disregard any human cost to his business decisions, seen him twist shareholders to his will. But those skills had been honed to razor-edge precision in his personal life, where he did not have to placate investors. Every trick her ex-husband knew about gaslighting and manipulation, he learned from his dad. By the time she realized that, it was too late to walk away. From either of them.

      Now, the only way for her to get out from under her ex’s thumb was to stay connected to a family that hated him just as much—protection by association. She could only hope they hated Charles more than they hated her. After all, the will she’d drafted had given the Duffys an opening to take over the company.

      She tugged her scarf tighter around her throat, then shoved her free hand into her coat pocket, the other still trailing the rolling case. If she hadn’t drafted that will, someone else would have. Before Anne had signed on, the patriarch had gone through attorneys like water. That was one reason she’d demanded a voting share when she’d taken the job—he could not fire her if she had a voice in the company.

      To this day, she was shocked that Charles O’Connor had agreed. She had been even more shocked that he’d pursued her for the position in the first place. But she’d never know why he made those choices. Dead men didn’t answer questions.

      Anne sighed. Her fingers ached around the handle of the rolling bag.

      Two weeks in Austria. Two weeks to delay whatever Charles Duffy was planning. Her boss’s words echoed in her brain: “We don’t have time to waste on lukewarm promises. Get those assholes on our side. This war isn’t over.” Desmond O’Connor had a penchant for the dramatic and was a bit of an asshole—most billionaires were. But unlike his father, he was no liar.

      The coming battle for company leadership was going to be a bloodbath. In the CEO’s words: a war. And she was caught in the middle, with her psycho ex, Charles Duffy, on one side and her bosses, the O’Connors, on the other.

      Keep your head down, Anne. Meet with the shareholders, make them happy. Undo whatever Charles has done. The rest isn’t your business.

      But that little voice in her head was wrong. Because despite the ruling from the medical examiner that Charles O’Connor had died of natural causes, his death had not been an accident. She knew exactly who had killed him.

      And if she told a soul, life as she knew it was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            JOHN

          

        

      

    

    
      ONE BILLIONAIRE BROTHER DOWN. THREE MORE TO GO.

      The headline screamed at John O’Connor from the morning’s paper. His older brother Desmond smirked up at him in black-and-white, his new wife on his arm. Front and center, as if to proclaim his importance to the world. It was fitting—only right to give the Head Dick in Charge job to the man who’d raised him and his siblings while their father was off with his second family.

      He wasn’t sure why his mom had kept banging their dad—why John and his younger siblings existed at all. Dad must have been packing some magic below the belt. A weird thing to think, perhaps, but it was better than assuming his mother was a gold digger. Especially now. These days, Siobhan O’Connor couldn’t recall that she’d ever had children at all.

      John sighed, and the noise hissed back at him through the quiet plane. All the pre-flight preparations had been completed before he arrived, as requested. John hated the bustling, the constant chatter. The people, all lost in their own worlds, all yearning to be somewhere other than where they were. If he had his way, he’d work from home every day for the rest of his life, but Desmond worried when he went full hermit. Mostly because Desmond believed that meant he was drinking… again.

      He wasn’t. But he sure as shit wanted to, and not only because he was in a tiny metal tube about to barrel a thousand miles an hour through the sky. People were not meant to exist in little metal tubes. They were not meant to be hurled willy-nilly into the stratosphere. And they most certainly were not meant to spend every waking hour cleaning up other people’s messes.

      John leaned back and recrossed his legs, then adjusted the newspaper in his lap. The private jet was huge, no concerns about legroom, but his foot was bouncing so hard that his calf had begun to cramp—hot and sharp. The tarmac outside the window was black as pitch, a smooth and faceless void. But at least the tarmac was stable, unlike the clouds.

      He drew his gaze back to the paper. Beside Desmond, their brother Finn grinned with that cocky half-smile, the tallest of them—taller than most everyone. Six foot seven to John’s six foot four with thick arms like tree trunks, a hulking gym rat. Archer, his rock-star brother who hadn’t bothered to come to their father’s funeral, had his own separate photo: him on stage, too-long hair slicked back, a microphone at his jaw, looking every bit the tattooed rebel.

      Then there was John himself. His face peeked around Finn’s shoulder from the left edge of the shot. All the O’Connor brothers had strong, square jaws and emerald eyes, but the rest of his siblings had dark hair. John’s own dirty-blond locks made him stand out even more than Archer. Why couldn’t the paper have left him out of this? They weren’t harassing his sister.

      But he already knew why. Sabrina would ignore it the way she did the rest of the company—surgeons didn’t suffer fools. And foolish or not, John and his brothers couldn’t argue with success; the “Billionaire Brothers Need Wives” storyline had been selling a lot of papers. The public had always been greedy for insight into the lives of the O’Connors, owners of O’Connor Media Enterprises. None of them were much for the public eye, not even Archer, who left his band’s publicity to the hired help.

      But the current situation was juicy enough to spark interest… and controversy. What other billionaire would will his shares—and ultimately control of his empire—to whichever of his children got hitched and had families?

      He frowned at the photo of Desmond’s wife. Shannon should have been able to kill this Billionaire Brother bullshit—she was head of their news sector, right under John himself. But she had let it ride, and he’d thought it bad form to muzzle the press. Besides, the company’s lawyer should have been able to stop this nonsense from happening in the first place.

      They wouldn’t even be here if not for Anne Backstrom.

      Sure, his father would have hired someone else to write his will exactly the way he wanted it or simply done it himself—Dad had been a lawyer first, after all. But none of that stopped the incessant whisper in John’s brain that Anne was supposed to be on their side. That she’d fucked them over.

      Anne might be screwing them over again by conspiring with her ex. They’d been seen together at breakfast mere days before this shareholder nonsense came up.

      John drew his gaze back to the tarmac. He had reasons to think Anne and Charles were in cahoots, but he hadn’t yet decided what to do about it. Desmond had made it clear that the lawyer was his problem, though. Whatever is going on with Anne, you need to figure it out—we need to know yesterday. We can’t keep her on if she’s screwing us.

      His brother thought she might be working with Charles Jr.—that she’d encouraged their father to alter the will in order to increase the Duffy stake. But how would that benefit her? It wouldn’t… unless Charles and Anne were back together.

      Would Anne consider remarrying her ex for a boon of voting shares? A ten-figure payday would certainly be compelling. And it could not have been easy working for his father; perhaps the move was motivated by spite. Besides, she had to be at least a little fucked-up since she married Charles in the first place.

      John tossed the newspaper to the table in front of him. Unlike commercial airplanes that boasted fold-down tray tables and two inches of legroom, this one had four plush leather seats around a marble dining table and a long couch across the way with a flat-screen television that rose out of the back. The lap of luxury. But he could not get his brain to settle.

      He’d worry about Anne when he got home. No, it wouldn’t be yesterday, as Desmond had requested, but he had bigger things to dwell on. This week, he had to deal with shareholders in Austria.

      One thing at a time.

      One thing at a time, or he’d lose his goddamn mind.

      A scuffling sound from the front of the jet drew his attention. John looked up, squinting. The flight attendant had boarded, uniform crisp, long legs and plenty of curves. Pretty, with a heart-shaped face and short, dark hair.

      He smiled. She smiled back, blue eyes crinkling at the corners, and his heart stuttered. She kinda looked like…

      He drew his gaze away. No, John, you are not doing that again. His ex had taken up enough space in his head in recent months. Every time something went wrong, he thought of her and their last night together—a night that had ended exquisitely poorly. It was no shock that she’d crept back into his headspace after his father’s death, that she’d stuck in his gray matter like a thorn during the mayhem that followed. It wasn’t so much the woman herself that was triggering this; it was the feeling of being out of control.

      Fuck. He glanced at the paper, at Desmond’s smiling eyes. This week’s excursion should go well enough, but it was infuriating that he had to deal with it at all. Charles Duffy, the eldest child of his dad’s stripper mistress, had undermined shareholder confidence by browbeating the men John was flying off to see now. Charles had tried to convince the shareholders that the Duffy clan would soon be in charge of O.M.E.—that they’d need to start doing things his way. Implying that these men, investors from the outset of the company, were beholden to Charles and his whims.

      While Charles would certainly like it if that were true, these shareholders did not want the Duffys in charge of anything, especially not Charles Jr. He’d always been a loose cannon, a psychopath, an absolute dick to everyone he met. Those on the board were no exception.

      John frowned. What was his game? Charles was always poking at the O’Connors, but he rarely approached those with the money. He was mean, hateful, and narcissistic, but he wasn’t stupid.

      Usually.

      Yeah, the man had something up his sleeve. Perhaps Charles was getting married or had a child on the way. Was he poised to snag the deciding votes in the coming weeks?

      Fuck that. John would kill him first—sic zombies on that asshole or toss him into a volcano. John had doubled profits in the media sector since he’d taken over as the head of the division. He would not be pushed out by the likes of Charles Duffy.

      John chewed the inside of his cheek. A nasty habit, but trying times called for desperate measures—face-chewing measures. He bit harder, tasted blood.

      “Can I get you anything, Mr. O’Connor?” said a nasally soprano.

      John blinked and turned his attention to the flight attendant. Puffy lips, smiling. ELEANOR on her name tag in large block letters.

      “Espresso,” he barked and immediately regretted it. This poor woman hadn’t sent Charles Duffy to fuck up his life.

      Her grin faltered, but she nodded. “Right away, Mr. O’Connor.”

      “And, Eleanor?”

      She turned back, eyebrow raised, mouth tight.

      “I’m sorry for snapping. Please, call me John.” He forced a smile. “If you’re not too busy, I’d love it if you’d join me for coffee after takeoff.”

      Her eyes widened. “I’m not sure I’m allowed to do that⁠—”

      “This is my plane, Eleanor. You’re allowed.” He didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts all the way to Austria. But from the way she was biting her lip… wait. Had he made it seem like it was required? His brother Finn was currently—wrongly—embroiled in a sexual harassment suit. The company did not need another.

      “You certainly don’t have to,” he amended. “I didn’t mean to imply that. If you get bored and you want to, just know that you’re welcome.” He plastered on his best smile, the one the newspapers loved—crooked canine and all.

      He’d always thought the tooth made him appear flawed, broken, a hint at how he felt inside, which was why he’d never fixed it. He had not imagined women would find it endearing.

      They should see it as a warning.

      His chest seized again, but he pushed on. “I think I just miss my dogs. I could use someone to help me keep my mind off of them.”

      The uncertainty slipped from her face. His shoulders loosened. No one could resist a good I Love My Dogs story, and he was a handsome fellow with “an underwear model’s body,” so said the tabloids. Plus, this was just coffee on a long flight—not like she was going home with him. She probably would, had he met her in a club, but he hadn’t taken a woman home since Rebecca.

      Eleanor smiled more broadly. “Well, how can I say no to that? I have a dog, too.” Her eyes dropped to the paper on the seat—THREE MORE TO GO.

      Ah, right. He didn’t even need to be handsome with an underwear model’s body and a good dog story, not with a tagline like “Billionaire Brother” following him around.

      “Oh.”

      The voice did not belong to the flight attendant—lower, a smooth alto. He peered beyond Eleanor’s shoulder to see a pair of steel-gray eyes glaring at him. High cheekbones, curly dark hair, rocking body… for a traitor. O.M.E.’s head legal counsel, the one who’d written his father’s will, who might be helping her ex steal the company from under them.

      His shoulders tightened, his spine fusing into a steel rod. This trip wasn’t about the shareholders, at least, not only about the shareholders.

      Damnit, Desmond, what did you do?

      It seemed that Desmond’s “we need to know yesterday” was not a request but an order. Smoothing things out with the Austrian shareholders was part of what he was doing on this plane, but it was by no means the most critical thing. Not anymore.

      His brother’s voice echoed in his head: Whatever is going on with Anne, you need to figure it out. We can’t keep her on if she’s screwing us. And she was—she had to be. She’d been seen with Charles Duffy, eating together at a restaurant near her home. All cozy. As if they’d never gotten divorced.

      As if they might get back together.

      John leveled his gaze at the lawyer as she lowered herself into the seat across the aisle and popped in her headphones. She did not turn her gray eyes his way, not a twitch of those pretty lips to acknowledge him, her pale cheek hidden by her curls. Only the tip of her nose was visible behind the mahogany curtain.

      Yes, she was gorgeous—he wasn’t blind. But she was also dangerous.

      He was on his way to Austria with the one woman who could take his family down. It was his job to make sure she didn’t—by any means necessary.

      John swallowed hard.

      Maybe he’d have that drink after all.
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            ANNE

          

        

      

    

    
      Anne tried to ignore the knot in her stomach while she watched John in her peripheral vision—chatting up the flight attendant. She might have said it was harassment, that the poor woman was only trying to do her job, but the stewardess was smiling at John awfully hard, leaning toward him like she’d enthusiastically take him into the bathroom to join the mile high club… or the bedroom at the back of the plane.

      Who wouldn’t be enamored? John had started scrolling through pictures of his dogs—four of them—telling her their favorite meals, who liked what activities. If you didn’t know better, the remarkably handsome, second-eldest O’Connor brother seemed like a dream come true. Attractive and rich? What more could you want?

      But Anne knew better. It was the beautiful men who hurt you worst—always. Like Charles, John was bad news. He might not even have dogs, for all she knew. The paparazzi had never snapped a shot of him with his canines. Had he made them all up, a ploy so he could play grabass wherever he went?

      Anne turned away and yanked out her phone, scrolling the news—the weather. There was a huge snowstorm heading toward their destination. Damn. If she wanted to get on the slopes, she’d have to do it in the earlier part of the week.

      And she needed some time alone in the mountains to decompress before that meeting if she expected to keep her wits about her. Anne never felt calmer than when she was out in the powder. If the hill was steep enough, it was easy to imagine that she was flying—completely and gloriously free.

      The stewardess leaned into John and put her hand on his leg, the woman so close to his face that he could probably smell what she’d eaten for breakfast. John’s hands were conspicuously palm-down on the marble tabletop as if to ensure the attendant would have no case should she accuse him of harassment—Your Honor, I swear, I never touched her. As if rich men got in trouble for shit like that, anyway.

      Anne averted her gaze and stretched her legs out on the leather sofa, her back against the arm. Eleanor deserved a nice, homely looking man. Someone to hold her at night. A man who wouldn’t fuck her friends or other flight attendants. A man who’d be… accountable.

      Rich men didn’t have to worry about consequences. Unlike the rest of us.

      Anne sighed at the window. Gauzy clouds spread out like fingers, protecting the earth from the violent blue sky. From the moment she’d seen John, Anne had known why she was really here, and it wasn’t to worry about the shareholders.

      Keep an eye on John, Desmond had said on more than one occasion. What he really meant was: Don’t let my brother drink. Desmond had basically raised his siblings, would cut off his arm before he let his brother hit rock bottom. That was precisely why John had never taken responsibility for anything—not even the bicyclist he’d run over last year. She’d cut the victim’s family a check and watched John stride out of the room scot-free.

      Like father, like son. His dad had been sneakier about such things, more controlled, but she’d seen the stack of non-disclosure agreements in his safe. She’d never read them, though. Charles O’Connor had shown her they existed as a power move—Cross me, and you’ll be nothing but another file locked away in the dark.

      Rage boiled in her guts. Just talk to the shareholders, blow off some steam on the slopes so you don’t explode, and get back to New York so John can be someone else’s problem. The reason she had this position in the first place was that she’d stood up to John’s father, managed to score voting shares in the process. She’d be damned if she let John—or Desmond—bully her now.

      Desmond wouldn’t fire her for not babysitting his brother. John wouldn’t allow her to watch him anyway, and she wasn’t about to go sneaking around like the goons Charles hired. She’d leave John to his own devices right after they smoothed things over with the shareholders. Hell, she wasn’t even worried about calming shareholder fears; if she could handle Charles Jr., she could handle anyone.

      Are you really handling Charles? You feel his eyes on your back, no matter where you are. You watch the street for hours before you can fall asleep. You can’t even walk to the subway without panicking.

      What was she so worried about, anyway? That he’d kidnap her? Kill her? No, Charles was a psychopath playing the long game. If he was watching her, it was to gather ammunition for some unknown-to-her plan. He’d ruin her as completely as he could, take apart the things she loved, then present himself as the only way out—force her back into his arms. He’d tried to undo their divorce without her consent. And he’d already taken her brother. She hadn’t considered that possibility back when she left him… but she should have.

      “Anne?”

      She glanced over, wiping sweat from the back of her neck, breathing deeply to settle her racing heart. John was alone now, sitting with both feet on the floor, his hands on the armrests of his cushy leather chair.

      “Where’s your friend?” she asked.

      “She had work to do.”

      “Outside of kissing your ass?”

      One corner of John’s mouth turned up, his green eyes glittering. “It’s shocking, I know. But the pilots need food, or they might not manage to get me where I need to go. Talk about a travesty.” He winked, actually winked at her. “I’m kidding; she’s still kissing my ass. Right now, she’s making me dinner. If you wipe that scowl off your face, she might make you some, too.”

      What a cocky asshole. She glared. “Are you telling me I need to smile more?”

      He snorted. “Of course not. I don’t need to see the horrifying monster fangs you have hidden in that mouth.”

      She balked. “Horrifying… monster fangs?”

      “Smiling is no good if it’s not genuine, Anne, and I can smell the venom from here. Unless…” He cocked his head. “Do you want to hear a joke?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, I do not want to hear a joke.” No matter what was happening, he always acted like things were hunky-dory, which, of course, they were—for him. That pissed her off even more.

      John shrugged, a stupid grin still plastered on his dumb head. “Your loss.” But he was still watching her.

      “Do you need something, John?”

      “I thought we could go over our strategy. We have a few hours before we land.”

      She sniffed. “There’s not much to discuss.”

      “Your husband⁠—”

      “Ex-husband⁠—”

      “Is trying to fuck us over,” he finished. “What’s his plan? You must have some idea of what he’s trying to do.” The gleam in his eyes was a far cry from the amusement she’d seen just moments ago—dark, almost accusatory. The kind of look she’d expect from a killer.

      Anne averted her gaze, her heart in her throat, studying the table near her feet at the end of the sofa. The most logical answer was that Charles was going to attempt a takeover of O’Connor Media Enterprises—John had to know that. Before Charles O’Connor died, the O’Connor family could outvote the Duffys without issue; there were five O’Connor children to the Duffy three. The will had left a whopping fifteen voting shares up for grabs, given to any offspring who married, with more shares allotted to those who had children of their own.

      But Anne was more concerned with another section, one the family had dubbed “the homicide clause.” That part had existed well before Anne—before the patriarch had given his children their original shares. If Charles O’Connor was murdered by either an O’Connor or a Duffy, the guilty party’s entire side of the family would forfeit all rights to the company.

      If one of the Duffys killed him, the O’Connors never had to worry about the Duffy brood again.

      But if one of the O’Connors had murdered the old man, her psycho ex-husband would have unlimited resources to come after her. And she would no longer have the O’Connors to turn to if things got worse. They didn’t know Charles was harassing her—not yet—but she firmly believed that Charles toned down his actions just enough to avoid involving them. He didn’t want to go up against the O’Connors in a battle he couldn’t win.

      Of course, that assumed the O’Connors were willing to help her to begin with.

      “Anne?” John’s voice was quieter now. “I need to know what you think we’re walking into. I respect your opinion, and I’d like to hear your thoughts.”

      She frowned at the window. The statement was a lie, manipulative as hell, but they had to work together—they still had a job to do.

      “An ambush,” she said softly, her eyes on the leather couch, her socked feet on the far arm. “That’s what we’re walking into. But those shareholders don’t like Charles any more than we do. They are practical men, and they’ll choose the side of the company they feel is most stable. We’ll show them that the current management is capable and thriving—that they have nothing to worry about. We’ll convince them that Charles is not now, nor will ever be, in control of O’Connor Media Enterprises.”

      “But he could be in control,” John said. “If the Duffys manage enough shares—enough votes. If he or his brother get married…” He turned his gaze on her, but Anne kept her eyes on the leather sofa.

      She wasn’t sure what he expected her to say. Of course, a Duffy takeover was possible, but they were both committed to ensuring that the O’Connors stayed on top. That’s why they were here. What was the point of wasting their breath on things they already knew?

      The flight attendant returned, pushing the cart up the aisle between them. She laid a plate in front of John first: salmon and green salad, bright against the white marble. The woman retrieved a second plate and turned to Anne, who gestured to the small table off the top arm of the couch, the twin of the one near her feet.

      The plane jolted suddenly, and the tray in the flight attendant’s hand hitched right—Anne’s salad slid off and hit the floor beside John’s food. A tomato settled on top of his shoe.

      John didn’t seem to notice. He was staring out the window, oblivious to the plight of the woman he’d spent the last four hours chatting with.

      Eleanor’s jaw dropped, staring at the lettuce on the carpet. “I’m so sorry, ma’am. I’ll get you another meal right⁠—”

      Anne shook her head and smiled. “It’s okay. I’m not really hungry. Do you have cranberry juice?”

      Eleanor stooped to grab a bottle from the lower part of the cart and busied herself pouring it into a crystal glass. It was ridiculous if you asked Anne—she was happy to drink it out of the bottle—but the last time she’d flown with Desmond, he’d made a big deal about “appearances.” Whatever.

      These boys were wealthy enough that they got to be eccentric, could drink Yoo-hoo for every meal if they wanted to
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