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      Edward Cavendish: Losing my wife two years ago was not something anyone expected. Lucille was beautiful and successful, and I thought we’d spend our lives together. Turns out I was wrong. Facing the world feels impossible so I shut myself away in my mansion in the countryside where only my young son can bring a smile to my face.

      Ava Thorne: I’m broke. More than broke, actually. I have mountains of debt and it’s getting worse by the day. I've been working two jobs to support my sick mother and younger brother, but when I’m fired from the one over a mistake that wasn’t mine, I don’t know where to turn.

      Edward: My son’s nanny is going away on the trip of a lifetime, so I need to find a replacement. It has to be someone we can trust but the thought of having anyone else in my home turns me cold. Plus, there’s the inheritance clause that states I must be married on my 35th birthday and the date looms ever closer…

      Ava: When the opportunity of a lifetime arises in the chance to earn a large sum of money fast, I’m forced to confront my past and decide if I can embrace a future I never dreamt of.

      And it all starts with meeting the billionaire boss…
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      ‘I’m sorry… I’m a bit confused.’ I stare at the paperwork in my hand. ‘Why exactly do I need to sign an NDA?’

      Nala Fairweather shifts in her seat, runs a hand over her black braids, adjusts her navy silk blouse then places both hands flat on the desk in front of her. ‘This is a brilliant opportunity, Ava, and when the email about the job came through, I thought instantly of you.’

      It all seems rather Hollywood movie and not at all what I’m used to. I mean, I live in a two-bed flat in Brixton that I share with my mother and younger brother. I sleep on a sofa bed in the lounge at night and I work two jobs. Or I was working two jobs until I was fired from my cleaning job at a central London hotel last week — due to an error that wasn’t mine, but that I got the blame for — and my work with Fairweather Childcare Solutions is inconsistent at best.

      ‘But what is the opportunity?’ Frowning, I flick through the pages of the NDA again but I’m none the wiser.

      ‘I can’t tell you that until you sign.’

      ‘Why would I sign something before I know what it is? For all I know I could be signing away a kidney or agreeing to become the front part of the human millipede. Or was it centipede?’ I grimace as a thought hits me. ‘Or even worse, the back.’

      Nala pushes her floral-framed Cath Kidston glasses up her nose, a sign that she’s nervous. Since I signed with the agency two years ago, Nala has been kind to me. She has a lot of experienced people on her books and her agency has a good reputation in the circles of London’s upper middle class, but it’s been hard for her to find me work because of my domestic circumstances and because of my other job. Though the latter won’t be a problem anymore. ‘You’re not signing the contract itself, Ava, just a document to say that even if you decide not to go for the job, you won’t tell anyone about it.’

      ‘Oh.’ I nod. ‘I see.’

      I’m pretty sure that Nala wouldn’t let me become a part of a monstrous creature that eats… well, best not to think about that, but this job could involve anything. However, she has reassured me that I’m only agreeing not to discuss the job even if I don’t want it, so it’s worth a shot.

      Nala chews at her full bottom lip then exhales slowly. ‘Look, Ava, I know things are tough for you right now. This is an amazing opportunity for you to make a difference to your circumstances. I wouldn’t bring it to your attention if I didn’t think you’d be perfect for it. You’re a solid, reliable employee. Children and parents like you. As you know, your issue with overnight stays and living in has restricted what we can offer you at Fairweather Childcare Solutions, but if you could just see a way to overcome that… in this instance, you’ll be in with a chance of getting a job that will solve all your financial problems.’

      I’m about to insist that I’m not having financial issues, but Nala would know it’s not true. My three credit cards, high-interest loan and rent payments take every penny I earn. With it being late August, I need to get Daniel’s school uniform for the new academic year sorted quickly. I would have bought it in July when the stock appeared in the shops, but he’s been growing so quickly that I was worried it wouldn’t fit by September. I still intend on having a browse around the charity shops to see what they’ve got but he’ll need the school blazer with the badge and a decent pair of shoes. The familiar twisting in my gut ensues as I wonder how we’re going to manage. Thinking about money and how much I haven’t got is my least favourite activity.

      As if reading my thoughts, Nala asks, ‘How’s your mum?’

      My eyes roam the small central London office that is stuffy with the early August heat, flickering over the plants on Nala’s filing cabinets then to the window that overlooks a busy road. Opposite, is a building housing a flower shop on the ground floor, a cosmetic clinic on the first floor and a psychiatrist on the second floor. Some of the essentials for modern life together in one building, I think. You can celebrate or commiserate with the flowers, get a quick shot of Botox or filler then head to the shrink to chat about exactly what’s going on in your mixed-up brain.

      ‘She’s… the same.’ I cough to dislodge the painful lump that’s risen to my throat.

      ‘The same?’ Nala raises her sculpted black brows slowly.

      ‘No better. No worse.’

      What else can I say? My mum, Nancy Thorne, has been unwell for so long that it’s part of life. Once a talented seamstress making garments for some of the big fashion houses, she’s now unable to work for long periods at a time and is limited to taking in alterations and repairs. Mum is only forty-eight but she relies on me to pay the rent and put food on the table. She hates relying on me, I know that, but she has no choice. If I wasn’t around then she’d suffer and so would my ten-year-old brother, Daniel. They are my world and I’d do anything for them.

      Anything at all…

      ‘This job is amazing.’ Nala holds out her hands, palms facing upwards. ‘I wish I could say more but I can’t until you sign. Can you trust me on this, Ava? You know I’d only suggest it to you if I thought it was worth it.’

      Meeting her brown eyes, I make a decision. I like Nala and she’s been good to me. As good as my circumstances would allow her to be. I know she would have got me more work if I’d been prepared to be a live-in nanny or to do regular overnight stays, but with my second job working evenings and some weekends, I couldn’t commit fully. Now though, the only issue is leaving my mum and brother overnight. It would mean that Mum will have to get Daniel ready for school in the mornings and it's a lot for her with her health issues. Daniel is a good boy but he can be quite energetic and, like all children, demanding at times.

      ‘You’d be able to pay someone to help your mum out while you were away.’ She covers her mouth with a hand then shakes her head. ‘See, I shouldn’t have shared that part. I’m already telling you too much.’

      ‘I’d be away? For how long?’

      She sighs then says quietly, ‘A few months.’

      ‘A few months?’ My voice wavers and my stomach drops like a stone in a pond, but then I steel myself. It’s not like she was going to offer me an amazing job that was 10am to 3pm with weekends off. Who’d pay great money for a nanny during school hours?

      ‘But, sweetheart, it’s only temporary and you’d be allowed some time off for visiting, as well as some rest days.’

      ‘So… let me get this straight… if I sign the NDA, you can give me all the information and I can still decline the job?’

      ‘Yes.’

      What have I got to lose?

      ‘I place the paperwork on the desk, pick up a pen and sign on the dotted line. Never have I been more curious or more anxious about committing to something in my life. But if Nala’s telling the truth and it means I can help my family, then I’m prepared to find out more.
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      On the tube ride home, I hold the paper handles of the delicatessen bag tight. Perhaps it was foolish to splash out but after reading the full details of the job and deciding then and there to accept it, I felt the need to celebrate. In the bag are some of my mum’s favourite things as well as some salmon for dinner and a delicious looking cheeseboard. I even splashed out on a bottle of elderflower cordial for us and a cloudy lemonade for Daniel. Mum will be worried when she sees the bag, but we never shop at expensive delis and it’s a special occasion.

      A woman in the seat opposite me glances at the bag then lower, and I see a tiny line appear between her brows. I follow her eyes and shame rushes through me as I spot what caught her attention. My toe is peeping through the hole at the front of my black court shoe like it’s trying to escape. I stuffed a piece of cereal box there this morning and coloured it in with a black marker from Daniel’s pencil case, but it must have moved and now my toe is there with its chipped varnish, peeping out like an anxious mouse. I adjust my legs, so my other foot is in front of the hole. When I look up, the woman catches my eye and offers a sympathetic smile but I look away. Sympathy is hard to take when things have been so tough. Sympathy doesn’t change anything at all. Only action can make a difference, make things better.

      And I have taken positive action today. The knowledge that I won’t have to wear broken shoes or worry about debt-collection threats again makes me want to dance around the carriage, swinging from the poles and singing like they do in musicals. After I signed the NDA, Nala put the job contract in front of me and the first thing I noticed was the amount the successful candidate would be paid. An amount I could never have dreamt of earning from one job. An amount that will pay off debts and give me money to put aside for Daniel’s future and to get us a better home. I read the contract through carefully, trying to absorb the details but I couldn’t get the amount out of my head. Nala did say that there was a caveat, that even if I accepted the job, the employer would need to do a background check on me first to ensure that I was suitable — even though I had all that done before the agency signed me — but I simply nodded along with a goofy grin on my face. If they, whoever they are, because that information wasn’t on the contract, are prepared to pay me that amount of money for four months of my time, then I can’t turn it down. It’s a lifechanging sum and one I can’t turn my nose up at.

      So I signed. And now I need to wait and see if the employer is happy with what they find out. Nala seemed pretty certain that it would be fine and told me she’s not putting anyone else forward for the job right now because she wants me to have it. Before I left her office, I gave her a hug because she has just given me the chance of a lifetime.

      At my stop, I exit the train in a rush of warm air that smells of oil and chips, and head for home, my toe sticking out ahead of me like it’s showing me the way.
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      ‘Eat up then we can go out in the garden.’

      My four-year-old son, Joe, peers up at me from his plate of scrambled eggs.

      ‘Can we play football, Daddy?’

      ‘Of course we can.’ I reach out and fluff his soft, blond hair and my heart squeezes. Everything in his world is about to change and he has no idea.

      ‘Will you be in goal?’ He chases a piece of egg around his plate with his small fork and I resist the temptation to help him. Sometimes it’s frustrating because it takes Joe five times as long to do things as it would take if I helped, but he needs to be able to do things himself. In fact, he insists a lot of the time and if I don’t let him do it… well… that’s when I’m glad that Cynthia is there. Actually, I’m always glad that Cynthia is there, and I don’t know how we’re going to manage when she’s away. Joe will miss her, and I certainly will. She’s a reassuring presence, a stable pillar in our lives and the fact that she’s going to be gone for four months makes me feel rather queasy.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, so I pull it out and swipe the screen.

      ‘No phone, Daddy.’ Joe shakes his head, his brown eyes wide.

      I sense someone looking at the back of my head and I turn to find Cynthia has stopped loading the dishwasher to watch me. Even though we have a housekeeper, Cynthia still helps out with some of the domestic chores, especially when it involves clearing up after Joe.

      My phones vibrates again and I hold it up. ‘I have to take this. I won’t be long.’

      ‘It’s Saturday, Edward.’ Cynthia’s tone holds a warning. She might be an employee but she doesn’t hold back when it comes to my parenting. But then she’s been around for a long time. Since I was a baby, in fact, and so she feels confident enough to speak her mind. Most of the time, I’m happy with this because it’s good to have someone who’s not afraid of me, someone who’ll tell me the truth, but at times like this, when something’s happening at work and I’m needed, it grates on my nerves.

      ‘I’ll be back before you finish your eggs,’ I tell Joe, averting my eyes from his disappointed little face, then I leave the room and head for my study, ignoring Cynthia’s sigh of dismay.

      Closing the study door behind me, I take a deep breath and become Edward Cavendish interim CEO, leaving everything else behind me as I prepare to deal with business. As a father, I might have areas where I’m weak and uncertain, but as a businessman, I’m in my element because it’s where I’m in control.
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      My cheap new suitcase and rucksack stand in the hallway in front of the door with its frosted glass pane. There is a smell of damp in the hallway despite the citrus reed diffuser that sits on the narrow table beneath an oval mirror that once belonged to my maternal grandmother. My maternal grandparents are long gone, and I never met my paternal ones because my father’s mother passed away when he was just eighteen and he didn’t know his father.

      I can barely believe that I am leaving today despite repeatedly reading the text message I received this morning instructing me to be ready to be collected at noon. A car is on the way to pick me up and that again made me think of Hollywood movies. In the space of less than two weeks, my whole life has started to change.

      Daniel has followed me around like a shadow since I told him that I’d be going away for a while. There’s a fifteen-year age gap between us and Daniel was a surprise baby conceived after one of my father’s fleeting visits. We’ve always been close and I do more with him than Mum because her health issues prevent her from being more active, and that makes me worry. How will they manage while I’m away? We have no relatives around us and while the neighbours in the flats either side of ours are nice enough, they’re not family.

      ‘It’ll be OK, love,’ Mum smiles at me from the kitchen doorway. She has a tea towel in her hands and I can’t help noticing how white her knuckles are as she grips it tight. Her pain must be bad today. The side-effects of the cancer treatment she received four years ago have lingered and the lymphoedema and fibromyalgia leave her exhausted.

      ‘I hope so.’ She opens her arms and I step into her embrace. She feels so small these days, like everything she’s been through has shrunk her. ‘You promise you’ll eat properly?’

      ‘I promise,’ she murmurs into my hair.

      ‘I’ve filled the freezer with meals.’

      ‘I know.’ She leans back to look at me. ‘The cupboards are groaning with goodies.’

      It’s true. I went to the supermarket yesterday and did a big shop and I’ve arranged a weekly delivery slot for Mum and Daniel to get a regular restock. I’ve also set up some online subscriptions, so they’ll get other essentials delivered during my absence.

      ‘I’ve put that money into your account now and you have the emergency credit card?’

      ‘It’s safe in the drawer. Now stop worrying.’ She pushes my hair behind my ears. ‘Dan and I will be fine. With that games console you bought him, I doubt I’ll see much of him anyway.’ She laughs but I know she was worried when I took him to get one. Once I’d signed the contract, everything happened quickly. Nala phoned me three days after our meeting to tell me that the employer had completed the background check and was happy that I fit the criteria. A retainer was paid into my bank account that day and I kept looking at my balance to make sure it was still there. It was more than I could earn in a year with two jobs, and it was just a retainer! I knew I couldn’t leave it sitting there though so I paid off some debts, transferred some to Mum and paid the rent for the next six months. After that, I’m hoping we’ll be able to look for somewhere better to live and that thought has kept me going every time I’ve experienced a flicker of doubt about going away.

      ‘Don’t let him spend too long on it each day. It’s meant to be a reward for doing his homework and helping out around here. I still wish you’d let me hire someone to come in and help.’

      ‘Ava, the thought of having a complete stranger come into my home to cook and clean fills me with horror. I’d end up cleaning before they came and it would be more stress than it was worth. If things get too much, then I’ll reconsider, but for now, I’m sure we’ll be fine.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Ava, I’ll help Mum.’ Daniel has emerged from his bedroom and comes to me. ‘I know you’re worried but it’ll all be fine. Perhaps when you finish your job we can go on a holiday?’

      The hope in his voice almost undoes me. We’ve never been able to afford a holiday. He’s talked about them a lot after his school friends told him about theirs and I know there have been some school trips he would’ve loved to go on but our budget just couldn’t stretch to it. Things will be different after this contract is done though. For sure.

      ‘Of course we can. I’ll be back before January for visits but we can definitely talk about a holiday.’ Wrapping my arm around his shoulders I pull him close and kiss his brown hair. He comes up to my shoulder now but he’s still very slight compared to some of his friends. I love him so much I want to wrap him up in cotton wool and keep him safe from the world but I also know that he has to discover things for himself. Mum and I will do what we can to help him to navigate his way through life and money will really help with that. After all, the new uniform I wanted to get him is now in his wardrobe, washed and ironed, as are the shiny black shoes he needed and the trainers for when he has physical education lessons. He’s all ready to start the new term at school. Sadly, I won’t be there for his first day back, but I guess everything comes with a price.

      ‘Don’t be sad,’ he says, giving me a tight hug. ‘Go and enjoy your new job.’

      My mobile buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out and see a message from the driver. He’s outside so it’s time to go.

      I swallow hard and kiss Daniel again then pull myself away. After I’ve hugged Mum one final time, I go to the door and open it then pick up my luggage.

      ‘I love you both so much. I’ll let you know when I’m there safely.’

      Mum smiles and Daniel takes her hand, letting me know that he’s the man of the house now.

      Then I step outside into the August sunshine and head towards the black car with tinted windows that’s waiting on the road, preparing myself to embark upon this new adventure.
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        Name: Ava Marie Thorne

        Age: 25

        Height: 5 foot 4 inches

        Hair: light brown

        Eyes: amber

      

      

      I read through the profile the private investigator sent me again. There are more details like her education background, where she lives and her work experience to date, but it’s the photographs that interest me most. Ava is… well… pretty average, I guess. Not too short or too tall. She tends to wear her hair tied back and very little makeup. She’s curvy but it’s hard to tell how curvy because in the photos I’ve been sent she’s wearing large T-shirts that could even be men’s and those baggy boyfriend jeans that were fashionable a few years ago. Could still be fashionable for all I care. All that matters about Ava, really, is that she’s as unlikely as a unicorn. She’s a rare creature because she doesn’t have any social media presence at all. Well, except for an old Facebook account that she hasn’t been active on for over ten years. She’s exactly what we needed but I can’t help wondering if she sounds too good to be true. I guess time will tell.

      I close the file on my iPad, drop it on the bed and gaze out of the bedroom window. Joe is running around the grass while Cynthia pegs washing on the line that’s off to the side of the house. It’s the perfect picture of domesticity and she could easily be his grandmother. We could easily be a normal family with normal concerns and a normal life. But we’re not. We live in this massive house that my earnings paid for in the beautiful Buckinghamshire countryside. My father, Peter Cavendish, passed away when I was twenty-one and my mother, Helen, lives in Scotland with her second husband, so Joe has no grandparents around him. My only other surviving relative was my grandfather, the founder of Cavendish Construction of which I am interim CEO, and he passed away six months ago. Grandpa, otherwise known as Silas Cavendish, was a workaholic who clung to his job title until he took his final breath. Only then, after working my way up from the bottom after graduating university, was I allowed to take over and, until the Board of Directors vote next year, there’s no guarantee that the title will be mine permanently. Grandpa saw to that, stubborn and cantankerous old man that he was.

      And so I rattle around the enormous family home that my wife and I chose together when she was pregnant with Joe, with my son and our staff. There’s the housekeeper, Polly Treharne, Cynthia, who’s our nanny, and her husband, Laurence, who manages the grounds along with his team. We have cleaners but I rarely see them so well are they managed by Polly. In fact, I sometimes feel like we have ghosts that come in and clean around, a fact I don’t share with Joe because he’s already sensitive about what happens when we’re no longer here. And no wonder, poor boy.

      A few years back, I was enjoying my life, thinking how lucky I was. I seemed to have it all… a beautiful wife, adorable baby, a successful company that would one day be under my control and a grand country house. Then everything changed. A sour taste fills my mouth and I go to the ensuite and swill my mouth with cold water straight from the tap. I learnt the hard way that life can change in an instant, people can turn out to be very different to the version of them you believed in and happiness can be destroyed. I splash some water over my face then pat it dry with a towel, attempting to ground myself with physical sensations before the spiralling starts. But it’s too late and my mind is gripped by the familiar thoughts.

      I was a fool to give my heart to someone because people die. People lie. People… are people — flawed, foolish, ungrateful, deceitful, disloyal.

      Never again will I put my trust in someone else. I’m in this for my son and for myself now and the rest of them can go to hell.

      Shaking it off, I return to the bedroom and consider heading out to play with Joe. It would make his day. Young children are such simple creatures, wanting time and attention far more than money or gifts, and yet I know that these are the things I struggle to give to Joe. It’s easy to buy him things and hope he’ll understand that it means I care, whereas being with him is more complicated. I try, I really do, but spending time with him brings so many memories back. It’s easier to leave him in Cynthia’s capable hands and retreat to my study, to bury my head in paperwork and online meetings and things that have no power to hurt me. If I was psychoanalysing myself, I’d probably believe that my attempts to distance myself from Joe lie in my fear of caring about people. It hasn’t got me far in the past other than into painful predicaments where I’ve been made to look like a fool, where I’ve been hurt beyond measure.

      And so, instead of going outside, I pad down the stairs to my study and close the heavy door behind me. There will soon be a new nanny here to learn the ropes from Cynthia and to care for Joe. It’s time for me to go back to the city, to mingle with my peers and employees in person again, to secure my role as CEO before someone else swoops in and steals it from under me. I have been working from home but I’ve physically buried myself in the countryside for two years and I need to return to civilisation and make my presence felt. While Grandpa was alive I could get away with hiding but now, if I want to prove to the board that I can be permanent CEO, I need to return.

      I also, rather annoyingly, need to find myself a new bride fairly soon because the clock on that issue is ticking faster every day. Dear old Grandpa and his bloody Bridgerton style marriage clause that states I must be married by thirty-five in order to inherit his shares in Cavendish Construction and to become permanent CEO. I swear that when he had the clause written into his will in the weeks before his death, he wasn’t of sound mind. I know that I could question the clause but it won’t make a shred of difference because the Board of Directors is made up mainly of his old chums, and even if legally the will could be overturned, his chums will ensure that his final wishes are carried out. Why the hell didn’t he tell me before he died to give me the chance to change his mind? When I heard the clause at the reading of the will, I almost keeled over myself. Grandpa was a majority shareholder so if I don’t inherit his shares, the company will become a completely different beast. His shares could be divided and sold to different people or bought by one person who’ll change Cavendish Construction forever. I can’t let that happen.

      Thanks, Grandpa, for making my life even more difficult. And thanks for putting me in a position where I could lose the one thing that has been constant in my life: the family business.
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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