

Chapter One

			Olivia Lewis leaned her head back on the plush leather headrest of her first-class seat and looked out the window to her left. The approach to John F. Kennedy Airport in New York looked much the same as it did every week, but this time felt different. This was the first week that Olivia had changed her schedule, no longer flying the route she had become comfortable with over the past ten years. The reason for her change was quite simple: Emily White.

			Olivia let out a sigh; she still didn’t quite understand what had happened with the young cabin assistant. However, she knew whatever it was, the blame sat squarely on her own shoulders. It always did.

			“Can I get you anything before we land, Miss Lewis?”

			Olivia looked up at the flight attendant, her new Emily White. Except this one was actually called Steve, and instead of long, flowing blond locks, he was completely bald.

			“No, thank you,” Olivia replied politely.

			Steve smiled and continued his way around the first-class cabin serving other passengers.

			Olivia returned her attention to the window and gazed down at the ocean. The deep midnight-blue waters were making way for lighter shades as the aircraft got closer to land. The sun was setting, and the strong red glare produced an interesting reflection on the waves that rippled below.

			Despite the beautiful sight that had other passengers enthralled, Olivia could only concentrate on the fact that she was landing five hours later than her usual flight would have. Emily would be home by now, spending time with Henry.

			Henry. Olivia closed her eyes as her breath caught in her throat at the mere thought of the little boy, Emily’s son. She allowed herself a moment to reflect on the time they had spent together while Henry was recovering from his heart operation. When she had first met Emily, she’d had no clue how their lives would suddenly become so entwined. Having Emily and young Henry stay at her hotel suite in London while Henry recuperated had changed everything. She missed them, missed the things they had done together. She quickly reopened her eyes and chanced a glance at the seat opposite hers, mentally noting that her seat was actually not hers at all; hers had landed five hours ago. This new seat was a poor replica. The lower back felt different, and the left-hand armrest gave the slightest of wobbles. She looked at the seat opposite, the one that would in her mind always be Henry’s, and sighed. It was currently occupied by a young woman who was practically dripping in diamonds and high fashion. She’d spent the entire flight on the satellite phone making small talk with friends about various parties.

			Olivia let out another sigh. She knew she had been doing more of that lately, ever since her last conversation with Emily more than three weeks ago. Changing her schedule had been difficult. Olivia was a creature of habit, and despite the enormous discomfort she felt over the change of schedule, not to mention the wobbly armrest, she knew it had been the right thing to do. Her social awkwardness, absence of thought, and general lack of finesse had caused Emily pain, so it was up to Olivia to correct the situation by taking herself out of the equation. But knowing that didn’t make it any easier, and she still found herself thinking about Emily and Henry often, wondering what they were doing at any given moment.

			She didn’t know how long she had been lost in thought, but suddenly the ocean was gone and the coast of Long Island came into view. The aircraft banked heavily from right to left as the pilot straightened up to the flight path. Olivia picked up some paperwork from the storage netting beside her and placed it on her wobbly armrest. She considered whether it would be worth changing to another seat in the future but quickly decided that none would be as perfect as her previous seat, the one that had already landed at JFK and was presumably about to return to London again.

			She tried to distract herself by looking at the company accounts Simon had printed for her before her departure that morning. Unlike many of her other clients, this company had become something of a success story. The restructuring and new financial bailout she’d secured from the bank had saved the business. She pushed aside memories of Henry imploring her to save a similar business a few weeks before. She hadn’t managed to then, but since the distraction of Emily and Henry had left her life, she had been able to focus more on work. 

			The cabin lights dimmed, and a small reading light above lit up her workspace. She ignored the gentle sway of the aircraft banking from side to side and focused on the figures in front of her as the cabin crew took their seats for landing.

			Everything seemed completely normal, like any of the hundreds of landings she had experienced before. Right up until the aircraft touched down on the runway. Olivia knew something wasn’t right but had no idea what it was. She looked up from her paperwork and frowned as she looked out the window for a clue as to what was wrong.

			As the aircraft started to slow down on the runway, Olivia realised that it was the noise that was unusual. A screeching sound from beneath her got louder and louder, and she gripped the armrests tightly. The aircraft lurched forward, passengers screamed, and it went dark.

			





Chapter Ten

			Olivia limped into the hotel suite sitting room. Her right arm lay loosely in a sling, and her left arm leaned heavily on a crutch as she attempted to look as though she was not in pain.

			“You’re up.” Simon stood up from the sofa, ready to spring into action in case she fell.

			“I’m not spending another minute in that room,” Olivia grouched. “It’s Tuesday morning.”

			“It is,” he said.

			She turned away from him and made her way into the kitchen. Simon followed.

			“Where did Monday go?” she asked.

			“Well.” Simon gently guided her into a dining room chair. “You spent most of Sunday talking about, well, everything. You were so exhausted you slept through all of Monday, aside from when I brought you meals.”

			Olivia shook her head. “I don’t remember any of that. Where’s my phone?”

			“The pain medication hit you pretty hard. But don’t let that discourage you from taking it. It will be better than the pain.”

			“Having two days wiped out is better?” Olivia asked doubtfully. She looked around the room with a frown.

			“Yes, trust me,” he said. “Can I get you something to eat?”

			“Where’s my phone?”

			“I’m charging it for you,” Simon said. “Toast? Cereal? How about some coffee?”

			“Maybe some toast.” She regarded him suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

			“Nothing.” He opened a cupboard and got a loaf of bread out. “How are you feeling? Any dizziness? The hospital said we should go back if you felt dizzy or nauseous.”

			“You’re…edgy.”

			He turned around, and Olivia studied him, frowning as she attempted to focus.

			“Are you sure you’re not feeling dizzy?”

			“Simon,” Olivia said slowly in a warning tone.

			Simon lowered two pieces of bread into the toaster. He turned to lean his back against the worktop and folded his arms across his chest. “I have some work-related news, and you’re not going to like it.”

			“Go on.”

			“Maybe have something to eat. Get some coffee inside you first,” he suggested.

			Olivia glared at him. “Don’t make me ask you again, Simon.”

			He blew out a nervous breath. “Okay, we’ve lost Techtrix, Maddison’s—”

			Olivia blinked. “I’m sorry, what do you mean lost? Is the database acting up again?”

			Simon took a deep breath. “No, I mean lost as in they’ve left us.”

			“They…they’ve terminated their agreements with us?” Olivia struggled to understand and started to adjust her crutch so she could stand up again.

			“Yes.”

			“Both of them?” she clarified, pushing herself up from her seat with her good hand and grabbing the crutch.

			“Yes, and more.”

			“More?” Olivia gave him a panicked look.

			“Holder and Son, Grants, RRG, and YSA have all filed notice. And others are asking about the terms of their contracts.”

			“Why? What’s happened? I don’t understand…” Olivia’s strength started to give way. Simon caught her and lowered her gently back into the chair.

			“Marcus.” He knelt in front of her chair, effectively preventing her from getting up.

			“Marcus?” Olivia paused. “He finally set up on his own?”

			“Yes. He has established a company here in New York.”

			“I…” Olivia’s voice faded as she attempted to catch up.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before.” Simon looked up at her apologetically. “You needed time to recover. Physical injuries aside, you were pretty fuzzy-headed because of the pain medication.”

			The battle between Marcus and Olivia had been going on for years. Marcus had always assumed a senior partner position would be his when Olivia’s father left the firm. But Olivia had ended up being instated as managing partner despite her lack of experience, which was outweighed by her talent as a mathematician, and her public speaking skills. Not to mention her aptitude for memorising and rationalising complicated legal documents.

			One thing Olivia couldn’t do, though, was understand the rules of office politics; games Marcus constantly initiated. And excelled at. It was well known at Applewood Financial that they despised each other. A huge sigh of relief had sounded throughout the offices when Marcus had left two weeks ago.

			“I wish I’d realised what was happening sooner,” Simon said. “I knew something was up. People were suddenly handing in their notice, and stopped talking in the breakroom whenever they saw me come in. But I had no proof. And I never in a million years thought it would be something like this.” He sighed and shook his head. “Then, on Monday, I was woken up at four in the morning New York time. A ton of people had suddenly quit and not shown up for work over in London. When the New York office opened five hours later, it was clear that something was seriously wrong.”

			Simon continued to look up at Olivia, who was still coming to terms with the news, her woozy mind taking a while to piece everything together.

			“But why…how has he managed to get so many clients to leave so quickly?” she finally asked.

			“He’s slashed his rates; he is literally charging half of what we charge for a set time. Word spread quickly. He’s taken most of corporate finance with him, so clients are basically getting the same work done by the same people, for half the cost.”

			“But, how? How can he afford to do that?” Olivia furrowed her brow, unable to grasp what was happening. Her business, her father’s business, was unravelling at the seams. Everything she’d worked so hard for was being taken away.

			She started to replay previous conversations with Marcus in chronological order—always her go-to response when something went wrong. When you had a knack for saying the wrong thing, you quickly learned to analyse interactions to see if the root of the problem could be found.

			But she found she couldn’t accurately recall what had been said. Confusion, hurt, and loss clouded her memory as she struggled to comprehend what was happening. Her first thought had been that Simon was mistaken. What he was telling her was simply unthinkable. It wasn’t long before it became clear that it wasn’t a mistake or a joke.

			“I don’t know,” Simon said. “But clients are leaving in droves. And resignations in the London and New York offices are flying in quicker than Human Resources can process the paperwork. Some people just haven’t shown up. Those who are handing in notice, I made the decision to ban them from the office and remove their access.”

			“Good.” She nodded. “He’s always been gunning for me.”

			“I didn’t want to tell you yesterday. You were too out of it,” Simon repeated.

			She looked at him. The remorse in his eyes was unmistakable, even to her. She took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You did the right thing. Who knows what mess I’d have made of things yesterday.”

			Simon breathed a sigh of relief.

			“But today’s a new day. And we need to take stock. I want a list of accounts, worldwide. We need to see who has left, who may leave, and who we can rely on. And staff; I need to know who’s gone, who’s working notice, and who’s staying.”

			“And who can be trusted,” he added.

			“But…”

			“It’s dog eat dog now, Olivia. I know you hate office politics, but we have to assume that there are people in the office who will send sensitive information out to their former colleagues.”

			“You’re right.” She sounded beaten. She felt beaten. When was enough, enough? Emily, Henry, the plane crash, and now this. What next? She shook off the maudlin thoughts and focused again on what needed to be done. You couldn’t fix a problem by lamenting over it. “We need to have an accurate picture of events.”

			“It’ll be okay.” He didn’t sound certain.

			“We’ll see,” she replied distantly.

		
			





Chapter Eleven

			Emily looked at her watch and tapped her foot impatiently. When she’d left her job at Crown, she’d hoped, and assumed, that her days of serving beverages were behind her. But standing in a long line at the local coffee shop with a list of the company director’s requests proved that was not to be the case.

			She’d been in her new job for a week, and, on the whole, it had been positive. Crown had called her the evening after she’d started to tell her that her services were no longer required. Normally such news would have devastated her, but all Emily could feel was relief that she had swallowed her pride and taken the position Seb had helped to set up.

			The job wasn’t exactly demanding. Answering phones, fetching files, getting drink orders, and so on. Nothing that she couldn’t do in her sleep. The pay was better, the benefits were great, and the working hours were amazing. Finally, she was working a nine-to-five job in the city, where she could be home within an hour.

			Usually, that would have meant spending more time with Henry. But, as soon as Emily had started working, Seb and Irene had pounced.

			Just two days after starting the job, she saw Seb in the office, chatting with Marcus as if they were best friends. Before leaving, Seb had stood in front of Emily’s desk and requested that he be allowed to come see Henry the next day. She’d wanted to decline, but Seb had made it impossible by asking in front of Marcus. Knowing that her employment was somewhat dependent on Sebastian Brennan’s satisfaction, she’d decided not to rock the boat just yet. With Marcus watching her, she’d begrudgingly invited Seb and Irene to dinner the following evening to meet Henry.

			As expected, Henry hadn’t taken to them at all. Emily had attempted to claim that it was simply a matter of a lot of changes in a short space of time. But of course, she knew that wasn’t true. If Henry had been younger, then maybe he wouldn’t have picked up on his grandparents’ awkward interactions and lack of social skills. But Henry was five and easily saw that the new interlopers were trying too hard, offering him sweets and toys in exchange for cuddles and smiles.

			After an uncomfortable meal, Seb and Irene sat side by side on the sofa in the living room. On the opposite sofa, Emily, Henry and Lucy faced them. The atmosphere was charged.

			“Why are you wearing that tatty old thing?” Seb asked Henry, pointing to his giraffe hoodie.

			Henry screwed up his face, clearly displeased with the negative comment on his favourite item of clothing. He brought Tiny up to his ear, wiggled the giraffe’s head and listened intently.

			“Tiny says it isn’t tatty.”

			Irene sighed. “I don’t think that’s healthy.”

			Emily knew Henry’s recent insistence on speaking via Tiny wasn’t ideal, but she wasn’t about to be criticised by Irene for it. The woman hadn’t been a part of Henry’s life and didn’t know him.

			“A lot of children his age do it. It’s perfectly normal,” Lucy interjected.

			“There’s an easy way to stop it,” Seb said, watching Henry with a calculating look and obviously debating the best way to snatch Tiny from his grasp.

			“It’s just a cuddly toy,” Emily said firmly, smoothing her hand through Henry’s hair to soothe him. Henry tensed and turned away from Seb and Irene to lean into Emily’s side. He seemed to have made up his mind instantly, as children often do. He didn’t like them, and he didn’t want anything to do with them.

			Where many adults would have changed their approach and attempted to curry favour, instead they pushed him further.

			“Come now, Henry,” Seb said. “We’ve come a long way to see you.”

			“You’ve hardly spoken to us,” Irene added.

			Henry silently fidgeted against Emily, moving his head to avoid eye contact with them. She could understand both points of view. Henry was obviously uncomfortable with the Brennans, and they were clearly trying to make a connection. They weren’t being malicious, just clueless.

			She knew it would be up to her to attempt to fix the rift. It was obvious that the Brennans wouldn’t be giving up anytime soon, so it was in everyone’s best interest to get along, or at least project the impression that they were getting along.

			“Do you still have dogs?” she asked them.

			“Yes, two Labradors.” Irene seemingly picked up on Emily’s tactic. “Bertie and Max.”

			“Wow, did you hear that, Henry? You love Labradors, don’t you?” Emily said with as much enthusiasm as she could.

			Henry didn’t say anything, instead burrowing farther into Emily’s side.

			“We have horses too,” Irene tried.

			“You love horses! Maybe you could go and see them sometime?” As much as she hated running a publicity campaign for the Brennans, Emily knew it was necessary.

			Henry held Tiny up into the air and slowly blew out a raspberry. Lucy excused herself to the kitchen to get more coffee, clearly trying to not laugh at Henry’s staunch refusal to participate.

			Knowing space would be the best way to move forward, Emily announced that it was time for Henry to go to bed. The Brennans agreed and quickly left, relief visible on their faces.

			Later that evening, Emily had mulled over the events. She hoped—and assumed—they would understand that time and space would eventually win Henry over.

			Sadly, Seb seemed uninterested in that tactic, and the very next day he’d returned to the office and pushed for more time with Henry. In front of Marcus, he’d suggested taking Henry to the park without Emily, to force Henry to interact with them without the security blanket of his mother. When Marcus approved of the scheme, Emily felt she couldn’t say no.

			So, some days while she worked, they took him to the park, with Lucy’s supervision. They bought him lunch and attempted to buy his love and trust with toys, which Emily really hated. She’d worked hard to have Henry understand the true cost of things, and now that was being torn down in an attempt to buy him.

			The real challenge had come over the weekend when they had suggested taking him for the night. Emily had pushed back against the idea.

			“I really don’t think Henry is ready,” she had whispered, hating that the conversation was, yet again, taking place in the office.

			“If we wait for him to be ready, it will never happen,” Seb had argued. “Sometimes children need to be pushed outside their comfort zone.”

			“It seems too soon.” Emily had shaken her head.

			“Nonsense.” Seb had waved at one of the finance directors as she passed, then turned back to Emily. “How are you settling in here? Well, I hope?” He’d smiled, but the question was anything but friendly. “Fortuitous that the role was available so soon after Crown terminated your employment. Especially with employment being so hard to come across at the moment,” he added.

			It was a thinly veiled threat; one Emily couldn’t afford to allow him to follow through on. So she’d caved to their wishes and kept her head down. She’d resolved to work hard and gain much-needed experience. When she had a few months of employment under her belt, she’d be able to look for other work. It wasn’t an ideal plan, but it was all she could think to do.

			She’d hoped that the weekend with Henry would cause Seb and Irene to realise that it wasn’t as easy to change the mind of a five-year-old as they thought. She’d hoped it would be enough to make them back off.

			Henry had returned on Sunday afternoon more quiet and distant than before he left. Even Tiny didn’t have anything to say, a silent testament to how awful the overnight stay must have been for him.

			As Emily took his bag from Irene, Irene had suggested that they make it a regular thing, dressing it up as an opportunity for Emily to have Saturday nights to herself. There was even a suggestion of going out and meeting people.

			Emily had forced down her anger, smiled, and left the answer deliberately vague. But she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Seb would soon be on the case.

			
			





Chapter Twelve

			Olivia hobbled through the office. Despite her crutch, she managed to skilfully dodge the various secretaries who attempted to prevent her from her goal. She threw open the door to the large office and marched in.

			“Olivia!” Marcus looked up and smiled at her. “Do excuse the mess.” He indicated some unpacked archive boxes. “We’ve only been open a week. Still finding homes for everything.”

			“Marcus,” Olivia said tightly. “We need to talk.” She wasn’t interested in fake niceties.

			Marcus looked at Olivia’s crutch with a frown. “Did something happen?”

			“I’m sure you’re already aware that I was unfortunately involved in a plane crash, but that’s not why I’m here.” She turned around to see one of the secretaries lingering in the doorway, awaiting guidance. Olivia pulled out the chair in front of Marcus’s desk, purposefully sat down, and waited silently.

			“It’s fine, Tina.” Marcus dismissed the young woman and walked around his desk to take his chair. He regarded Olivia again and pointed to her forehead. “Nasty bruise you have there.”

			“Nothing compared to the knife in my back.” She’d had enough beating around the bush. Pretence wasn’t her thing at the best of times, but now she desperately needed to get to the facts of the matter.

			Marcus chuckled. “Now, now…”

			“I get that you hate me. You always have. Even I couldn’t miss that. But are you so willing to destroy the business that you helped to build? You’ll be putting hundreds of people out of work. You’ll—”

			“Be doing nothing of the sort.” Marcus leaned forward and interlaced his fingers on the desktop. “There is a place for everyone, right here.”

			“Everyone of your clique,” Olivia said with a nod towards the main office. She’d seen them as soon as she’d walked in: the obvious traitors, the opportunity seekers, and the odd surprise deserter. Most had looked away from her, busying themselves with sudden phone calls or emails.

			“Oh, you’ve seen the new corporate finance team?” Marcus drawled.

			“You mean my corporate finance team?” Olivia asked. “The one we spent years perfecting—internal promotions, training, headhunting, internships. Why are you doing this?” Olivia had promised herself that she would remain calm and collected, keep the conversation professional. But Marcus had worked with her father; he knew how important the company was to her. This wasn’t just a business decision; it was a personal attack, and Olivia felt it keenly.

			Marcus let out a sigh and leaned back in his high-back leather chair, regarding Olivia analytically. She held his gaze, not willing to back down from his scrutiny.

			“Your father,” Marcus began, “was a kind man. But he was not a business man.”

			Olivia opened her mouth to argue, but Marcus held up his hand to silence her. She closed her mouth, waiting to hear what he had to say before launching her counteroffensive.

			“Your mother was the business brains, and I regret my decision to go with your father to London to set up the European office. Yes, he was a brilliant accountant, but he had no business acumen.”

			“That’s not true,” Olivia argued, unable to stop herself from defending her father.

			“I’m sorry, but it is.” Marcus shrugged. “The man was a fish out of water without your mother. I mean, she convinced him to anglicise your name, eradicating every sign of your Puerto Rican roots because she knew L-E-W-I-S would be easier to present than L-U-I-S. And he let her. He was spineless, Olivia. Spineless.”

			“How dare you!” Olivia got to her feet, grimacing slightly at the jolt of pain that rushed from her ankle all the way up her leg.

			Marcus tilted his head indifferently. “It’s the truth. I made the business what it is today. He handed you that company like giving car keys to a toddler. And now I’ve had enough of playing the underdog.”

			“The underdog? You were a senior partner. You managed three departments without a scrap of interference from me. You were given everything you wanted.” Olivia knew that they had never seen eye to eye, but she had always made sure to put personal feelings aside. For the sake of the business, she’d given Marcus power and autonomy, which he was now using to destroy her and the company. The company her father had entrusted her with. She couldn’t help but feel an enormous sense of guilt. She knew someone else may well have seen the signs and been able to stop Marcus long before things got to this point.

			“Not exactly.”

			“My father…” Olivia felt her voice falter and took a breath. “My father built that business up to an international, well-respected firm. You can’t take credit for that.”

			“I can, and I will.” Marcus shrugged. “You were a child when the business was set up. You know nothing of the decisions we made, the long nights, the unpaid overtime, hell, the unpaid anytime! That business grew from blood, sweat, and tears, and not just your father’s.”

			“Oh, please, you think I don’t know that?”

			“I deserved more,” Marcus said fiercely.

			Olivia stared down at him, hit by the sudden realisation that she had no idea how to communicate with this man. She never had. He was a shrewd operator, and he had always known how to get under her skin and say exactly the right thing at the right moment. Marcus knew her inside out. He’d been manipulating her for years. But what bothered her most of all was that she’d let him.

			The truth was, she had always been afraid of wrecking her father’s legacy. Despite her reservations, her father had believed in her ability to learn the skills needed to be a strong leader. Of course, he knew of her social difficulties, but he’d always had faith that she would overcome them. She never had.

			And Marcus had always been on hand to remind her of her weaknesses, to point out any and every mistake she ever made. He’d served as a physical reminder of her fear of destroying everything her father had achieved. She’d known him practically all her life, and she knew with certainty that attempting to appeal to his sensitivities would be pointless.

			“This isn’t over, Marcus.”

			“I’m sure it isn’t, Olivia. But it will be.” He grinned. “Soon.”

			Olivia picked up her crutch and leaned heavily on it as she quickly left, waving away the young secretary and making her way towards the elevators at the end of the office. She glanced at the desks to either side and shook her head as she recognised countless people from both the London and New York offices. As she passed by, heads dipped in focused silence to avoid eye contact with her.

			She stabbed her finger onto the button to call the elevator and pursed her lips in irritated silence while she waited.

			“Olivia?”

			Olivia turned and looked at her with a sigh. “You too, Kathryn?” Kathryn Morgan had been an office manager in New York for many years.

			Kathryn looked apologetic. “I’m sorry, I really agonised over it, but Marcus made me such a good offer, and with both boys struggling after the property crash, I just…”

			Olivia held up her hand. “I understand. I do. I just, well, I just wish it wasn’t this way.” 

			Of course she understood the practicalities. People needed to earn money; they needed to live. She just wished that it didn’t feel as if she was losing members of her own family.

			“It’s nothing personal, from any of us.” Kathryn gestured to the rest of the staff. “He simply made us offers we couldn’t refuse. Once one up and left, it was like dominoes falling down. As I say, it was nothing personal.”

			The elevator pinged to signal its arrival, and Olivia stepped to the side to avoid blocking the door. “I appreciate you saying so. I would hate to think everyone was unhappy.”

			Kathryn nodded a greeting to whomever had exited the elevator. Olivia kept her back to them, unwilling to identify any more of her staff who had left her. She pushed down the small internal voice that berated her for not seeing the signs. Signs that must’ve been there. A company couldn’t fall this quickly without visible indicators.

			Kathryn turned back to Olivia and looked at her seriously. “No one was unhappy. It’s just the economic climate at the moment. You were a wonderful leader.” Kathryn leaned forward and quietly whispered, “Despite what he might say.”

			Olivia knew exactly what Marcus had to say about her leadership skills. There had been many a phone call and email regarding the subject when he’d worked for her. She wasn’t normally one for emotional turmoil and doubt, but the last few hours and days had seen her go from crying in despair to throwing things in anger. The kind words helped her keep it together, something she desperately needed until she could escape the lion’s den.

			Never before had she been so caught up in the emotion of a situation, nor felt so down and defeated. There had been many times when everyone around her had thought their position hopeless, but she had refused to give up. Her relentless determination had seen her through so much. Now she was struggling to find that drive.

			“I should go,” Olivia said, not knowing a better response. They said farewell to each other and Olivia stepped into the elevator with her head down to shield her face from the eyes she could feel upon her.

			* * *

			Emily stepped out of the elevator holding the stack of empty archive boxes, hoping they didn’t topple over. She couldn’t see over them, so she walked slowly. She could hear Kathryn saying good-bye to someone and hoped she wouldn’t bump into whoever it was as she inched closer to her desk.

			As she sat down, she saw a piece of paper standing between the keys of her keyboard with an instruction to call Seb Brennan. Emily let out a sigh and picked up the phone, quickly dialled the number she’d already memorised, and waited for the call to be connected.

			“Hello, Emily,” Seb answered politely.

			“Hi,” Emily replied, not in the mood for small talk.

			“A friend of mine is on the board of the Children’s Theatre, and we’ve managed to acquire some tickets for a wonderful show tonight. I thought we’d take Henry. If you don’t mind, of course.” His tone was friendly, but it was clear to Emily that the decision had been made in his mind and the call was just for the sake of etiquette.

			“What show is it?” Emily hoped to hear something she could use as a reason to say no.

			“It’s a show for under-fives, about a little girl who goes on safari. There’ll be giraffes, so I know Henry will enjoy it.”

			Emily closed her eyes and let out a small sigh. “Sounds great,” she lied and hoped it was convincing.

			“As it’s across town, it’ll be a little late for him by the time we get back to yours. So we thought he could stay overnight again. Best for everyone.”

			Emily shivered at a sudden chill and licked her dry lips. She felt as if she was losing control of the situation. It had quickly gone from occasional visits to daily calls to arrange outings, trips, and overnight stays. But she was trapped; she still suspected that a word from Seb would cause her job to vanish into thin air. There was no easy way out. “I suppose—”

			“Wonderful. I’ll call Lucy and make the arrangements. I’m sure you’ll be glad to get the night off.”

			Emily continued to hold the phone to her ear despite the fact that Seb had hung up. She silently fumed at the insinuation that he was doing her a favour when he knew full well that she was reluctant to let Henry stay with them.

			
			





Chapter Thirteen

			Olivia stood on the edge of the sidewalk with her hand raised in the air. She let out a sigh as another taxi sped by her. It was Friday afternoon, and New York was starting to get busy. Well, busier than the usual. She’d been attempting to flag a taxi for the last twenty minutes, but they were all occupied.

			She lowered her hand and turned to regard Marcus’s new office building, rolling her eyes at the ostentatiousness of it all. The glass and metal high-rise disappeared up into the sky, and Olivia knew that it was all to satisfy Marcus’s desire to boast. Style over substance. Much like the man.

			Unable to stand being so close to him, or his pretentious building, she walked farther down the avenue to see if she would have more luck of getting a taxi at the crossroads.

			At the junction, another ten minutes went by before Olivia lowered her hand and wearily looked around. Behind her was the cheesiest faux Mexican bar she’d ever seen. After the day she’d had, she needed a drink. With a sigh, she swivelled on her crutch and walked in.

			Inside was no better. She looked around at the tacky sombreros hanging from the ceiling and raised an eyebrow. But she was beyond caring as she limped her way over to the nearest bench and sat down.

			She fidgeted in the booth, attempting to get comfortable on the worn, leather-clad bench. She shifted her cast-laden foot around under the table searching for a tolerable position but eventually gave up when she realised it was impossible. She’d clearly over-exerted herself, and her leg was paying the price.

			She looked down at the paper placemat that was also a menu, picked it up between her thumb and forefinger, and regarded it with a grimace. When a bored-looking waitress came over, Olivia ordered a couple of small tapas dishes and a glass of wine. She was about to clarify that she wanted a chardonnay when the waitress simply asked for her colour preference. Despondent, she shrugged, and the waitress left to place her order.

			Her phone rang and she answered it, thankful for the distraction.

			“Hello, Simon.”

			“Hey…is that flamenco music? Where are you?”

			“Madrid.” Olivia plucked a napkin from the metal dispenser on the table and mopped up an unidentifiable pool of liquid.

			“Cool. I prefer Barcelona, but to each their own.” Simon played along. “Just checking everything is okay. You know, seeing if you need bail money or anything?”

			Olivia smiled. Simon could always cheer her up. “No need for bail money. I was unsuccessful.”

			“Unsuccessful in what? Killing him?”

			Olivia paused. “No. Unsuccessful in reasoning with him.”

			“You didn’t actually think that speaking to him would do any good, did you? Like I said before, he’s made his choice, and he won’t go back now.”

			“I hoped I could reason with him,” Olivia explained. She scrunched up the damp napkin and looked around for a convenient place to put it.

			“I don’t think there is any reasoning with him. A very smart person once agreed with me when I called him a dick.”

			Olivia laughed. “Yes, well, he is certainly living up to that moniker.”

			“So, what’s the plan?”

			Olivia had known that was coming. Of course Simon would assume that his all-seeing boss would have a plan, but sadly, she didn’t. It had been a week. Things were getting worse, and she was running out of options. “I don’t know.”

			“Are you going back to London?” Simon asked unexpectedly.

			After a quick check that no one was looking, Olivia hid the napkin in a pot containing a decidedly un-Mexican conifer. She considered Simon’s question and blew out a long breath. The truth was, she didn’t know what the best course of action was, but she knew she certainly didn’t want to fly anymore.

			“No.”

			Simon paused. “No, not this week? No, not this month? No, not ever again?”

			“I…” She cleared her throat and started again. “I don’t wish to fly again. Not for the foreseeable future.”

			“That’s understandable. It really is.”

			“I’m not sure that the London side of the business can be rescued; not as it stands now,” Olivia admitted. “The staffing situation is critical, and we simply don’t have the cash flow.”

			A comfortable silence fell between them until Simon spoke again. “May I make a suggestion?”

			“Of course.”

			“Think about cancelling your reservation at the hotel in London.”

			Olivia considered the statement for a moment. “Yes, that makes sense. The cost is hardly one the business can stomach at the moment.”

			He sighed. “Yes, there’s that, but I was thinking more about you.”

			“Me?”

			“Yes, you,” Simon replied. A long pause followed before he continued. “I know you’re busy with work, but I really think that you need to consider looking for a home. If you’re not going to be travelling all the time, then there’s no need to stay in hotels. And, as you say, it’s a cost that the business can’t really sustain at the moment. It’s a good time to think about moving.”

			She panicked at the very notion. “But…I…I—”

			“I know it’s a big step,” Simon said. “But I think it’s the right thing to do now. Maybe I should call an estate agent? What do you guys call them? Realtors?”

			She knew why Simon was pushing the point. He’d been doing so for years. They’d once discussed how he thought living in hotels was holding her back, stopping her from putting down roots and living her life. She supposed he was right. But she didn’t know if she was ready for such a big step. Change wasn’t something that Olivia ever approached willingly, especially when it came to her personal surroundings. She felt comfortable and safe in the hotel.

			“Let me think about it.”

			“Okay. But, seriously, why can I hear a mariachi band?”

			“I’m in a Mexican…” Olivia struggled to bring herself to use the word restaurant, “…place.”

			“Right. Can I ask why?” Simon asked, laughter in his tone.

			“I couldn’t hail a taxi.”

			“That really doesn’t explain anything.”

			“I’m just going to have some food and wait until it’s a little easier to get a taxi. Really, Simon, I’m fine.”

			
			





Chapter Fourteen

			Simon stepped out of the taxi and looked at the run-down bar with a tilt of his head. To say it was dilapidated would be kind. To say he was surprised that Olivia had even stepped foot in the place was an understatement.

			He shouldered his mobile phone as he paid the driver.

			“Well, I’m at the address she gave me.”

			“You don’t sound too sure?” Sophie replied.

			“It’s a dump.”

			She chuckled. “It can’t be that bad, Olivia doesn’t sound like the kind of person who—”

			“It’s a dump,” Simon reiterated. “The sign is a cartoon cactus winking and wearing a sombrero.” He checked the street and the bar name to be absolutely sure he was in the right place.

			“Maybe it’s ironic?”

			“We’ll see.” He walked into the bar and peered around the dimly lit room. “Thanks for joining me on the ‘find my boss adventure.’ I’m sure you have better things to do.”

			“Never.” Sophie laughed. “You’re saving me from tedious studies. I’m intrigued.”

			Knowing she couldn’t see his face, he indulged in a sad smile. He missed her terribly but didn’t want to say so and make the pull to go home even greater. He continued to scan the room until he finally found Olivia. At first he didn’t recognise her. He blinked a few times in shock.

			“Oh shit,” he mumbled.

			“What’s up?”

			“Simon! Come and meet my new friends!” Olivia waved excitedly to him.

			“Everything’s fine,” Simon whispered into the phone through a clenched smile. “I’ll call you back later.”

			He hung up and looked at the two Hells Angels bikers who sat opposite Olivia in a corner booth. Both men were in their forties, muscular, tattooed, and covered in leather. Simon licked his dry lips nervously as he approached the table. He had nothing against bikers—not that he’d met any. His entire knowledge of them was drawn from works of fiction, but he was sure that they were perfectly nice people. His concern was for Olivia, who had a tendency to speak her mind and not consider the potential outcome of her words.

			“This is Crazy Weasel.” Olivia pointed to one of the men, then the other. “And Butcher. Boys, this is Simon.”

			“Hello,” Simon said, wondering how he was going to safely extract Olivia.

			“Your friend’s pretty drunk,” Butcher told him.

			“We thought we’d stay with her until you turned up,” Crazy Weasel explained. “Pretty lady in a place like this. Bad leg as well.”

			“They signed my cast,” Olivia told him excitedly. “Look!”

			She edged her way to the end of the booth and swung her cast out for him to see. He’d seen Olivia drink before, but he’d never seen her drunk. He made a show of looking at her cast with interest.

			“Oh, yes, that’s lovely,” he said. “Maybe it’s time to go home now, though.”

			“She’s been downing margaritas like there’s a shortage,” Butcher explained with a gesture towards the empty glasses on the table.

			Simon looked at the glasses and hoped that some of them belonged to the two men, but he somehow doubted it by the way Olivia was swaying. “Have you eaten anything?” he asked her seriously.

			“Who can say?” Olivia shrugged.

			Crazy Weasel unfolded a slip of paper and handed it to Simon, who picked it up and frowned towards Olivia and then Crazy Weasel. “What’s this?”

			“She said that’s the name of the man who upset her. Is it right? She’s drunk and all, and we don’t wanna get the wrong—”

			“Whoa, whoa, no!” Simon pocketed the paper. He turned to Olivia. “You’re setting bikers on him? Are you out of your mind?” Of course he knew that the situation was hard on Olivia, but he never thought she would resort to violence.

			“Oh, Simon.” Olivia reached up, cupped his face in her hands, and squeezed his cheeks. “Of course not.” She let him go and flopped back into her seat. “Butcher was just asking about double-taxation laws because his wife is from China and they want to sell their second apartment. And I happened to mention that Marcus has an apartment in China. That’s all.”

			Butcher looked at Simon seriously. “You have to plan ahead and make sure you have an effective tax wrapper when investing overseas.”

			“Y-yes, you do,” Simon said. “So…you’re…not going to, like, kill Marcus?”

			The men looked at each other and roared with laughter.

			Olivia snickered. “No, I wanted to make sure they didn’t get financial advice from him.” She swigged from her glass. “Because he’s a poopie head.”

			Simon reached forward, grabbed the glass, and put it out of Olivia’s reach. He was worried for her state of mind, not to mention her liver. But on the other hand, he was happy to see her finally let her hair down—even if that did entail getting drunk in a bar and making friends with bikers. Still, it was time to leave.

			“Okay, right, let’s go.” He looked around, saw Olivia’s crutch speared through a piñata hanging from the ceiling, and turned back to face her. “Don’t move and don’t drink anything else.”

			Olivia attempted to smother a giggle and gave him a half-hearted mock salute.

			He walked over and started to remove the crutch from the paper donkey when a member of staff appeared next to him.

			“I’m sorry. I’ll pay for any damage she’s caused,” Simon told the man before he had a chance to say anything.

			“No damage.” He handed Simon a card. “Just wanted to make sure she gets her loyalty card. She’s a premium member now, just like she asked, and she’s got enough stamps for a second nacho hat.”

			“Second nacho hat?” Simon asked as he finally freed the crutch from the piñata.

			The man pointed towards the table, where Olivia was clapping her hands with glee at a nacho hat with a rim filled with guacamole that was being placed on her head.

			* * *

			Emily walked along the street towards the subway station, her mind distracted as she thought about Henry sleeping at Seb and Irene’s for another night. He was already withdrawn and even talking through Tiny was starting to wane. It was obvious that he was depressed, or whatever the term was when five-year-olds suffered from it.

			She was so caught up in her thoughts that she barely noticed two people standing in front of her until one was falling to the ground. She instinctively reached out and grabbed the woman by the arm, catching a glimpse of a crutch falling to the ground. Luckily, the man who was with her caught the other arm and, between them, they stopped the woman from hitting the sidewalk.

			She looked up and her breath caught. “Simon?”

			If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. In fact, he looked weary, and as if his day couldn’t get worse. “Hello again,” he said with an attempt at a smile.

			Emily looked down at the woman she was holding; as she feared, it was Olivia Lewis—with a cut on her forehead, her leg in a cast, and a nacho hat with guacamole falling out of the rim on her head.

			“Simon…I’m dreaming that Emily is here. Lovely Emily,” Olivia declared as she looked up at Emily reverently. “She’s just as beautif—”

			“Okay, let’s try standing on your own legs again now,” Simon cut in. He put his arm around Olivia’s waist and heaved her to her feet.

			Emily reached down, picked up the crutch, and handed it to Olivia, who leaned all of her weight onto Simon and held the crutch out, spinning it like a baton. “Thank you, Fairy Lady.”

			“Is everything okay out here?”

			Emily turned around and found herself facing a leather-clad chest. She looked up, and then up some more into the face of a well-built man with a shaved head, a long grey beard, and a tattoo of dashed lines across his neck with the words “cut here.”

			“Crazy Weasel!” Olivia shouted.

			“Olivia!” Emily admonished her.

			“That’s his name,” Simon said.

			“This is Emily. She’s a fairy, and I’m dreaming her.”

			“We’re fine. Just a little slip,” Simon assured the man.

			Crazy Weasel looked them up and down for a moment before shaking his head and heading back into the bar.

			Emily let out a relieved breath. She took the crutch from Olivia’s hand and placed it on the ground, gently adjusting her arm to hold it properly.

			“Oh.” Olivia smiled at the improvement and leaned some of her weight onto the crutch, allowing Simon to let go.

			“What…” Emily looked around. “Just, what?”

			“Do you have any chocolate?” Olivia regarded her seriously.

			Emily stared at her for a moment in shock before reaching into her bag and handing over a bar of chocolate. Olivia’s eyes lit up as she hurriedly ripped at the wrapper and started to eat.

			“She’s drunk as a skunk.” Simon gestured to Olivia.

			“Obviously. Why did you let her get like this?”

			“I didn’t,” Simon said. “I’m picking her up from making friends with Hells Angels and drinking herself into a coma.”

			Emily looked at Olivia and lifted the nacho hat off of her head.

			“No, I won that fair and square by slaying the bonkey deast!” Olivia reached for it. “Donkey beast,” she said.

			“Nacho hat or chocolate, not both,” Emily said.

			Olivia considered it for a moment, then bit into the chocolate bar. Emily looked around and found a trash can to put the leaky hat in.

			“What happened to her leg?” Emily asked as she wiped her hands clean with a tissue from her bag. Suddenly she realised she had the answer already. “She was on the flight?”

			Simon nodded. “Yes, broken leg. Sprained wrist. She’s on the mend, though.”

			“I think you’d called her plastered,” Emily said.

			Simon walked to the curb and held up his hand. A moment later, a yellow taxi came to a stop by the side of the road. “I know this is awkward, but can you please help me get her to the hotel?”

			Emily looked at Olivia and then at Simon. She’d often wondered what she would say to Olivia if their paths ever crossed again, but she’d never managed to answer the question.

			She looked at Olivia, drunk and broken, smiling at her and calling her a beautiful fairy. The anger that Emily had thought would never fade was already ebbing. Seeing Olivia so vulnerable was strangely captivating, and she knew that she couldn’t walk away.

			She handed her bag to Simon. “Open the door,” she said. 

			She turned to Olivia, who had her mouth full of chocolate and was smiling at her. She held out her hand, and Olivia placed the empty chocolate wrapper in the palm of her hand.

			She pocketed the wrapper and took hold of Olivia’s elbow. “Come on, time to go home.”

			Olivia thrust her cast-covered leg into the air. “Did you see my cast? Butcher signed it.”

			“That’s nice.” Emily pushed her leg down gently.

			“I’m sorry,” Olivia slurred.

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			“Sorry about what I said.” Olivia was staring at her with unnerving clarity.

			“It’s okay,” Emily said. And in that moment, it was. The sincerity of Olivia’s apology hit Emily hard. The anger she’d been holding on to had already slipped away like grains of sand sliding through her fingers. “Now, mind your head.” She reached up, placed her hand on Olivia’s head, and guided her into the back of the taxi.

			
			





Chapter Fifteen

			Emily opened the hotel suite door and stood to one side. Simon had parked Olivia against the wall while he took a second to get his breath back. While Olivia could hardly be described as heavy, it was also true that Simon couldn’t be labelled muscular. That, coupled with the fact that Olivia had a cast on one foot and was making literally zero effort to walk sensibly, meant that Simon had been manhandling her all the way from the cab.

			Simon draped Olivia’s arm around his shoulder and helped her into the room. She seemed oblivious to the trouble she was causing, happily rambling on about the taxation system in the Middle East. Now, finally, exhaustion was starting to set in.

			Simon edged towards the sofa.

			“What are you doing?” Emily asked.

			“Putting her on the sofa.”

			“She needs to go to bed.”

			Simon pivoted around and raised an eyebrow at her. “There’s not much that’s out of my job description, but that is.”

			Emily gave him an exasperated look. “Fine, help me get her in there and I’ll get her to bed.”

			Simon let out a short sigh, stood a little straighter, and twisted his neck from left to right before continuing to walk Olivia towards the master bedroom. Emily edged around them to hold the door open. As she did so, she noticed the door to the guest room was open too. The bed was unmade, with men’s clothes strewn across it. Simon passed her while she stood dumbly staring at the guest room.

			“Are you…staying here?”

			“Yup.” Simon pivoted Olivia around and sat her on the bed. “She doesn’t have anyone else. And there’ve been problems with work.” He nodded towards Olivia. “She needed me.”

			Olivia flopped backward onto the bed and let out a long sigh.

			“Could you get her some water?” Emily asked.

			Simon quickly left the room, seemingly happy to escape the situation.

			Emily looked at Olivia, who was dressed in a crumpled, black skirt suit. She looked nothing like the smart and elegant woman Emily remembered.

			“Olivia, you need to get ready for bed. Do you need help?”

			“Sometimes I say the wrong things,” Olivia mumbled.

			Simon returned with a glass of water and handed it to Emily. He looked at Olivia, still spread-eagle across the bed. “Good luck,” he whispered.

			Emily glared at him. “You owe me for this.”

			Simon shrugged before leaving the room, closing the door behind him.

			Emily looked back to Olivia. “I think you should drink some water before you go to sleep. It will help to get the alcohol out of your system.” Emily held out her free hand and waited for Olivia to take it.

			After a moment of debate, Olivia grabbed the offered hand and pulled herself up into a sitting position. She took the glass and looked at Emily as she took a sip.

			“Are we in London or New York?”

			“New York.”

			“Oh
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