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      Emily cupped the mug of tea firmly in her hands. She looked at the various papers on the kitchen table. She wasn’t one for business and finances; the whole thing gave her a headache. But here she was, having a business meeting with her recently appointed agent.

      After so many weeks of telephone calls and emails, it was a relief to have the meeting in person. The only problem was that now Nicole could see her confused expression.

      “So, that’s the final script that you think we can sell?” Emily asked. She gestured to the piece of paper that Nicole held.

      Nicole nodded. “I’ve spoken to all my contacts, and I think that’s it. The remaining scripts that you’ve written are good, but they don’t all work in a theatre environment. They’d need quite a lot of rewriting to get them into a place where they’d be suitable for stage.”

      Emily picked up the mug and sipped at her tea. She wasn’t surprised that only a quarter of her back catalogue had any financial value. In fact, she was still getting over the shock that any of them had made any money at all.

      When she had first started putting pen to paper, it was simply as a hobby. She’d read a book when she was in school about scriptwriting, and something had lodged in her brain. The act of taking a story and writing it in out in simple script form had been calming.

      With her only son in the hospital for weeks at a time over the course of his early years, calm was what she needed. She’d lost count of how many hours she had spent scribbling scripts while Henry had slept.

      She felt her heartbeat accelerate. The memories of those times didn’t seem to fade. Even now, months since the operation that had fixed Henry’s heart, she felt the familiar sense of panic writhe inside her.

      She turned to look out of the window and smiled, reassured. Henry ran around the yard, just like any other five-year-old boy would. Olivia playfully chased him.

      “Motherhood suits her,” Nicole commented, following Emily’s distracted gaze.

      “It does. Henry adores her.”

      “She adores him, she’s already planning an over-the-top sixth birthday party,” Nicole confessed.

      Emily put down the mug and turned to look at Nicole. “She hasn’t mentioned anything to me.”

      “I think she wants to get the wedding out of the way before she talks to you about the next event she intends to plan into oblivion.”

      Emily put her head in her hands and let out a long breath. She adored Olivia, loved her more than she thought it was possible to love someone. But if she had to go through another day of Olivia planning an event, she might just kill her.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be married in a couple of days,” Nicole reminded her. “No more discussions about table decorations or photographers.”

      Emily looked up. “Oh, I expected the discussions about table decorations and photographers. It’s the three-hour debate on whether the wedding cake should have a ribbon placed around the bottom of the middle tier or threaded into the icing. When I agreed that threaded into icing looked nice, it started a discussion on the spacing between the exposed thread and then an impromptu math lesson regarding the circumference of the cake.”

      “Only three hours?” Nicole chuckled. “I think you got off rather lightly there.”

      Emily smirked. “Next time I’ll tell her to talk to you about it.”

      Nicole shook her head. “No, I’ve done my time. I’ve been Olivia’s best friend for more years than I dare to say. You’re marrying her, you can deal with her micromanagement.”

      Emily leaned her head on her hand and looked at Nicole with a smile.

      “Gee, thanks. And I thought you were here to help me.”

      “I’m here to be your agent and help you with scriptwriting.” She waved her hand towards Olivia. “You’re on your own with that.”

      Emily looked at a piece of paper with some hastily jotted figures on it. It was the total amount of money she was due to receive from current script sales. Not everything had been finalised yet, and most of the money was still to be received. Nevertheless, it was an amazing feeling to think that scripts that had been sitting in a box under her bed were now making money.

      But nowhere near enough money.

      Her face fell at the realisation that she was still a long way from her goal.

      “Problem?” Nicole asked softly.

      “No, just thinking,” Emily lied.

      Nicole was a good friend and a fantastic agent. But she wasn’t great at keeping her mouth shut. Emily didn’t want Nicole, and by extension Olivia, to know about her desire to pay Olivia back the enormous sum she had used to clear Emily’s debts.

      It was the only thing in their relationship that they struggled to agree on. Olivia thought money was an object, just like any other. When Emily had been locked in a legal battle with Henry’s grandparents, the debts she had accumulated over years of paying for his healthcare had become a huge issue. Once Olivia discovered that the debts could lead to Henry being made to live with his grandparents, she had cleared them without saying a word to Emily.

      Of course, Emily had forgiven her for the deception and was grateful beyond words that Olivia had done that for her, regardless of their relationship status. But Emily was determined to pay Olivia back every last cent, even if it took the rest of her life.

      It was important to her. She needed to feel that she was on an equal footing with her wealthy wife-to-be. Even though they would never be matched when it came to personal wealth, at least Emily could feel that she didn’t owe her anything.

      So, while the scripts she had sold would put a small dent in the debt, there was still a mountain to climb.

      “Can I make the other scripts sellable?” Emily asked.

      “I think so, some of them,” Nicole said. “As I said, they’d need a lot of reworking. What you really need is experience working in the trade. A lot of scriptwriters fall down on the same thing, lack of experience. You need to know how a production works in order to know what script will fit into the theatre scene. Little things like too many actors, too many sets, and not enough variety in location. Things like that can provide resistance and prevent someone from wanting to take a chance on an unknown scriptwriter.”

      “But how do you get experience in something like that?” Emily asked.

      “That’s the problem, it’s an endless cycle,” Nicole admitted.

      Emily noted the unmistakable twinkle in her eye that suggested an idea.

      “However, we might be able to work something out,” Nicole said.

      Nicole looked from one piece of paper to another. Emily watched her quietly and allowed her to finish whatever thought process she was in the middle of. Being one of the founding partners of Brightview Productions, she was in a perfect position to help Emily realise her dream.

      Emily had spent the last few weeks pinching herself to see if she was actually dreaming. She feared she’d wake up one day, and it would all vanish into nothingness.

      “This is just a suggestion,” Nicole began, “but how about we do a deal? As you know, Brightview is moving into the final production stages for the script we bought from you. We could bring you in as a consultant. You could work beside one of our current in-house scriptwriters and learn the ropes.”

      Emily opened her mouth to speak, but no words came forth. She closed her mouth again. Her brain started swimming with questions, and she wasn’t sure which to ask first.

      “Obviously, it would be in London,” Nicole continued, seemingly unaware of Emily’s bewilderment. “And we begin work on the Monday after your honeymoon. But I think we can work around these details. You’d be getting an amazing opportunity to learn more, to work in a theatre and for a production company.”

      Emily finally found her tongue. “It sounds great! But there’s no way I could afford the flights.”

      Nicole nodded her understanding. “Well, we could adjust the royalty split that we have set up. You could take less of a percentage, and we can pay for your flights. And, once the production is up and running, we may have something else for you. Or your experience might get you a job here in New York. We’ll see how things go and what comes up in the meantime. The important thing is that you’ll have first-hand experience at what it takes to put on a production, you’ll see the direct correlation between script and production.”

      Emily felt the familiar palpitations. She tried to think logically about the proposal, but she was overwhelmed.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in,” Nicole said apologetically. “And obviously, there’s a time pressure on your decision. But I wouldn’t recommend this unless I genuinely felt that it was a good opportunity for you.”

      Emily licked her lips and placed her hands palm down on the table to ground herself.

      “So, hold on, let me get this right. I’d take a royalty cut, but you’d fly me to London and back?”

      Nicole nodded.

      “How long would I be gone? I can’t leave Henry… or Olivia. Not just after the honeymoon. And Henry starts school then…”

      Nicole picked up a calculator from the table and quickly input some figures. “Yes, well, it will be a four-week project. So, how about we pay for you to fly to London on a Sunday evening and back to New York on a Friday evening for as long as the project lasts? You’ll be away during the week but home at weekends.”

      Emily tried to calculate all the questions she should be asking, but her mind was coming up blank. She knew it would be an amazing opportunity, but she also didn’t want to leave her family for long periods at a time. Especially with Henry starting school. She didn’t want to give him extra stress, or make Olivia have to deal with what would be a big event in Henry’s life.

      “Sorry to throw this at you right before your wedding,” Nicole apologised. “It’s just that I can’t guarantee Brightview will host another of your plays, and if we do I couldn’t possibly say when. But this I can guarantee.”

      “I understand,” Emily quickly said. “And I really do appreciate the offer. It’s just a lot to take in. I need to think it over.”

      “Of course.” Nicole started to gather up the paperwork that had been strewn over the table. “Chat with Olivia and let me know what you think.”

      “I will. And thank you, I know this isn’t something you’d do for just anyone.”

      “I believe in the quality of your work, Emily. You have a style that is quite unique, and I genuinely believe that you have a lot to offer the theatre world in a time where theatre is frankly struggling. You just need the opportunity to see behind the curtain.”

      Emily picked up her mug and took another sip. She pictured herself standing in the stalls of a London theatre, looking up at the actors on the stage reading out words she had written years before.

      It really was a golden opportunity.
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      Olivia sat on the edge of the sofa, waiting to stand up and offer help. Even though she knew it would be declined. Emily was very keen on doing most of the household tasks herself, especially the laundry. She claimed that as Henry went through anywhere between two and five clothes changes a day, she felt obliged to take on all the laundry. Which was clearly ridiculous, as Henry’s clothes were a quarter of the size of the adults’ and Olivia didn’t feel that laundry was such an arduous task.

      But she knew it was best to remain seated while Emily spoke about whatever it was that was bothering her.

      Nicole had left, Henry had been put to bed, and Emily had poured Olivia a glass of wine and ordered her to sit on the sofa. Emily had returned with the laundry basket and started to fold clothes while she explained Nicole’s work offer.

      Olivia could tell that Emily was slightly agitated, but she couldn’t quite figure out why. The fact that she was attempting to fold Henry’s tiny socks were an indication of her distraction.

      “It sounds like a good idea,” Olivia offered, hoping that it was the right thing to say.

      Emily dropped a half-folded sweater into the laundry basket and looked at Olivia with pleading eyes.

      “Really?” Emily asked.

      “It’s an amazing opportunity,” Olivia pointed out.

      “But I’ll be away from home,” Emily explained. She picked up the sweater again and started to refold it.

      Olivia bit her lip and looked out of the window. It was dark outside, and she stared at the tree branches shifting in front of the streetlight. She didn’t want Emily to go away. It already felt like there had been so much wasted time between them. She wanted to spend every feasible moment together, even if she knew that wasn’t necessarily possible. And maybe not wise.

      “You don’t want me to go, do you?” Emily asked.

      Olivia turned back to face her. “I do. A-and I don’t.”

      Emily waited for her to continue.

      Olivia licked her lips and prepared herself. It was one of those conversations. A big one, an important one. One that had the possibility of going oh-so-wrong. They’d talked at length about Olivia’s fear of saying the wrong thing. Emily was calm and tried to see the meaning behind some of Olivia’s less artful words. But even so, the fear of getting everything wrong worried Olivia immensely.

      “I want you to be happy,” Olivia began. It seemed like a safe starting point. “I’ll miss you terribly during the week. But I can see that this is a great opportunity and one I don’t think will appear again.”

      “I don’t want to be away from you,” Emily said. “And what about Henry?”

      Olivia frowned. “What about Henry?”

      Emily gave her that look. The look that indicated that she might have said something stupid.

      “I-I mean, of course, I’ll look after Henry.”

      Emily’s look softened to one of curiosity.

      Olivia snatched the glass of wine from the table and stood up.

      “It makes sense. You have an opportunity, and I’m not working at the moment. I will tend to Henry while you focus on your career. I know Henry’s routines, he’s comfortable with me. I’m sure between us we could make him understand that you need to work. He’s always been understanding of that in the past.”

      Olivia walked in front of the window. She gestured towards the upstairs of the house with her wine glass. “I’ve been involved in all the discussions regarding his school. I’d made a small list of things we need to prepare. I’m happy to take over with that regard. And then we can make the weekends extra special.”

      “Really?” Emily breathed.

      Olivia looked at her and frowned. It seemed the logical thing to do. Of course she’d watch over Henry. She wasn’t sure why Emily was looking at her as if she’d agreed to some horrendous undertaking.

      “Absolutely,” Olivia said. “This is something you have to do. I know how much you want to be a scriptwriter. Real-life experience is going to be such a break for you. You simply have to take these opportunities when they arise. Henry and I will be fine. Besides, Henry will be at school all day so he’ll barely have time to miss you.”

      Emily dropped an unfolded t-shirt into the laundry basket. She looked at Olivia with a smile. “You’re incredible. I should marry you.”

      “You should.” Olivia looked at her watch. “In thirty-six hours.”

      Emily crossed the room slowly, her eyes fixed on Olivia.

      “I’m bored of laundry,” she announced.

      Olivia placed her wine glass on the coffee table. “I’ll take over,” she offered.

      Emily took her wrist and spun her around so they were facing each other.

      “I’m bored of laundry,” Emily repeated, slower this time.

      Olivia considered the eyes of her love. Something was up, and she couldn’t quite tell what it was.

      Suddenly, the penny dropped.

      “Oh! Yes, well, the laundry can wait,” Olivia agreed.

      Emily smiled and gently tugged on Olivia’s wrist. She led her through the living room. Olivia reached out and turned off the downstairs lights as she was steered upstairs.
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      Emily critically eyed her reflection in the floor-length mirror. She ran her hands over the front of her white wedding dress, brushing out non-existent creases. Her heart fluttered nervously in her chest.

      After weeks of planning, the day was finally here. She was marrying Olivia Lewis. Months ago, when she was working as cabin crew in the first-class compartment of a transatlantic flight, she would never have dreamed that Olivia would become the love of her life. Now, she couldn’t imagine life without Olivia.

      That thought did little to quell the butterflies racing through her stomach.

      Emily had always been pragmatic. She’d always let her head lead her heart, never the other way around. She knew that she hadn’t known Olivia that long. Their relationship had gone from dating to moving in together in record time, and the notion of marriage had quickly followed.

      But she’d fallen head over heels in love. She knew that Olivia was the one. She’d never experienced the sensation before. Knowing without a shadow of a doubt that you had found your perfect partner. Understanding with heart and soul that looking any further would be utterly pointless.

      Sadly, such understanding didn’t stop wedding day jitters.

      “Mommy, Olivia looks like a princess!” Henry exclaimed as he came bursting into her room.

      Emily chuckled and put her hands on her hips as she looked down at her son.

      “Don’t I look like a princess?” she asked.

      Henry looked at her thoughtfully for a few moments before shrugging his shoulders.

      Emily turned away from him and looked at herself in the mirror again.

      “You’re not helping Mommy’s nerves,” she told him with a sigh.

      Henry softly elbowed his way in between her and the mirror to see his own reflection.

      “Are you nervous?” he giggled as if the thought were ridiculous.

      “I am.”

      Henry made an amused face and then started to reach for his gelled hair. Emily took his hand and shook her head.

      “Leave your hair alone, at least until after the photographs have been taken.”

      Henry nodded and lowered his hand. He looked at his reflection and sighed.

      “Why do I have to wear a suit, Mommy? It’s tight. And heavy.”

      She smirked. Henry had recently discovered the art of lying to get his way, and while it worked well with Olivia, she knew when Henry was being liberal with the truth.

      “Oh, then I suppose you should go home. We’ll go on the honeymoon without you,” she suggested lightly.

      Henry’s eyebrows rose in shock. “I want to go on the honeymoon, Mommy,” he argued.

      When the idea of a honeymoon had been brought up, Emily had been hesitant. Yes, she wanted to go on a honeymoon and spend time with Olivia, but the timing of the wedding was difficult. It was only a short time before Henry started school, which happened to be the same time that Emily started her new job as a scriptwriter in London. Emily didn’t want to spend time away from Henry right before they were both embarking on new adventures in their lives.

      Olivia had quickly solved the problem: Henry would join them on their honeymoon. It was just another reason Emily adored her soon-to-be wife. Some people would have taken a while to settle into the role of stepparent. But Olivia loved Henry and would do anything for him. Honeymoon plans were quickly changed to include things suitable for a five-year-old boy. And now, Henry was more excited about the honeymoon than anyone else.

      “But we’re going straight from the reception to the honeymoon, if your suit is too tight and too heavy then you’ll need to go home,” Emily explained.

      Henry’s shoulders slumped. “I’ll be okay,” he promised as if making a great sacrifice on her behalf.

      Emily smothered a smile and walked back towards her dressing table. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that Olivia would have raced around, seeking out a new suit for him. And the determined woman would probably manage it, too. She smiled at the mental image of Olivia rushing into the local mall in her wedding dress, demanding that a child’s suit of impossibly light material be produced immediately.

      She looked at her hair, wondering if the complicated up-style was worth the sensation of a hundred hair clips digging into her skull.

      “Mommy? Mommy?” Henry stood beside her and tugged on her cap sleeve excitedly.

      She turned and took his head in her hands, staring at him intently and responding to his enthusiasm in kind. “Yes, Henry?”

      He giggled at her behaviour but quickly put on a serious expression.

      “Mommy, I need a kitten.”

      Emily laughed. She continued to cup his face as she shook her head. “You don’t need a kitten, Henry. You certainly don’t need a kitten. On. My. Wedding. Day.” She kissed his forehead and let him go. “We’ll talk about it later, I promise.”

      “Okay,” he said reluctantly. He looked at her seriously for a moment. “You’re very pretty.”

      Emily narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying that because you want a kitten or because you actually think I’m pretty?”

      “Because you’re pretty!” Henry told her with a wide grin.

      Emily chuckled. “I’m not sure I believe you. I mean, I don’t look like a princess like Olivia.” She pretended to be hurt and turned away to look at her reflection again.

      “But you always look like a princess, Mommy,” Henry argued sincerely.

      Emily looked at his reflection in the mirror and smiled. “Henry?”

      “Mommy?” He met her eyes in the glass.

      “I love you very much.”

      Henry frowned, clearly confused as to why the subject was being brought up. He was starting to grow out of the never-ending kisses and declarations of love phase.

      “Can you go and get Lucy for me?” Emily asked.

      Happy to have a task, Henry turned away and started to run from the room.

      “Remember to knock!” Emily called after him, hoping that he’d heard and would in his excitement.

      She looked at her reflection again, wondering where the sudden doubt over her appearance had come from. She’d never been one to particularly worry about her looks, figuring that she couldn’t do much to change them, so why worry?

      But now she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the mirrors in the hotel room. And there were a lot of them. Apparently, when you were getting married, the hotel wheeled out every mirror in New York so you could see parts of your appearance never seen before and start to worry about them.

      “Knock knock!”

      “Come in, Nicole!” Emily called out.

      Nicole walked in and stopped dead in the middle of the room. She put her hand over her heart and smiled.

      “Darling, you look incredible.”

      Emily could feel herself blush. “Do I? Are you sure? I’m really nervous.”

      “Oh, you’re supposed to be nervous, I’d be worried if you weren’t. Olivia’s a basket case.”

      “Is she?” Emily felt happier knowing that Olivia was also feeling the nerves. Something about her strong and put-together fiancée also being terrified helped to centre her. Strength in numbers, she assumed.

      “She is,” Nicole confirmed. She took a few steps forward and twirled her finger in the air. “Come on, give me a spin for the full effect.”

      Emily laughed and took a self-conscious spin.

      “Gorgeous,” Nicole decided. “Absolutely gorgeous. Olivia’s a lucky woman.”

      “I bet she looks amazing, doesn’t she?” Emily asked. She hated being separated from her. Olivia’s insistence that they not see each other before the wedding was ridiculous, superstition be damned. She wanted nothing more than to get into the elevator and go down a couple of floors to where Olivia was presumably pacing a hotel room in much the same way she was.

      “You both look gorgeous,” Nicole replied diplomatically.

      Emily frowned. “She’s not on her own, is she?”

      “No, Sophie’s with her,” Nicole said. She sat in an armchair in front of the large window and let out a sigh. “Young Sophie who’s glowing with pregnancy and also looking gorgeous.”

      Emily chuckled. “Nicole, you look fantastic.”

      “Do I?” Nicole perked up. “How nice of you to say.”

      It was true, Nicole looked great. But Emily always thought that Nicole looked great. Like Olivia, the woman just seemed to effortlessly look incredible.

      Emily was no stranger to looking impeccable, but that was when she worked cabin crew. When she knew that immaculate nail polish and not a hair out of place was fundamental to keeping her job. On an average day, Emily pulled her long, blonde hair into a ponytail and was content to wear whatever fell out of the wardrobe first.

      Nicole and Olivia were professional adults, sometimes even wearing suits and heels on days off.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Come in, Luce,” Emily called.

      “Oh, it’s turning into a party! I should have brought some wine,” Nicole said.

      Lucy hurried into the room. Once she caught sight of Emily, she gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. She let out a little scream before rushing towards Emily and wrapping her in a hug.

      No sooner had she hugged Emily, she stood back and started walking around her, looking her up and down.

      “You look amazing!” Lucy squeaked. “Oh my god, you look so amazing.”

      Lucy spun to look at Nicole. “How’s Olivia? Does she look amazing?”

      “Everyone looks amazing,” Nicole assured her. “And Olivia is fine. Anxious to get on with the show, but fine.”

      “Tom is walking Henry through their roles again,” Lucy explained. “Just another thirty minutes!”

      Emily flopped into the chair at the dressing table. “Thirty minutes? It was thirty-five minutes about an hour ago!”

      “It’s wedding time, wedding time doesn’t follow the rules of normal time,” Lucy told her. “If you’re running late, then every minute you spend is actually ten minutes. If you’re ready early, then it’s the reverse.”

      “It’s the same as theatre time,” Nicole said. “If everyone is ready to go ten minutes before curtain up, then those ten minutes take about an hour.”

      The comment about work jogged Emily’s memory. “Oh yes, I may need to change my flight time arriving in London…”

      Nicole raised an eyebrow. “If you talk about work now, I’ll pull the fire alarm.”

      Emily laughed and held up her hands. “Okay, okay, no work talk.”

      “Is everyone decent?”

      “Come in, Simon,” Emily called out.

      “You’re going to need more chairs. Maybe have the wedding here and save on the venue hire,” Nicole suggested.

      Olivia’s former assistant entered the room. Once he saw Emily he fell to his knees dramatically, his arms outstretched and his face one of awe. “Wow!”

      “Oh, shut up,” Emily told him. She laughed at his overreaction.

      He smiled and stood up again. “You look incredible. Seriously.”

      Emily walked over to him and adjusted his tie slightly. “You look very handsome. Are you wearing foundation?”

      Simon nodded excitedly. “I stole some of Sophie’s, my skin looks great!”

      “It does,” Emily agreed. She held onto Simon’s tie. “So, apropos of nothing, what happened at Olivia’s bachelorette party last night?”

      Simon’s eyes flicked down to where Emily was slowly tightening his tie.

      “Nothing,” he quickly said. He looked to Nicole. “Why don’t you ask her? She was there, too!”

      “She’s kind of my boss now, I can’t threaten my boss,” Emily told him with a wink. “And if anyone would be stupid enough to organise something silly… like strippers, it would be you, not Nicole.”

      “No strippers, nothing like that. Promise,” Simon said.

      Emily readjusted his tie and patted it down. “Good, good.” She winked at him again.

      “What did you girls get up to anyway? Sophie won’t say a word,” Simon asked.

      Lucy laughed. “What happens at a bachelorette party, stays at a bachelorette party.”

      “When it suits you,” Simon pointed out. “And remember that Sophie isn’t drinking, so she remembers everything. She’ll be blackmailing you for her silence any day now.”

      “No, you’re confusing your lovely girlfriend with yourself,” Lucy told him.

      Their playful bickering blended into the background as Emily started to panic. In under half an hour she’d be getting married. Something she desperately wanted, but something that terrified her nonetheless. Why was she so nervous?

      Nicole appeared by her side. “Do you want to raid the minibar?” she whispered.

      Emily chuckled and shook her head. “No, I’m just really nervous. I want it to be done. I just want to be married. All this waiting around is killing me.”

      Nicole handed Emily her iPhone. “Angry Birds. It’s gotten me through my niece’s school nativity, a three-hour flight delay, and a nightmare wait for hospital results.”

      [image: ]

      Emily felt Olivia’s lips on hers and almost let out a sigh of relief.

      It was done.

      They were married.

      She was glad that Olivia had thought to hire a videographer because she was already struggling to remember any details of the wedding aside from sheer panic.

      From the moment she had seen Olivia standing beneath the flowered archway in the hotel gardens, everything had gone blank. The crowd of people had merged into the background, the violinist’s music had become white static in her ears.

      She was thankful for Tom agreeing to take on the role of father of the bride and guiding her down the aisle. Without his support, she was sure she would have remained glued to her spot, unable to move. Olivia, being a problem-solver, would have eventually moved the archway to where Emily stood, immobile.

      Now, she felt Olivia’s warm and soft lips on hers. Everything was returning to normal. She could hear the violins, the sound of the crowd applauding, and Simon wolf-whistling above everyone else. She could feel Henry’s hand touching her leg, Olivia’s hand on her arm. Soft gestures of comfort that reminded her of the little family they had managed to create.

      Olivia ended the kiss and leaned back a little. She looked amazing. Her makeup and hair were perfection, as always, but the passion in her brown eyes took Emily’s breath away.

      “Are you okay?” Olivia whispered.

      “Very okay, especially now that it’s over.”

      “It’s not over.” Olivia frowned. “There’s still the photos, the cake cutting, the meal, speeches, party—”

      “Olivia,” Emily warned.

      Olivia was still working on identifying when her fastidious attention to detail stressed Emily out. Clearly this was a time when she needed a little guidance.

      “Oh.” Olivia’s eyes widened. “It… will all be fine. I’m here.”

      Emily smiled. “Thank you, that’s just what I needed to hear.”

      Olivia beamed with satisfaction. They turned to face the guests, who were still cheering and clapping loudly. They started to walk down the centre aisle, but Emily felt Henry’s hand tugging on her dress and paused.

      “Mommy?” Henry asked. “About the kitten…”

      “Henry, maybe later?” Emily suggested.
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      “We need sperm.”

      Emily nearly choked on her food. She turned to regard Olivia with a look that she hoped conveyed now was not the time for such a conversation.

      Unfortunately, Olivia took the look as confusion and decided to explain further.

      “To make the baby. If I’m going to have a baby, then we need sperm,” Olivia explained as if Emily was unsure of the finer workings of baby production. Despite already having had a child.

      She quickly swallowed her food and looked around the large dining room, hoping that none of the guests were able to overhear Olivia’s words. Being at the head table meant that many people were occasionally glancing at them and raising a wine glass in salutation.

      “Not now,” Emily whispered as she smiled at Olivia’s uncle who was smiling at the happy couple. She raised her own glass in thanks.

      “Well, I have to ask Simon tonight, we won’t see him again before he flies home,” Olivia explained.

      Emily spun her head to face Olivia. “Simon?”

      “Yes. He’s a friend, he’d be happy to do it. And we know he’s already made a baby, so he’s obviously fertile.” Olivia picked up her wine glass and took a sip.

      Emily’s mouth opened and closed. This was not something they’d discussed. Not something she’d expected to discuss. And certainly not at her wedding reception.

      “We need to talk about this in more detail before we make any rash decisions. And, I don’t mean talk about it right now,” Emily said firmly, hoping to end Olivia’s interest in the conversation quickly.

      Olivia slowly nodded and returned to her own meal. Emily watched her process the exchange. She knew it would go one of two ways, either Olivia would understand that now was not the right time, or—

      “I’m not suggesting I sleep with him, just that he provides his sperm. Not tonight, that would be odd,” she reassured. “But we need to speak with him. To sow the seed, so to speak. He’ll put it in a little plastic pot—”

      “Olivia!” Emily hissed. “Now is really not the time or the place to talk about this. Simon might not want to do it, or Sophie might not want him to do it. If you ask them on your wedding day, it will be hard for them to say no. Hell, I don’t even know if I want him to do it.”

      Olivia looked confused. “But, we’re supposed to be having a baby.”

      “Not in the next two days,” Emily pointed out. “We can talk about this later, it doesn’t all have to be now.” Emily brushed a strand of hair behind Olivia’s ear.

      She knew that Olivia was suddenly wondering about the next stage in her life. When Olivia had stepped down from being managing director at Applewood Financial, she’d thrown herself into decorating the house. And then into planning the wedding. And then the honeymoon.

      In Olivia’s mind, the wedding was practically over, and she was itching to get onto the next thing. Emily had known that the subject would be approaching at some point, but she’d still hoped that sperm wouldn’t be a topic of discussion over the fish course.

      “I promise we will talk about it soon, just not tonight. I want to be absolutely sure that we can’t make a baby ourselves before we get outside help.” Emily waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      Olivia frowned. “We can’t make—”

      Emily stared at her pointedly.

      “Oh, oh!” Olivia suddenly understood. “Yes, of course, you’re right. We should try ourselves, just to be sure.”

      Emily smiled and returned to her meal. She glanced up and saw Simon smiling at her. She quickly looked back to her plate, feeling her cheeks heat as she did.
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      Olivia sipped her coffee. She stood in front of the large hotel window and looked out at the ocean. The dark blue waters glistened in the sunlight. The early morning joggers were already up and running along the beach.

      She sighed.

      “Are you sad?”

      She turned to look at Henry, who was eyeing her suspiciously.

      “No, why would I be sad?” she asked.

      “Because you keep sighing.” Henry pointed to the ever-present toy giraffe on the dining table. “Tiny says you’re sad.”

      “Well, Tiny is wrong, I’m extremely happy.” Olivia walked over to the table.

      It wasn’t entirely true. She felt like she should feel extremely happy. But, in reality, she was struggling with the big questions that Emily assured her could wait until they were back from their honeymoon.

      Questions like, when they would investigate having a baby? What would the future look like? What was the timetable for the next few months?

      Olivia’s life had always been set to an exacting schedule. She knew what would happen the next day; she even knew what would happen the next month. Things were organised and followed a certain pattern.

      Until recently.

      Now, not a lot made sense. Big questions were met with no firm answer. She supposed this was something she’d need to get used to. Even if the very thought of not knowing caused a slight sweat to form at her brow.

      She looked at Henry. “I’m just thinking about the day. I believe we’re going shopping. That will be nice, won’t it?”

      “But Mommy said we were going to the beach again today.” Henry pulled the crust off a piece of toast and started to eat it.

      “I thought we were going shopping?” Olivia frowned.

      She was certain that Emily had decided to have a day away from the beach, her pale skin beginning to complain at the strength of the sun.

      “No, she said we’re going to the beach,” Henry repeated.

      Olivia sipped her coffee. She eyed the closed bedroom door over the rim of the cup. She’d promised Emily an extra hour in bed, but now she was conflicted. Did she get Henry ready for a day at the beach or a day shopping?

      She turned to regard her stepson, who was telling Tiny about the enormous sand castle he was going to build at the beach.

      She placed her empty coffee mug in the dishwasher in the open-plan kitchen of their hotel suite.

      “You can watch ten minutes of television,” she told Henry as she walked past him.

      She’d barely finished the sentence before Henry was scooping up Tiny and his plastic breakfast plate and running to the living area.

      She quietly crept into the master bedroom, closing the door behind her. The room was dark, a small streak of sunlight hitting the wall where the curtains had been hastily drawn.

      Emily lay spread-eagle on the bed, the sound of her gentle breathing piercing the silence.

      A memory of the night before flashed through Olivia’s mind, and she felt her cheeks flush. They’d been on honeymoon for four days. In some ways, she wished it would never end. Spending time with Emily and Henry was a blessing. They’d watched movies, played at the beach, and played tourist around the local area. It was pure bliss.

      Except for something niggling at the back of her mind. An anxious feeling. As with all vacations, she felt eager to get home and get back into the swing of work. Not that work existed for her anymore. Since she had been ousted from her own company, work was something that other people did.

      And so, she found her mind drifting during movies, or while staring at the cresting waves of the sea, wondering what life would look like when she got home. She had to remind herself not to wish away the vacation in search of stability and order.

      Things were looking very different indeed.

      She was married; she was a mother to Henry. And she was unemployed, living off her considerable savings while Emily forged her new writing career.

      After years of a very strict schedule, Olivia found herself adhering to other people’s. Waking early to get Henry ready in the morning and allowing Emily to sleep in, a luxury her new wife hadn’t often experienced.

      She loved being a source of assistance and strength to Emily. She wanted Emily to know she could rely on her, to know that they were a team. It gave her an enormous sense of pride and satisfaction to be the rock that Emily leaned on. Especially as Emily was a strong and independent woman who had almost never accepted support from anyone in the past.

      She sat on the edge of the bed, not really wanting to wake Emily but knowing that she needed clarification on the day’s plans before preparing Henry for the day.

      “Emily,” she whispered, reaching out and softly running her fingers through long blonde locks.

      Emily’s eyes fluttered open, and she lifted her head a little to regard Olivia.

      “Everythin’ okay?” she mumbled.

      “Yes, I’m sorry to wake you,” Olivia apologised. “What are we doing today? I thought we were going shopping, but Henry says we’re going to the beach?”

      Emily chuckled and turned over to lay on her back. She pulled the sheet up to cover herself.

      “Henry’s lying,” Emily informed her.

      Olivia released an irritated breath through her nose. She couldn’t believe he had managed to con her again.

      Emily reached her hand out and massaged Olivia’s knee through her jeans.

      “Don’t worry.”

      Olivia shook her head. “I don’t understand why he’s suddenly lying to me.”

      “He lies to me as well,” Emily assured. “And to Lucy, and Irene… anyone who will listen. It’s a phase.”

      “When does this phase end?” Olivia asked.

      “Soon,” Emily promised. “I’ll speak to him again. He just knows you’re a soft touch.”

      Olivia jumped to her feet. “I’m not a soft touch,” she complained.

      Emily laughed. “You are. You’d give him the world, and he knows it. You’re the weak link in the chain, sorry.”

      Olivia bent down and picked up Emily’s clothes from the floor, discarded eagerly the night before.

      “I really don’t see where this behaviour came from,” Olivia grumbled.

      Emily sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. “He’s young, he’s learning social skills. Like all other children, he stumbled on the fact that sometimes you can get exactly what you want by lying. He’s exploiting that knowledge.”

      “He doesn’t exploit you,” Olivia pointed out. She folded Emily’s clothes and placed them on the top of the chest of drawers.

      “He tries. But I’m a human lie detector, so I see through his fibs.”

      Olivia shook her head again. “I’m not enjoying this stage of his development.”

      Emily chuckled. “I don’t think anyone does. Do you know what you have to do now?”

      Olivia regarded her. “No, what?”

      “Punish him.”

      Olivia blanched. “P-punish him?”

      “Yep. I’m not talking about hot pokers or anything, but you need to do something. He lied to you, and you need to demonstrate to him that, firstly, you caught him in a lie. And, secondly, you need to punish him. If you don’t, you’ll always be the soft touch.”

      Olivia sat in the chair in the corner of the room. She knew being a parent would have difficult moments, but the idea of punishing Henry horrified her. So far, Emily had taken the lead on anything like that.

      “We agreed that we would be equal partners in Henry’s life,” Emily reminded her. “You can’t always think of him as my son. He thinks of you as a second mother now.”

      “He calls me Olivia.”

      “Only because you haven’t encouraged him to call you something else. If you wanted him to call you ‘Mom’, then he would. He adores you.”

      Olivia’s heart soared at the very thought. She did consider Henry her son, but she was always wary of stepping on Emily’s toes. She didn’t want Emily to feel like she was being replaced. And there was something so real about being called ‘Mom’. The weight of the responsibility was heavy, she knew she would be ready for it when it came. But she wasn’t sure if she wanted to assist in its early arrival.

      “What kind of punishment?” she asked.

      Emily shrugged her shoulders. “What do you think is appropriate?”

      [image: ]

      Olivia stood behind the sofa and listened to the magical sound of Henry’s giggles. She narrowed her eyes. The five-year-old boy sat in his giraffe-emblazoned pyjamas, happily watching morning cartoons.

      She knew the happy scene in front of her was about to dramatically change. And she would be the cause of that change. It seemed so grossly unfair that Henry had caused the situation, and her actions, actions required to fix the situation and make him a better person, were about to cause tears and heartbreak. For everyone.

      “Henry,” she said slowly.

      He turned and looked at her with a big grin on his face. She loved that smile. The dimples. The big cheeks that she hoped he’d never grow into.

      Henry’s grin faded, and a puzzled expression replaced it as the silence continued.

      “Henry,” she started again. She dug deep and found some strength. “Did Mommy really say that we were going to the beach today?”

      Henry quickly nodded his head.

      It was a mistake.

      The bold-faced lie right to her face caused Olivia to see red. Her sweet, innocent little boy had just lied to her.

      “I know that’s not true,” Olivia said calmly.

      “Yes, it is,” he told her firmly.

      “You’re lying to me, and we’ve already told you that’s wrong. So, no television for one week.”

      Henry’s mouth dropped open in horror. He stared at her for a moment, ascertaining the truth of her statement. His eyes filled with tears, and he let out a pained cry. He stumbled to his feet and ran from the living room towards the master bedroom.

      Olivia felt any residual anger at being lied to leave her. Anguish replaced it in a split second. Who knew that being a parent could be such an emotional rollercoaster? She found herself rooted to the spot, staring blankly at the doorway Henry had vanished through. She had made him cry, for the first time. And he’d run to Emily to dry his tears. She felt like a monster.

      Emily appeared in the doorway, buttoning up her top, all thoughts of some extra rest gone. Henry walked beside her, his face bright red and his breath coming in heavy pants as he tried to explain how he had been wronged.

      “Why did she do that?” Emily asked Henry. She offered Olivia a sympathetic smile.

      “I… don’t… know…” Henry wheezed in-between tears.

      “I think you do,” Emily prompted as she crossed to the kitchen.

      “No,” Henry denied.

      Emily poured herself a cup of coffee from the carafe. “Are you sure? Because I heard that you told a lie. And if you told a lie, then I think you should be punished. We don’t tell lies, do we?”

      Henry backhanded a few tears and shook his head. His cheeks were bright red with the exertion. Olivia worried that all the blood in his body was currently in his head. Surely that couldn’t be healthy?

      But Emily stood tall, slowly sipping her coffee and looking down at him with a neutral expression.

      Olivia was impressed that Emily didn’t crumble and scoop him up into a hug. But then she supposed it was that kind of behaviour that would prevent Henry from ever learning.

      “Maybe you should say something to Olivia?” Emily suggested. She tilted her head in her new wife’s direction.

      Olivia held her breath and stood a little straighter. She was sure that Henry would hate her forever. She’d punished him and made him cry. How would he ever forgive her? She would have to comfort herself that she was helping to raise a good person, even if that good person resented her cruelty.

      Henry started walking towards Olivia. The action quickly turned into a sprint and he fell into her legs at speed, nearly knocking her over.

      “I’m sorry, Olivia. I’m sorry I lied!” he cried through his tears. “Please don’t hate me.”

      Olivia pushed aside any notion of stoically standing by. Instead, she fell to her knees and pulled him into a hug.

      “I could never hate you,” she promised him. “Never.”

      Henry sobbed onto her shoulder, and Olivia gripped him tightly. She looked up to see Emily looking at her. Emily raised her eyebrow meaningfully. Olivia let out a sigh. This was the bit she hated, the follow-through. Emily had explained again and again the importance of the follow-through.

      She swallowed. “I love you very much,” she reassured. “But you’re still not allowed to watch television for one week. And you need to remember to not lie to me.”

      Henry’s head nodded against her shoulder.

      “Okay, let’s put this behind us and have a great day,” Emily announced. “Henry, go to your room and get some clothes out for shopping, all right? I’ll be in soon to help you get ready.”

      Henry pulled away and dashed towards his bedroom.

      Olivia got to her feet and looked at Emily. “That was hard.”

      “It was. But it’s the right thing to do. He’ll forget about all of this within the next fifteen minutes.”

      “I won’t,” Olivia pointed out.

      Emily walked over and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “Being a parent is hard. But you’re very good at it.”

      “Why do people put themselves through this? I’m going to feel guilty about this moment for days, weeks, to come. Henry is probably not going to remember it by dinner. And he caused the problem,” Olivia grumbled.

      “Are you sure you want to have another one?” Emily asked seriously.

      Olivia thought about the question for a few moments. She did want another child. She wanted Henry to have a sibling to play with, and she wanted to grow their family. She didn’t feel like they needed another baby to be a family, but somehow, it felt right.

      “The pros substantially outweigh the cons.”

      “Spoken like a true mathematician,” Emily replied with a smile.

      Olivia barked a laugh. “Is that what I am?”

      “Of course.”

      Olivia shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t feel like one. I don’t feel like much of anything at the moment. It’s a strange time,” she admitted.

      “It’s one of the things you are. Even if you aren’t working. A doctor is still a doctor even when they’re unemployed. You’re still a finance wizard even though you’re not working.” Emily walked back to the kitchen and opened the cupboard to fetch a bowl. “Are you sure you don’t want to go back to work?”

      “Of course, we agreed that I’d stay with Henry and the baby while you build up your new career,” Olivia said.

      “Just because I’m starting a new career doesn’t mean that you can’t work if you want to. I know that work is important to you. And I like the suits.” Emily winked.

      Olivia laughed but shook her head. “No, we made an agreement. It’s important that one of us remains with the children. Especially if you’re going to be flying back and forth to London.”

      Olivia had made a promise to Emily, and it was one she intended to keep. She didn’t want Emily to have to worry about things. They were a team now; she would stay home while Emily learnt her new craft. She wasn’t about to go back on a promise she made two days before their wedding. Even if she was struggling to see what her future looked like now.

      “You could come with me sometimes. Lucy would happily take Henry for a few days if you wanted to come and see the theatre,” Emily suggested.

      Olivia vehemently shook her head. “I told you, I’m not ready to get on one of those death-traps.” The memory of the crash was still vivid in her mind. Her ankle throbbed with a phantom pain.

      “You have to get back on the horse eventually. Are you going to stay in New York and surroundings areas, doomed to only travel in cars and trains, for the rest of your life?” Emily pressed.

      “As I believe I proved when planning this honeymoon, this country has a perfectly nice railroad network.”

      “It does,” Emily agreed, “but it doesn’t take you to Europe. And what if Henry wants to go to… I don’t know… Disney?”

      “The train—” Olivia began.

      “…Land.”

      Olivia brought up the mental image of the railway map and pondered routes from New York to California. It wouldn’t be easy, or fast.

      “Not to mention that I don’t want Henry to be frightened of planes. Especially as I’m going to be using them so often,” Emily continued. “Think about it. Please?”

      Olivia swallowed and nodded.

      Emily leaned closer and placed a chaste kiss on Olivia’s cheek. “Thank you.” She returned her attention to preparing her breakfast.

      Olivia wondered how on earth she got so lucky. She may have been unsure of some things, like her suddenly non-existent career path, but she knew choosing Emily as a life partner was the best decision of her life.

      Now she just needed to ensure she lived up to Emily’s expectations.
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      Olivia arranged the stack of napkins so they sat at the correct angle to the table. The noise of the busy food court at the shopping mall made it difficult to focus on anything, and she mentally willed Emily to hurry in her return.

      Sensory overload, Emily had called it. Noisy, Olivia had corrected. She wasn’t ready to start labelling situations that frustrated her, she knew where that path led.

      “When we get home, can I paint?” Henry asked.

      “Home to the hotel or home?” Olivia asked.

      Sending the concierge out for children’s painting supplies had been somewhat frowned upon by Emily on the second day of their stay. Even if they were staying at a luxury resort and, as far as Olivia was concerned, that’s what the concierge was there for. Besides, the man didn’t complain the first two times she sent him out. Although, maybe the third time to get a better shade of yellow had been pushing it.

      “Home,” Henry clarified. He reached forward and pushed the straws so they were precisely angled to the napkins. He’d taken to helping Olivia arrange table settings exactly, happy to help position every item perfectly.

      “Then, yes.”

      “Will you paint with me?”

      Olivia gave him a sideways glance. Henry seemed to have completely forgotten about his earlier tantrum. It surprised her that just a few hours had passed, and he was acting like it never happened. She knew he’d forget eventually, but it had happened so quickly.

      He’d taken her hand as they arrived at the mall and animatedly pointed out the grand water fountain. And since then, he’d been chatting like normal.

      Maybe disciplining him wouldn’t be as difficult as she feared. Perhaps she could continue to punish him when necessary and not be fearful that he would hate her for the rest of his life. Maybe children really were as resilient as Emily suggest.

      Not to mention forgetful.

      “I will,” she agreed.

      “Can we do it after we get a kitten?”

      Manipulative little sh—

      Emily lowered a tray to the table. “Okay, three different meals for three people,” she announced. She placed a chicken salad with no dressing in front of Olivia.

      “Ick,” Henry announced as he peered at the food.

      “Pasta for Henry.” Emily placed a bowl of pasta in tomato sauce in front of him.

      “Ick,” Olivia said with a smile. She speared a piece of her lettuce and placed it on top of the mountain of pasta shapes.

      Henry accepted the greenery without complaint. He picked up his fork and tucked into his meal.

      “What have you two be doing?” Emily sat down and unpacked her sandwich.

      “Olivia said she’s going to paint with me.”

      “When we get home,” Olivia hurriedly added.

      Emily looked at Henry with a shocked expression. “You’re already planning what you’re going to do when we get home? We’re on vacation for another three days. Don’t wish it away.”

      “But you won’t be there.” Henry grumpily chewed on another piece of pasta.

      “Mommy has to work,” Olivia reminded him. She knew Emily was dreading flying to London at the end of their honeymoon. Of course she was happy for the opportunity, but being away from Henry for work was something she had thought would remain in her past.

      “Work, work, work,” Henry grumbled. He stared at his bowl and moved the pasta around.

      “If I don’t work, then you’ll have to get a job,” Emily said as she took a sip of her coffee.

      Henry’s eyes snapped up.

      “Actually, that’s a great idea.” Emily’s eyes shone with excitement. She turned to Olivia. “You and I should stay home and paint, we can send Henry to work.”

      Before Olivia could answer, she continued, “He can’t do anything that involves reaching for things. Or anything that involves driving… have you learnt how to drive yet, Henry?”

      Henry shook his head, eyes wide.

      “I think you could get a job cleaning toilets, you have little hands. You could reach around the bend. I think you’d be good at it.”

      Henry shook his head faster. “But…”

      “Oh, phew, I’m glad that’s been arranged. Now I don’t have to go to London.” She took a hearty bite of her sandwich.

      Henry looked at Olivia with a face of sheer panic. Olivia looked back at him with confusion. She wondered if Emily had been in the sun for too long and was suffering heat stroke.

      Henry turned back to Emily. “Mommy, I don’t want to clean toilets.”

      Emily’s face fell. “No?”

      “No,” Henry practically begged.

      Emily let out a sigh. “Okay. Then I suppose I’ll have to go to work instead. It’s a good thing I didn’t cancel my flight.”

      Henry nodded, relief evident on his face.

      “Oh well, you’ll be okay with Olivia while I’m gone, won’t you?”

      “Yes, we’re going to paint,” Henry explained.

      “Good, make sure you sign your own paintings so I can have a look when I get home. I don’t want to mix up who painted what.”

      Henry giggled at the ridiculous idea.

      “Eat your food,” Emily told him. She smiled and gently ruffled his hair.

      Olivia realised that Emily had just turned a potential tantrum around with a few well-placed sentences. Emily’s exceptional motherhood skills awed her once more. She hoped that she would be able to be half the mother Emily was.

      She speared a piece of cucumber and chewed it.

      Although, she did basically manipulate him, she mused. Her eyes flicked up to Emily who was engrossed in eating her sandwich. So that’s where he gets it.

      A woman walked past with a sleeping baby in her arms. Olivia watched her with interest. The woman approached a table with a man and an older woman. She picked up a baby bottle from the table and expertly shifted the baby into a feeding position. Olivia memorised the movement, knowing that she would need it in the future.

      Having a baby had seemed like a genius idea when she’d suggested it. She loved the idea of doing her bit to complete their family, adding another child to the mix. A sibling for Henry to play with.

      But once the euphoria of the decision had worn off, fear had crept in. Getting pregnant, having a baby, and nurturing it all seemed like difficult mountains to climb. Emily said that they would deal with them one at a time, together.

      She felt a warm hand cover her still one that she’d unknowingly rested on the table. She turned to see Emily looking at her.

      “I can hear you stressing,” she said softly.

      Olivia smiled and turned her hand over, grasping Emily’s. “Sorry, I can’t switch it off.”

      “I know. Just remember to talk to me.”

      Olivia nodded. “I will. When I have the right words, I will.”

      Emily smiled and removed her hand. “I’ll be here.”
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      Emily checked her bag for her passport and boarding pass for the third time in the last thirty minutes. Her breath was strained, and her heart beat a little faster at the prospect of travelling. Which was strange considering her previous career working as airline cabin crew.

      When she’d initially planned to come to London on the very last day of her honeymoon, she hadn’t fully grasped how heart-breaking it would be.

      She’d just spent a full week with her new family, her new wife and co-parent, and she didn’t want to get back to reality. Even if reality was the job of her dreams. She supposed she couldn’t really complain, being a theatre scriptwriter was something many people would kill for. But the timing couldn’t have been worse.

      The distance would undoubtedly be worth it in the end. Seeing her play performed live on stage and having the opportunity to learn on the job were opportunities that no one could turn down.

      She let out a sigh.

      “Are you sad?”

      Henry looked up from his colouring book to eye her suspiciously.

      “Yes,” she replied honestly. “I’m going to miss you and Olivia very, very much.”

      Henry nodded his understanding. “I won’t miss you.”

      Emily stared at him in surprise and laughed. “You won’t?”

      “No, Olivia said that we’re going to have so much fun that we won’t have time to miss you,” Henry explained. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, I see.” Emily smiled, her gaze drifting to where Olivia stood in the middle of the airport terminal building having an animated telephone conversation with Simon.

      “Well, I’ll miss you,” Emily continued. “And you’ll be starting school, which is exciting. So, you have to remember everything that happens and tell me all about it.”

      Henry carried on colouring and slowly nodded his head. She knew he was still sad about her going to London for the week but didn’t know how to express it. Which she was selfishly pleased about, because she didn’t think she could cope with Henry getting upset at her departure.

      She looked at her watch. There was half an hour until she needed to go through security.

      “Honestly, you’d think that I still worked there,” Olivia huffed as she sat down with them.

      “Yes, you would,” Emily replied with a knowing smile.

      “He calls me!” Olivia defended.

      “Because you email him twenty times a day, and it’s easier to call you rather than spend two hours replying to your emails.”

      Olivia huffed again and shook her head. Emily smirked; she knew she was right.

      Olivia’s idea of leaving her previous job behind was a little different from most. She wondered whether Olivia would ever be able to let go of Applewoods. Olivia continued to promise that she was stepping away, even if it was taking time. But Emily knew that Olivia was struggling with it.

      She knew it was hard for Olivia, being forced out of a company that she had been running for so many years. A company that her father had established. But office politics and backstabbing meant that the only way to ensure the company survived was for Olivia to no longer be a part of it.

      Despite the enormous pain it had caused Olivia, she was mindful of the employees who needed Applewoods to stay afloat. And so she’d stepped aside, leaving her former assistant in her place. Luckily Simon had shadowed Olivia for long enough to know how to run the business.

      Emily hadn’t said too much about what would come next. Olivia had funds to take her time before diving into a new career. And Emily didn’t feel like it was her place to rush Olivia into action. If she wanted to take some time off, then Emily would, of course, support her.

      The problem was that Olivia seemed bored. The endless phone calls to Simon proved that she was having trouble letting go. Olivia was keen to deny the obvious, frequently claiming that Simon couldn’t do without her. And anytime that Emily suggested that Olivia might be bored, Olivia couldn’t refute it quickly enough.

      Emily couldn’t quite get to the bottom of the subject. Figuring out Olivia’s thought process wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. She knew that eventually Olivia would figure it out and then, hopefully, come to Emily with her conclusion.

      “Thank you for coming to the airport, you didn’t have to,” Emily said. She knew Olivia’s fear of flying extended to the entire air industry. Being in the terminal had put her on edge immediately.

      “It’s what married couples do,” Olivia gestured with her head to a few couples who were saying goodbye to each other.

      “Some, not all,” Emily pointed out. She lowered her voice so Henry wouldn’t hear. “You don’t have to be here. If you want to head home?”

      Olivia looked interested in the idea, and Emily decided that it was up to her to put it into action.

      “In fact, I was thinking of going through security and doing some shopping.”

      “Oh,” Olivia said. Her brow furrowed as she caught up to the idea. But there was an undeniable hopefulness in her tone.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with everything for Henry’s first day?” Emily asked.

      Olivia nodded. She took her iPad out of her bag and unlocked it. “I have everything written down.”

      She handed the iPad to Emily. Emily felt her eyebrows raise at what she saw.

      There was a schedule for the night before as well as the morning itself. It included everything from teeth brushing to checking shoes to ensure they were not too tight. Then there was a packing list for Henry’s bag, a list of contact telephone numbers, times, names of classmates, teachers, and more. Olivia was more prepared than Emily would have been.

      She handed the iPad back. “You seem to have everything ready.” She knew not to mock Olivia’s over-preparedness.

      Olivia regarded the list. “I think so; I’ve been working on it for a few weeks.”

      Emily turned to Henry. “Henry, be a good boy while I’m gone and make sure you do everything that Olivia tells you, okay?”

      Henry put down his crayon, sensing that it was finally time to say goodbye. He nodded his head. “Bye, Mommy.”

      She leaned into a big cuddle and kissed his hair. “Have fun at school, and I’ll call you every day,” she murmured, trying to keep the tears back. She didn’t want to make a big deal about her leaving.

      “I will.” Henry pulled back from the hug and picked up his crayon again.

      She stood up. Olivia did the same, and they embraced.

      “I’m going to miss you,” Olivia admitted.

      “I’m going to miss you, too, but we have to remember that we’ve done this before.”

      “No, we haven’t,” Olivia pointed out.

      Emily chuckled. “Maybe not exactly this, but we’ve been apart. And everything worked out.”

      “It did,” Olivia agreed. “I’ll call you.”

      “You better; I’ll text and email as much as I can, as well. This will get easier.” She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince.

      “It will,” Olivia repeated.

      Emily stood back from the hug and threw the strap of her bag over her shoulder. She looked towards the security gate and then back to Olivia.

      “I’m so proud of you,” Olivia said. “Now, go and show them how good you are.”

      Emily sucked in a deep breath and nodded sharply. She kissed Olivia on the cheek and ruffled Henry’s hair and walked towards the gates.
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      Emily shifted uncomfortably in the airline seat. She looked around the first-class cabin, wondering if the other occupants were looking at her and wondering why she was there. Did they assume she had been given a free upgrade?

      She turned to look back out of the window. She wasn’t made for a life of luxury; she felt ridiculous. She wished she hadn’t allowed Olivia to book her ticket; she hadn’t realised that she was in first-class until the very last moment. As she stepped on board the plane, the cabin crew had gestured her to the left and Emily’s heart had sunk.

      She should have realised. Of course, Olivia would want her to have the best, not thinking about how uncomfortable it could make her. There was no price on the boarding pass, but Emily could just imagine the figure. It made her head swim that someone would spend that amount on travel. She now knew why Nicole had told Emily that Olivia was dealing with her first flight to London, clearly this was Olivia’s way of looking after her. If she couldn’t be there herself, then she’d ensure that Emily was looked after in a way that she herself thought was enjoyable and relaxing.

      She sunk further into the leather, wishing for the seven-hour flight to be over as soon as possible.

      A member of cabin crew stood beside her. Emily looked up, feeling suddenly very small and insignificant in her seat. The woman looked immaculate, makeup done to perfection and not a single hair out of place.

      Emily knew she looked a mess. She’d rushed to the gate having spent a little longer than expected in the airport shop.

      The woman held out a menu. “Can I get you some champagne now, Mrs White?”

      Emily shook her head. “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “We’ll be taking orders for dinner in a few moments.” The woman walked away.

      She wondered why she was so nervous. She’d been that woman, dressed up to the nines and working the first-class deck. She never looked down on any of the passengers, quite the opposite. She always felt that they would look at her as if she was below them. Now she was on the other side and she still felt the same, like the cabin crew were judging her. She wondered why, no matter what side of the transaction she was on, she felt inferior.

      “Ridiculous,” she mumbled to herself. She’d definitely speak to Olivia about never booking first class again.

      It wasn’t just the atmosphere, it was the cost. She didn’t like Olivia spending her money on frivolities. Especially when they were ones that she didn’t enjoy.

      Money. She left out a small sigh and looked out the window.

      The enormous wealth gap was something they had talked about, but something Olivia had yet to fully grasp.

      Olivia had money, and she liked to share it. And while Emily allowed her to an extent, she was still far from comfortable with the idea.

      Olivia’s savings account made Emily’s eyes water. Inheritance money from her parents, as well as half a lifetime of managing a successful company, had presented a lot of zeros.

      Money was always going to be something Emily struggled with. Spending the majority of her life not having any and being in unimaginable debt was bound to create issues around the subject. As much as Olivia tried to say that money didn’t matter, to Emily, it did.

      She’d silently promised herself that she would pay Olivia back and then some. Before she fell asleep at night she would dream of being able to reimburse Olivia for the debts she paid, as well as surprising her with expensive gifts like jewellery.

      Whether she found fame and fortune writing in the theatre, or she worked like a machine for the next thirty years, she was determined to pay Olivia back. She couldn’t spend her life being reliant on her; she needed to stand on her own two feet.

      The money she’d made from the script sales had gone some way towards her feeling like an equal. She’d paid for some of the furniture in the house, as well as contributing to the honeymoon. Olivia had seemed quite confused by Emily’s insistence on paying for certain things. Especially as they shared a central bank account for most living expenses.

      Emily looked around the cabin. She decided that it would be the last first-class flight she would take until she could afford to pay for one herself. Then maybe she would feel like she deserved to be there.

      She let out another sigh and reached forward for the paperwork she had shoved into the magazine rack earlier. She flipped through her handwritten notes, prepping herself for her first day at the theatre.

      Up until then, she had worked from home, occasionally going to meetings in England with Nicole. But now she was actively working on a production. And that meant being at the London office and the theatre every workday. Now everything felt a lot more real.

      The irony that she was now in Olivia’s position was not lost on her. Not long after Olivia had stopped her exhausting weekly commute from New York to London, Emily was starting hers.

      Although she drew the line at sleeping on the plane and then going straight into a full day of work. No, she was leaving a day early to check into her hotel and get a proper night of sleep. She couldn’t imagine going straight to the office on Monday, meeting her colleagues, and diving into work, having stepped off a seven-hour flight just hours earlier.

      She smiled to herself, remembering Olivia’s rigid schedule aboard the flight. Requiring her meal as soon as possible before slipping into her pyjamas and going straight to sleep.

      She recalled standing beside the impressive executive and enquiring about her meal. Olivia delicately wiping her mouth with the corner of her linen napkin and saying it was wonderful.

      They’d come a long way.

      She shook the memories away and refocused on the work in front of her. If she had to be away from her family, she was going to make every second count.
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      Olivia looked at the never-ending traffic and let out a long breath. She pressed a couple of buttons on the steering wheel, and the radio sprung to life. She’d learned from experience that Henry would start complaining of boredom if he sat in traffic for too long without a distraction.

      She’d only been separated from Emily for an hour and she already felt like an essential part of her was missing. Once the airport had swallowed up her wife, Olivia’s mood had soured.

      “When are you going to have a baby?”

      She turned to regard Henry in his booster seat beside her. Henry was usually in the back, playing games or reading. She’d moved him up to the front in case he was missing his mother. She realised a little too late that Henry was going to utilise the opportunity to quiz her.

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Next week?”

      She turned her attention back to the road.

      “Will it be a boy or a girl?” Henry continued. “Or a fish?”

      “Definitely a fish,” Olivia said.

      She’d learnt to not be so literal with everything Henry said. Emily had even encouraged her to sometimes engage in his ridiculous statements.

      “Will your belly be made of glass? Like a goldfish bowl? Will I see it swimming around?”

      Olivia quashed down a feeling of disgust at the very idea. Henry was off on a tangent, and she knew she had to pull him back to reality.

      “Are you looking forward to school?”

      Henry shrugged. “Yeah,” he replied half-heartedly.

      “You’ll make lots of new friends,” she repeated what she’d heard Emily say the day before.

      “I don’t want new friends.”

      Olivia didn’t know what to say to that. She felt the same. New friends were awkward and irritating. Learning what they liked and didn’t like. Cultivating the friendship, taking time to see them when you’d rather be doing something else. And then often realising that they really aren’t the kind of friends you want anyway and spending the next few months nicely turning down every opportunity to meet.

      Friends were exhausting. New friends were akin to some horrific challenge from one of those ghastly reality TV shows.

      “There’s a playground at your school,” Olivia pointed out.

      “Really?” Henry perked up.

      “Yes, it has a slide.” She wondered if she should be spending time instilling the values of the playground equipment rather than the learning activities. “And a library.”

      “Lucy said we should get a cat.”

      Olivia looked at him and raised her eyebrow. “When did you speak to Lucy?”

      “After the wedding. She said we should get a cat.”

      “I thought you wanted a kitten?”

      “I thought about it, and now I want a cat.”

      A car horn sounded. Olivia crawled the car forward the few feet that were so important to the driver behind her. She turned back to Henry.

      “Why a cat and not a kitten? You were adamant about getting a kitten.”

      “Lucy says that we should get a cat because there are already too many cats in the world that don’t have families. And we’re a family. And kittens become cats anyway,” he explained as if Olivia had no idea of the connection between kittens and cats.

      “Why bring another kitten into the world when there are already so many cats in need of a good home?” Henry asked, clearly repeating Lucy’s speech verbatim.

      The thought touched a nerve, and Olivia felt her body run cold. It wasn’t much of a leap to reach the same conclusion when it came to babies. Were they being selfish thinking about having a baby when there were already children in the world who needed a loving family? Would Olivia be the right type of personality to adopt? Would the authorities even allow her to?

      “Olivia?” Henry shook her from her thoughts.

      “I’ll discuss it with your mother.” She turned back to face the road. She imagined that adoption required some kind of medical and psychological evaluations. What would happen if her quirks prevented them from being able to adopt? What would Emily think of her then?

      “Olivia?”

      “Yes?” She itched to turn the radio up to distract Henry. She was having a crisis, and she couldn’t focus on that and Henry’s cat discussion at the same time.

      “If we got a cat, could I name it?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Olivia?”

      She let out a small sigh. “Yes, Henry?”

      “When are you going back to work?”

      She looked at him. “I-I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      “Because your mommy and I agreed that I would stay home and look after you while Mommy works in London.” Olivia nervously licked her lips, hoping that would be the end of the conversation.

      She recalled how she had strolled around the living room with a glass of red wine in her hand, explaining to Emily that it really was the absolute best thing for her to stay home and tend to the house while Emily focused on her career. Emily had seemed so relieved and grateful that Olivia would do such a thing.

      She had felt pride swell within her that she was able to help Emily. Olivia had come to understand that writing was Emily’s passion, and Emily had a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity laid out in front of her.

      To Olivia, it seemed impossible for Emily to be able to take the work opportunity while caring for Henry. Emily had even stated that she was considering whether or not to continue working with Nicole, claiming that the time away from her family would be hard to take.

      And so, Olivia had stepped up and offered to take hold of everything. She would look after the house, care for Henry, and carry the next child.

      Emily had only been gone for a few hours and already Olivia was wondering what she had done. The idea of not working was supposed to be one that filled people with joy. People did all they could to get to retirement age as early as possible, keen to throw off the shackles of employment. But Olivia already felt tense at the prospect of no longer working.

      “Forever?” Henry asked.

      Olivia felt the panic rise again.

      She slowly nodded. “Yes, forever.”

      “And I can have a cat?” Henry asked, seizing upon Olivia’s accepting mood.

      “I’ll discuss it with your mother,” Olivia repeated. “We have to make big decisions as a family.”

      “Can I name the new baby?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Why not?” Henry groused.

      “Because you called a giraffe ‘Tiny’.”

      “But that’s a great name!”

      “Shall we turn to your station?” Olivia was already reaching for the radio knob before Henry could reply.

      Classical music faded away and pop music started to play. Henry danced along to the familiar tunes.

      Olivia breathed out a relieved sigh and slumped a little into the driver’s seat.

      “I wonder how many cats there are in New York who need a new home?” Henry asked.

      Olivia rested her head on the side window with a thud.

      “I bet it’s a million,” he concluded.
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      “Are you nervous?” Nicole asked.

      Emily hurried to match to Nicole’s pace as they walked along the busy London street together. Nicole weaved in and out of people like a professional and Emily did her best to keep up and not get lost in the crowd.

      “Terrified,” Emily admitted.

      “Good. That’s normal.”

      Nicole turned down a side street, and Emily scrambled to catch up with her. Luckily, the side street was much quieter. Emily easily caught up and they started walking side by side.

      They’d met for a quick breakfast at Emily’s hotel before walking to the office together. Emily was regretting the second croissant as her stomach started to twist and turn with nerves.

      “The team is excellent,” Nicole explained. “Obviously. Seeing as I hired them all.”

      Emily chuckled.

      “First there’s Carl, he’ll be your co-writer. He’s an exceptional writer, he knows our styles and requirements, so he’ll be able to lead you in the right direction. You’ll learn a lot from him, but he isn’t your boss, you’re a team.” Nicole threw her a meaningful look.

      Emily nodded. “Team, got it.”

      “Don’t sit back and let others take all the glory. Just because you’re new doesn’t mean you’re not as good as they are.”

      Nicole had been throwing pep talks into most of their conversations over the last few months. From the day Emily had first shown her the scripts she had written to Nicole becoming her agent, the British woman had been very keen to bolster Emily’s flagging self-confidence.

      “Absolutely,” Emily agreed.

      “So, you’ll be sharing an office with Carl. Then there’s Martin, the stage manager, and Hannah, the set designer. At this point, you’ll mainly be working with them. Until we move to live production in two weeks, that is. Then there will a whole company of people for you to meet.”

      “Carl, Martin, and Hannah. Got it.”

      “Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday we have a morning update meeting. We all sit down and catch up, usually bemoan how little time we have, that kind of thing. I’ll be at each meeting, but outside that, I’m afraid I’m in and out of the office.”

      Nicole turned her head to look up and down the street. She took Emily by the elbow and pulled her across the road, weaving in between black cabs.

      Emily allowed herself to be dragged along. Nicole had been a lifeline during the scary transition from unemployed and almost destitute to scriptwriter. In the back of her mind, she knew she was living a rags-to-riches story that she would one day have to write. She just wanted to get a little further into the riches part before she put pen to paper. At the moment, the whole thing still felt surreal, like a bubble about to burst in her hands.

      “Here we are,” Nicole announced.

      In front of them was a door, coated in black paint that was sun-bleached and lightly peeling. Emily looked up at the rest of the façade. The building was in serious need of some maintenance. The old wooden windows needed replacing and the brickwork was occasionally visible in-between gaps in the plasterwork.

      “I did tell you that there’s no money in theatre, right?” Nicole stage-whispered to her.

      Emily laughed nervously.

      “It’s fine inside,” Nicole reassured. “And it’s close to the theatre, I’ll show you that this afternoon. Ready to meet the team?”

      Emily nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”
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      “And how, precisely, am I supposed to bring back that set for the final act? By then, we’ve already put two others in front of it. The space is tiny, I can’t get that set back out without moving everything in front of it. Or removing a wall. Your choice.”

      Martin Faraday crossed his legs and turned to the side. He leaned heavily on the back of his plastic chair and looked away.

      Emily tried to control her expression, but she could feel a smirk beginning to form. Martin was the perfect drama queen. He was exactly what she had expected to find in the theatre. Mid-forties, scruffy, and oh-so-artistically dramatic. He’d already dropped around thirty “darlings” into the short conversation and constantly huffed or turned his face away from the group in dismay at not hearing what he wanted to.

      Emily turned to regard Nicole, awaiting the woman’s response to Martin’s latest complaint. Nicole was as calm and collected as Emily imagined, batting away each of Martin’s grievances with faultless logic and simple solutions.

      It had only been half an hour since she had first entered the building, and they were already straight down to work. They had all been introduced, smiles and handshakes were exchanged, and tea and coffee in cups and saucers had been distributed. They’d gathered in a large and empty room, pulling plastic chairs with metal frames into a circle to start the meeting.

      Contrary to Nicole’s statement, the inside of the building was as old as the outside. It had worn brick walls that had been covered over the course of many years with layer upon layer of white paint. The ceilings were high, and the single-glazed windows protected little from the elements. Emily had already written a note to herself to bring warmer clothes next time. The wind was unforgiving.

      “You’re not packing up the hospital scene next to my landscape,” Hannah pointed out. Hannah was in her early thirties and had long, brown hair that was tied up in a messy bun. “If that gets damaged, we’ll never have time to repair before the next night.”

      Martin spun in his chair and pointed towards Hannah. “You name one time that my guys have damaged one of your sets, one time,” he demanded.

      “I’m just saying…” Hannah huffed.

      Nicole held her hands up. “Okay, stand down, both of you.”

      Martin lowered his accusatory finger and Nicole lowered her hands.

      “I suppose we could move the scene to a new location, but we have to come up with a reason for the children to be out of school?” Nicole mused as she studied the script.

      “A sports day,” Emily quickly said. “Then we can use the exterior and that should be in position two, if I’m not mistaken? Easy to get out in time for the final act?”

      Martin smiled. He turned to Nicole. “I like her. We’re keeping her.”

      Nicole turned to Carl. “What do you think, Carl?”

      Emily turned to her co-writer. He’d been quiet since she’d arrived, offering her a quick handshake and a tight, silent smile.

      He looked at the script in his lap and chewed on the end of a mangled pencil, his heavy framed glasses almost covering his deep frown.

      Emily felt herself holding her breath as everyone awaited Carl’s input. She found herself second-guessing her suggestion. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea, maybe she’d just thrown a wrench in the works? She didn’t want to get off to a bad start with the man she was going to be spending most of her time with.

      Carl slammed the pencil down onto the papers and looked up. A smile crossed his face, and he nodded.

      “Yep. Sounds good, I think we can make that work.” He smiled at Emily. “Great idea.”

      Emily slumped a little in relief. “Thanks.”

      “Well, that’s one problem dealt with,” Martin drawled. “I don’t want to bring anyone down, but need I remind you that we open in three weeks and we have yet to build the trap for the genius who suggested that an actor can vanish during a two-second power outage.”

      Carl looked at Emily and rolled his eyes jokingly.

      “It never ends,” he whispered with a wink.
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      Olivia paced the hallway as she looked intently at her watch. They were already three minutes behind schedule.

      “Henry!” she shouted up the stairs.

      “Coming,” he called back.

      She picked up his backpack and checked the contents. Her heart clenched as she felt the lightness of the bag. It reminded her that Henry was far too young and far too small to be going to school, getting on the school bus, spending the day with strangers that she hadn’t personally vetted. And all he had to get him through the day were the measly contents of his bag. How would he survive the onslaught of school with some pens, paper, and snacks? It seemed ridiculous.

      Henry appeared by her side. “Ready,” he said. He looked excited, but that didn’t stop the butterflies in her stomach.

      She eyed him critically, checking his clothes, shoes, and jacket were all going to be appropriate for the day ahead. She felt like she was throwing a baby bird out of the nest and hoping he’d learn to fly on the way down.

      “Can we wait for the bus outside?”

      Olivia shuddered at the thought of the bus. She’d been online the previous night, reading the horror stories other parents told. But, of course, the bus was one of the things Henry was most excited about.

      She zipped up his bag and looked at her watch again.

      “Did you brush your teeth?”

      He nodded.

      “And you’re wearing underwear today?”

      He nodded again.

      “Do you need the bathroom?”

      He shook his head.

      “Why are Mommy’s old work clothes in your bedroom?”

      Olivia recalled the hurried farewell before Henry had woken up on Sunday morning. Emily waking her up in her old Crown Airlines outfit that had quickly been discarded. Olivia couldn’t bring herself to put it away, so she’d left it on the chair by the wardrobe, hoping for a repeat performance soon.

      She felt heat rise in her cheeks.

      “I-I was clearing out the wardrobe,” she lied.

      “Are you going to throw it away now that Mommy doesn’t need it anymore? Because she’s not working on the airplane anymore, is she?”

      She opened her mouth to reply when the light from the hallway window changed hue.

      “The bus!” Henry shouted.

      She let out a sigh of relief.

      He grabbed the bag out of her hand and ran towards the door. Olivia quickly followed, not ready to let him vanish just yet.
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      In hindsight, Olivia suspected that getting onto the bus and questioning the driver about his credentials was probably not the best move. He hadn’t seemed pleased. Henry’s first day of school was only an hour old, and she was already in a state of sheer panic.

      In truth, she had been for the past month. She was certain that schools had incorrectly calculated the correct age to take children into their clutches. Surely, Henry was too young?

      Maybe home schooling would be a good idea? She was positive she knew more than the children who were apparently qualified to be teachers these days. She made a mental note to broach the subject with Emily. It would also help with the absolute boredom she knew awaited her on days that Henry was at school.

      She’d been standing in front of the open fridge for a while, enjoying the cool air on her face. She stared at its contents. She wanted something, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. Her eyes drifted from the milk cartons to the various juices that lined the shelf.

      With a sigh, she picked up the bottle of white wine from the door and slammed the fridge closed. She picked up a water tumbler and poured half a glass of wine into it. She drank two large gulps without a second’s thought.

      Suddenly, she looked at the tumbler with wide eyes, slowly lowering it to the counter and taking a few steps away. She looked around the kitchen, self-conscious that someone might have seen her transgression.

      She quickly walked away, grabbing her phone from the side table as she stalked towards her office. She closed the door behind her, wanting to put more distance between her and the evil drink.

      Pacing the room, she selected a contact and held the phone to her ear.

      “Good morning,” Nicole answered quickly. “How are you?”

      “I’m a drunk,” Olivia told her.

      “‘I’m well, thank you, Nicole, how are you?’” Nicole joked.

      “Is Emily there? Don’t tell Emily I’m a drunk. Don’t tell her you’re speaking to me.”

      “Emily is out to lunch. What’s going on?”

      “I just drank wine,” Olivia whispered tersely.

      “You swine.”

      “It’s not even nine a.m.” Olivia paused by the window and looked outside. “I just put Henry on the bus to school and now I’m drinking wine. Out of a tumbler.”

      “A tumbler? Heathen.”

      “Nicole, I’m being serious.”

      “Sending your child off to his first day of school is stressful,” Nicole reasoned.

      “I’m an alcoholic,” Olivia decided. “I’ll have to seek help.”

      “You’re not an alcoholic, you were stressed.”

      “A tumbler, Nicole,” Olivia pressed.

      “When was the last time you drank alcohol?”

      Olivia leaned against the window frame and furrowed her brow in thought. “Last… Saturday?”

      “And did you down vodka from the bottle last Saturday?”

      “No, of course not.” Olivia continued her pacing.

      “Did you, perhaps, have a glass of wine with dinner?”

      “Two,” Olivia confessed.

      “Look, I’ll be blunt. You’re not an alcoholic. The fact that you reached for alcohol at a time of stress isn’t great news, but it’s certainly nothing to worry about.”

      “How can I even think that I’m going to be a suitable mother?” Olivia wondered aloud. She sat on the edge of her desk, head bowed.

      “It’s my understanding that most mothers turn to alcohol. Have you not seen Internet memes?” Nicole replied. “Alcohol is a coping mechanism for many, it relaxes them. As long as you know when it’s too much, or the wrong time, which you clearly did because you called me, then it’s fine.”

      Olivia sighed.

      “You’re worried about Henry. You’re stressed, and you drank some wine. How much did you drink anyway?”

      “Two—large—mouthfuls,” Olivia emphasised.

      Nicole laughed loudly. “Oh, lord, I thought you were going to say two glasses. Olivia, it’s fine, you’re fine, Henry’s fine. Just go and do whatever it is you do these days and don’t panic about it.”

      “Don’t tell Emily,” Olivia instructed, getting the feeling that Nicole was about to end the call.

      “I won’t tell Emily anything, I promise,” Nicole said. “Now, I have to go and do some work, I’ll speak to you later.”

      The line went dead, and Olivia sank further against her desk. She stared at the phone for a moment before looking around her office.

      Go and do whatever it is you do these days, she repeated in her mind. She wasn’t quite sure what that was. Since stepping away from Applewoods, she’d become more focused on other things, her garden, the wedding, Henry’s first day of school.

      Her garden had been tended to perfection, all her projects had been put into motion. She couldn’t make the vegetable garden grow any quicker, nor could she tend plants that had yet to properly take root.

      The wedding was over. Henry’s first day of school was here.

      She shivered involuntarily.

      Suddenly things seemed very cold and lonely. She scrolled through her contacts before selecting a name that used to appear much higher in the “recently called” list.

      She put her phone to her ear and waited.

      “Hey, boss,” Simon greeted.

      Olivia chuckled. “Not anymore.”

      “How are you?”

      Olivia paused. She wasn’t sure how to answer. “Fine,” she decided upon. “You?”

      “Yeah, good.” He didn’t sound certain.

      “Are you sure?” she pressed, wondering if she had managed to correctly read his tone.

      Simon let out a sigh. “Just… stressing. Sophie had a scan yesterday. Everything’s fine, but it made it more real, you know?”

      Olivia didn’t know. She remained silent, hoping Simon would continue.

      “Now I’m thinking about the nursery, the crib, the stroller, the clothes, food… there’s so much stuff. Sophie says we’ll deal with it, and we have plenty of time. But we don’t, there’s so much stuff to do. We’re bringing a baby into the world, and I don’t even know if I’ll be a good dad.”

      “You’ll be a wonderful father,” Olivia told him sincerely. Everything else sounded terrifying, but that point she was sure of.

      “But a good dad needs to have enough bed sheets, onesies, little tiny socks. This baby is going to be born in winter, do I need extra blankets? What if I overheat the baby? Babies can’t tell you when they’re hot. I’m terrified I’m going to boil the baby. I’m pretty sure you get sent to a special prison for that.”

      Olivia nodded her head, enrapt in his fear. It was true, babies couldn’t tell you anything. Olivia had been terrified of damaging Henry when she first met him, convinced she’d say the wrong thing. She’d relied on the fact that Henry could speak and be reasoned with. But babies didn’t speak. She swallowed. She didn’t even know at what age babies learnt to speak. Was that something she should know?

      “And then I looked at the prices, whoa! I look at things and think, ‘This baby is going to only use that for three months but it costs a bomb’,” Simon continued, although Olivia barely heard him.

      Olivia felt panic pull at the collar of her blouse. She reached up and undid an extra button.

      “I shouldn’t be bothering you with all of this,” Simon mumbled.

      Olivia wondered how long she had silently worried and left Simon to ramble on.

      “You’re not bothering me, we’re friends,” she explained. She decided to leave out the fact that he had sent her spiralling into a panic of her own. Was she ready to have a baby? She was grateful she didn’t have one on the way.

      “We are. Anyway, enough about me, why did you call?” Simon asked.

      Olivia sighed. “I’m a drunkard.”

      “No, you’re not,” he told her.

      Simon didn’t beat around the bush. It was one of the things that Olivia loved about him. He said what he thought and that clarity often relaxed her.

      “I just drank wine. In the morning!”

      “Gonna do it again?”

      “No!”

      “Well, there you go then. Call me when it becomes a habit.”

      She considered arguing the point but knew that Simon wasn’t going to back down. He’d tell her she was being ridiculous, and maybe she was.

      “I saw an article that said a baby’s first year can cost over nine thousand pounds,” Simon said.

      “What?” Olivia balked. “That’s preposterous. On what?”

      “Everything!” Simon cried. “I had no idea babies needed so much stuff. I’ll make a list for you.”

      “For me?”

      “Well, yeah, you’ll need the same when you and Emily have another. You’re still planning on doing that, right?”

      Olivia swallowed nervously. They hadn’t spoken about it much, focusing on getting Emily’s career up and running before moving onto the next life-changing hurdle.

      “Probably,” she replied half-heartedly.

      Simon paused. “This might not be my place to say, but, do you want to talk about it?”

      “I…” She trailed off. “We’re waiting to see what happens with Emily’s work.”

      “Ah, I see. So, what are you doing in the meantime?”

      “Finishing up with the house. We still haven’t finished decorating and furnishing,” she lied. She’d sorted those details out within two weeks of moving in. “Busy, busy.”

      “I painted the nursery at the weekend. Well, it’s called the nursery now. Used to be the box room where I kept my PlayStation. But, apparently, the baby needs a place to sleep, so I moved the PlayStation to the living room.”

      “What a gesture,” Olivia joked. “Simon, may I ask you something personal?”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you worried that the baby will inherit some of your traits?”

      Simon chuckled. “Wow, I’ve missed working with you.”

      Olivia didn’t know how that was relevant and silently waited for the answer to her question.

      “I suppose,” Simon finally replied. “I don’t put much thought into it. Luckily, I’m healthy, so I don’t need to worry about the baby inheriting an illness. Maybe they’ll need glasses like I do. Maybe they’ll get really thin hair when they hit twenty-five like I did. I don’t know. What’s done is done. Hopefully they’ll be just like Sophie.”

      “I hope they’ll be just like both of you,” Olivia replied honestly.

      “Just without my big ears,” Simon joked. “Sorry, I just noticed the time. I have a meeting so I have to go. I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”

      “Absolutely,” Olivia agreed.

      They exchanged their goodbyes, and Olivia hung up the phone. She tapped the edge of the phone to her lip as she pondered what to do. She’d already promised Emily that she’d not interrupt her during her first day at her new job.

      “It’s so quiet in here,” she mumbled as she looked around the room. “Too quiet.”
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      Emily leaned back in her chair and tilted her neck slowly from side to side. She hadn’t ever had a job where she spent hours at a desk, staring at a screen. She thought she would enjoy the rest, but she was finding that she felt cooped up instead. Not to mention that her neck and shoulders were definitely complaining about their suddenly sedentary lifestyle.

      She stood and walked over to the window as she had grown accustomed to doing recently. The writers’ room was small, just two desks facing each other in the middle of the room. Several large whiteboards filled the walls behind each desk.

      Windows overlooked the street below. The scene wasn’t much to look at, but it made a difference from staring at the words on the screen.

      The door opened behind her, and she turned to see Carl walk in. He wore his oversized dark green, quilted jacket, which had pieces of paper flowing out of its large pockets.

      “Hi,” he greeted.

      “Hi, how’s it going?”

      He nodded and hung his coat up on a nail that he frequently used as a makeshift coatrack.

      It had only been a couple of days, but Emily already felt she had a good handle on Carl’s personality. He was weird. Maybe weird was a little strong, he’d certainly be called eccentric if he had money. But she didn’t think he did, and so weird was more suitable.

      He pulled out his office chair and sat down.

      “Nicole said she can’t make dinner tonight, she said she’d call you,” Carl said suddenly.

      “Oh, okay.” Emily smiled. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “And Martin is still not happy about the first hospital scene.”

      Emily frowned. “What now?”

      Carl pulled his keychain from his pocket and slowly worked his way through the large bunch of keys. “Dunno. He was shouting.”

      Emily watched as he located his desk key and unlocked the drawer. He pulled out his laptop and placed it on the desktop, meticulously wiping the top with his shirtsleeve.

      “So… what are we going to do?” Emily pressed.

      Carl shrugged. “Wait for the meeting with Nicole tomorrow.”

      Emily didn’t like that idea. She was working on that scene right now. If there was a problem, then she needed to know before the run-through the next afternoon.

      “Maybe I’ll call him,” Emily suggested as she walked back to her desk.

      “No.” Carl’s head snapped up. “No, um, I’ll call him. I don’t want you to have to deal with his bad mood. Sorry, I should have dealt with it while I was there, but he was being, well, Martin.”

      Emily chuckled. “Yes, Martin is special.”

      “I’ll call him. In fact, I’ll pop out and do it now. I was going to get a drink anyway. Can I get you a tea? Or a latte? You like lattes, don’t you?”

      Emily nodded. “I do, a latte would be lovely.”

      Carl stared at her for a few seconds.

      “Everything okay?” Emily asked again.

      He shook his head as if to clear the mental cobwebs. “Yes. Yes, sorry, I… I was thinking about something.”

      He grabbed his phone out of his pocket and gestured towards the door.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he promised.

      He turned and opened the door, nearly walking into Hannah as he did.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled and stepped around her before rushing from the room.

      Hannah rolled her eyes and shook her head at the retreating man’s behaviour. She stepped in and closed the door behind her.

      “Carl’s being his usual bizarre self, I see?”

      Emily smiled. She was glad to hear that she wasn’t the only person who thought Carl a little odd, but she wasn’t about to openly talk about him behind his back.

      “Coffee run,” she explained. “And making a call.”

      Hannah walked over to the window and looked out. “Oh yes, you don’t get any signal in here, do you?”

      “No, something to do with the roof?”

      Carl had explained it to Emily during her very brief introduction to her new office, but it had quickly tapered off into a ramble about the building’s previous use as a school.

      Hannah turned around and thrust her hands into her pockets.

      “Cold, too!”

      Emily laughed. “Yeah, it’s an interesting place to work.”

      “You’ll be out of here soon, working in the theatre. Then you’ll be craving a solid desk,” Hannah told her.

      “I don’t know, Carl seems to think we’re a week behind.”

      Hannah sat on the edge of Emily’s desk. “Carl isn’t known for his optimism… Oh, is that your little boy?” She pointed to a picture of Henry with Olivia on Emily’s desk.

      “Yes, Henry.” Emily looked at the image fondly.

      “And your… sister?”

      “Wife,” Emily corrected gently. She hated the coming-out conversation, it was necessary as she didn’t want to start her new work friendships with lies. But she was also aware that some people reacted poorly to the news.

      “Ah, sorry, I didn’t want to presume. Some people are offended if you suggest they might be gay,” Hannah said with another eye roll.

      Emily let out a small sigh of relief.

      “So, are they here in England?” Hannah asked.

      “No, they’re home in New York. I’m commuting.”

      “Wow, that’s some commute! Nicole did mention that you held some of the rights to the play. Is that how you got this job? Sorry if I’m being nosey, just seems like a hell of a commute.”

      “It’s fine, I don’t mind,” Emily reassured. “Yes, I have a deal with Nicole. I’ve given up some of my royalties, and in return I’m working in the industry to get more experience. I wish I didn’t have to travel, but it is what it is.”

      Hannah blew out a breath. “Wow, I don’t think I could cope with that commute. Wouldn’t it be easier to move the family over here?”

      Emily chuckled. “Oh, Olivia won’t travel.”

      “No?” Hannah asked in surprise. “You’re going to be apart a lot, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, but we’ll make it work,” Emily promised.

      “Sorry, I’m being so nosey,” Hannah apologised again.

      “Oh, it’s no problem.” Emily smiled. She liked Hannah, she was open and talkative. Emily had noted that the stereotype of British people being quiet and reserved was often true. She’d often felt like a brash American when she’d been outspoken or inquisitive.

      “The reason I stopped by was to invite you to team drinks, if you have time. The rest of my team will be there, so you can meet all the designers. Martin’s team will be there. It will be fun, and you can network. Networking is really important in theatre. When there’s a deadline on and you need something doing fast, you’ll be glad you had drinks with them the week before.”

      Emily knew what she meant. It was always a good idea to befriend people so they felt more like helping you out when you needed them.

      “Sounds great, when is it?” She reached for her phone to open her calendar.

      “Thursday, straight after work. It’s at the Hogshead, just around the corner. I could pick you up and show you the way, if you like?”

      Emily quickly nodded. “Yes, please. I’m struggling to find my way around London. All these narrow streets, I like my grid system back home.”

      Hannah laughed. She walked behind Emily’s chair and tapped her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Cinderella. I’ll get you to the ball.”

      “Thanks, and thanks for the invite. I’m looking forward to it.” Emily added the reminder to her calendar.

      “No problem, us girls have to stick together,” Hannah replied. She looked at her watch and sighed. “Better get back to the theatre. See you tomorrow!”

      Hannah left, and Emily was alone in the cold, cramped room again. Being a scriptwriter certainly wasn’t a glamorous job. She felt homesick, despite the calls and texts to Olivia and Henry.

      She sighed and forced herself to focus on her laptop screen, shaking her mouse to wake the device up. She reminded herself that she’d be home in a couple more days, even if only for a short while.
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      Olivia tilted her head to the side and regarded the television advertisement with interest. The device really did replace all her current chopping utensils with one easy-to-use, easy-to-clean unit. And the free recipe book that came with it would no doubt be useful. The free shipping was also very convenient, although she wasn’t quite sure where they had come up with the original cost of shipping the small device.

      The advert dipped into a gloomy black and white scene, and the actress struggled to chop a mountain of carrots.

      Olivia’s eyes narrowed.

      Why is she chopping so many carrots?

      The actress cut her finger and rushed to the sink.

      She must be making at least ten carrot cakes.

      Her mobile phone vibrated on the sofa cushion beside her, and she jumped in shock. She snatched up the phone and slid her finger along the screen to answer the call.

      “Olivia Lewis,” she greeted.

      “Mrs Lewis, it’s Miss Costa, Henry’s teacher.”

      Olivia jumped to her feet and was already heading towards the door.

      “I was just wondering if I could have a few moments of your time after school one day this week?” Miss Costa continued.

      Olivia stopped dead with one arm already tucked into her coat.

      “Y-yes, of course,” Olivia replied. “May I ask what this is about?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing serious,” Miss Costa reassured. “Just a quick discussion about Henry’s progress.”

      Olivia felt her eyebrows knit together. She wasn’t sure if this was usual or not. The teacher certainly sounded unconcerned.

      “If this week doesn’t work, then next week would be fine, too. It could be the morning if the afternoon isn’t suitable?”

      Olivia realised she had remained silent too long while her mind caught up with the unexpected invitation.

      “T-this afternoon is fine,” Olivia said.

      “Great. I’ll keep Henry after class, and we’ll wait for you. I look forward to seeing you.”

      The line went dead. Olivia lowered the phone and looked down at the blank screen. She unhooked her arm from her coat and took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

      She walked back into the living room and turned off the television. Any notion of investing in a Slice Dice Pro would have to be parked for the meantime.

      She placed her phone on the coffee table and started to pace. Her only frame of reference for parents being called into schools was from television, and she hadn’t watched that much television in her life. Emily was attempting to get her interested in some of her favourite shows, but it wasn’t going well.

      In most shows, parents seemed to be called in when the child had been fighting. But that didn’t appear to be the case this time. Besides, Henry would never fight anyone.

      She pivoted once she reached the end of the room and turned to walk back across its length.

      The teacher seemed very calm. It was unlikely that Henry was in trouble. He wasn’t ill or they would have informed her immediately.

      “Henry’s progress,” she muttered to herself. She looked up at the mirror. “What the hell does that mean?” she asked her reflection. She shook her head and began to walk to the other side of the room again.

      Maybe he’s a genius? Olivia thought. She recalled the previous morning when she had stopped him from washing his nose hairs with her expensive shampoo. …or not.

      She stopped in the middle of the large and silent room and heaved a long sigh.

      “This won’t do,” she muttered to herself. “It’s like a graveyard in here…”
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      Emily sat in the back row of the theatre with piles of paper on the chairs next to her and by her feet. She had her phone shouldered against her ear as she listened to Olivia’s soft tones.

      “The whole house?” Emily asked.

      “Yes, you can control it from an app,” Olivia replied. “Actually, I think there’s very little that can’t be controlled from an app these days.”

      “Hmm, so, how much does this cost?” Emily enquired. Not that it mattered, Olivia was free to spend her money on whatever she pleased. But Emily couldn’t rid herself of the worry about money.

      “Not a lot. And then Henry can listen to whatever he likes in his room, I can listen to my music in my office, and you can listen to those Backstreet Boys you’re so fond of,” Olivia teased.

      Emily rolled her eyes. “I mentioned one time that I used to like them, years ago.”

      “You forget I helped you unpack when you moved in,” Olivia joked. “If I’m not mistaken there were quite a few albums in those boxes.”

      “If you want to go down that path, we could discuss the contents of the box in the bottom of your wardrobe,” Emily suggested.

      “Well, no, no, we don’t have to... I mean, I was only joking,” Olivia stammered.

      Emily smiled. She could picture the adorable blush on Olivia’s tanned cheeks.

      “It’s okay, I’m only teasing you,” Emily admitted. “So, what else has been going on?”

      “Um, well… nothing much. I did look online at a… well, no, nothing much…” Olivia drifted off.

      Emily shifted to press the phone closer to her ear. She waited for a moment to see if Olivia would continue, but nothing further was forthcoming.

      “What is it?” Emily asked.

      “We should talk about it when you’re home.”

      Emily shifted uncomfortably. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s nothing bad,” Olivia attempted to reassure her.

      “Well, I’m going to worry about it now,” Emily admitted.

      She suddenly felt every single one of the miles between them. She wanted to see Olivia, to look her in the eye and be sure that she was okay. To be able to soothe away the worry lines that she knew were forming on her forehead.

      She noticed Hannah walking past and offered her a tight smile. Hannah smiled back and hurried towards the stage to give Emily some privacy.

      “I… I wanted to talk to you about adoption,” Olivia blurted out.

      “Oh.” Emily froze. She hadn’t expected that. “Adoption,” she repeated.

      “Yes. I-instead of having a child biologically.”

      “Do you not want to carry a child?” Emily asked. She recalled that, when they had looked at a website about pregnancy and giving birth, Olivia had looked decidedly green. “Because I don’t want you to feel obligated to do that. I can carry another child, as long as you don’t mind more stretch marks and saggy breasts.”

      The sound manager walked past at that moment, clearly overhearing the conversation. Emily felt her cheeks heat up.

      “You’re beautiful, you always will be,” Olivia assured. “But no, it’s not that.”

      Emily waited for Olivia to continue but was greeted by more silence.

      “Then what is it?” Emily asked.

      “Oh, well, it’s the fact that there are so many children out there who already need a family,” Olivia answered quickly.

      Almost a little too quickly for Emily’s liking.

      She’d started to identify the tell-tale signs of when Olivia had prepared a statement in advance. Often it was because it was a complicated matter and she wanted to make sure she got her point across. But sometimes because she was lying and there was something hidden beneath the surface.

      “Should we be having a baby when there are children who don’t have a family?” Olivia continued.

      “That’s a tough question,” Emily admitted. “There’s no easy answer.”

      “It seems like a good idea,” Olivia said.

      “In principle, yes,” Emily agreed. “But adopting isn’t that easy. We’ll have to go through lots of checks, financial, psychological, and more. Then we wait to be approved. And if we get approved, then we have to wait for the right child who will work with our lifestyle. It could take a very long time.”

      Olivia sighed. “I… just…”

      Emily waited. Olivia’s speech pattern always slowed as she became more stressed or confused. Emily had learnt that it was best to give her time to say what she was trying to process.

      “There are… so many children in the world who need families.”

      “There are,” Emily agreed. “And, as I say, in principle, it’s a good idea. I don’t know if I’m ready to go through that process. Or even if we’ll be successful. But then again, whatever we choose is going to be hard. Having a child when you’re in a relationship with a woman is damn difficult. It would be easier if one of us could produce sperm.”

      Another member of the backstage crew walked by and looked at Emily curiously. She smiled politely at him and then turned away.

      Olivia was right, we should have discussed this at home.

      “Straight couples can decide to have a baby, or even accidentally have one. Same-sex couples have to plan it, spend money on it, justify it.” Emily let out a deep sigh.

      “You sound like you’re having doubts?” Olivia asked.

      “No, I’m not having second thoughts, I want to have another child with you. I just don’t know if I’m ready for someone to interview me about how to be a mother.”

      “I understand,” Olivia promised. “It isn’t something I relish either. But think about it. I have been reading up on adoption.”

      Of course you have, Emily thought.

      “And I have some links to send you.”

      Of course you do. She smiled fondly to herself. She really missed her wife.

      She felt like she was being watched and wondered which member of the production crew was going to overhear her bizarre phone call next. She looked up to see Nicole standing over her with an apologetic expression.

      “I’m sorry but I have to go, I’ll call you later,” Emily promised.

      “Okay, I’ll send you those links.”

      “You do that. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Olivia said.

      Emily hung up and let out another sigh. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back.

      “Trouble in paradise?” She heard Nicole pick up some papers from the chair next to her and sit down.

      She opened her eyes and looked at Nicole. “Not trouble exactly. Olivia wants to consider adoption.”

      Nicole chuckled. “That’ll be fun,” she joked.

      “Exactly.” Emily was relieved that Nicole appeared to share her reservations. “I’m all for adopting, I think it’s a great thing. I know there are children in the world who need to be adopted, and I think people who do adopt are incredible, I really do.”

      “You don’t know if it’s for you. That’s fair enough.”

      “Is it?” Emily started to wonder.

      “Of course. Adoption is something that you don’t just fall into. There’s a lot of soul-searching before you even apply. And then the application process is long and difficult. While two teenagers can create life behind the bike shed at school without society raising an eyebrow, a couple wishing to adopt has to jump through hoops of fire.” Nicole brushed some lint from her skirt. “Why’s Olivia thinking about adoption anyway?”

      “No idea,” Emily admitted.

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to ruin her figure.”

      “Well, she did nearly lose her lunch when she read about what pregnancy does to the body,” Emily admitted. “But we got over that. At least, I thought we did.”

      “Is everything okay?” Nicole asked.

      Emily looked up at her boss. “I… I’m struggling a little. Being away from them. I thought I’d be okay, I thought I’d slip back into my old routine, but I haven’t. Knowing they are both home and I’m here, it’s hard. And just then, I wanted to be with her. Having a serious conversation over the phone is hard. It’s all hard.”

      Nicole nodded. “I can imagine it is.” She paused for a moment. “What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t want to lose this opportunity,” Emily said quickly.

      Nicole smiled and soothingly squeezed Emily’s knee. “Good, but I don’t want you to be depressed either. Why don’t you see how things go? Maybe you’ll slip back into it, maybe you won’t. Either way, keep me in the loop.”

      “I will. I’m sure it’s because spending so much time at home has spoilt me. I’ll get used to it, don’t worry.”

      “I’ll try not to, but I did just discover you. I can’t lose you again so soon.” Nicole stood up and looked towards the stage.

      “I thought we agreed on the second backdrop?” she shouted to Martin.

      “This is the second backdrop,” Martin called back.

      “I may be getting old, but my eyesight hasn’t gone yet!” She turned to Emily and rolled her eyes. “I need you to stay, you’re the only person who doesn’t seem determined to drive me into an early grave.”

      “It’s early yet,” Emily joked.

      Nicole laughed. “Oh.” She reached into her inner jacket pocket. “This came for you.” She handed Emily a sealed envelope, her first name handwritten on the front.

      “For me?” Emily took the envelope.

      “Yes, the box office took it.”

      Emily looked at the envelope and quickly ripped it open.

      “There’s no other backdrop on the van,” Martin called from the stage.

      “Absolute incompetence,” Nicole muttered under her breath.

      A piece of thick paper fell from the envelope into Emily’s lap. She picked it up and examined it. It was a ticket, in the stalls for that evening for the musical showing just up the road.

      She held it up for Nicole to see.

      Nicole frowned and took the ticket from Emily.

      “It’s a great production,” Nicole said.

      “I didn’t book a ticket,” Emily said. “You didn’t request this?”

      Nicole shook her head. “I wouldn’t send you a ticket to a rival production. We have our own perfectly good musical on.”

      “Then who’s sent me a ticket?”

      “It must be an error,” Nicole said. “I’ll take it back to the box office. Maybe it’s for another Emily?” She picked up the envelope and put the ticket back in. “I’ll return it to the box office, I’m sure someone will pick it up. Anyway, do you have the updated script for this next scene?”

      Emily reached for the papers on the floor and picked up the reworked scene.

      “Marvellous, we need to get that to Martin. And you need to speak to him about the last scene, there’s a problem with lighting.”

      “I thought he fixed that?” Emily asked.

      “So did I, but he had a question. You’ll need to talk to him.”

      “I’ll catch up with him now. You were right when you said it was hectic before a new show opened.”

      Nicole laughed. “You think this is hectic? Wait for opening night!”

      [image: ]

      Olivia walked down the corridor of the school, weaving her way past children who were all eagerly trying to leave. She remembered the way to Henry’s classroom from the parent orientation night. She’d yet to meet Miss Costa, but Henry had described her as the teacher from Matilda so she had high hopes for his academic future.

      She turned the corner and approached the open door. Her eyes were immediately drawn to Henry. He sat at a desk, his brow knit in concentration and his cheek sucked into his mouth. He looked well and healthy, and Olivia breathed out the sigh of relief that she had been holding in ever since she’d spoken to Miss Costa that morning.

      “Mrs Lewis?”

      Olivia looked towards the front of the classroom. A young woman with long, brown hair and glasses approached her with her hand out.

      Olivia shook her hand.

      “Miss Costa,” Olivia greeted politely.

      “Please, Miss Costa is what my students call me. My name is Natalie.”

      “Olivia,” she returned in kind.

      “Olivia!” Henry’s voice boomed, having just noticed her arrival.

      Olivia walked over to his desk and bent down to kiss his hair.

      “How’s your day going, Henry?”

      “I got another star,” he said, ignoring her question. “And I’m going to get a badge tomorrow when I do my alphabet.”

      Olivia smiled. Henry had taken to education well. He enjoyed the process of learning and was academically minded. In his short time in school, he had already amassed several badges, stars, and certificates, which he collected with pride.

      “Is Tiny home alone?” Henry asked her with a puzzled frown.

      “He’s in the car,” Olivia advised him.

      Tiny wasn’t allowed in school, much to Henry’s disappointment. It had been a shock to suddenly spend large portions of time away from Tiny, but Henry seemed to console himself in the knowledge that Olivia would look after him.

      “Henry, would you like to go outside and play on the playground while your mother and I speak?” Natalie said.

      Henry quickly packed up his bag and threw it over his shoulder before rushing past Olivia and disappearing into the corridor.

      Natalie gestured to the window where the playground apparatus could be seen.

      “We can keep an eye on him while we speak,” she suggested as she pulled out a chair in front of her desk. She walked around the desk and sat down.

      Olivia waited until she could see Henry arrive in the playground. A moment later he came into view. He ran towards the play area, dropping his bag and launching himself up the slide. It was a long way from the Henry she remembered in his hospital bed. She swallowed hard at the memory.

      She turned to face Natalie and slowly lowered herself into the chair that had been pulled out for her. A familiar sense of dread crept up her neck. She wondered how it was that the memory of being disciplined in school could be so strong when everything else from childhood faded into nothing.

      “Henry is wonderful,” Natalie started. “He’s making friends, engaging well with students and teachers.”

      Olivia nodded.

      Of course he is, she thought. He’s Henry.

      Natalie seemed to pause for a moment. “He mentioned that his other mother had gone away?”

      Olivia nodded again. “That’s right. Yes.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. You must both miss her terribly?”

      “Yes,” Olivia agreed, “but we’re managing.”

      Natalie offered her a tight smile. “That’s good, I’m glad. I know it must be very difficult for you.”

      “We have each other,” Olivia explained. She drifted her gaze to look at Henry playing outside.

      “Of course, and, as I say, Henry really is wonderful. But we have noticed that sometimes we struggle to get his attention. And when he is excited, he can forget what he was doing and start on another task.”

      Olivia turned to look back at Natalie. The conversation seemed to be veering away from how well Henry was doing.

      “At first, we thought it was because he misses his mother, but there are educational markers that indicate it might be something else,” Natalie continued.

      Olivia swallowed again. She realised that Natalie had just been praising Henry’s social skills to soften the blow that something was wrong.

      “We’d like your permission to set up a meeting with Henry and our school counsellor.”

      “For what purpose?” Olivia quickly found her voice again.

      “Just to ascertain if there is any particular reason why Henry struggles to focus.”

      “ADHD?” Olivia guessed.

      Natalie looked uncomfortable. “Well, yes, that is one possibility.”

      “Autism?” Olivia continued.

      “It would be difficult to say until we investigate further, but, yes, that is another possibility.”

      Natalie sat forward a little. “Mrs Lewis, Olivia, we just want to provide Henry with the very best level of education that we can. If there is a diagnosis to be had, it’s good that we get it as early as possible so that we can adapt his learning needs, if necessary.”

      “But… he’s so young… how can you…” Olivia turned to look out of the window. Henry was happily playing, oblivious to what was being said a few meters away.

      “It’s nothing to be worried about, we just want to make sure that Henry has all the support that he needs.”

      Olivia snapped her head back towards Natalie. She opened her mouth but struggled for any words to come out. She picked up her bag and shot up to her feet.

      “I’ll think this over,” she said.

      “Of course.” Natalie stood up as well. She reached for an envelope on her desk and handed it to Olivia. “This contains all of the information you need. There’s no hurry. We’re bringing it to attention now so we can work together for what’s best for Henry.”

      “Yes. Is there anything else?” Olivia needed to get out of there. Taking in sufficient oxygen was starting to be a struggle, and she had no desire to look weak in front of Henry’s teacher.

      Natalie shook her head.

      “Thank you for your time,” Olivia said formally. “I will… I will contact you shortly.”

      “Thank you for coming in,” Natalie said. “Would you like me to show you out?”

      Olivia shook her head. She turned on her heel and walked briskly out of the classroom.

      Her eyes started to fill with tears. She blinked to clear her vision, aware that her heels clacked loudly in the school corridor, wanting to make sure that nothing sounded out of the ordinary. The last thing she needed now was to draw more attention to herself.

      At breakneck speed, she went from feeling that the whole thing was a miscalculation and that Henry was fine, to firmly planting the blame upon herself. Henry had been a normal child when she met him, now he was tumbling towards a behavioural diagnosis.

      How would she explain this to Emily? She hadn’t spoken to Emily about the meeting at the school, and now she had to tell her that she’d broken her son.

      She exited the corridor and stood in the playground, sucking up large gulps of air.

      Henry happily ran from apparatus to apparatus. She’d only been looking after him for less than a week and already she felt like a complete failure.

      She took a deep breath and blinked away the moisture in her eyes.

      “Henry,” she called out softly.

      He turned and looked over at her. His red cheeks and wide grin made her smile despite her heartbreak.

      He picked up his bag and ran over to her. “Are we going home?”

      “Yes, we are.” Olivia held out her hand, and Henry grabbed onto it.

      “Are you in trouble?” he asked as they started to walk across the playground. “Miss Costa puts Kevin in timeout when he’s in trouble.”

      “Have you been in timeout?”

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      They walked in silence. Olivia could practically feel Henry’s eyes as he stared up at her.

      “Have you been crying?” he finally asked as they approached the car.

      “No, just… I’ve… been cutting onions.” She opened the car door for him.

      He rolled his eyes. “Wow, Mommy’s right. You are really bad at lying.”
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      The noise of the Hogshead Pub was overwhelming. Glasses chinked and a loud, constant rumble of conversations filled the large bar area. Hannah linked arms with Emily and guided her towards the back of the room where a group of people drank, chatted, and laughed.

      “Hey everyone,” Hannah shouted over the din. “This is Emily, our fantastic new writer!”

      Emily was taken aback by the spontaneous cheers and sounds of congratulations and welcome. Half-full glasses were raised in the air in greeting. She turned to Hannah and smiled.

      “One big, happy family,” Hannah told her. She leaned in close to Emily’s ear so she could hear her. “Let me introduce you to the people worth knowing.”

      Emily nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      Hannah grinned as she navigated the crowd. Emily followed her closely, not wanting to lose her newly acquired guide.

      She looked up to notice Carl perched at the end of the bar, nursing a pint of beer and looking straight at her. She offered him a warm smile, and he smiled back, his face lighting up upon seeing her.

      After nearly a week of working with him, she hadn’t changed her mind on him in the slightest. In fact, she was starting to enjoy her time in the theatre as it meant she was away from the small office she shared with him. At the start of the week, she thought she would just enjoy getting out of the cold, cramped space, but now she was more relieved to be away from Carl.

      There was nothing wrong with him, nothing she could easily put into words. He just seemed to always be there, always looking at her, always following her. But it was impossible to have a conversation with him. As soon as she tried, he clammed up.

      “Emily, this is John,” Hannah said, pulling her from her thoughts.

      Emily shook the cobwebs from her head and turned to face John. She smiled and held out her hand. “Hi!”

      She tried to focus on what John was saying about his role in lighting, but she struggled as she felt Carl appear behind her. Hannah had headed to the bar to get them both drinks. Emily was stuck between giving her undivided attention to John and wanting to turn around to see why Carl was standing right behind her.

      In the end, she managed to step to the side enough to force Carl to be included in the conversation. John regarded Carl warily and continued talking to Emily about the intricacies of lighting the stage. Usually she would have been fascinated, but the way Carl stood and stared at her was most off-putting.

      Hannah rejoined the group and looked at Carl.

      “Can we help you?” she asked.

      “I… was just leaving,” he said. He looked at Emily. “See you tomorrow.”

      He quickly turned and ducked through the crowd to leave the bar.

      “Odd lad,” John commented.

      “Yeah,” Hannah agreed.

      Emily watched Carl go. She almost felt sorry for him, but she had to admit that there was an underlying creepiness to his actions.

      “Anyway, what was I saying about multiple spots?” John said. “Oh yes…”
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      Emily leaned heavily against the wall of the elevator and let out a long sigh. She had no idea how five hours had passed so quickly. And she couldn’t understand how the theatre production team was still alive after all the alcohol consumed within those five hours.

      Everyone wanted to welcome her to the team by buying her a beverage. She’d never been offered so many drinks in her life. In fact, she’d switched to non-alcoholic drinks when she started to feel lightheaded after only half an hour in the pub. Nicole had turned up for a brief while and informed her that the team drinks at the Hogshead were a regular thing. Emily had no idea how anyone managed to function after spending so many hours propping up the bar.

      Despite the flow of booze, the evening had been hugely successful. She’d met and spoken with almost every department of the company, from the unpaid technical interns learning the ropes to the office staff. Names and positions swam around her head despite her best efforts to keep them all in order, knowing they would be of use later.

      The elevator came to a stop, letting her out onto the carpeted hallway heading towards her hotel room. She felt exhausted and wondered if she’d manage to get herself up in the morning after such a full evening of socialising.

      “Mrs White?”

      Emily looked up with a frown. A member of the staff stood in front of her hotel room with an enormous bunch of flowers in his hands.

      Emily slowly nodded. “Yes, that’s me.”

      “I was going to leave these outside, due to the late hour.” He nodded at the bouquet. “They just arrived by courier.”

      Emily was stunned. “Oh, they’re beautiful.” She swiped the electronic lock with her room key and pushed open the door.

      “Can you put them on the table?” Emily asked as she kicked off her heels.

      He stepped into the room and placed the flowers on the side table. The bouquet was presented in a large see-through bag of water with colourful ribbons tying it all together.

      “Good night,” the porter said as he let himself out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      Emily bent down to sniff the bouquet. Floral scents filled her senses, luxurious and not too strong. Some bouquets were like an explosion of fragrance, but this was artistic and measured.

      She smiled as she reached into her bag and picked up her phone. She flopped onto the bed as she dialled Olivia.

      As always, the call took a little while to connect, and even though she was certain it was now done by satellite, Emily mentally pictured wires connecting across the UK and then the ocean before reaching New York.

      When the call did connect, it only rang one and a half times before Olivia answered.

      “Hello, darling,” she greeted.

      “Thank you,” Emily replied sleepily. The bed was so soft that she could already feel herself starting to drift off. She’d known that laying down before washing her makeup off would be fatal, but her aching feet and swimming head had urged her.

      “What for?” Olivia asked.

      “You know what for.” Emily chuckled.

      “Do I?” Olivia questioned.

      “The flowers,” Emily replied. She pulled herself into a sitting position, knowing that she was seriously about to drift off if she didn’t take drastic action. She wondered when Olivia had ordered the flowers, if she’d forgotten all about them.

      “I… I haven’t sent any. Should I? I can speak with the florist who I used to use for—”

      “You haven’t sent any?” Emily interrupted.

      “No,” Olivia confirmed.

      Emily slid off the bed and walked over to the bouquet, wondering if the hotel had made a mistake and the blooms weren’t for her after all.

      “Would you like me to send you flowers?” Olivia asked, a hesitation in her tone.

      “No, no,” Emily soothed. “There’s just some flowers here, I assumed they were from you.”

      She saw a small envelope wedged between the stems and shouldered the phone as she plucked it out.

      “Who’s sending you flowers?” Olivia asked, her tone becoming a little frosty.

      “I don’t know, I’m looking at the card now,” Emily replied.

      She opened the envelope, pulled out the thick card, and frowned.

      “Well?” Olivia asked impatiently.

      Emily chuckled. “It says it’s from my secret admirer. I think this is meant for someone else.”

      “Secret admirer?” Olivia demanded. “Who?”

      “Secret admirers don’t sign their names, that’s what makes them secret,” Emily pointed out. She dropped the card and the envelope to the table. “It must be for someone else, I don’t have a secret admirer and there is no name or room number on the note. Maybe the courier got the address wrong, maybe the hotel made a mistake.”

      “But—”

      “No one even knows I’m staying here,” Emily continued. “Only you and Nicole, and I think we can rule out Nicole.”

      Olivia remained quiet for a few moments. Emily understood all too well that the distance suddenly felt a whole lot more real.

      “I’ve missed you,” Emily whispered. “So, so much.”

      “I’ve missed you, too,” Olivia replied.

      “But I get to see you tomorrow,” Emily pointed out. She wouldn’t admit it to Olivia, as she was trying to appear strong, but she had been counting down the hours to her flight home.

      “I suppose I’ll clear out a drawer for you, maybe a bit of the wardrobe,” Olivia joked.

      “How generous.” Emily chuckled and walked into the bathroom. She turned on the light and picked up a makeup removal pad.

      “Henry saw your Crown uniform,” Olivia said.

      Emily smiled at the memory of her last morning in New York.

      “Oh yes?” she asked.

      “Yes, it was terribly embarrassing,” Olivia added.

      “You’re the one who tore it off me and threw it on the floor,” Emily replied.

      “I picked it up,” Olivia explained. “But I left it on the chair. In case there was a repeat performance.”

      “Oh, I see. Is that a request?”

      “This has been a very long week,” Olivia confessed.

      “I know.” Emily started to feel guilty. She knew Olivia didn’t want that, but it was impossible not to feel guilty. They were apart because of her. Because of her dream. “It will get better,” she promised.

      “It will,” Olivia agreed. She cleared her throat. “Henry is here and would like to speak with you.”

      “Can you put me on speaker? I’m not ready to let you go just yet…”
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      Emily dropped her suitcase and fell to her knees in the arrivals terminal as Henry rushed into her arms. It had been just under a week since she’d seen her son, but it had felt like a lifetime. She’d had to be apart from him before, but this time she was choosing to. It broke her heart.

      “Mommy, school is amazing!” Henry cried. He pulled back. “I got a badge for my alphabet.”

      “Wow, that’s great!”

      Henry pulled a badge out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Miss Costa says I’m very good.”

      She examined the badge. “That’s wonderful, Henry.”

      Olivia approached, wringing her hands nervously.

      Emily stood and pulled her into a hug. “I missed you. So much,” she whispered into Olivia’s ear.

      Olivia returned the hug. “I missed you, too.”

      “Mommy, do good boys get presents?” Henry asked, tugging on her jacket.

      Emily leaned back a little and smiled at Olivia before turning to look down at Henry.

      “What kind of present?”

      “I want a cat.”

      “He wants a cat,” Olivia repeated. “Instead of a kitten.”

      Emily frowned. She hated that she was missing out on things. When she left, Henry was adamant about getting a kitten, but somehow that had changed. And that left Emily unsettled. She didn’t want to miss out on anything, no matter how small.

      “Why do you want a cat, Henry?”

      Olivia disengaged herself from the hug and pulled up the handle of Emily’s suitcase. They started to walk towards the airport’s car park.

      “Because cats are like bigger kittens,” Henry explained. “And cats have no family, and we could be a family for a cat.”

      “Why bring another kitten into the world, when there are so many cats needing homes?” Olivia added.

      “But kittens are so cute,” Emily enthused. The truth was, she hated kittens, but she wanted to steer Henry back towards the idea of getting one rather than a cat. “You can teach them things, while cats are stuck in their ways. And older cats might just sleep all day.”

      Henry’s brow furrowed as he thought about it. “Maybe,” he agreed.

      Olivia looked at her with confusion, and Emily shook her head indicating that they’d have the conversation later, away from little ears.

      “Olivia says I can name the cat,” Henry said. He smothered a yawn behind his hand.

      Emily smirked. Olivia would live to regret that promise. Henry’s terrible naming skills were renowned. Tiny was one of the few that hadn’t been vetoed.

      “I see,” Emily replied. “So, you enjoyed school?”

      “Yes. I have lots of friends.”

      “Someone called Dean wants to come over to play,” Olivia added. She sounded uncertain.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Emily said. Most of Henry’s current friends were much younger than he was. It wasn’t a problem now, but it would be soon.

      “So, I can really get a kitten?” Henry yawned again.

      Emily made eye contact with Olivia. Olivia shrugged her shoulders indicating that it was up to Emily.

      “We’ll talk about it,” she promised. “Are you tired?”

      He slowly nodded and stopped dead in front of her, looking up with tired eyes.

      In a move perfected over the years, she slung her bag high up onto her shoulder before bending down and picking him up. He wrapped his arms around her neck and fell heavily against her.

      Olivia looked apologetic. “We’ve had a busy day.”

      “It’s fine.” Emily sniffed the back of his neck. She used to do the same when he was a baby, when he had a baby scent that comforted her. While that scent was now gone, he still smelt of home.

      They continued walking. Emily hoped that Olivia had parked nearby. Henry was small for his age but catching up fast. She wasn’t sure she could stomach watching him grow another half an inch every time she saw him between work trips.

      She looked at Olivia who walked beside them stoically. She thought back to the nervous hand-wringing and wondered if that was just nerves from being at the airport. She suspected that it was something more.

      “I suppose you want a puppy?” she joked to break the ice.

      Olivia shook her head. “No, it would scare the cat… kitten, I mean.”

      “I was joking.”

      “Oh.” Olivia nodded. “I see.”

      Emily frowned. Olivia was definitely distracted. She could practically see the cogs turning.

      “How’s the vegetable garden? Enough to feed the East Coast yet?”

      Olivia smiled. “It’s going well, still a ways to go before I set up my own supermarket.”

      Emily grinned at the joke. “Have you been in touch with Simon?”

      “Yes, he’s so nervous about the baby,” Olivia said. “I told him that he’d be fine. Silly boy.”

      Emily chuckled. She loved it when Briticisms slipped from Olivia’s lips so casually, a result of her extended time in the country.

      “And school’s been okay?”

      “A-absolutely.”

      “And you’ve been okay?”

      She saw Olivia tense up, clearly aware Emily had detected something was wrong.

      “Y-yes,” Olivia stammered.

      Now Emily was worried. Hand-wringing and stuttering. It had been a while since Olivia had exhibited those symptoms. Something was bothering her. Emily needed to tread carefully and uncover what it was.

      It only took five minutes to walk to the car, but, to Emily, it felt like thirty. Henry had fallen asleep in her arms. She’d forgotten how much heavier a deadweight could be.

      Olivia unlocked the car and moved the booster seat from the front to the back before placing Emily’s suitcase in the trunk.

      Emily put Henry into the seat and fastened him in, placing a kiss on his forehead before taking a step back.

      “I thought a cat would be a better idea than a kitten.”

      Emily jumped at Olivia’s sudden and unexpected presence behind her. “Jesus, Olivia, you scared me.”

      Olivia took a step back. “I’m sorry, I just… I don’t understand. What’s the difference between getting a kitten or getting a cat?”

      Emily closed the car door softly. “Henry’s five—”

      “Nearly six,” Olivia interrupted.

      “Nearly six,” Emily agreed. “If he gets a cat, say a seven-year-old cat, and that cat lives for twelve years, it will die when he is ten. If he gets a kitten and it lives for twelve years, it will die when he is seventeen.”

      “You don’t know when the cat will die,” Olivia pointed out.

      “No, but based on the law of averages, a cat lives until it’s about twelve. It might die at eight, or might live to be twenty. Either way, the younger the cat is when Henry gets it, the older Henry will be when it dies. I know Henry has to learn about death at some point, but I would really rather delay that if we could.”

      “I’d never thought of that,” Olivia whispered. “You’re right, of course.”

      She turned away and stalked towards the driver’s door. Emily watched her go, wondering what was bothering her.

      They both got in and fastened their seat belts.

      “So, do we get him a kitten?” Olivia asked.

      Emily considered it for a moment. “I think maybe we should. He’s the right age to take on a bit more responsibility. And he does seem to have his heart set on one.”

      “I’ll do some research,” Olivia promised.

      “So, everything’s good? Other than the kitten drama?”

      Olivia looked at her and nodded her head. “Perfect,” she said.

      Emily turned to check on Henry in the back of the car. “I think I should travel to and from the airport on my own,” she suggested. “Henry’s exhausted and you have to sit in traffic to get here. There’s no point in us all suffering.”

      “But I don’t mind,” Olivia said.

      “You hate being at the airport,” Emily pointed out. She’d seen Olivia’s nervous swallow at the sound of a plane landing. “It will mean being apart for another hour, but it’s better than dragging Henry all the way out here after a school day, and so close to his bedtime. I’d love to see you both as soon as possible, you know that. But this is probably for the best if we’re going to be practical about it.”

      Olivia opened her mouth, presumably to argue, but thought better of it and closed it again. She nodded her agreement and put her hands on the steering wheel, preparing to drive them home.

      “So, what’s going on?” Emily asked as the car started. “And don’t tell me nothing.”
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      Olivia felt the air in the car become thin. She’d hoped at least to be able to get home before telling Emily. She wondered if this marriage would last even less time than her first.

      “Olivia, you’re worrying me,” her wife pressed.

      She gripped the steering wheel nervously, staring out at the dark car park. She knew she had to say what she was thinking quickly, get it out in the open, like pulling off a Band-Aid.

      “I’m a bad influence on Henry,” she stated. “I… I don’t think I should be the one to look after him for a prolonged period of time.”

      “Is this about the wine?”

      Olivia turned to face Emily. “Nicole told you?”

      It wasn’t the first time that Nicole had proved untrustworthy with information. She didn’t know why she kept confiding in her. Although she had to admit that her leaks often led to positive outcomes. And sometimes she was on the receiving end of the information, so it had benefited her in the past.

      “She mentioned that you were about to check yourself into Betty Ford, she was worried about you. Look, having a glass of wine, or two gulps, isn’t an issue—”

      “It’s not that.”

      Emily looked panicked, and Olivia knew she couldn’t put it off any longer.

      “The school called me to come in and speak with them about Henry. T-they are concerned about him,” Olivia explained. She took a deep breath. “Apparently, they check children for… disorders. They have some kind of a… preliminary test.”

      “Test for what?” Emily asked.

      “Autism.” Olivia felt the word drop like a stone between them. “Clearly, it’s my influence. Maybe I’m catching or something. But I can’t… I can’t be the reason that Henry—”

      “Hold it right there,” Emily said. She held her hand up, silencing Olivia. “Firstly, you are not infecting Henry with anything. We don’t even know if you’re on the spectrum.”

      Olivia snorted a laugh. She may never have been officially tested, but she knew something was different about her. She may not admit it out loud, but she knew the truth. As much as she might like to ignore it and pretend it wasn’t there, it was.

      “Olivia,” Emily said softly. She took her hand. “You haven’t made Henry this way. If, if, Henry has autism, then he has autism. We’ll do our best to get him what he needs. And he needs you. You’re not infectious, you shouldn’t think like that.”

      Tears started to roll down Olivia’s face. “Maybe I haven’t infected Henry, but what about the baby? If I carry a baby, then it will have my genes. It might be like I am.”

      “Good, I want nothing more than a little you.” Emily pulled her closer, and they leaned into an awkward hug, the centre console a barrier between them. “It wouldn’t matter to me, Olivia. You are who you are, I never want to change that. If you have our baby and it is like you, then I’ll be ecstatic.”

      “Are you sure? I know I’m hard work,” Olivia admitted.

      “You are hard work,” Emily agreed in a joking tone. “But you’re worth every second.”

      Olivia sat back. She got a tissue out of her jacket pocket and started to wipe her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “What did the school say, exactly?” Emily asked.

      Olivia reached across into the glove box and pulled out the letter that Natalie Costa had handed to her. She gave it to Emily.

      “She said that there would be further tests needed, and we’d have to consent… I’m so sorry. I should have told you on the phone, but I didn’t know what to say…”

      Emily held up her hand to silence Olivia’s rambling as she read the letter.

      Olivia pulled down the sun visor and peered at her reflection in the tiny mirror. She wiped away her crumbling mascara and tried to fix her hair. She’d promised herself that she would keep it together, at least until they got home. Now she was falling apart in a public parking lot, making her feel like more of a disaster than she already did.

      “So, he showed some development markers in class and they asked him to do a test,” Emily recapped. “And that came back with a possibility that he might be on the spectrum and now they want to do more tests, right?”

      “Yes,” Olivia said.

      “Okay.” Emily folded up the letter and put it back into the glove box. “Well, I say that we let them do further tests. What do you think?”

      “Me?” Olivia was floored that Emily was asking her.

      “Yes, you. You’re also his parent. And you have a little more experience with this kind of thing than I do.” Emily looked at her, reading her in an instant. “I know you think you’re to blame for this, but you’re not.”

      Olivia shook her head and looked away. “He was fine when I met him, and now…”

      “Now what?” Emily asked. “Neither of us has detected anything. Neither of us has seen a difference in him since we got together. It’s not like you walked in, and he had a complete personality transplant.”

      Olivia turned back to face her. “But it’s too much of a coincidence.”

      “Millions of people are on the spectrum,” Emily said. “And diagnosis rates are shooting through the roof. Why do you think they are on the lookout for it in schools?”

      Olivia shrugged.

      “Do you think we should take the tests?” Emily asked again.

      Olivia remembered her own schooling. She wondered if things would have been easier if someone had noticed her differences back then. She’d always considered a diagnosis as nothing more than a label, but if that label could help Henry succeed in school, in life, then surely it was an important label.

      But then there was the part of Olivia that didn’t want to know. If Henry was diagnosed, would she be next? Would some scientist want to know if she had indeed infected him? Would she be the key to the scientific discovery that autism was transferrable by touch?

      “Olivia.” She felt Emily’s hand on her thigh. “I can see you panicking. Take deep breaths.”

      Olivia sucked in a lungful of air. The painful burn indicated that she’d been holding her breath. She nodded her head.

      “He should have the tests. Maybe it will help,” Olivia agreed.

      Now wasn’t the time for dramatics and ridiculousness. Now was the time for being practical.

      Emily’s hand softly brushed against her thigh. “We’ll talk about it more at home.”

      “I’m okay,” Olivia promised. “I just worry. Henry… he… he does things. Things that I do. He straightens things. He’s very precise about where the remote control goes.”

      “Olivia, he gets that from you. As in, he copies your behaviour. It might mean nothing, he might be copying the things that you do. It’s not necessarily an indication of anything bigger.”

      Olivia considered that for a moment. She knew her obsessive behaviour was considered a behavioural disorder. She liked things just so, but knew that it was more than that. If she was unable to straighten an item on a table for some reason, it riled her.

      Once she’d noticed Henry doing the same, she’d started to worry. But Emily was probably right. Henry was a sponge and did enjoy copying her and helping her with tasks.

      “I hope that’s the case,” she said. “I worry. I don’t want him to struggle like I have.”

      Emily smiled. “I know. Let’s go home. I want to cuddle up on the sofa with my wife.”

      Olivia sucked in another breath. The talk had gone better than she’d expected. Emily wasn’t angry, in fact it seemed she was quite the opposite. Sometimes it was hard to remember that she had married someone who understood her and actively worked with her. As she turned back to face the steering wheel, her eyes glanced up at the rear-view mirror and she caught a glimpse of Henry. She hoped that he would have the same luck in his life.
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      Henry entered the kitchen and looked from Emily to Olivia with a grumpy pout.

      “Good morning,” Emily greeted him.

      It was good to see some things never changed. Henry was just as grumpy and disoriented in the mornings as ever. He stood in the doorway in his pyjamas, with one side of his hair stuck to his head and the other side in complete disarray. He held Tiny in one hand and let out a sigh.

      Olivia got up from where she had been sitting at the breakfast table and pulled out a chair for him. She crossed the room and put some bread in the toaster.

      Emily remained in her seat, eager to see how things played out. Olivia had explained that Henry was still not engaging with her first thing in the morning, but at least he had stopped running away all together.

      He ran across the room and nuzzled himself onto Emily’s lap. She put her arms around him and hugged him to her.

      “Do you want toast?” Emily whispered to him.

      He slowly nodded his head against her chest.

      “And juice?” she asked.

      He nodded again.

      She turned to speak to Olivia, but as always Olivia was a few steps ahead. She lowered a glass of orange juice to the table.

      “What do you say?” Emily prompted.

      “Fanko,” Henry mumbled.

      Emily could tell that Henry was going to take longer than usual to wake up and start to interact, so she carried on her conversation with Olivia.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      Olivia shook her head. “I have the contractor coming about the shelves. And then the electric man about the speaker system.”

      Emily chuckled.

      “What?” Olivia asked.

      “Electric man,” Emily said.

      “Well, I’m sorry, but I’m not calling him an audio and visual engineering guru. No matter what he wants to print on his business card.”

      “Tell them to come back during the week?” Emily suggested.

      “I can’t. The contractor is about to have a month-long vacation, and he’s the only person I trust to supply the same type of wood as my desk. Can you imagine having mismatches wood types?”

      “No… I can’t…”

      “And Mr Guru is busy, and I wanted to get his quote finalised as soon as possible. It’s ridiculously quiet around here.”

      Emily looked around the kitchen. The dishwasher was whirring, the washing machine could be heard from the utility room, the coffee machine spluttered as it brewed its black magic. In the other room, she could hear the television.

      “What are we doing today?” Henry asked. He looked up at his mother with half-closed eyes.

      “We’re going to see Tom and Lucy.”

      Henry’s eyes started to widen in excitement. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Henry shuffled himself down from Emily’s lap and sat on his own chair.

      “Can I take my badges to show Lucy?”

      “Absolutely, she’d love to see them.”

      Olivia placed a plate of freshly buttered and cut toast in front of Henry.

      “Thank you,” he said as he lifted a triangle.

      “You’re welcome,” Olivia said. She sat down and looked at Emily. “I’ll be fine on my own, you won’t be that long anyway.”

      “I know,” Emily agreed. “I miss you. I want to maximise this time together. But I’ll be a big girl. I know I still have tonight.” She winked at Olivia, enjoying how the older woman’s cheeks started to colour at the insinuation.

      “What’s happening tonight?” Henry asked through a mouthful of toast.
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      “Mommy, I’m a helicopter!” Henry cried.

      Tom was gripping his hands and spinning him wildly around the garden.

      “You break it, you bought it,” Emily called out to Tom.

      “He’s fine,” Tom reassured.

      “Be careful with him,” Lucy shouted. “You’ll snap his arms off.”

      Tom rolled his eyes at the worrying women. He lowered Henry to the ground and started to chase him.

      Lucy poured some more homemade lemonade into Emily’s glass. Emily watched Henry and Tom playing in the garden and let out a contented hum. Henry had been eager to see Tom and Lucy and tell them all about starting school. She was happy to see him enjoying himself, even if the jet lag was causing her to feel a little sluggish.

      In all her time in cabin crew, she never once suffered from jet lag. But now she was left wondering what day it was and why she felt exhausted in the afternoon. She guessed the real secret to avoiding jet lag was having such a packed flight schedule that jet lag was never able to find you.

      “It’s like old times,” Lucy said.

      “No, it’s not. I was always working. I think I only ever sat in this garden twice the whole time I lived here,” Emily pointed out.

      She leaned back and enjoyed the feel of the sun on her face.

      “No, really?” Lucy asked. “I thought we did this a lot.”

      “We spoke about doing it a lot,” Emily corrected. “But I was either working, or exhausted from working.”

      She shivered a little at the memories. Long night shifts, worries about Henry’s health, mounting bills, and seemingly no way out. Things had changed beyond all recognition.

      “Well, we’re here now,” Lucy said. “How is work? Is it exciting?”

      “It’s amazing,” Emily confirmed. “I wish it was here in New York, but still amazing.”

      “Do you miss being home?” Lucy asked.

      “Yeah, I feel like I’m in the same situation I was before. Just with more money, doing something I love, and not such a gruelling schedule.” Emily sat up and looked at Lucy. “I just got married, like, a couple of weeks ago, and I’ve already spent a week away from my family. I swear Henry is bigger than when I left.”

      Lucy laughed. “He’s having a growth spurt.”

      “He is. I always worried he’d resent me for working so much, but I could deal with it because I knew it wasn’t a choice. I had to do it. But now, I do have a choice. And I’m choosing to spend time away from him, and I feel awful.”

      “Henry’s a good boy, he understands. As well as he can at that age.”

      Emily shook her head. “I don’t know if he does. He’s getting older, he’s asking more questions. And then there’s Olivia. I feel bad that she’s suddenly taken on the role of his primary carer. I wonder if I’m doing the right thing. Lucy, am I being too selfish?”

      “You’re not,” Lucy told her firmly. “You have an amazing opportunity, anyone would tell you that you’d be a fool not to take it. You have a skill, a talent that not everyone has. This is the chance to make a name for yourself, to build up a new career and make some money. And I’m sure Olivia is loving her new role with Henry.”

      Emily sipped at her lemonade but remained silent. She wasn’t sure she wanted to venture into this conversation. Although, the gates had been opened now, so she doubted she could avoid it.

      “Isn’t she?” Lucy frowned.

      “I’m not sure,” Emily admitted. “She loves Henry, and she’s great with him. But…” She blew out a breath and flopped back in her chair. “I don’t know if she’s happy.”

      Lucy chuckled. “Of course she’s happy! Anyone who sees the three of you together could tell you that.”

      Emily sat up again and watched as Tom and Henry ran circles around the large oak tree at the bottom of the garden. She recalled the previous evening, cuddled up on the sofa with Olivia, talking about London and her new job. Olivia had been engaged and asking questions, but Emily noticed that her own commentary was missing. When Olivia used to talk about work, it was with a spark in her eye. Now that spark was gone. After a brief conversation about the contractor who was installing the household surround sound system, Olivia had become quiet. Like there was nothing else to say.

      “I think that she feels that something is missing,” Emily said softly. “When I met Olivia, her work was everything. But now she’s retired, and I think she did it for me. Obviously, she was pushed out of Applewoods, but I thought she’d find something else to do. Then she suggested that she stay home while I go out to work. And now she throws herself into project after project, like she’s trying to fill a void.”

      “Like the garden,” Lucy agreed.

      “Like the garden, and decorating the house, and a new baby,” Emily added. “If she truly wanted to do those things then it wouldn’t be a problem, but I get the impression that she’s just trying to fill a hole.”

      “Have you talked to her about it?”

      Emily snorted a laugh. “A little. It’s hard with Olivia. Often, she doesn’t know why she does things herself. It takes her a while to process what she’s thinking, feeling, and why she is doing what she’s doing. Sometimes she can’t process it at all. I think something is starting to niggle at her. She was very quiet when she picked me up from the airport yesterday.”

      She decided not to venture into the whole possible diagnosis discussion. That could wait for another time when she had more information. And she didn’t want to muddy the waters. She was positive that Henry’s potential diagnosis and Olivia’s listlessness were not connected.

      “Maybe she’ll be ready to talk about it soon?” Lucy asked hopefully.

      “I hope so. I can’t stand to see her unhappy.”

      “Do you think she’s actually unhappy?”

      Emily considered the question. “I don’t know about unhappy, but she doesn’t seem happy either. Maybe a little lost and trying to find her footing.”

      “Maybe she just needs time. You said yourself, you haven’t been married long and there have been a lot of changes.” Lucy smiled endearingly. “She’ll settle soon, I’m sure of it.”

      Emily didn’t share Lucy’s optimism, but she returned the smile nonetheless. Lucy had always been the kind of person who was content to wait and see. But waiting and seeing had never been Emily’s strong suit. She knew something was up, and now she was itching to fix it.

      “Mommy!” Henry ran towards them. “Tom says he’s going to get me!”

      Emily held her arms out, and Henry barrelled into her. She pulled him up into her lap and wrapped her arms around him.

      Tom slowly approached with his hands up. “I don’t think I would have been able to catch you, Henry. You’re too fast for me.”

      “I’m fast!” Henry announced. He squirmed out of Emily’s arms and started to run in the opposite direction. Tom jogged after him.

      Emily chuckled as she watched them go.

      “What’s Olivia doing today?” Lucy asked.

      Emily rolled her eyes. “She’s meeting with a contractor to get an estimate for putting some shelves in her office. And someone else is installing a multi-room sound system that is supposedly essential.”

      “Having music playing is nice,” Lucy pointed out.

      “It is, but we have a radio. And a CD player. A television. Laptops, iPads. A means to play music isn’t something we’re struggling with. And the shelves in her office aren’t really essential either. Not that I’d stop her from doing what she wants… I just worry.”

      “Worry that she’s struggling to let go of work?”

      Emily nodded. “She’s calling Simon less and less, but she wants to remodel her office. I’m not going to say no, it’s her money after all.”

      “Sounds like she needs a project,” Lucy suggested. “Something beyond the house, not a garden project. What’s the situation with the baby? Are you still going down that route?”

      Emily shrugged her shoulders. “It’s hard to say, we both know we need to discuss it more. There are so many options and the process isn’t going to be a quick one. But I feel rushed and Olivia is bored. There’s this huge disconnect. I feel like it was only yesterday that we got married. I’ve been so busy that everything feels like it’s going a million miles an hour.”

      “Talk about jetlag,” Lucy said with an understanding nod. “But Olivia doesn’t have much going on so, for her, it’s been ages.”

      “Exactly. And I’m trying to do both things at once, but I can’t rush such an important decision and we have such limited time to speak. It’s not really a conversation you can have over the phone.” Emily shifted uneasily in her seat. “And then there’s the fact that she is now talking about adopting a child.”

      Lucy’s eyebrows rose. “Oh. That’s…”

      Emily nodded. “I know. And I also know that, as an ex-foster child, I should be all about adoption, giving a child a home and a second chance. But I can’t help thinking it’s a bad idea. Just the thought of the application process gives me nightmares. Justifying to a stranger that I’d be a good parent, when I’m hardly ever going to be home. And my financial history. And to be brutally honest, I don’t know if I’d be a good parent to a troubled child. I don’t feel properly equipped.”

      “I thought Olivia wanted to carry a baby herself?” Lucy asked hesitantly, obviously wondering if there was a deeper reason why she’d changed her mind.

      “She does. She did,” Emily amended. “She started to talk about there being so many children in the world already who needed homes. But I think the truth of it is that she feels the baby may inherit some of her… traits.”

      Lucy looked at her with a frown before the inference suddenly dawned on her. “Oh, her… traits.”

      “Of course, I told her that I didn’t care about that. I mean, I don’t, really. If the baby grows up to have some kind of diagnosis, then it’s not the end of the world. I’d love them all the same. Just as I love Olivia. But I think the pressure of that possibility is getting to her.”

      “Poor thing,” Lucy sympathised.

      Emily closed her eyes and rested her head back again. She didn’t expect married life to be easy, she knew they would encounter bumps along the way. But she had hoped to at least get the first month out of the way without any major issues.

      “I’ve started a new yoga class. Maybe I could invite Olivia to that?” Lucy suggested.

      Emily bit her lip to stop herself from grinning. She looked at Lucy and nodded her head. “Absolutely, she might like that.”

      She knew that Olivia wouldn’t like it at all. But she figured it was up to Olivia to turn down the opportunity to socialise, not her. Maybe Olivia was bored enough to take up yoga. That would be a red flag in and of itself.

      “Oh, yes, before I forget.” Lucy reached into her pocket and pulled out a small silver key. She placed it on the patio table and slid it towards Emily. “We had a new lock installed. The old one was jamming up, and I knew it was just a matter of time before I was locked out of my own house.”

      Emily looked at the key in confusion.

      “You may not live here anymore, but it feels wrong for you to not have a key,” Lucy added.

      Emily smiled. “That’s so sweet, Luce.”

      She picked up her bag to find a place for the key. As she dug through its contents, she realised a week at a new job meant the bag had quickly filled up with various bits and pieces. She knew she needed to clear it out, but time spent with her family had been much more pressing.

      She unloaded some items, receipts, gloves, her purse for pounds, her purse for dollars. At the bottom of the bag her fingers grazed some paper and she picked it up.

      Her eyes widened as she saw the envelope. A plain white envelope with her name handwritten on the front. Identical to the envelope that Nicole had handed her in the theatre.

      She tore it open and looked inside. A theatre ticket sat in the envelope, looking so innocent and so menacing all at once. It was to the same show, but a different date. Her heart palpitated as she realised this was not the same ticket as before, but a new ticket.

      She had no idea how it had gotten into her bag.

      “What’s wrong?” Lucy asked, picking up on Emily’s panic.

      “I…” Emily trailed off. She wasn’t sure how to explain what was wrong.

      She handed the envelope to Lucy. She got to her feet and paced the small patio as she searched her mind for any recollection of the envelope.

      How did it get in my bag? she wondered. Who’s had access to my bag?

      “A ticket to a show?” Lucy asked in confusion.

      “Not long after I started, Nicole said there was a message for me at the theatre’s box office. It was an envelope, just like that one, containing a ticket. I don’t know who it was from. Nicole took it back to the box office.”

      “And now it’s back in your bag?” Lucy asked.

      “No, worse, this is a new ticket. The date is different.”

      Lucy turned the ticket over and examined it for more information.

      “I don’t know how it got in my bag. Someone must have put it there.” Emily shuddered at the thought. She paused and hugged her middle. “Oh, God… and the flowers.”

      Lucy looked up at her. “What flowers?”

      “A couple of nights ago, flowers were sent to my hotel room. I thought Olivia had sent them, but she hadn’t. The card said it was from a secret admirer. I assumed they were for someone else and had been delivered to me by mistake.”

      “You think they’re connected?” Lucy sat up in her chair.

      Emily shrugged. “Seems too weird to not be, don’t you think?”

      Lucy nodded. “I think you need to tell someone.”

      “I can’t tell Olivia, she’ll panic. And I don’t really know anything. Maybe the flowers really were for someone else, and I’m just being paranoid.”

      Lucy held up the envelope. “That doesn’t explain this.”

      Emily flopped back into her chair. “I don’t want to worry Olivia. Being so far apart is hard enough without worrying about this as well.”

      Lucy looked uncertain. “Well, then, you have to tell Nicole. At least so someone is aware of it. It’s creepy, Em. Even if the flowers weren’t for you, then how did this envelope get in your bag? If the first one was left at the box office and this one was in your bag, then this person knows where you work and has access to your bag without you noticing. It could be someone you work with.”

      Emily swallowed at the insinuation. “I… I work with a lot of people, the theatre is always full of people I don’t recognise.”

      “All the more reason to let Nicole know.” Lucy put the ticket back into the envelope and slid it over to Emily. “I get that you don’t want to frighten Olivia, at least until you have more information. But please tell me that you’ll speak to Nicole.”

      Emily picked up the envelope and looked at the handwriting. She didn’t recognise it, and it was only her name, just a handful of letters. It was easy to disguise your handwriting for such a short missive.

      “I’ll talk to her before I fly back,” Emily promised.
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      Olivia heard the front door click closed and hurried to go greet her family.

      “Olivia! We brought dinner home!” Henry shouted out from the hallway.

      She approached them with a quizzical look. “I thought I was cooking tonight?”

      Emily kicked off her shoes and picked up the takeaway bag from the side table. She nuzzled up to Olivia’s side and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek.

      “Less time cooking, more time together doing other things,” Emily whispered huskily in her ear.

      Olivia felt her cheeks heat up.

      Emily brushed past her and walked towards the kitchen.

      “Olivia, where’s Australia?” Henry asked.

      She looked down at Henry and blinked. While she was used to Henry’s constant questions and fast-paced topic changes, he still sometimes caught her off guard.

      “It’s… um…” Olivia paused. She wondered how to explain exactly where Australia was without some form of visual cue.

      “Have you been to Australia?”

      “Yes, a couple of times.”

      “Will I go to Australia?”

      “Maybe.” She’d quickly learnt that “maybe” was a safe answer for most questions.

      “I’m going to be a rocket ship when I grow up,” Henry said with a wide smile before he turned and walked away.

      Not for the first time, Olivia felt like she had been spun in circles by Henry’s greeting. She shook her head and followed Emily into the kitchen.

      “Henry wants to go to Australia,” Olivia told her.

      Emily was placing plates on the work surface and looked up with a wry grin.

      “Does he?”

      “Yes, he’s also going to be a rocket ship when he grows up.”

      Emily pouted. “Oh, just this morning he said he was going to be a mom, just like me.”

      Olivia chuckled. “It appears your time has passed.”

      “Usurped by a rocket ship,” Emily sighed. “Story of my life.”

      Olivia checked behind her that Henry wasn’t in sight before walking up behind her wife. She wrapped her arms around the blonde and placed a soft kiss on her neck. The previous night had been wonderful, but Olivia still felt like she had a lot of catching up to do.

      Emily sighed contentedly. “I’ve missed this.”

      “I’ve missed this, too,” Olivia said. One of her hands drifted up Emily’s stomach. “I’ve missed something else, too.”

      Emily giggled at the suggestion.

      “I’m hungry,” Henry announced as he entered the kitchen.

      Olivia jumped back as if burnt.

      Emily laughed softly. “Why don’t you set the table, Henry? We’ll be in soon.”

      Henry narrowed his eyes and looked at Olivia, and then his mother. “Were you kissing?”

      Chance would be a fine thing, Olivia thought.

      “Yes, and next the kissing monster might come for you,” Emily told him. She raised her hands and started to stalk towards him.

      Henry squealed and quickly barrelled out of the room.

      Emily turned to face Olivia. “It’s cute how you still jump a foot in the air when Henry catches us,” she said with a grin.

      Olivia threw a tea towel at her.
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      Emily stood in front of her wardrobe, wondering what to pack for the upcoming week. The freezing cold of the office was a stark contrast to the airless theatre. The answer could only be what everyone suggests when packing for the unknown: layers.

      Her phone rang, and she dashed back to the bed to answer the call she had been expecting.

      “Hi, Nicole. Thanks for calling me back.”

      “No problem, I just got in and thought I’d contact you now. You sounded a little tense in your voicemail.”

      Emily grimaced. She’d been trying to go for light and airy, but the situation was obviously already affecting her.

      “Yeah, well, um… I think something might be up,” Emily tried to explain.

      Suddenly she felt like she was making a big deal out of nothing. She glanced at the clock on the wall and realised what time it was in London and felt extra guilty about bothering Nicole.

      “Are you unwell?” Nicole asked. “You were a little sniffly last week, has that blown up into a cold?”

      Emily sat on the edge of the bed. “No, no, that was dust in the air. Um. No, you remember the envelope? The one with the ticket that you gave me?”

      “Oh, yes,” Nicole recalled.

      Emily bit her lip. Telling Nicole that something might be wrong seemed like a huge step, especially as she was going to ask her boss, and Olivia’s best friend, to keep it a secret. A real secret. Not a Nicole secret.

      “I got another envelope. I found it in the bottom on my bag this afternoon. It had my name handwritten on the front, and inside was another ticket, a new one. For this Thursday.”

      Nicole remained silent, and Emily felt her heart plunge. Now that it was out there, it seemed ridiculous.

      “A-and then there’s the flowers. Well, maybe, I’m not sure,” Emily continued.

      “What flowers?” Nicole asked.

      “Um, the other night, after the happy hour, there were flowers delivered to my hotel room. I thought they were from Olivia, but she said she didn’t send any. The card didn’t say anything, it was signed from a secret admirer. I assumed they were for someone else, you know, delivered to me by mist—”

      “Okay, cancel your hotel room for the upcoming week,” Nicole cut her off. “I’m going to book you something myself under another name. Only you, Olivia, and I will know where you are staying.”

      Emily felt a weight rise from her shoulders. She hadn’t realised until that moment how worried she was. Having someone else take her worries seriously was such a relief.

      “Thanks, Nicole.”

      “Not a problem. I’m sure it’s nothing, but there’s no need to take a risk. We’ll get to the bottom of it, I’m sure. But for now, we’ll take every precaution.”

      Emily walked over to the bedroom door and gently clicked it closed.

      “One more thing,” she murmured. “Could you keep this from Olivia? I… I just don’t want her worrying. It’s such a long way, and I know I’d be in pieces if something was happening here. I don’t want to worry her when it’s probably nothing.”

      “I understand. I know how… unreasonable Olivia can be. She’d probably chain you to the bed and wouldn’t let you fly out again.”

      Emily glanced at the white negligée she’d laid out on the bed for later that evening. She mused that being chained to the bed wouldn’t be such a hardship, considering she’d missed her newly wedded wife so much the previous week.

      “Yes,” Emily agreed. “I think it’s best to not say anything, for now.”

      “Agreed. I’ll sort you out with a new hotel in the morning, and I’ll phone you with the details. Do you still have the envelope and the ticket?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, bring it with you, and we’ll do some detective work of our own. I’m sure it’s not as nefarious as it first seems. Don’t worry, Emily. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      Emily breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, I thought I was being silly. I’m sure it’s nothing but… well, it’s pretty scary when I think about it.”

      “I can imagine!” Nicole said. “Try to put it out of your mind. Enjoy your time with Olivia and Henry, and we’ll deal with this when you get back here.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Emily said. “Sorry to bother you so late.”

      “Oh, this isn’t late,” Nicole reassured her. “Now, as your boss, I order you to worry about this no more. Spend some quality time with Olivia. She already semi-hates me for taking you away.”

      Emily chuckled. “She doesn’t. But I will take up your suggestion.”

      Nicole laughed. “Goodnight, darling.”

      “’Night, Nicole.”

      Emily hung up. Now she just had to get the strange events out of her mind and enjoy the evening.

      As her mind whirled with questions, she knew that would be easier said than done.
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      “But it’s not fair,” Henry sulked.

      “Henry,” Olivia warned. She looked at Emily, hoping that she’d be able to stop the imminent tantrum.

      Unfortunately, Emily was frozen to the spot, staring down at Henry, where he had placed himself on the floor, squarely between Emily and the front door. She rested her hand on the extendable handle of her suitcase and looked helplessly down at him.

      “It’s not fair,” Henry repeated. “You were away last week.”

      “And I told you that I’d be away this week, too,” Emily explained gently.

      She took her hand from the suitcase and crouched down in front of him. Olivia took a step back to give mother and son a little more privacy, though she remained nearby in case she needed to mediate.

      “I wish I didn’t have to be away from you, Henry,” Emily said. “I love you very much, you know that.”

      Henry screwed his face up and turned away from Emily to face the door.

      “The last thing I want is to leave,” Emily explained. “But I have to go to London for a couple more weeks. I have to be there to make sure that my play is ready so lots of people can pay lots of money to go and see it.”

      “I hate your play,” Henry mumbled.

      “Henry,” Olivia warned again.

      “It’s okay,” Emily said. “I know why you hate my play. Sometimes, I hate it too because it means that we’re apart. But then I also love it because it’s something I’ve wanted to do for a very long time. And it’s important to me.”

      Henry peeked his head over his shoulder. “I don’t like you going away.”

      “I don’t like going away. But I have to. And I’ll be back on Friday night and we’ll spend the whole weekend together.”

      Henry’s watery eyes blinked, and a couple of fat tears ran down his red cheeks.

      “Promise?” he asked.

      “I promise,” Emily said.

      She held out her arms, and Henry fell into the embrace.

      Olivia let out the breath she had been holding since it became clear that Henry wasn’t happy with Emily’s departure. Olivia knew how hard it was for Emily to leave them, especially Henry.

      The fact that Emily could leave just went to show how important the scriptwriting was to her. Olivia knew that Emily had found her dream.

      She looked at the mother and son on the floor of the hallway and understood just how much Emily wanted the job of her dreams to work out. Suddenly the cold bed and the lonely house during the week weren’t as bad. Not when she knew that it was all in aid of Emily’s dream.
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      Olivia looked at her wristwatch. Soft tones of classical music sounded from the speaker system she’d had installed. It was the first day of the second week of Henry’s new school routine. It had taken a little while to develop the right schedule, but she’d managed it.

      “Henry,” she called softly.

      A moment later Henry appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “I’m ready,” he claimed as he hopped down each step one at a time, holding onto the handrail as he went.

      She walked towards the hallway and picked up his rucksack and jacket. Everything slid into place perfectly, and she ushered him out of the door with a kiss on his cheek.

      Once she had safely seen him off, she closed the door.

      She smiled to herself in the knowledge that she’d cracked the whole getting ready for school procedure.

      She walked into the kitchen and started to unload the dishwasher. As she did, she calculated approximately how many more days of school Henry would have in his lifetime.

      She always found mathematic problems soothing. However, this one appeared to be giving her palpitations. She focused on the music playing throughout the house and quickly finished emptying the dishwasher.

      When she finished, she closed the appliance and wiped her hands on a tea towel. She placed the towel back on its hook and looked around the kitchen to ensure everything was in place.

      She looked at her wristwatch again.

      Henry had been gone for six minutes.

      She unlocked the back door and walked into the garden, taking a deep breath and enjoying the fresh morning air. Strolling up and down the various paths, she occasionally bent down to pluck an errant weed. There weren’t many. She’d been outside the previous evening doing the same thing after Emily had left for the airport.

      They’d agreed that Emily would travel to and from the airport herself. Olivia wanted to see her off from the airport but had agreed that the traffic was too much for her and Henry.

      Emily had also changed her bookings to economy seats, much to Olivia’s confusion. When Olivia had discovered that Nicole was booking her wife into economy seats for the journeys back and forth, she’d quickly paid the difference for the upgrade to first-class.

      Why anyone would willingly choose to downgrade themselves to the bowels of the aircraft was beyond her, but Emily was strong-willed and knew what she wanted.

      Olivia wished for such clarity in her own mind. She should be happy, living a life that many people dreamed of. No boss, no responsibilities beyond home and family. She had time to start hobbies, she could learn an instrument or read entire collections of classic works.

      Instead she stood in her back garden, three tiny weeds clutched in her hand while she wondered how on earth she was going to fill the next few hours, never mind the next few days until Emily returned.

      As soon as Henry left the house, it was as if all the light and energy left with him. The same was true of Emily, as if Olivia’s world was operated with two dimmable light bulbs.

      “It takes time,” she reminded herself. Time to settle into a new pattern. New was something that Olivia had never been fond of. There was a good reason why she had lived by her schedule for so many years.

      She thought back to her beloved schedule. She enjoyed being busy. The business world was something she understood, something she was passionate about. She’d come to understand that her work-life balance was ridiculously tipped in favour of work. But now it seemed like the scales had been reversed.

      There was no way she could have balance now. She’d made a commitment to Emily that she would remain home and watch over Henry. Now she was a stay-at-home mother, a homemaker. But she didn’t feel equipped to be those things. She was sure there were things she ought to be doing, but she didn’t know what they were.

      But she wouldn’t worry Emily about such things. She would figure them out for herself eventually. Her entire reason for taking on the role of homemaker was to allow Emily to spread her wings and do something she enjoyed.

      Emily had been a veritable superwoman during the first few years of Henry’s life. She’d worked several jobs at any one time, she’d always given Henry what his medical condition required no matter how difficult or expensive. And Henry was a well-adjusted boy, no worse for wear. Olivia knew that was down to Emily’s exceptional abilities at doing whatever it took, and pushing her own needs to one side.

      Now Olivia wanted to allow Emily to do things for herself. Even if that meant pushing her own needs aside.

      She strolled to the patio furniture and sat on a chair and looked over the immaculate garden. She pictured Henry playing there, maybe with a sibling.

      Emily had seemed quite against the idea of adoption. And after reading some of the horror stories, Olivia could understand why. The hoops that people were required to jump through to become approved were an eye-opener. The possibility that you may not get approved would be something that could easily eat away at someone. And even if approval did come, waiting for the right child to fit in with your life was another obstacle.

      Olivia liked the idea of adopting a child. But she knew she liked it for all the wrong reasons. She wouldn’t be the type of person who would be able to attend to the complicated needs of a child who had suffered during their early years. While she knew she could lavish them with love and material goods, she also knew that she didn’t have the right skillset to help them with difficult psychological issues. It was only last week that Henry climbed into the washing machine during an impromptu game of hide and seek.

      She liked the idea of adoption because it removed the possibility that she could be to blame for a child being like her. A child who carried her defective genes and became a fish out of water in society, just as Olivia had often felt.

      But Emily had spoken at length of how much she adored Olivia’s unique personality. And Olivia knew that she would never want to fix herself, should such an option become available. She knew that in some ways, her differences made life difficult, but in others it gave her an edge, an insight that others lacked.

      Adopting a child just because she didn’t want her biological child to potentially be like her was the wrong reason to adopt.

      She made a mental note to set up a monthly donation to a few of the adoption organisations she had spoken to during her investigations. While adoption wasn’t for her, she knew their work was essential and they deserved the funding they needed.

      She let out a long sigh and looked down at the weeds she still held in her hand.
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      Olivia stood in the corridor and watched through the glass panel of the door as Natalie Costa finished up the day with her class. The tall, slim woman exuded energy and drama, walking up and down the rows of desks and reading aloud from the book in her hands. The children giggled and gasped at the story.

      “May I help you?”

      Olivia turned to see a male teacher approaching her. “I have an appointment with Miss Costa,” Olivia replied. “Regarding Henry White.”

      The man nodded solemnly. “Oh, yes, I heard about Henry. My apologies.”

      Olivia frowned. She hadn’t expected the news of his potential diagnosis to be common knowledge, nor a cause of such sympathy. She glanced at the floor, eager to break eye contact.

      “If there’s anything we can do, then please don’t hesitate to let us know.” The man turned and walked away.

      Olivia glanced up and watch his retreat. Something seemed wrong, as if he already knew of the diagnosis, as if Henry was about to be sent to the gallows. She spun to look through the glass door again and focused her attention on him. He was smiling, engaged in the story being told. No sign of whatever horrors the supposed teachers had apparently unearthed within him.

      A few moments passed and the bell signalling the end of the day sounded. Mayhem followed. Children of all ages spewed out of doors and filled the hallway. The sudden switch from the quiet murmuring of classes being taught behind closed doors to loud chatter was deafening and disorientating.

      Olivia took a step into Henry’s classroom, away from the masses.

      “Olivia!” She felt Henry’s arms around her waist as he cuddled against her. “This is my mommy.”

      She blinked and looked down at him in confusion. He’d never referred to her as his mother before, and now he was introducing her to a group of children from his class.

      “Hello, children,” Olivia said quietly as she looked at the pairs of eyes staring up at her.

      The group of children murmured and oohed and ahhed.

      “Children, it’s rude to stare.”

      Olivia looked up and locked eyes with Natalie Costa, relieved to be rescued.

      “Sorry, Miss Costa,” the children said in a frighteningly synchronistic buzz. They dispersed, and she was left with Henry clutching hold of her.

      “Henry, maybe you’d like to go to the playground while I speak with your mother?”

      Henry nodded and released his hands from Olivia’s waist. Olivia watched him go with a heavy heart, knowing that he was clueless that they were speaking about him and his development.

      “Would you like to sit down?” Natalie offered.

      Olivia was about to shake her head when she remembered Emily’s words about taking a seat even when she didn’t want to. Apparently, standing would only make an uncomfortable situation more so.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      They walked to the desk at the front of the class and both sat down. Natalie looked out of the window at Henry playing on the climbing apparatus.

      “Henry really is remarkable, very resilient.”

      “He is,” Olivia agreed.

      “He was saying this morning how much he missed his mother, his other mother,” Natalie explained.

      Olivia nodded. “She only recently left us,” she explained. She thought of Emily’s face as she’d said goodbye to catch her flight the evening before. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      “Of course, I’m sure with time it will be easier for him. For both of you.”

      “I hope so, for Henry’s sake. Although I doubt it will become easier for me, the house is so very quiet without her,” Olivia admitted, almost surprising herself at her admission.

      Natalie stood and pulled her chair around the table to sit beside Olivia. She reached out and took Olivia’s hand.

      “It will get better,” she promised.

      Olivia looked at their interlocked hands and frowned. Natalie was clearly one of those touchy-feely people Olivia rarely understood. She squeezed Natalie’s hand carefully before removing hers from the grasp.

      “You need to stay busy,” Natalie told her.

      “I’m recently retired,” Olivia explained. Retired was the easiest way to explain it. Between jobs sounded strange, especially when she had no current plans to return to work.

      “Wow.” Natalie sat back in her chair and looked at Olivia. “Forgive me, but you seem very young to have retired.”

      Olivia smiled. “I owned the company, there was a change of ownership. Now I’m focused on Henry, with Emily being away he really needs me.”

      “It must be lonely while Henry is at school.”

      Olivia felt her smile fade. “It is.”

      “May I ask what your company did?”

      “It’s an accounting firm.”

      “Oh, that explains Henry’s math skills. He really is exceptional for his age,” Natalie enthused.

      Olivia beamed happily. She leaned a little closer. “Let me tell you, it wasn’t always that way. He hated math. And Emily, well, her math skills weren’t up to much. I spent a lot of time with him, changed his perception of the subject. He was just fearful of it. Once we broke down that barrier, the rest was easy.”

      Natalie looked at her for a moment. “That’s a real talent,” she said. “One I’d love to have in my class. We have a volunteering program here. Would you be interested in speaking with the class? Trying to break down that barrier for all of them?”

      Olivia blinked. “A w-whole class? Oh, I don’t know. I’m not very good with children.”

      “I beg to differ,” Natalie argued. “Henry proves otherwise.”

      Olivia turned to watch Henry swinging from the monkey bars. She hadn’t thought her actions with Henry were out of the ordinary. He feared something she understood and she’d helped him to conquer that.

      “We need more engaged parents,” Natalie added. “People who have a skillset, who can help the kids at a young age. We need to get to them before these fears take root. And, you said yourself, the house is quiet. This would enable to you get out of the house, but still be there when Henry needs you.”

      Olivia knit her brow and considered the offer. It seemed like a good suggestion, but she was still not sure. Standing up and speaking in front of a room filled with children struck fear into her heart.

      Of course, she was used to public speaking. To adults. Children were a very different matter. A terrifying prospect.

      Her terror must have been clear on her face. Natalie grasped her hand again and squeezed it.

      “It’s okay, you wouldn’t be on your own. I’d be right here with you,” Natalie explained. “We can speak beforehand, I can explain how everything works and even some basic teacher techniques if you like.”

      Olivia thought of her days from the previous week. They had been long and dull. Maybe volunteering would be a way to fill some of those hours. And she’d be closer to Henry. If he did receive a diagnosis, then she would be able to monitor him, ensure that he was being provided the best education possible.

      “I think you’re right,” Olivia said. “I need to get on with my life, I can’t just sit at home.” She turned to face Natalie and squeezed her hand. “Thank you, Natalie.”

      Natalie beamed happily. “Thank you. It will be great for the kids.”

      Olivia shuddered a little. “If I can get the courage to stand up in front of them. I think an introduction to some teacher training would be most appreciated.”

      She remembered Emily’s suggestion about making friends with some of the children’s parents. Emily had said it was a great way to socialise with more people. Olivia thought about how proud Emily would be if Olivia managed to make some friends while she was away. Of course, Olivia had friends. But Emily thought most of them were better classified as business colleagues. She was forever pushing her to be more sociable and mix with more people.

      She looked at Natalie. The young woman seemed nice. A perfect candidate for a new friend.

      “Maybe you could come to dinner?” Olivia suggested.

      Natalie’s eyebrows raised. “Dinner… sounds lovely.”

      “Wonderful,” Olivia mentally brought up her weekly planner. Not that she needed to. Nothing was happening until Friday evening when Emily got home. “How about Thursday?”

      “Thursday is good,” Natalie agreed.

      “Do you prefer red or white wine?” Olivia asked. She’d cooked beef for Lucy a few weeks ago only to be told that red wine made her feel queasy. She didn’t want to have to serve white wine with beef again.

      Natalie smiled. “Oh, um, either is fine. Would you like me to bring anything?”

      “Just yourself,” Olivia replied. She smiled with pride. She’d just managed to make a new potential friend, and without any input from Emily.

      Natalie gestured towards Henry. “Will Henry be okay with this?”

      “Oh yes, Henry keeps telling me I need to make new friends,” she replied. Since starting school, Henry had suddenly become very popular and was enjoying being the centre of attention. He’d gone from not caring about making new friends to telling everyone that it was the best thing to do.

      Natalie licked her lips and nodded. “Good, that sounds perfect.”

      “Excellent, it will be great to entertain again. It’s been a while, I might be a bit rusty,” Olivia said. With Emily being away during the week, Olivia’s evening meals often consisted of watching Henry cover his face with some form of pasta sauce.

      “As long as it’s not… too soon?” Natalie asked.

      Olivia brought up her mental calendar again. There was plenty of time to prepare for a dinner between now and Thursday.

      “No, I think it’s perfect timing,” Olivia replied.

      Natalie smiled. Olivia noticed her cheeks were starting to redden slightly and wondered if maybe they should open a window.

      Before she had a chance to say anything, Natalie coughed lightly. She shook her head as if to clear some cobwebs. “Anyway, you came here to talk about Henry. Have you made a decision on the further tests?”

      “Yes, I-I think it’s for the best. If we can help him, then we should.” Olivia let out a nervous breath.

      “Great, I’ll get that scheduled. I can book a meeting for you with Mr Palmer. He deals with the tests, so he can explain everything to you.”

      Olivia felt a flash of fear. She had only just gotten used to Natalie, she didn’t want to have to speak to someone else. “Oh, I thought we could discuss it? I’d prefer if it was you.”

      Natalie ducked her head slightly. “We can certainly arrange that.”

      “Wonderful.”
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      Emily jumped at the knock on her hotel room door. She looked at her watch and frowned. Nicole had said she’d be there at half past seven and it was twenty past.

      She tiptoed to the door and looked through the peephole. A sigh of relief passed her lips when she saw Nicole stood in the hallway with a cardboard container with two steaming hot coffees.

      She opened the door and smiled. “Morning.”

      “Hello, how is the new room?”

      “Perfect, flowerless,” Emily replied. “Come in.”

      Nicole walked in and placed the coffee cups on a table near the television.

      “I spoke to the old hotel reception; the flowers were definitely for you. The receptionist remembers someone calling and asking to confirm your room number for a delivery. As you had no other deliveries, and neither did anyone else that evening, it seems the flowers were for you.”

      Emily sunk onto the edge of the bed.

      “But,” Nicole injected a chipper tone into her voice, “no one knows you are here. And it’s not like they sent you a horse’s head. It was just some flowers, nothing too sinister. Obviously, the way they went about sending them wasn’t great. I’m increasing security at the theatre, you’ll be working there all week. I’ve not said anything to anyone, so I suggest we just carry on as usual and pretend that nothing is going on. That way we’re more likely to spot something out of the ordinary.”

      Emily appreciated Nicole’s attempts at downplaying the situation. Up until that moment she had convinced herself that the flowers were simply a mistake, a mix-up with room numbers. But now that categorically wasn’t the case. Now she had someone sending her theatre tickets, putting an envelope directly into the bag that she kept with her at all times. And that person had known her hotel room, had even referred to themselves as her secret admirer.

      “Who do you think it is?” Emily asked.

      Nicole pulled out a chair and sat down. “I was going to ask you the same thing. Clearly someone has taken a liking to you. Have you noticed anything?”

      She’d been asking herself that question all weekend. The flight had been a long and sleepless one as she replayed all her interactions with her new colleagues. She didn’t have an answer, but she did have a suspicion. One that she was nervous to voice.

      Carl had done nothing wrong exactly. He was just different. Maybe he was trying to be attentive. Maybe it was more. But Emily didn’t want to put his career at risk. She knew that false accusations were very dangerous things. Even when someone was proved innocent, the accusations lingered like a bad smell. She wouldn’t do that to Carl, not without some more evidence.

      “I don’t know,” Emily said. “I’ve met a lot of people; I really couldn’t say.”

      Nicole nodded. “Well, now we’ll have two pairs of eyes on this. We’ll figure it out together. If there is anything untoward happening, I want you to tell me immediately.”

      Emily nodded. As independent as she liked to be, the whole situation had her rattled. She had no intention of dealing with it alone.

      “Sorry to be a bother,” Emily said.

      “You’re not the bother,” Nicole said firmly. “Someone is bothering you. Don’t feel guilty about this, Emily.”

      She smiled tentatively. “I’ll try.”

      “How are things aside from this?” Nicole asked, trying to change the subject to lighter things.

      Emily was happy to oblige.

      “Really well,” she enthused. “I’m learning so much. I see the connection between a lot of things now. I realise I’ve written things that have a good plot, but would be impossible to put on a stage. Every day I’m having new ideas or thinking about how to rework old ones. It’s really exciting.”

      “That’s fantastic, and exactly what I was trying to explain to you before. It’s one of those things where you don’t know what you don’t know. But working in a practical environment gives you the opportunity to learn.”

      Nicole sat forward and sipped her coffee. “I’m keeping my ears open for any new opportunities, hopefully something in New York. With your new experience you should be able to apply for a few roles. The market is slowing down a bit, but that’s the theatre for you, peaks and troughs throughout the year. I’ll keep listening out for any good fits, and we’ll have a chat about it nearer the time.”

      Emily nodded eagerly. Now she’d had a taste of the work, she didn’t want to let it go. While she didn’t like the time spent away from her family, she had to admit that the week had flown by.

      “Right, shall we put on a play?” Nicole asked. She held Emily’s coffee out to her.

      Emily took the cup. “Absolutely, let’s do it.”
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      “Where are we going?” Henry asked.

      “We’re going to pick something up,” Olivia explained.

      They’d been driving for twenty minutes and were nearly at the address Olivia had been given.

      “What are we picking up?”

      “A present for you.”

      Henry gasped in excitement, and Olivia couldn’t help but smile.

      “Is it a dinosaur?” he asked.

      “No.” She rolled her eyes. Sometimes she wondered where Henry got these ideas.

      “An alien?”

      “No.” Olivia shook her head. “What do you really, really want? What did you tell me this morning you needed or else you would die?”

      Henry remained silent. She glanced at him, surprised to see him deep in thought. She turned her attention back to the road and shook her head in dismay. For someone so hell-bent on getting a kitten, Henry was fairly slow on the uptake.

      “A KITTEN!” he suddenly screeched.

      She winced, both at the pitch and the volume. “Yes, a kitten.”

      Henry screamed happily and kicked his feet in excitement.

      “All right, Henry. You have to be very quiet when we get the kitten or you’ll scare him.”

      “Him? It’s a boy?” he asked, eagerness in his voice.

      “Yes, it’s a boy. But you must be quiet. He’s very little and you don’t want to frighten him, do you?”

      “I’ll be super quiet,” Henry promised.

      Olivia briefly wondered what else she could convince him would be imperative for the kitten’s sake.

      “I have a name for him,” Henry announced. “You did promise that I could name the kitten.”

      Olivia searched her memory and slowly nodded. “I did. What do you want to call him?”

      Henry didn’t hesitate. “Captain McFluffypants the Seventh.”

      “Um… are you… are you sure? How about something shorter? Or something—”

      “You did promise, Olivia,” he told her matter-of-factly.

      Olivia suddenly understood Emily’s smothered smile when she had told her that she’d agreed to Henry’s request for naming rights.

      “Are you sure? You’d have to call him that. When he’s outside, you’d have to shout that into the neighbourhood.”

      “That will be his official name,” Henry explained. “I’d just call him McFluffypants for short.”

      “For short?” Olivia questioned.

      “You promised,” Henry repeated.

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Yes, I guess I did.” She was going to throttle Emily when she saw her next. She already knew how this would play out. Emily would be in London, Henry at school and she’d be left calling the runaway kitten’s name through the neighbourhood. Worse still, registering the animal at the veterinary clinic.

      “Why did you come to school today?” Henry asked.

      She and Emily had agreed not to tell Henry about the tests, in case his knowledge of them somehow changed the results. She didn’t like the idea of lying to him, but she knew it was required.

      “I might be helping out at your school in the future,” Olivia explained, grateful for the excuse.

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure yet, I’m going to discuss it with Na—Miss Costa.”

      She looked at the GPS screen and saw that they were approaching the house where she was about to adopt and unfortunately christen a new pet. The first pet that Henry had ever had. The first pet that she had ever had.

      “Is Miss Costa going to be your boss?” Henry asked through a giggle.

      “Not at all,” Olivia replied. “We’d be… working together. Like a team. She is coming over for dinner on Thursday.”

      “Why?”

      “So we can talk about me helping at your school.”

      “She can pet Captain McFluffypants the Seventh, but only if she is good,” he decided.

      “Why is he the seventh?”

      “Why not?”

      Olivia gripped the steering wheel a little tighter and took a deep breath.
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      Olivia sipped at her coffee and watched Henry’s face with interest. The kitten had been home for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of running around, exploring, and scratching everything in sight.

      Olivia had already purchased and unpacked a scratching post, a bed, and some food bowls. The kitten happily ignored the scratching post but fell in love with the soft bed as soon as he climbed in.

      He fell into a deep sleep, no doubt exhausted from the twenty minutes of insane activity.

      Henry laid on the floor beside the cat bed. His face was almost touching the kitten’s. Olivia could see that Henry was taking everything in; he was examining every centimetre of his new pet. Watching the kitten’s breathing, staring at the long whiskers on either side of its face.

      But Olivia had experienced Henry watching her as she slept and knew it to be unpleasant.

      “Henry, why don’t you let him sleep? You could go and play in your room for a while?” Olivia suggested.

      “My room is boring,” Henry said with a sigh. He flopped onto his back and stared at the ceiling.

      Olivia looked at the clock on the wall. There was a little time before she needed to start preparing dinner.

      “Maybe we could play something together?” she suggested.

      Henry jumped to his feet. “Yes! I want to play airplane!”

      Olivia looked at him with uncertainty. “Airplane?”

      “Yes, it’s fun,” he promised.

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. She carefully held her mug of coffee, expecting that she’d need a caffeine boost shortly. Especially if the game involved thinking about airplanes.

      “We need to go to the dining room,” he explained.

      “Okay.” She allowed herself to be led into the other room. She had no idea what playing airplane involved. Since Henry had been at school, he had discovered a few new games that were, apparently, huge amounts of fun. Olivia wasn’t quite so sure. Most of the games seemed to have no rules, and some even seemed to be made up as they played.

      Emily said it was Henry’s creativity developing. Olivia disliked the lack of reasoning.

      In the dining room, Henry pulled the chairs away from the table and lined them up in rows of twos.

      He pointed to one of the chairs and Olivia took her seat.

      “You’re flying to Australia,” Henry announced.

      “That will take a long time,” Olivia told him. “I have to start dinner in half an hour.”

      Henry rolled his eyes. “It’s pretend, Olivia.”

      “I see. Will you be the pilot?” she asked.

      “No, Tiny is the pilot.” Henry ran from the room and returned a couple of moments later and put Tiny on the floor in front of the chairs.

      “Okay… go,” Henry commanded.

      Olivia sat on the dining chair with the mug of coffee in her hand, wondering what she should do next.

      “You’re not very good at this,” Henry told her.

      “What am I supposed to be doing?”

      “Flying,” he explained.

      Olivia looked around the dining room. “I’m not sure how to do that.”

      “You have to pretend you’re on an airplane. You’re not pretending.”

      That was true. She wasn’t pretending. The very idea was causing panic to rise inside her, and she was desperately trying to remind herself that she was safe on the ground.

      “I-I don’t really like flying anymore, Henry,” she said carefully.

      They’d agreed to not say too much about Olivia being on the plane that had crashed for fear of giving Henry his own fear of flying.

      “Why?” Henry asked as he sat on the seat beside her.

      She reached over and placed her mug on the dining room table.

      “Because I’m scared,” she said honestly.

      He slowly nodded his head. He took her hand in both of his and held it tightly.

      “You don’t have to be scared, Olivia. You have me. And I’ll make sure you don’t feel scared.”

      She looked down at his tiny hands wrapped around hers. She felt her eyes well up a little at the sweet gesture.

      “Thank you, Henry.” She squeezed his hands gently.

      “It’s all very safe,” Henry told her. “I’ll talk you through the whole thing.”

      Olivia suddenly realised that Henry was repeating to her what Emily had told him when he took his first flight to London. She remembered how small and scared he had looked in the enormous first-class chair across the aisle from her own.

      “Airplanes are the safest way to travel,” he explained.
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      Emily hurried down the street, casting a few worried glances over her shoulder. She was convinced that someone was following her, but in a busy city like London, it was impossible to tell for certain. In her heart, she was sure that it was paranoia. Not that the knowledge helped to calm her much.

      So far, there had been nothing unusual about her working week. No theatre tickets, no flowers, nothing. But an oppressive cloud of concern hung over her like a damp sheet.

      Her phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket. She smiled as she looked at the caller ID.

      “Hello?”

      “Mommy, I have a kitten!” Henry screeched loudly.

      “Wow, a kitten?” Emily played along. She’d already had a long text-based conversation with Olivia about the new addition to the family.

      “He’s amazing.”

      “I bet he is,” Emily agreed. “What colour is he?”

      “He’s white with black ears, and his name is Captain McFluffypants the Seventh.”

      Emily bit her lip to keep the laugh from bubbling out. “Cool name, Henry!”

      “I’m going to go and play with him now, bye,” Henry rushed out.

      She heard a few moments of muffled discussion and some rustling of the phone being handed over.

      “How do we make him change the name?” Olivia asked without preamble. “I have an appointment with the veterinary clinic tomorrow, and I can’t tell them that’s the kitten’s name. I’ll be carted off to some hospital with padded walls.”

      Emily laughed. “I’m sorry, darling, not a lot we can do about it now.”

      “I know London is a long way and sometimes the connection is bad, but did you actually hear what Henry has named this poor animal?” Olivia asked.

      “I did hear, I think it’s nice. Does he have fluffy pants?” Emily asked through giggles.

      “No, and I highly doubt he’s a captain either.”

      “Just tell the clinic that his name is Fluffy, Henry will never know. It’s not like he’s ever going to take the cat for his booster shots. It can be his paperwork name, to save you from death by embarrassment.”

      “I feel like you set me up,” Olivia said good-humouredly.

      “No, you got yourself into the mess, I just didn’t get you out of it,” Emily corrected.

      Olivia chuckled, and Emily’s heart clenched at the familiar deep sound. She wanted to be there. Wanted to see Olivia’s face, to stroke her cheek. Not for the first time she cursed that the two loves of her life were on separate continents. Work and home, so far apart. It was like the universe was playing a joke on her.

      “Are you meeting Simon this evening?” Olivia broke the silence.

      “Yes, I’m just on my way to meet him now. I’ll say hello from you.”

      “But I haven’t said hello.”

      “I know, but I’ll still tell him that you have.”

      “Why?”

      Emily rolled her eyes. “Because it’s something that people do.”

      “Seems odd,” Olivia said. “Anyway, have a lovely time. Text me to let me know you get back to the hotel safely.”

      “I will, I’ll speak to you tomorrow. I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Olivia replied.

      Emily hung up and looked once more over her shoulder. She shook her head at her own ridiculousness.

      “Calm down,” she muttered to herself.

      She looked down at her phone again and selected the map icon. She was only a couple of minutes away from the coffee shop where they had planned to meet. With a final glance over her shoulder, she picked up her pace.
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      “Simon!” She stood up from the table she had snagged at the back of the café and waved.

      Simon saw her and hurried over, a wide smile on his face and his arms out in preparation for the hug.

      “It’s been ages,” he told her.

      She pulled him into a hug. “It’s been three weeks,” she corrected.

      “Ages,” he emphasised.

      They pulled apart and sat down. The waitress was by their side immediately and they both ordered hot drinks.

      “Olivia says hello,” Emily told him.

      “Does she, though?” Simon chuckled.

      “Well, no, she doesn’t understand why someone would say hello for someone else. So, I’m saying hello on behalf of Olivia because that’s what people do.”

      He laughed out loud. “Now that’s more like it.”

      “I’m learning,” she told him with a wink. Simon had been the person to first convince her to try to understand Olivia’s unique ways. Without Simon’s guidance and interference, they’d never have gotten together, so Emily would always be grateful for the role he played in their relationship.

      “So, enjoying London?” he asked.

      She pouted.

      “Not enjoying London?” he tried again.

      She sighed. “I am, and I’m not.”

      “Goldilocks,” he joked. “This country’s too warm and that country’s too cold.”

      “Something like that. More like, this country has the job of my dreams and that country has the loves of my life.”

      “Sounds hard.” He looked at her sympathetically.

      “It is. I didn’t think it would be this hard. I’ve done the awful commute, the terrible work hours, the being away from family. But somehow this is worse, because this is a choice.”

      Emily leant back as the waitress lowered the drinks to the table. Though she was pleased for the prompt service, she was also frustrated by the interruption. Simon was the one person she felt she could speak to about these things. He knew all the players, he’d been there through the ups and the downs, and she trusted his opinion. If anyone was going to tell her what she needed, whether she wanted to hear it or not, it would be him.

      It had been hard to arrange a time when they were both free. The theatre was taking up most of Emily’s time, and Simon seemed swamped with work, too. When they’d finally found an hour when they could meet, they grabbed at the chance.

      “Olivia and Henry don’t begrudge you taking this job, doing what you love,” he told her.

      “I know,” Emily agreed. “But I feel guilty.”

      He picked up a teaspoon and stirred his drink, looking at the swirls sadly. “I know that feeling,” he mumbled.

      Emily pushed her cup and saucer to one side and snagged his free hand with hers.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “It’s fine, just… work stuff.”

      “Hey, I can’t be the only one having a meltdown,” she joked. “What’s up?”

      Simon turned his hand and grasped hers for a moment before pulling back to remove his glasses and rub his face.

      “Being the boss sucks,” he said simply.

      Emily was floored to hear that Simon was unhappy at work. Olivia had laid a path for him to be in charge. During the handover, they had spoken frequently, and Emily hadn’t heard anything to suggest that Simon wasn’t happy.

      “Don’t tell Olivia,” he told her seriously, “but I never wanted to be in charge.” Simon put his chin in his hand and let out a long sigh. “I thought it would be okay. I thought I’d figure it out. And the salary increase with a baby on the way is really nice.”

      “But it’s not what you want?”

      “No. And the baby is coming and I’m already struggling to find time to go out and eat lunch. What am I going to do when I’m a dad as well? The baby won’t recognise me.” He sat up. “I remember Olivia working all hours, but she had me. I brought her lunch, dinner sometimes. I got her coffee and water. I sent her home. I don’t have a me.”

      “Can you get a you?” Emily asked.

      He sat up and put his glasses on. “Nah. I’m pretty unique,” he said.

      “How about an inferior version, just to take some of the pressure off?”

      He shook his head. “I’d still be stuck with the problem that I’m never home.”

      “Why don’t you just say it’s not what you want and take a step back?”

      He shook his head. “After all the hell Olivia went through to set up this deal? Olivia gave up her dream job, stepped down, and put me in her place. If she hadn’t done that, then Applewoods would have gone under and loads of people would have lost their jobs. I can’t turn around now and whine that it’s too much. I don’t want to let people down.”

      “You wouldn’t be letting people down.”

      “I feel like I’m letting Olivia down. She needed me to make this work. And I can technically do the job, I wish that I wasn’t. It’s not me. I’m not a manager. But I feel like I’m stuck with it now.”

      “You have to look after yourself,” Emily told him seriously. “Simon, you have to come first. Life is too short to be doing things you don’t want to do. Family has to come first.”

      She took a sip of her drink.

      Simon stared at her.

      “What?” she asked, once she had swallowed the hot liquid.

      “Sorry, I’m wondering if you’re the same woman who was just saying that she’s miserable being so far away from her own family.” He smiled.

      She lowered the cup into the saucer. “I hadn’t even thought of that,” she admitted. “I’m sorry, I must sound like such a hypocrite.”

      “Not at all. I think we both would have given each other similar advice, without being able to apply it to ourselves. But, seriously, don’t tell Olivia.”

      She shook her head. “I won’t. But you probably should.”

      “I know. I’m thinking of the best way to say it. And maybe a solution for it, you know things are always better presented when you know a solution. Throwing a spanner in the works is a lot easier if you know how to fix it after.”

      “Olivia is an expert in corporate restructuring,” Emily reminded him. “And, trust me, she needs something to do.”

      “Maybe she’d come back?” Simon mused.

      Emily chuckled. “Firstly, Marcus would never have her. You’d lose your biggest client if Olivia even stepped foot in the office again. Secondly, she’s not getting on a plane.”

      “True,” Simon agreed. “Maybe I could hire a replacement who looks like me and she’d never have to know?”

      Emily laughed. “Oh, yeah, that would totally work.”

      He took his glasses off and offered them to her. “Can you do a British accent?”

      She ignored the proffered spectacles and picked up her cup instead. “I already have a job that keeps me more than busy.”

      “What are you going to do?” Simon asked.

      She sipped her drink and offered a light shrug. “No idea.”

      “Ah, you’re in the early stages. Stage two, you know there is a problem, but you’re not quite sure whether you’ll bother dealing with it.” He nodded sagely and put his glasses back on. “I’m in stage four. I know there’s a problem and I know I need to deal with it but I’m too much of a coward to bother.”

      “What’s stage three?” Emily asked.

      “Knowing there is a problem and feeling guilty about it, but hiding it from your partner.” He looked at her knowingly.

      “I’m not hiding it exactly,” Emily denied. “More… unable to find the time to talk about it.”

      “You talk, like, eight times a day.”

      “More like five,” she corrected. “But it’s in spurts. You can’t have a meaningful conversation when the stage manager is staring at you because you said the words ‘saggy breasts’ too loudly.”

      “Tell me about it…” He shook his head. “If I had a penny…”

      She laughed loudly, not caring that the other customers were looking at her. This was what she needed. Support and distraction. Ridiculous conversation and laughter. She needed to forget about distance and possible stalkers.

      She knew she’d have to deal with things eventually, but it felt so nice to have a night away from it all. Even if she knew she’d have to deal with it soon, now she could take a breath.
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      “You don’t have to walk me back to the hotel,” Emily said half-heartedly.

      Even so, they walked arm in arm along the cobbled street leading to the hotel. Nicole had found one that was near the theatre but off the beaten track.

      Emily was constantly surprised by the contrasts within London. One moment she was walking along a busy road with hundreds of people vying for space. A few seconds later she could be on a road that came straight out of a Dickens novel. Cobbled streets, tall, Victorian buildings, and not a soul in sight.

      Despite feeling that her new hotel was safe and away from any unwanted flower deliveries, she was pleased to have Simon walking with her down the quiet street. Not that she wanted to admit that to him.

      “It’s fine,” Simon assured her. “Besides, the streets of London are rough at night. You need a man.”

      She burst out laughing. “And when is this man going to arrive?”

      He tried to look offended, but his grin was too wide. “Hey, I’ll have you know I went to the gym last month.”

      “Wow, I thought I could see muscles through your work shirt. But I thought it was one of those padded Superman costumes kids wear for Halloween,” she joked.

      “Nah, that’s at the cleaners. This is all me. I’m buff now. Here to protect fair maidens.”

      “Was there alcohol in your coffee? Because you’re not buff, I’m not a fair maiden, and these streets are safer than New York.”

      “Maybe it’s just an excuse because I’ve missed you,” he said honestly.

      She leaned against his side. “I’ve missed you, too. We’ll have to make sure we put some time aside to see each other more often before I get a job in New York. I really had fun tonight.”

      “Me too. We’ll make sure we set something up soon.”

      They approached the hotel entrance, and Simon looked up at the signage.

      “Nice. Not Olivia nice, but nicer than that place in King’s Cross.”

      “Don’t remind me of that place.” She shivered at the memory. “Don’t remind me of that time at all. And it may not be Olivia nice, but it’s good enough for me.”

      He gave her a wink. “Well, if you don’t mind roughing it.”

      They exchanged a farewell hug and said their goodbyes. Ever the gentleman, Simon waited outside as she walked into the lobby. Once she got into the elevator, he waved before turning and leaving.

      Her mind was full of their conversation. Simon’s fear of being a father and his dislike for his new job made her wonder if she should break her promise and confide in Olivia. She knew that Olivia would solve the work problem in a flash. Most of Simon’s issue was feeling beholden to Olivia, but Olivia would never want to see him unhappy.

      She shook her head as she stabbed the elevator button. She couldn’t tell Olivia even though she knew it was the right thing to do. Simon wanted to keep it between them, and she had to respect that. He’d sort things out in his own time. Just as she would manage to sort out her problems in her own time.

      She pulled out her key card and walked down the softly lit corridor to her room.

      She passed the key card over the sensor and a green light glowed on the panel, granting her access. She opened the door and turned on the light with her elbow as her hands were full.

      It was then that she stepped onto a piece of paper. She frowned and looked down at it in confusion. She bent down to pick up the note that had clearly been pushed under the door while she was out.

      She walked into the room and allowed the door to close behind her. She unfolded the note and instantly felt her stomach churn. It wasn’t a note from the hotel as she had been expecting.

      

      
        Did you like my flowers? I can’t wait to see you at the theatre on Thursday, so we can finally be together. Don’t be scared. We are perfect for each other and you will see that soon.

      

      

      She stumbled back into the room, the note dropping from her fingers to the floor, sitting with heavy menace on the soft carpet. She reached into her pocket and called Simon, hoping that he hadn’t already gone underground to get the train home.

      After a couple of rings, he answered.

      “Simon, I… can you come back to the hotel? T-there’s this… this note. And I don’t know what to do. I’m—”

      “What’s your room number?” Simon asked.

      “402.”

      “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes; don’t go anywhere.”

      She had no intention of leaving. She could barely keep herself upright, never mind figure out how to open the door and leave.

      Her safe haven wasn’t safe at all. Whoever it was knew where she was staying, again. The person may even still be in the hotel.

      She clutched her phone in her hand and held her breath, waiting for Simon to arrive.
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      Emily sat in the soft armchair and wrapped her hands around the mug of tea that Sophie handed her.

      “I’m so sorry to be a nuisance,” Emily told Sophie as the younger woman sat on the sofa opposite her.

      “You’re not being a nuisance. When Simon told me what happened, I insisted that you stay here. You can’t stay in a hotel where someone is sliding notes under your door.” Sophie shuddered at the thought. “No, you can stay here as long as you need.”

      “It will just be tonight, I’ll change my hotel first thing tomorrow,” Emily promised. She already felt guilty about putting the young couple out, as well as having to tell Nicole that the hotel switch had been ineffective.

      Simon came in and sat next to Sophie. “The guest bed is made up. Would you like a wake-up call? Continental breakfast?”

      Emily smiled at the attempted joke. She appreciated it even if it wasn’t enough to make her laugh just yet. She was still shaking from the note. She felt violated and afraid. Someone knew where she was staying, someone had stood outside her hotel room door.

      “Simon said you’d had flowers delivered to you last week. Do you have any idea who it might be?” Sophie asked.

      As Simon escorted her to his home, she told him what had been happening. She was no longer able to pretend that the flowers were a mistaken delivery, or a one-off event. She’d been clinging onto the possibility, but tonight had ripped that notion away from her.

      Emily shook her head. “No, that’s the frustrating thing,” she said. “I really don’t know. It must be someone at my new job, but I really don’t know who. Well, I mean… I have theories… but nothing to accuse anyone.”

      Simon looked at her curiously. “You didn’t mention you had a theory before.”

      She blushed and looked down at her cup. She’d told Simon she had no idea who her stalker might be, but at the back of her mind she still wondered about her co-writer, Carl.

      “There’s this guy at work,” Emily admitted. “He’s a bit… strange. But it might not be him and I don’t want to say anything to Nicole because those kinds of allegations don’t go away. He might be innocent.”

      “He might not be,” Simon argued. “If you have a suspicion, then you should probably tell someone.”

      Emily shook her head. “I can’t, I mean, I feel so guilty.”

      Sophie let out a sigh. “Men,” she announced.

      “Hey,” Simon huffed. “We’re not all bad.”

      “More men become stalkers than women,” Sophie said. “And then it’s us poor women who end up feeling guilty about the trouble we’re causing.” She shook her head at Simon before turning to face Emily. “This isn’t your fault; it’s the fault of whoever this stalker guy is. You need to tell someone whom you suspect before something happens, and they find you in a basement somewhere.”

      Emily felt her eyebrows raise.

      “Whoa, whoa, no one is finding anyone in a basement.” Simon held his hands up. “You’re watching too much of the crime channel.”

      “If you weren’t working until nine each night, then I wouldn’t be watching the crime channel,” Sophie challenged.

      “We have eight hundred channels, I’m sure you could find something else to watch no matter what time I got home,” Simon replied with a grin. “You just like all the gruesome murders.”

      Sophie swatted his arm. “Shh, you.” She looked at Emily. “I’m sure you won’t be locked up in a basement, but you have to be careful. You never know what people will do. What does Olivia say about all of this?”

      Simon stiffened, and Emily bit her lip nervously.

      “Olivia doesn’t know?” Sophie guessed.

      Emily shook her head. “Up until tonight I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I had a stalker. And I don’t want to worry her. She’s miles away, she’s too scared to fly after the crash. It would be awful for her. Since she’s not working now, she has a lot of time to think. This would drive her crazy.”

      “But now that you know, you’ll tell her… right?” Sophie prompted.

      Simon joined his girlfriend in looking at her meaningfully.

      Emily sighed. She knew she had to tell Olivia, but she didn’t want to. It was another layer of guilt. The guilt of causing Olivia stress and concern.

      “I will,” Emily allowed. “But in person.”

      “That’s a good plan,” Simon agreed. “I know Olivia and she’ll—”

      “Freak out,” Emily finished.

      “Well, yeah.” He nodded.

      “I’d freak out if that was happening to you,” Sophie said, clinging to Simon’s arm. She looked at Emily. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll talk to Nicole. And change hotels, again.” Emily worried her lip. She didn’t know what else she could do. She still didn’t feel like she could push Carl to the top of the suspect list with no evidence.

      “What about this ticket on Thursday?” Simon asked.

      “Nicole has it.” Emily sipped the hot drink. “I assume she’s planning to go and see who shows up.” She saw Sophie’s concerned look. “Or maybe she’ll send someone else.”

      The truth was, she had no idea what Nicole’s plans for the ticket were. She’d buried her head in the sand, but she couldn’t do that any longer. Neither of these actions was a mistake. Someone was stalking her, someone she knew.

      She sipped her tea again. She didn’t want to show the young couple just how shaken she was by the turn of events. She was desperate for answers but knew that she wouldn’t get any tonight.

      “I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to head to bed,” Emily said.

      She loved Simon and Sophie dearly, but right now she wanted to be alone. She needed to process what had happened and plan what she was going to do next.

      “No problem.” Simon got to his feet. “I put your suitcase up in the room.”

      “Second on the left,” Sophie added as she stood, too.

      Emily put the mug on the table and swept them both into a big hug. “Thank you, I really appreciate this.”

      “We’re happy to have you here,” Sophie said.

      They said goodnight, and Emily located her room upstairs. She softly closed the door behind her and sat on the edge of the bed.

      The last hour had gone by in a blur. True to his word, Simon hadn’t taken two minutes to dash back to the hotel. In that time, Emily had stood still as stone in the hotel room, staring at the note, and willing it to deliver more answers. It hadn’t.

      Upon his arrival, Simon had quickly read the note and then told Emily in no uncertain terms that she would stay with him and Sophie that evening. She hadn’t argued, too frightened to do so.

      Simon found her half-packed suitcase and quickly gathered her belongings. It only took him a couple more minutes to zip up the case and hold the door open for her. They’d left, Simon with an arm protectively around her shoulder. Not for the first time that evening, she was relieved that she had met up with her old friend that night.

      She looked around the spare room. It was nicely decorated in light pastels and felt safe and comforting. She felt the soft bedding beneath her fingers and let her shoulders slump. She reminded herself that she was safe.

      Now that she didn’t have to be on constant alert, she took out her phone. She typed out a quick goodnight message to Olivia, claiming she was back at the hotel and was going to bed.

      Three dots appeared, indicating that Olivia was composing a message.

      While she waited, Emily took the note out of her pocket. The small slip of paper seemed heavy in her hand. She wondered what the person would have done if she had been in the room. Did they intend to speak to her? Was the note a hurried afterthought?

      Her phone pinged, and she looked at the message.

      Olivia said that she and Henry were well; Henry was about to have a bath and watch cartoons before bed. She ended by saying that she loved her and missed her.

      Emily felt guilty as she tapped out that she loved and missed them, too. She put her phone on the bedside table and read the note one more time.

      She shuddered at the tone of the letter. Possessive, romantic, creepy. Whoever it was, they were clearly quite delusional. She shoved the note into the side pocket of her suitcase, wanting to it to be out of sight.

      After a moment, she zipped the side pocket closed to add another layer of separation between her and the intimidating message.
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      “I don’t want to go to bed!” Henry argued.

      “I’m very much aware of that fact,” Olivia replied in a quiet tone. “But I must talk with Na— with Miss Costa, and it is practically your bedtime.”

      “I want to show Miss Costa my multiplication.” Henry clutched a math worksheet to his little chest.

      “You can show it to her tomorrow,” Olivia said. “Now, go and get ready for bed. I’ll be up in a moment.”

      Henry turned around and thudded his feet as he walked up the stairs. Olivia folded her arms and watched him go until she was satisfied that he was doing as he was told.

      Once he was out of sight and making a din in another part of the house, she walked back to the dining room.

      “I’m so sorry, he’s usually much better behaved,” Olivia apologised.

      Natalie Costa sat at the dining table, twisting the stem of a half-full wine glass and smiling warmly.

      “Oh, it’s fine. Children have their moments, angels one minutes and demons the next.”

      “Yes, I guess you know all about the mood swings. More wine?” Olivia went to pick up the bottle from the ice bucket.

      “I better not.” Natalie shook her head. “I’m driving.”

      Olivia lowered the wine bottle and nodded her understanding.

      “Of course.”

      She stood by her chair, not sure what to do next. There was a strange atmosphere in the room that she couldn’t put her finger on. It wasn’t the first time that she had been unable to identify an undercurrent in a situation, and this familiar discomfort made her uneasy.

      Her usual strategy was to ask Emily, or just wait to see what happened. Most times all became clear.

      Natalie patted the seat beside her. “Come and sit down.”

      Olivia frowned. Her seat at dinner had been opposite Natalie. She considered that it was probably to make reading the paperwork easier. Although she wasn’t sure where the paperwork was. Natalie had brought a small clutch bag, and the short dress she wore surely didn’t have any pockets.

      Maybe she’s just going to talk me through the process, Olivia thought as she took the seat.

      “The way you are with Henry is nothing short of remarkable,” Natalie said. “It must be hard with Emily being gone.”

      “It is,” Olivia agreed. “But we make it through. It’s just about taking each week as it comes.”

      “That’s a wonderful way to look at it.”

      Olivia considered that it was the only way to look at it. Each week she struggled through, but then at the weekend Emily returned and they could be a family together. She reminded herself of her “one week at a time” mantra every weekday.

      “I don’t think I could be as strong as you,” Natalie said. She picked Olivia’s hand up from where she had rested it on the table and placed her own hand atop it.

      Olivia swallowed. She wasn’t particularly comfortable with touching strangers, but she supposed she needed to suck it up if they were to transition from strangers to friends. She gently squeezed Natalie’s hand and held it loosely.

      “If I appear strong, it’s for Henry’s sake. He needs normality.”

      Natalie looked almost dumbstruck, and a smile started to grace her lips.

      Henry appeared in the doorway with a confused look on his face.

      “Oh, Henry, you’re ready.” Olivia got to her feet and pulled her hand away from Natalie’s. “Say goodnight to Miss Costa.”

      “Goodnight, Miss Costa,” Henry repeated dully.

      “Goodnight, Henry. I look forward to seeing your math work tomorrow.”

      Henry offered her a small grin before turning towards the stairs.

      “I’m just going to read him a story and tuck him in,” Olivia said. “Please, go into the living room and make yourself comfortable.” She started to walk away when she suddenly remembered. “Oh, the heat is malfunctioning, so it may be a little warm in there.”

      Natalie licked her lips. “Oh. So… maybe I should take my cardigan off?”

      Olivia nodded and quickly walked out of the room. She hated that the heating unit in the living room was still on the fritz. She made a mental note to call the contractor first thing in the morning.

      Henry waited for her at the bottom of the stairs with a miserable expression on his face, no doubt unhappy at being sent to bed a whole fifteen minutes earlier than usual.

      “Why were you holding her hand?” Henry asked as Olivia approached the stairs.

      “Because we’re friends.” Olivia put a hand on his back and gestured towards the stairs.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Well, maybe we will be.”

      “And why is she wearing a little dress? She never wears that at school.”

      “Some people wear different clothes at work than they do at home.”

      “And she smells weird.”

      “She’s wearing perfume.”

      “I don’t like her being here,” Henry whispered as they walked into his bedroom.

      “Well, then it’s a marvellous thing that you’re going to bed,” Olivia told him as she closed the door behind them. Henry’s face fell, and Olivia felt her heart clench.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologised. “She won’t come back here. We’re just talking about my helping out at your school. I need to know what I need to do, so Miss Costa is explaining that to me. It’s just one night and then she’ll be gone. And Mommy will be home tomorrow.”

      Henry nodded and walked over to his bed. “Can McFluffypants sleep with me tonight?”

      “No, it’s a school night. Maybe, and I mean maybe, tomorrow.” Olivia made a mental note to ensure that Henry’s door was properly closed. The kitten slept all day and came to life at night, racing around the house and mewling loudly. The first night the little fur ball had woken Henry up at least four times, and he had been exhausted the next day. Now the kitten remained downstairs in the utility room at night.

      “What story would you like?” she asked to change the subject.

      Henry reached under his pillow and pulled out a stack of five books that he had clearly chosen earlier.

      Olivia smiled. “You know the rules, just one.”

      Henry rolled his eyes in a way that reminded her so much of Emily. He looked at the books in his lap as if the decision was going to be the most difficult he had ever faced.
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      Olivia walked back downstairs and into the open-plan living room. Natalie had indeed made herself comfortable. Her heels were removed and placed by the side of the sofa while her cardigan was draped over the back. The main light was off, and the candles on the fireplace had been lit.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Natalie asked. “I just love candles. The glow is so mesmerising, isn’t it?”

      “Definitely,” Olivia agreed.

      Natalie approached her and handed her a glass of wine. “I topped you up. Just because I’m driving doesn’t mean you don’t get to enjoy yourself.”

      “Thank you.” Olivia took the glass.

      “Is Henry okay?” Natalie walked over to the sofa and sat down.

      “Yes. He wants his new kitten to sleep with him, but doesn’t understand that the kitten won’t sleep through the night like he does.”

      “Would this be Captain McFluffypants the Seventh?” Natalie asked.

      “The one and only.” Olivia sat on the opposite sofa. “Of course, I had nothing to do with the name.”

      “Of course.” Natalie chuckled.

      “He is excited about the idea of me helping out at school,” Olivia said, hoping to steer the conversation a little. For some reason the subject had yet to creep up. She presumed that Natalie didn’t wish to talk too much about work, but the evening was running away.

      “That’s wonderful. He does talk about you often, so I know the other kids will be excited as well.”

      “So, um, what does it involve?” Olivia pressed. She took a sip of wine.

      “The children are very young, so we don’t need to be too structured with a lesson plan. It’s really something I’d leave up to you. I mean, I don’t know what your teaching methods have been for Henry, but clearly they work.”

      “L-leave it up to me?” A mental image of children swinging from light fixtures and brawling in the classroom while she stood helpless at the front flashed through her mind.

      Natalie crossed the room and sat beside her. “I’ll be there with you, don’t worry. I’ll just leave the teaching to you. Henry’s math skills and understanding of numbers are extraordinary. And each time he solves an equation he proudly tells everyone that you taught him how to. It’s so…”

      “Numerical?” Olivia guessed.

      “Heart-warming,” Natalie breathed.

      Suddenly she was leaning in closer, so Olivia backed up a little.

      “H-he’s a good boy,” Olivia admitted.

      “He told me that you’re very shy,” Natalie said, edging closer.

      “S-shy?” Olivia asked as her back came up against the arm of the sofa.

      “Mm-hmm,” Natalie hummed in agreement.

      A loud thwack sounded through the living room.

      The shock of the sound, along with her retreat from Natalie, caused Olivia to fall to the ground. She got to her knees and looked over the coffee table to see Emily standing in the doorway, having just dropped her suitcase to the ground.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Emily said.

      She looked towards Natalie, who was suddenly on her feet.

      “Hi, we’ve not met, I’m Emily. Olivia’s wife.”
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      “W-wife?” the young woman choked out. She looked from Emily to Olivia and then back again. “B-but… you’re dead!”

      Emily watched as Olivia got to her feet and stared at the young woman in horror.

      “Dead? What gave you that idea?!”

      “You! And Henry! You said she was gone.”

      “To London,” Olivia explained, eyes wide.

      Emily wasn’t quite sure what she had walked into. Obviously, there was a strange woman in her house putting some moves on her wife. Before she’d even heard about her apparent demise, she’d been sure that there would be a reasonable explanation for what she’d stumbled into.

      Olivia had looked terrified as the young brunette started to approach her. Whatever was happening was definitely not Olivia’s idea.

      “Oh my god.” The young woman put her head in her hands and sat on the sofa. “I’m mortified. I thought she was dead.” She looked up at Emily. “I’m so sorry.”

      Emily laughed. It was all she could think to do in the midst of the crazy situation. She stepped forward and held out her hand. “Let’s start again. Hi, I’m Emily White.”

      The woman sprung to her feet and shook her hand. “Natalie Costa.”

      Emily looked at Olivia with mock-horror. “Henry’s teacher, Olivia! Really!”

      “But… I… Emily, please… I…” Olivia fumbled.

      “I’m kidding,” Emily soothed. “It’s okay. I can see there’s been some wild misunderstanding here.”

      “I’m so sorry, Olivia,” Natalie said. “I’m mortified. I completely misunderstood the situation. Henry said he was missing his mother. Said she was gone… we all just assumed. And then I saw you, and…”

      “Don’t worry, misunderstandings are rife in this family,” Emily said.

      “I’m so sorry you walked in on this. It was all my fault. Olivia was just being a perfect hostess, and I completely misread all the signs.”

      “Really, it’s fine. I’m laughing about it already,” Emily promised. It was true. She was already thinking of all the ways she could mock Olivia.

      Natalie snatched her cardigan from the back of the sofa and slipped her feet into her heels. “I should go.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Emily offered, seeing as Olivia stood like a statue in the middle of the room.

      “The offer to volunteer with the children is still open, if you… if you feel like you can,” Natalie said to Olivia before hurrying towards the hallway.

      Emily followed her and opened the front door.

      “Again, I’m so sorry. Really, I can’t apologise enough. I can’t imagine what you must think of me.”

      Emily shook her head. “I can see that it was all a huge misunderstanding. Nothing to apologise for. Obviously, if you could explain to the rest of Henry’s class and the faculty that I’m not dead that would be great.”

      “Oh, I will, absolutely!” Natalie quickly exited the house, but stopped on the path and turned to face Emily. “Again, I’m so—”

      Emily held up her hands. “It’s fine. Well, it’s not fine, but I understand that it was a mistake and I can totally see how it happened. We’ll see each other at the next PTA meeting, and we’ll laugh about it.”

      “I hope so,” Natalie said, her cheeks a deep shade of red.

      “Drive safe,” Emily instructed with a soft smile before closing the door. She leaned her head on the doorframe and let out a small chuckle.

      “I’m also sorry…”

      She turned to see Olivia standing in the hallway, her fingers knotted together, and her face wrought with guilt.

      “You have nothing to apologise for. She was the one attempting to mount you like a zoo animal. And I can’t really blame her; I’d be the same if I saw someone like you on the market and thought I had a chance.”

      Olivia blushed and stared down at her feet. “I-I had no idea… I didn’t…”

      All thoughts of mocking her floated out of Emily’s head. She stepped forward, pulling her into an embrace.

      “Don’t worry, I should have told you I was coming home early so that you could get your fangirls out of the house,” she joked.

      Olivia chuckled. “I don’t have fangirls,” she whispered into Emily’s hair.

      “Well, you would say that,” Emily mumbled. “I’m sure there’s a whole harem in here during the week.”

      “Only on Mondays,” Olivia replied.

      Emily laughed and gently slapped Olivia on the shoulder as she pulled back.

      “Why are you home early? Not that I’m not pleased to see you,” Olivia added.

      Emily attempted to keep the smile on her face. “I’ll tell you all about it once I get some coffee,” she deflected.

      “Oh, of course… I’ll…” Olivia turned and walked towards the kitchen and Emily followed her.

      She knew she had to have the conversation with Olivia, but she was hoping to put it off a few more moments. Nicole had insisted that Emily go home a day early while she herself contacted the authorities. It had been the right thing to do, but Emily knew it wouldn’t go down well at all with her wife.

      In the kitchen, there were dirty dinner plates and various utensils and cookery stacked on the counter. Olivia set about putting the coffee maker on, and Emily leaned her back on a free square of work surface and folded her arms.

      “Just a teensy, tiny question. Probably not even worth asking. But, why are you cooking a homemade meal for Henry’s teacher?” Emily asked with a chuckle. She knew Olivia’s tendency for getting herself into these kinds of situations.

      Olivia reached into the cupboard and pulled out the good coffee, clearly trying to wiggle back into her good books. The action told Emily that Olivia was still a little uncertain of her reaction, expecting the worst.

      Olivia started measuring the coffee into the filter in the top of the machine.

      “She was coming over to discuss my volunteering in Henry’s class. She was very impressed with Henry’s mathematical abilities, and Henry told her that I had taught him. Apparently, they have volunteers come in to speak to the children, and she thought I might be a good candidate. We were supposed to be talking about that, and I thought she was being nice, so I was being nice in the hope that I’d make a new friend.” Olivia turned and waved the measuring cup at Emily. “Which, frankly, is your fault. You’re always telling me to make new friends. I tried and then, well, this happened.”

      Olivia picked up the coffee pot and walked over to the sink.

      “Yes, completely my fault.” Emily sat on a stool at the kitchen island.

      “And I don’t know where she got the idea that you were dead!” Olivia complained as she filled the pot. “I said I missed you. I didn’t say I was grieving you. I said the weeks were long and lonely. The weeks. Indicating that the weekends were not.”

      She snapped the lid closed and stalked back over to the coffee maker, where she poured the water into the top.

      “She didn’t say that Henry was upset at the death of his mother. Just that he was strong and resilient, which he is. A-and I said that I needed to get on with my life as I’d recently retired to spend… more time with Henry.”

      Olivia lowered the jug, looking blankly at the wall as she thought on. “She said that Henry was upset that his mommy had gone away. And I… I asked her over to dinner.” She lowered her head. “And asked if she preferred red or white wine.” She spun around and stared at Emily. “Oh, dear god, I asked her on a date, didn’t I?”

      Emily held up her thumb and forefinger. “A little bit.”

      Olivia turned back to the coffee maker, slammed the lid down, and stabbed at the power button.

      “But it was an easy mistake to make!” Emily acknowledged. “You couldn’t have known that she thought ‘gone away’ meant ‘gone to heaven.’ You know how dramatic Henry can be.” Emily held out her arms. “Come here,” she instructed.

      Olivia grumpily crossed the kitchen and into Emily’s open arms. “I screwed up.”

      “You had a misunderstanding, it’s all over with now. She knows I’m not dead. She still wants you to volunteer, which I think is a great idea, by the way.”

      Olivia leaned back in Emily’s arms. “You do?”

      “I do. If you’re lonely during the week, then it might be good to have something to occupy your time, especially when I’m away.” Emily looked at her seriously. “Are you lonely?”

      She felt Olivia go tense. It was a conversation that Emily had wanted to have ever since she started commuting. Now there was a reason to discuss it, and Emily was going to grab it.

      “I…” Olivia trailed off.

      Emily gently rubbed her sides. “It’s okay. Whatever it is. You can say it.”

      Olivia took a deep breath and looked down at the space between them, avoiding Emily’s eyes.

      “I… I can’t get settled.” She met Emily’s gaze. “I mean, there’s something…”

      “You feel that something is missing?” Emily asked after a few moments of silence.

      Olivia nodded, relief flooding her face that Emily had caught onto what she meant.

      “Olivia, I think you were a little hasty to give up work. I think you need something to occupy your mind. Being home alone while Henry is at school is enough to drive anyone to madness.”

      “But I promised you. I said we’d be a family.”

      Emily furrowed her brow. “We are a family. Being a family doesn’t involve one of us being at home all the time. It involves both of us being happy. Because if you’re not happy, then I’m not happy.”

      “I’m happy,” Olivia hurried to reassure her.

      “You’re not,” Emily replied. “Something is eating at you. Can you explain to me what it is?”

      Olivia let out a small sigh and took a step back. Emily watched as Olivia started to pace the room. Whenever Olivia was trying to digest or explain something she was struggling with, she would pace, as if allowing the anxiety to flow through her feet and distribute itself through the ground like lightning.

      “I… I promised you that I’d take a step back. When we were planning the wedding, I said that I’d stay home and let you explore a new career. And now I feel like I’m going back on that promise. Staying home is lonely. Doing it for years… I-I can’t imagine it. I’m so sorry. I know I made a promise, but I don’t know if I can keep it!”

      Emily couldn’t help it as a chuckle escape her lips.

      “This isn’t funny,” Olivia said with indignation.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just… I thought you meant for a few weeks. We both knew that things were going to be stressful directly after the wedding. We knew I’d have to get back to London to work, and Henry was starting school. I thought you meant that you’d take things on for a few weeks until we were over that hump. But now I realise that you thought I meant forever.”

      Olivia wrapped her arms around her middle and looked at Emily. “You… didn’t mean forever?”

      Emily shook her head. “No. I know you love to work. I would never want to tie you to the house. Some people might want that, but I know it would be like torture for you.”

      Olivia let out a breath, one from deep inside her, that had been held in for weeks.

      “I… thank goodness. I mean, I love Henry. I do. And I am happy to take on that responsibility until we are more established in our new pattern. But I thought we had agreed to forever! I was calculating how many weeks Henry had left until he graduated college.”

      Emily raised her hand to smother a grin.

      “Don’t you dare laugh,” Olivia told her.

      Emily coughed and tried to retain a neutral expression. “I’m sorry, we should have been clearer. I should have been more specific. I just thought it was obvious. You’re not a stay-at-home mom kind of person.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Olivia moved her hands to her hips.

      “Really? You want me to remind you of the time I had to explain how the washing machine worked? Or the time I caught you ironing without plugging it in? And the fact you can’t open a childproof bottle of bleach.”

      “I may not be a domestic goddess, but I learned. And I think I’m pretty good at it now,” Olivia said proudly.

      “You are,” Emily agreed. “You are perfect. My little housewife. You know—”

      “I told you, I’m not wearing that outfit.” Olivia rolled her eyes.

      “Spoilsport.” Emily pouted for a moment. “Anyway, back to the matter at hand. I think volunteering might be a good idea. Or going back to work? Starting a new business? I think you need something to focus your energies on. Something that doesn’t involve remodelling the house every couple of weeks.”

      “What about Henry?”

      “He wouldn’t be much good at starting a new business, but I could ask him.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes, but a slight smile was creeping onto her lips. “You know what I mean. Who will take care of Henry?”

      “Well, my best friend is a registered childcare worker, as well as Henry’s third most favourite person in the world. And even if Lucy couldn’t take him for some reason, there are day care centres, nannies. We’re not the only working family in this situation.”

      Olivia’s brow furrowed as she took the information in. Emily thought it adorable how someone so intelligent and practical in most areas of life could miss out on some very obvious things in others.

      “But… Henry… wouldn’t it be better if he were with one of us?” Olivia asked.

      Emily shrugged. “We can’t see into the future, never mind various alternate versions of the future. It’s one of the hardest things about being a parent. But I know that I grew up in various foster situations and Henry saw very little of me up until just a year ago. We seem to have turned out okay.”

      Olivia smiled. “That you did.”

      “I know the desire to ensure everything is perfect can be strong. But the truth is that life can be messy, things don’t always go according to plan. You have to do the best you can. You may think that staying home with Henry is the best for him, but if you’re not happy, then you will eventually become depressed and that will have a whole different set of repercussions.”

      “Everything is very complicated,” Olivia groused. She walked over to the coffee machine and started to pour Emily a cup.

      “It is,” Emily agreed. “But hopefully the payoff is worth it.”

      Olivia walked over with the cup and saucer in her hand and a smile on her face. “Very worth it.” She placed a kiss on Emily’s lips and handed over the saucer. “I just wanted to help you, to play my part.”

      “You have helped me. You continue to help me. But it can’t be at the cost of your own happiness, that’s not how this works,” Emily told her. “We’re a team.”

      “We are,” Olivia agreed. Then, she realised something. “Oh, we’ve been so caught up in this that I forgot to ask. You didn’t tell me why you’re home early.”
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      Olivia paced furiously in front of the living room windows. Every now and then she turned to face Emily to say something, but the correct words would escape her, and she would continue pacing.

      Emily had suggested that they move from the kitchen to the living room while she explained her early return. Olivia presumed the move was intended to soothe her, but no change of location could calm her now. She wouldn’t be calm until she stood over the still and motionless body of Emily’s tormentor.

      She paused and blinked. She’d rarely had such violent thoughts. Clearing the image from her mind, she continued to pace. She needed to process what she had just heard. Someone was stalking her wife.

      Her first reaction had been to declare that Emily wasn’t to leave the house again until the matter was resolved. Luckily, she hadn’t voiced that particular thought, knowing that Emily wouldn’t have appreciated the sentiment one bit.

      If she wasn’t so livid and afraid, she would have mentally congratulated herself for holding back a thought which would have certainly been said aloud a mere year ago.

      As she started to wear a track in the flooring, Emily sipped her coffee. Olivia had no idea how she could be so calm while she was out of her mind with worry.

      “What do we do?” she suddenly asked.

      She was used to organising things, seeking out solutions and implementing fixes. It had been her profession and her personal skillset. But now she had no idea what to do, what to say. All she knew was that she wanted it fixed.

      “As I said,” Emily repeated, “Nicole has called the police. Now we wait to see what they say.”

      “And no one turned up at the theatre?” Olivia pressed.

      “No. Nicole sent two of her friends, undercover, and the police also sent someone in plain clothes. No one saw anyone suspicious. Whoever it was could have changed their mind.”

      “Or seen the supposed undercover people and run off,” Olivia added. “Incompetence.”

      “Maybe,” Emily agreed. “Anyway, I wasn’t there. Nicole sent me home long before that, told me to have a nice long weekend with my family and put it out of my mind. Which is what I intend to do.”

      “How can you be so calm?” Olivia demanded. “There’s a… a man, watching you.”

      “Olivia,” Emily snapped. “That is not helping.”

      Olivia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

      “I may appear calm, but I’m pretty terrified about all of this. I’m trying to keep it together because freaking out isn’t going to help anyone. I need to keep a level head.”

      Olivia opened her eyes and nodded. She turned to look out of the window at the dimly lit street. She knew the odds of the stalker being in New York were very slim, but she scanned the shadows just in case. She was itching to go to her office and look at ways of improving the home security system. She’d seen an advertisement on panic rooms a while ago. Now she wondered if they needed one. Or a gun. She’d never liked the idea of guns, but if Emily was in danger then maybe she needed to investigate the matter. Or private security. Someone who looked like they could snap a man in half accompanying Emily around town would surely put off any stalker.

      “Olivia,” Emily said softly, trying to get a response out of her.

      “I understand, I just…” Olivia trailed off. She had no idea what to say.

      “You feel useless,” Emily completed.

      “Yes, exactly. I-I… want to fix it.”

      “Of course you do, we all do. But we have to accept that, for the moment, we can’t. But, do you know what you can do?”

      Olivia turned to look at Emily with a raised eyebrow.

      “You can make me forget about it for a few days. I’ll have to go back on Sunday night, and then I will think about it again. But, for now, I have a weekend with you and Henry and I don’t want to waste it thinking about… whoever it is. I don’t want them to win by disrupting my life; I don’t want to give them that power. So, I’ve told you all I know, but now I want to get on with our life. I want to feel normal for a couple of days.”

      Olivia bit down the first thought that came to mind and tossed a silent hurrah to herself for progress.

      “O-kay,” she hesitated. She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to go back to normal after being told that some madman was on the loose, harassing her wife.

      “So, volunteering,” Emily said. “It sounds like a good idea to me. What do you think?”

      Olivia blinked. “Um, well…” It was hard to switch from one difficult topic to another.

      “I mean, I know you think you’re not great with kids, but you actually are. You communicate with them well, and Henry has gone from hating math to processing numbers better than I do in a few short months. If you can do that with other kids, then that would be great, don’t you think?”

      Olivia sat on the arm of the sofa opposite Emily and considered the question for a moment. It had been a long and emotional night. From the embarrassment with Natalie to Emily’s surprise return to the news that a stalker was in their midst. The idea of teaching a child how a mortgage worked seemed exhausting.

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “Natalie suggested it. And, to be honest, I’m not sure if I’m ready to see Natalie again. Ever.”

      Emily snickered. “Oh, come on, it was a misunderstanding. It will be fine.”

      “Will it?” Olivia asked seriously.

      “Yes, it will,” Emily promised. “You make a point to see her soon and then you laugh it off and get back to business. If you hide from it, then it will become an issue. She’s Henry’s teacher, so you can’t exactly hide from her forever.”

      Olivia could feel her cheeks heating up.

      “Henry could change schools,” she half-joked.

      “Putting tonight’s events behind you, what do you really think about volunteering? You must have been interested to have asked her over to find out more.”

      Olivia sighed and got to her feet. She walked over to Emily and sat down next to her.

      “I suppose I thought it was a good idea. I am bored at home all day. I simply don’t know how to fill my time. I’m not interested in most hobbies, I don’t have a huge number of friends to socialise with. I like to feel… useful. Volunteering would fit that brief. And it would only be for the hours that Henry is at school, which means I’d be available to look after him outside of school hours. It would also fit in with a baby, if I were pregnant.”

      Emily looked at her quietly for a moment. “Do you want to have a baby?”

      Olivia softly nodded.

      “Are you sure? You have been a little back and forth on this,” Emily pointed out.

      “I have,” Olivia agreed. “But it came from a place of fear, fear that I would have a child that may be on the spectrum. Like myself.”

      Emily’s eyes widened slightly at the admission.

      It was the first time that Olivia had made a reference to herself potentially being on the spectrum. She’d danced around the topic as much as possible, not wanting to commit to a label.

      “But,” Olivia ploughed on before that became the topic of discussion, “I realise that it wouldn’t be the end of the world. Well, you made me realise that. And, while adoption is something I think is a great idea, I do understand your point that it isn’t a great fit for us at the moment. Maybe we will revisit that in the future, maybe we won’t. Either way, I understand your concerns about adoption and I do share them.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Emily said. She leaned forward and placed her cup and saucer on the coffee table. She turned to face Olivia and took her hand in hers. “I know you struggle with labels, but if Henry turned out to be on the spectrum, or we had a baby that was, it would have nothing to do with you. And it would not change the way we feel about them one bit.”

      “Of course not,” Olivia agreed. “We’d love them no matter what.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Unless they become very unsavoury as adults,” Olivia amended. “I saw this documentary about a man—”

      “Nope.” Emily pulled her hands back. “We’re not having that conversation, whatever it is.”

      “But…” Olivia drifted off at the forceful glare Emily gave her.

      “Nope,” Emily repeated.

      “Fine, fine,” Olivia mumbled.

      “Do you watch much of the crime channel when I’m away from home?” Emily asked.

      Olivia frowned. “No, why?”

      “No reason.”

      “How do you feel about a baby?” Olivia suddenly asked. She was keen to have the conversation that had been playing on her mind recently. She’d concluded that Emily was right about adoption. Now she wanted to gauge her opinion on more conventional methods and possible timescales.

      “About you carrying a baby?” Emily queried.

      “Yes.”

      Emily smiled. “I love the idea. I think you’d be a great mother, no, I know you’d be a great mother. Henry would have a little sister or brother, which is also good. I don’t feel like we need another child to complete our family, but I definitely like the idea of having one. What do you think about it?”

      “I was worried for a while. But I’ve had time to think about it and I think it’s the right thing to do. I want to have a child. I’ve never really felt that way before, but I do now, strongly so.”

      “Then I think it’s something we should investigate,” Emily said.

      “How do you feel about investigating it soon?” Olivia asked.

      “How soon?”

      “You’re home now,” Olivia pointed out. She was already working out the logistics of dropping Henry off with Lucy while bribing her doctor for an emergency appointment.

      Emily chuckled. “You want to go tomorrow, don’t you?”

      Olivia shrugged her shoulder slightly. “Maybe.”

      “Well, this is very you. Very us,” Emily admitted. “We moved in together quickly. Got engaged quickly. This does seem like a logical next step.”

      “It does,” Olivia agreed. “And you’re not often home during the week. This would be a great opportunity to get the ball rolling.”

      “It could,” Emily agreed. She remained silent for a moment, seemingly deep in thought. She nodded. “Okay, yes. Let’s get the ball rolling. Then we’ll have more information and we can go from there.”

      “You’re sure?” Olivia felt herself smiling widely.

      “Positive,” Emily said. “I’m all in. And I know you don’t suggest something unless you’re all in as well.”

      “I’ll call first thing in the morning,” Olivia promised. She picked up her phone from the coffee table to set a diary reminder for herself.

      Before she could save the reminder, Emily scream.

      She turned with a start, to see the woman jumping up from the sofa and racing to the other side of the room.

      Somehow the kitten had escaped from the utility room and jumped up onto the sofa to sit between them.

      “Oh my god,” Emily said between deep breaths. “So… that’s Captain McWhatsIt then?”

      “McFluffypants the Seventh,” Olivia said. “Yes. He should be locked in the utility room, but he has clearly found a way to escape.”

      Emily tentatively walked over with her hand stretched out. “Hello kitty,” she whispered.

      The kitten jumped at her hand, claws at the ready. Emily jumped back.

      “He’s a demon,” she decided.

      “He’s active,” Olivia agreed. She reached forward and picked up the tiny creature. “I’ll put him back in the utility room, though goodness knows how he managed to escape. We may find him staring at us in the middle of the night.”

      Emily took a step back and regarded the kitten suspiciously.

      Olivia took in her body language and made an assumption. “You don’t like cats, do you?”

      “Hate them,” Emily confirmed.

      “Then why on earth did we get a kitten for Henry?” Olivia moved the struggling kitten from one hand to the other as she waited for Emily to explain.

      Emily sighed. “Henry really wanted one, and I didn’t want to tell him that I didn’t like cats. Who doesn’t like cats?”

      “People who fear them,” Olivia pointed out.

      Emily rolled her eyes. “I’m not scared.”

      Olivia held it out towards Emily. She smiled as Emily jumped backwards. “Oh, yes, not scared in the slightest.”

      “I’m going to go unpack,” Emily announced, walking to the hallway. “You lock up that devil creature and I’ll see you upstairs.”

      Olivia chuckled as she took the kitten back to the utility room. She checked his food, water, and cat litter before sneaking out of the door. She wondered if the door had been slightly open or if the fluff ball had figured out how to open it himself. She hoped for the former but doubted she’d be that lucky.

      She moved around the kitchen, cleaning up as she went. Her mind was spinning with all the things that had been discussed that night. The embarrassment with Natalie, the concern over the stalker, and her relief at their decision regarding the baby.

      She held onto the work surface and let out a long breath. Her life had always been ordered, scheduled, and predictable. It certainly wasn’t that way anymore. She’d made the decision to make a change, to break out of her protective bubble, and actually live her life. Being with Emily and Henry had thrown her head first into that choice. She’d expected to be terrified with the change and the pace, but if anything, she was eager to start the next chapter.

      Too long her life had been static, with wasted time and potential. She wasn’t getting any younger, and she was desperate to move on. Having a baby was terrifying, and yet she knew it would be so rewarding.

      Of course, she knew to temper her excitement. There was a long way to go and she didn’t even know if she could have a baby yet. But the journey was one she was looking forward to.

      She filled the dishwasher, images of baby clothes and toys in her mind as she did. Soon she started to think about morning sickness and swollen ankles, and she grimaced to herself. So maybe the whole journey wasn’t glamorous.

      She heard a sound and looked around to figure out what it was.

      She heard a thud and a slide. And then another thud and a slide.

      Then she heard a thud and a click. She looked as the utility room door slowly opened and a furry head appeared.

      “You’re going to be trouble,” she told him.

      He meowed back at her in response.
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      Olivia’s ability to get things done never ceased to amaze Emily. Just a few short hours ago, they were discussing having a baby. Now, they were at an expensive clinic waiting to be seen by a specialist.

      They’d stayed awake for a few hours, discussing the pros and cons of having a baby. Emily wanted to be absolutely certain that Olivia knew what she was taking on. But, as with most things, Olivia had already thought of every angle.

      Emily knew that she felt ready for another baby, and she was certain that Olivia felt the same. Now came the poking and prodding, the questions, and the money. She bristled again at the idea of how easy it was for most heterosexual couples to have a baby and how much work and expensive it would be for them.

      Olivia raised her wrist and looked at her watch. She tutted.

      Emily put a calming hand on her arm.

      “Olivia, considering you bought and bullied your way to an appointment with ninety minutes’ notice, you can’t complain about them being a minute late.”

      “Bought and bullied?” Olivia questioned haughtily.

      Emily fixed her with a glare.

      Olivia backed down. “I’ll give them another five minutes, but then I’ll be asking questions.”

      “Fair enough.” Emily closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the chair’s headrest. She was exhausted. The journey home and the several long discussions were starting to take their toll. And in the back of her mind, she was already thinking about work the following week. Opening night was fast approaching, and, while she was happy about that, she was also worried about the situation with her stalker.

      She had a phone call scheduled with Nicole before she flew back on Sunday, in order to get an update on what was happening. As much as she tried to push it to the back of her mind, she couldn’t. The note at the hotel had scared her more than she was willing to admit.

      Why someone had taken such an interest in her was a mystery. She was average, nothing special. And yet, someone was obviously fascinated by her.

      She shuddered at the thought.

      “Are you okay?” Olivia asked softly.

      “Yes, just a chill,” Emily lied flawlessly. “Probably tired.”

      Olivia regarded her for a moment more before nodding and looking away.

      Emily hated lying to Olivia, but she knew that her wife was probably in more of a panic than she was. Her best hope at offering Olivia comfort now was to appear unaffected.

      A part of her also felt guilty for taking the focus away from what should be a happy moment. They were preparing to create new life. Olivia would, hopefully, soon be carrying a miniature version of herself, and Emily couldn’t help but smile at that thought.

      She’d missed a lot of Henry’s childhood, and she wasn’t about to let that happen again. She knew that she needed to make her name as a writer, and then she’d be able to do the job she loved from home, or at least in New York. Things were coming together; her life was getting better and better. So long as she ignored the stalker lurking in the background.

      Maybe the stalker was the counterbalance in her life. Things were going well, so there needed to be some kind of spectre to keep her in line. But she’d be damned if she was going to not appreciate the good times just because of one man.

      She took Olivia’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      Olivia looked at her curiously but smiled. “I love you, too.”
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      Olivia pulled the car into the parking lot and looked at the building in front of her. Part of her wanted to turn around and go back home again. Another part of her knew that Emily was right—she needed to speak with Natalie again and smooth out what had happened.

      She turned the engine off and took a couple of deep, calming breaths. Once she felt she was ready, she exited the car and walked into the school.

      The weekend had raced by. It felt like a few short hours ago since her disastrous dinner with Natalie, but that had been four days ago. Four days where she hadn’t given the matter a second thought because she had been so preoccupied.

      Friday had been dedicated to the fertility clinic, where tests had been performed, decisions had been made, and a timetable of events had been put in place. Now everything was real and Olivia felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She knew that having a baby wouldn’t be easy, but she also knew it was something she wanted to do. The fear of such a big decision had startled her into inaction, but now she felt positive again. Like they were moving forward. And they were moving forward quickly, just as Olivia liked. She was expecting results from her first tests the next day and had already booked her next appointment with her specialist.

      Saturday had been dedicated to Henry. They’d gone to the park, seen a movie, played computer games, and eaten dinner at his favourite Italian restaurant. Olivia had deliberately kept up a fast pace, knowing that Emily was feeling nervous about her return to work the next day. Emily may have felt that she was an expert at cloaking her emotions, but Olivia was getting better and better at reading them.

      But it didn’t matter how action-packed Saturday was. Sunday still came around, and it was with a heavy heart that Olivia helped Emily pack her suitcase.

      Despite Olivia’s suggestion that she stay home, Emily was determined to return. She wasn’t about to let her career be dictated by a man with an unhealthy obsession. Olivia had to admit that she was proud of Emily’s resolve. Even if she was also scared of the situation in general.

      Once Emily had headed off to the airport, Olivia was on the phone, informing Nicole that every precaution was to be taken. Luckily, it seemed that Nicole was five steps ahead of her and had already made provisions for Emily’s security.

      And now it was Monday. The first day in a long series of days until Emily would be back. It was also the day that Olivia promised she would see Natalie, apologise for the mix-up, and attempt to move on from the embarrassment of the previous Thursday.

      “Olivia?”

      She looked up to see Natalie walking towards her.

      She sucked in a breath, not expecting to bump into the woman yet. It was just her bad luck that Natalie would be meandering around the school rather than in the classroom where Olivia expected to find her.

      “Hello,” Olivia greeted. She stood still and held her handbag in front of her, hands clasped around the hooped strap. “I wanted to apologise for the mix-up last week.”

      “I should be the one apologising,” Natalie told her. “Really, I was mortified… I’ve explained everything to the faculty, and everyone is now aware of the situation. I’m just so sorry that this happened.”

      “I hoped that we could put this behind us and move on?” Olivia asked. “I’d like to take you up on your offer of volunteering, if it’s still open.”

      Natalie smiled. “Absolutely. Do you want to follow me? We can go to the main office, and I can give you the forms that you’ll need to fill out.”

      Olivia nodded and fell into step behind Natalie. “If it’s quite all right with you, I’d rather not discuss… any of it...”

      The last thing Olivia wanted was to dissect the evening. She was already very invested in pretending it had never even happened.

      “No arguments here,” Natalie said quickly. “The less said, the better.”

      “Agreed.” Olivia felt her frame soften in relief. She had been concerned that Natalie would wish to discuss the matter, or explain herself, or worse, have Olivia explain herself. Ignoring the whole matter and starting over was much better.

      “Are you all right?” Natalie asked, indicating to Olivia that she had been silent too long to be considered politely acceptable.

      “Emily has a stalker.” Olivia decided to break the silence with a new topic.

      Natalie stopped, and Olivia had to do the same so as not to run into her.

      “Oh my god, is she okay?”

      “She’s back in London,” Olivia said. “Which is where the stalker is.”

      “You must be beside yourself,” Natalie said.

      “I am. I wanted her to stay home, but she refused.” Olivia sniffed and shook her head. While she appreciated Emily’s independence, it was sometimes very irritating.

      “She can’t change her life because of some nut job,” Natalie said. “Good for her for carrying on. I’d probably be terrified to go out.”

      “She is stubborn,” Olivia confessed.

      “Does she have friends in London?”

      Olivia thought of Simon and Nicole. She knew that her friends would do anything to ensure Emily’s safety.

      “She does, good friends.”

      Natalie smiled. “That’s good. They’ll look after her.”

      “They will. It’s her opening night next week. She writes plays.”

      “Wow,” Natalie said in awe. “That’s incredible. Would I have seen anything by her?”

      “No, she’s still pretty new to the business.”

      “You’ll have to let me know when something is showing on this side of the pond. I’d love to go and see it.”

      Olivia nodded. “I’ll do that.”

      Natalie turned around, and they continued the walk to the office.

      Olivia smiled to herself. Despite the ridiculous misunderstanding, things seemed to be working out. She was actually talking to someone, making conversation with a new friend.

      It was a nice sensation.

      Maybe Monday was going to be a good day after all.
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      Monday was turning out to be horrible.

      Emily was staying with Nicole in her penthouse apartment that overlooked the Thames. Nicole was an excellent host, and her home was nothing short of beautiful. But that didn’t stop Emily feeling like she was intruding.

      After she unpacked on Sunday night and spent at least an hour apologising, they had sat on the balcony with blankets and a bottle of wine. Nicole had explained that the police investigation had, sadly, uncovered nothing.

      Extra security was put in place at the theatre as an extra precautionary measure. But, rather than making Emily feel safe, it made her feel guilty for causing such expense and trouble.

      And now Monday had arrived, and the thing that Emily was dreading most was about to happen.

      A team meeting for all theatre staff had been called for nine o’clock. Everyone was in attendance and wondering what the big announcement would be. They all gathered in the first few rows of the old-fashioned theatre, some standing and some sitting, all looking perplexed about the unexpected meeting.

      Emily stood to the side, under the royal box. She looked at her fellow employees, trying to remember names and positions and dig into her brain for anything untoward or out of the ordinary.

      From stagehands to set designers to box office staff to lighting technicians, everyone seemed so normal. She’d met most of them by now, easily able to put a name to at least three quarters of the people assembled. The rest were part-time staff or people she’d yet to come across. She assumed she could eliminate them from her enquiries straight away.

      “Hi.”

      Emily jumped and turned to see Carl stood beside her. She hadn’t noticed him arrive and wondered just how long he had been there.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Nicole said you had a family emergency and had to go home early last week?” Carl fished.

      “Yes. Everything is fine now,” Emily said without expanding.

      “Oh, good. Look, if you ever need anything, even just to talk, I’m here for you.” He placed his hand on her shoulder.

      Emily tensed up. “Thanks, Carl.”

      He smiled and nodded as he removed his hand. She let out a sigh of relief. His very presence set her on edge. While she still didn’t have any hard evidence, deep down she was sure that Carl was her main suspect. She hoped that the very public announcement that was about to happen would be enough to make him back off.

      “I’d like to think that we’re not just co-writers, we’re friends,” he continued, clearly unable to take a hint.

      “Sure.” Emily smiled tightly and turned her attention back to the stage, willing Nicole to hurry up and begin.

      Thankfully, Nicole appeared on stage at that moment and cleared her throat to get the room’s attention.

      Silence fell over the gathering, and everyone looked up in anticipation.

      Nicole stood in the middle of the proscenium. Beside her were two male police officers in uniform. Gathered near the wings were the senior management of the company and some financial backers that Emily recognised from their headshots on the company website.

      “Thank you for all coming here so promptly. I won’t keep you long,” Nicole began. “It’s come to our attention that a member of the company is actively harassing a member of staff. Now, I’m not going to go into details because this matter has now been handed over to the police, and I’m unable to comment on an active investigation. However, I’d like to make it abundantly clear that this company will not tolerate any form of harassment.”

      Emily casually turned to look at Carl, hoping to see a reaction on his face that would confirm her suspicions. But there was nothing. He looked up at Nicole with a neutral, though maybe concerned, face.

      Emily skimmed through the other members of staff, straining to see in the dim lights if anyone was having a nervous reaction. Or if anyone was looking at her. Still, there was nothing.

      “So, I would highly recommend that the person responsible for this harassment ceases immediately,” Nicole continued. “Because I warn you that this isn’t going to go away. Continuing your current course will only serve to make things much, much worse.”

      Emily looked around the audience seats again, hoping for a clue.

      “This matter won’t interfere with our opening night next Wednesday. As we always say, on with the show. But there will be increased police and private security presence over the next few days. You will notice that security will be tightened, and you will all be required to wear your badges and passes at all times. I want to underline how seriously we are taking this matter and to advise you all that we are keeping a very close eye on proceedings. If anyone wants to discuss this matter with me, my door is always open. And now I’ll let you get back to work.”

      There were a few moments of silence while people processed what had been said. A collective murmur bubbled up as people found their team members and left the auditorium.

      “This is so scary,” Hannah said as she made her way through a few people to stand by Emily’s side.

      “It is,” Emily agreed.

      Hannah leaned around Emily and looked at Carl. “Carl, could you leave us alone? Girl talk, you know.”

      Carl looked at them curiously for a moment before turning around and stalking away.

      Hannah shuddered. “He’s so odd. He doesn’t even walk properly.” She turned to face Emily. “Do you know what’s going on? It’s all freaking me out. I hope everything will be okay.” She shuddered again and rubbed her arms. “It gives me the creeps. Will you buddy up with me when we go for lunch? Strength in numbers and all of that?”

      Emily nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.”

      She’d already been instructed by Nicole to not go anywhere without telling security and to certainly never go anywhere alone. She looked up and watched as people streamed towards the exits at the back of the auditorium.

      Somewhere in the room was her stalker. She just hoped whoever it was would heed Nicole’s warning and back off. She caught Carl’s eye, and he offered her a tight smile. She swallowed before turning away and making her way backstage to talk to Nicole.
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      Olivia sat at her desk with her mobile phone in her hand. She turned the device over and over in her palm, deep in thought.

      She looked at her laptop screen. The booking page of a flight to London looked back at her. Alone in the house for a couple of hours had sent her spiralling into a panic. She’d pictured some gothic, shadowy figure in the wings of the theatre, watching Emily. She cursed Nicole for ever taking her to see Phantom of the Opera.

      Now she was in a deadlock between her terror of flying again and her dread of something terrible happening to her wife.

      She unlocked her phone, scrolled through her recent contacts, and quickly made a call. Holding the phone to her ear, she waited.

      “Hi boss,” Simon answered.

      Olivia smiled. No matter how many times she asked him to no longer refer to her as boss, he persisted. For once, though, she was going to give him an order, so boss seemed appropriate.

      “I need you to keep an eye on Emily,” she said without preamble.

      “She already has a stalker problem,” he replied.

      Emily had told Olivia that she had sworn Simon and Sophie to secrecy on pain of death. So Olivia had called him over the weekend to advise him that she knew of the situation and to offer her eternal gratitude to him for caring for her.

      She stood and started to pace. “You know what I mean. You’re not a stalker, you’re a friendly face. Someone I trust.”

      “You trust Nicole. And the extra security. And the police. I’m not sure what good I’d be… Ah. I see.” Simon chuckled. “You’re banned from calling them anymore, aren’t you?”

      Olivia bristled at how quickly Simon had come to the correct conclusion.

      “No,” she lied. “I’ve… decided to limit my contact.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And I’d feel much better if you were there.” Olivia aimed for sweet talking.

      “Well, I have a business to run, remember? And I’m not in the same part of town. It’s not like she’s five minutes away.”

      Olivia paused in her pacing and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d known that ordering Simon to the theatre wasn’t going to be viable, but something had pushed her to try.

      “I can’t stop worrying,” she admitted.

      “I know,” he sympathised. “I’m concerned, too. But I remind myself that she is surrounded by people. She’s smart, she won’t do anything stupid, and she has Nicole watching out for her.”

      “But, this person—”

      “Olivia,” Simon stopped her from continuing. “Listen. I know you’re worried, I get that. I’d be the same if it were Sophie. But the truth is that there is nothing you can do. You need to let the security officers and the police do their job. And you need to let Emily make her own decisions. This guy is causing a huge disruption for Emily and that must be making her feel awful. You need to make her feel better. That’s your job. Keeping her safe, that’s the security officers job.”

      Olivia leaned against the window frame and looked out at the garden. She hadn’t considered that before. As a wife, she had responsibilities.

      Just like at work. She had tasks she had to complete, some of those were obvious and some of them were not quite so.

      She remembered the dreaded annual staff evaluations. The computerised system produced several charts showing if people had met their objectives and asked Olivia to rank them on many criteria that she felt ill-equipped to distinguish. Working well with others, problem-solving skills, social skills, communicating with senior staff. It all seemed like such a mess of questions, and she often ended up leaving Simon to fill in most of the details.

      Now the whole thing was starting to make a little more sense. The ability to produce a flawless set of tax returns wasn’t the only task that she expected her taxation manager to be able to complete. There was a complicated web of interpersonal skills and tasks that went hand in hand with the job.

      She wondered how she had missed out on such an obvious thing during her years of management. It was only now hitting her in the face as a wife and mother. She needed to view the things she did as tasks and objectives and evaluate herself. If she was failing in an area, she needed to figure out a way to improve.

      “Olivia?” Simon asked at the long silence.

      “You’re right,” she agreed. “It is my job to make her feel better. And I’ve probably been making her feel worse. She not only has the worry of the situation, but she has to worry about my own fear.”

      “Exactly. Honesty is really important, but sometimes it’s important to be strong for your partner, even if you don’t feel it.”

      “You’re right,” she repeated.

      “When is she home this week?”

      “Friday evening.”

      “That’s not long, it’s Wednesday already.”

      “I just don’t like her not being here,” Olivia confessed. “I know it’s necessary. But I don’t like it.”

      “Mm,” Simon said noncommittally.

      “What?” Olivia asked.

      “Nothing. You’ll figure it out.”

      Olivia frowned. She wasn’t sure if he meant that she’d figure out a solution, or if she’d figure out what he was discreetly referring to.

      “I have to go,” he said. “I have a telephone conference to prepare for.”

      She decided she would have to figure it out, whatever it was.

      “Okay, thank you for the pep talk,” she said. “It feels like old times.”

      “It does,” he agreed. “I miss them.”

      “So do I,” she said.

      They said goodbye.

      Olivia walked over to her desk and put her mobile phone in the giraffe-shaped holder that Henry had got her for her birthday. At least, Emily said that it was Henry’s idea. Olivia was fairly sure that it was Emily’s idea of a joke, but the joke was on her. The giraffe’s arms held the device perfectly.
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      “So, this is where you and Olivia used to have lunch?” Emily asked Nicole as two waiters pulled out their chairs and invited them to sit down.

      “Yes, more Olivia’s style than mine, I do admit.” Nicole sat down. “But it is delightfully out of the way of the theatre. We can talk freely here.”

      Emily looked at the array of cutlery and glassware on the thick cloth-covered table in front of them. It was very Olivia, all the luxuries that she assumed she wanted but didn’t actually enjoy.

      “I take it that there haven’t been any further incidents?” Nicole asked as she picked up the linen napkin and placed it on her lap.

      Emily repeated the move and shook her head. “No, nothing. Part of me is relieved, but part of me is waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      “I don’t blame you. It would be nice to think that it’s all over with, but until we can identify who it was and speak directly to them, I won’t feel comfortable.”

      “Neither will I,” Emily agreed. “Just because nothing has happened this week doesn’t make me feel any safer. And I feel so bad about putting you out.”

      Nicole waved away her concerns. “You’re not putting anyone out.”

      “I’m staying in your apartment,” Emily pointed out.

      “I love company.”

      “You hate company,” Emily countered. “Remember that your best friend is my wife.”

      “Well, that’s true. But I like having you staying over. You haven’t mocked my Netflix list, you like cooking shows, and you clean before the cleaning lady comes… which is adorable, by the way.”

      “I spilled toothpaste on the sink,” Emily said for the third time.

      “Adorable,” Nicole repeated with a grin. “But seriously, I like having you stay with me. I’m not doing it because I feel I must, or because Olivia will garrotte me if I don’t. I’m doing it because I am responsible for you, and you don’t seem to be safe at the two hotels we’ve picked so far. If I really didn’t want you to stay with me, then I would have shipped you off to a private apartment with a chap from security to watch over you.”

      Emily looked at her and could see the truth in her eyes. It didn’t stop her feeling guilty about putting Nicole out and the extra cost to the theatre company.

      “Good afternoon,” the tuxedoed waiter approached their table and addressed them. “Would you like to see the wine menu?”

      “Yes, please,” Nicole said.

      “Just water for me,” Emily replied.

      Nicole looked at her. “Actually, you’ll want a glass of wine with lunch.” She turned to the waiter. “We’ll have the Château Pesquié, please.”

      He nodded, took the menu back, and turned away to fetch the bottle. Emily furrowed her brow and looked at Nicole with concern.

      “Why am I day drinking?” she asked. She’d had to cancel lunch with Hannah once Nicole had asked to speak to her. Hannah’s disappointed reaction had made her feel guilty and now she was certain that she was about to feel much worse.

      “It’s nothing terrible,” Nicole attempted to reassure. “But it is something I need to make you aware of, something we need to discuss.”

      “You’re not reassuring me.”

      “When we first talked about you coming to work for us, we agreed to employ you as a writer to help you see how things work, so you have more experience of the industry.”

      Emily could feel the room heating up and started to panic. “Am I fired?”

      Nicole blinked in surprise. “I literally just said it’s nothing terrible.”

      “Yes, but am I?”

      “No,” Nicole said quickly. “No. Your work is exceptional. People are very happy with what you’re doing. This isn’t about that, it’s about the future.”

      Emily felt just as confused.

      The waiter returned and presented the bottle. After uncorking and pouring a tasting glass for Nicole’s approval, he poured two full glasses, then placed the bottle into an ice bucket beside the table.

      “We’ll need a few minutes before we order, but some bread would be wonderful,” Nicole said.

      The waiter nodded politely and left the table again.

      “Next week, we have opening night. By the next week, we won’t require two members of writing staff on this project,” Nicole explained. “And I know that we have discussed getting you work in New York, but that is seeming to be a very difficult task at the moment. There just aren’t any jobs around that would suit you. As you know, it’s a hugely competitive market.”

      Emily took a sip of wine. She had expected this conversation. Becoming a scriptwriter had been her dream, having it become a reality was incredible. Of course, logistics would make it impossible. No one was lucky enough to have everything fall into their lap so easily.

      “I’ve spoken with some companies in London, and there are a few opportunities for you here. However, we’ve been supporting you with air travel costs because you have a rights interest in this play. Once you move on from this project, that will cease.”

      “So, there are no jobs in New York for me,” Emily summarised. “There are jobs for me in London, but they won’t cover the cost of my travel from New York.”

      “Exactly.”

      Emily took another sip. When Nicole had first come to her with the proposition of taking a royalty cut on the rights to her play in order to get free travel back and forth from New York to London, it had been like a fairy godmother had waved a magic wand.

      Her play was going to be in a West End theatre, she was going to commute back and forth and be involved in its production, and she was going to have the opportunity to learn the ropes with professionals.

      Of course, it couldn’t last.

      “So, a decision needs to be made,” Nicole continued. “And I know it’s not an easy one. Really I do.”

      “I could continue to write from home?” Emily suggested. “And then sell those completed scripts.”

      “You could,” Nicole agreed. “But we can’t guarantee that they would sell. We were lucky that your previous scripts were snapped up. That could happen again. But it might not. Theatres are making less and less profit, and therefore they are less willing to take risks. We don’t even know if what we’re working on now will turn a profit. Advanced sales are okay, but nothing sensational.”

      Emily sipped more wine, glad that Nicole had taken the decision to order a bottle. It seemed like she’d need it.

      “It’s not all doom and gloom,” Nicole said. “You do have options, and I think it would be a terrible shame to throw away these opportunities.”

      “But I can’t afford to commute, not on a writer’s salary,” Emily pointed out. “And I can’t move. I’d be taking Henry away from all his friends. And Olivia won’t board a plane.”

      “I know this seems bleak,” Nicole said softly. “But you are a great writer and you’re an asset to the business. If we have a production that we could put you in, we would. But there’s nothing at the moment, and I can’t guarantee when the next project will be. And, even if I could, the travel would be an issue.”

      The waiter placed a bread basket on the table. Emily quickly reached for a wholemeal roll and broke it apart.

      She felt crushed. Even though she always knew that the opportunity was a temporary one, she had expected to be able to move on to other things.

      She was learning so much, and she’d barely had time to scratch the surface. She literally had the much-talked-about theatre bug. She couldn’t imagine not seeing the words she’d written at three a.m., at her desk, on the subway, acted out in front of a crowd. Watching the actors and then delivering slight tweaks to dialogue that she knew would improve the performance.

      “I know that Olivia would happily use her nest egg to fund your travel,” Nicole suggested tentatively.

      Emily snapped her head up to make eye contact with her.

      Nicole held up a hand. “I know you want to be independent. I know you don’t want to rely on Olivia’s money.”

      “I want to pay her back for what she has already spent,” Emily corrected. “I don’t want to add to the debt.”

      Nicole picked up a breadstick and snapped a piece off the end. “It’s just a suggestion. I know you don’t want to feel beholden to Olivia. But if you want to continue in the theatre, then it may be your only option.”

      She chewed on the piece of breadstick, and Emily looked down at the mangled roll in front of her. She dusted the breadcrumbs into the palm of her hand to return the tablecloth to its pristine condition.

      “Do you think there is any chance that I could make a living writing and selling scripts?” Emily asked.

      Nicole let out a sigh. “Maybe. It’s a hard thing to judge. Most people can’t. Some people can. Such is the creative world.”

      “Well…” Emily raised her wine glass. “It’s been a great adventure, but I think that once this project is over, I need to go back to my family.”

      Nicole looked at her sadly, but raised her own glass. “I will continue to look for things, I’ll be your agent as long as you want me to be. I really wish things had worked out another way. It’s just bad timing.”

      “I’d love you to continue to be my agent,” Emily said. “And I’m so glad that I got to experience what I did. I’ve learnt so much, and I’m really grateful for the opportunities I’ve had. It’s more than I ever could have dreamed of.”

      They clinked glasses and sipped some wine.

      Emily lowered her glass to the table and chuckled.

      “What is it?” Nicole asked.

      “I was just thinking, I don’t need to worry about my stalker so much now,” Emily said. “A few more days and I’ll be back in New York. And Olivia will be ecstatic as well. Not that she’d ever admit that she didn’t want me to commute, but I know she misses me. And I miss her. Maybe this will be for the best.”

      “No, it’s not,” Nicole said with a pout. “Because I’ll miss you.”

      Emily reached a hand across the table and took Nicole’s. “I’ll miss you, too.”

      Nicole squeezed her hand and then retracted her own. She took a deep breath and picked up the menu.

      “Let’s eat, before I get all emotional.”

      Emily smiled and picked up her own menu. She stared at the words on the page, but none of them made sense. Her mind was spinning. She had no idea what she’d say when she saw Olivia the next evening. She felt like a failure. They had moved everything to give Emily the best shot at a new career, at an amazing opportunity. But now that chance had effectively disappeared.

      She felt like she’d been fired from her dream job.
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      Emily walked up the path with her suitcase in tow. She was exhausted, and the only thing keeping her awake was the knowledge that she’d soon see her family.

      She hoped that this time Olivia wouldn’t be entertaining a random woman, oblivious to the fact that said woman was madly flirting with her.

      She had to smile, despite the potential seriousness of the situation.

      It had been a long and trying week. The meeting with the police, constantly looking over her shoulder to see if anyone was following her, and then yesterday finding out that her career was effectively over.

      Of course, she’d not told Olivia any of that on the phone. She’d kept things as light as she could. But inside she was desperately in need of the comfort of her family.

      Landing at the airport, she had quickly regretted her decision to get a taxi home at the end of every week. She knew it was in Olivia’s and Henry’s best interests, but now the delay of being in the arms of the woman she loved seemed unreasonable.

      As she approached the front door she waited for it to fly open. Except… it didn’t. The lights were on, so she knew they were definitely home. She reached into her handbag and dug around for her house keys that lay at the bottom, having been unused for a week. She pulled them out and unlocked the door.

      “Hello?” she called out as she pulled her suitcase into the hallway.

      She could hear the sound of people talking, but no one replied to her greeting. She slammed the door closed and shrugged out of her jacket. While she didn’t want Olivia to make a fuss of her return by dragging Henry to the airport, a hello would be nice.

      “Mommy!” Henry ran around the corner and collided with her legs.

      At least someone noticed, she thought to herself.

      “Aidan is here,” Henry announced and started to pull her hand.

      She reached out to put her jacket on the hook. “Aidan?”

      Henry dragged her across the living area and into the dining room. When she looked in the room, her heart melted.

      At the table sat an adorable blonde-haired boy with thick spectacles. Next to him was Olivia. They were both focused on a sheet of paper on the table.

      “So, if I gave you another two lollipops, how many lollipops would you have?” Olivia asked softly.

      Aidan shrugged his shoulders and looked up at Olivia helplessly.

      “Let’s count them together, okay?”

      Emily gently pulled Henry out of the dining room and walked him into the kitchen. For some reason, her wife was in the middle of a math lesson with an unidentified child. It was certainly a step up from the last time she came home, but still a confusing scene to walk into.

      “Was that Aidan?” Emily asked as she pulled a tray down from atop the kitchen cabinets.

      “Yep. He’s my best friend,” Henry replied. He looked at Emily with confusion. “Are we having hot chocolate?”

      “Absolutely,” Emily said. “And wow, Aidan is your best friend?”

      Henry hadn’t mentioned Aidan once, and just last week he had told her that a girl called Alice was his best friend. Clearly things moved fast in the hurly-burly world of first grade.

      “Yep. And I’m his best friend,” Henry explained.

      Emily pulled some cups out of the cupboard. She was happy that Henry was making friends, even if she’d never heard of Aidan before.

      “And what are Olivia and Aidan doing?”

      “Playing math,” Henry said with distaste.

      Olivia had often tried to convince Henry that mathematics was a game, not realising that adding the word “playing” to the word ”math” wouldn’t be enough to make it a fun game.

      Henry was happy to have lessons and learn about math for short periods at a time that ended with a suitable prize. But he wasn’t convinced that math was something that could be played.

      Clearly, Aidan hadn’t caught onto Olivia’s scheme yet.

      “Aidan hates math. He’s really, really bad at it. He cried when we had math class today.”

      “Did Aidan come over for dinner?” Emily asked, keen to clarify that Olivia had permission to have the bespectacled cutie in their house.

      “Yes. We played in the yard, and we did some painting.”

      “And Aidan asked his mommy, right?” Emily pressed.

      “Yep. His daddy is coming to get him soon.”

      Emily let out a sigh of relief. While she didn’t really expect Olivia to have kidnapped the boy, she’d not wager money on it.

      “Captain McFluffypants the Seventh peed in the sink,” Henry announced with some pride.

      “Which sink?” Emily asked. She eyed the kitchen sink and shuddered.

      “Today?” Henry asked.

      Emily shuddered again and decided that the next day she’d give the house a deep clean.

      [image: ]

      Emily walked into the dining room with mugs filled with hot chocolate on a tray. As she lowered it to the table, Olivia looked up in surprise.

      She watched in amusement as Olivia looked from her to the clock on the wall to the hot chocolate and back to Emily again with confusion.

      “You’re home.” Olivia walked around the table to embrace Emily.

      “I am,” she replied. “You were caught up in your lesson with Aidan.” She emphasised the boy’s name, hoping that Olivia would elaborate on the boy’s presence.

      “I told you I had two mommies,” Henry said proudly.

      Olivia took a step back. “Aidan, this is my wife, Emily.”

      “Hi, Mrs White,” he replied, complete with lisp.

      “Hi, Aidan.” Emily smiled. Aidan was adorable. She turned to Olivia. “Does Aidan have any allergies… or parents?” she muttered under her breath.

      Olivia picked up a piece of paper from the table and handed it to Emily. She looked at it and bit her lip to hold back a chuckle. Olivia’s neat script detailed what appeared to be Aidan’s full medical history, a set of emergency phone numbers, names and addresses, and his doctor’s details.

      “The rest is on the back,” Olivia assured.

      Emily felt her eyes bulge and quickly glanced at the back of the piece of paper to see another full sheet of information. At this point, Olivia probably knew more about Aidan than Aidan did. She quickly checked the allergies.

      “Aidan, would you like some hot chocolate?”

      He swiftly nodded.

      “My mommy makes the best hot chocolate in the world,” Henry said.

      Emily handed each of them a small mug.

      “Thank you, Mrs White,” Aidan said. He held the mug with both hands, and Emily realised how small the boy was. Clearly, he hadn’t had a growth spurt yet.

      Olivia reached for a mug of hot chocolate, but Emily quickly grabbed her hand and tugged at her.

      “Boys, we just need to clean up the kitchen, we’ll be back in a moment.”

      Emily kept hold of Olivia’s hand and pulled her towards the kitchen.

      As soon as they got into the room, Olivia started to look around in confusion.

      “The kitchen looks clean to m—”

      Emily pressed Olivia back against the wall and kissed her deeply. Her temple rubbed against Olivia’s glasses, the ones she had started to wear more upon realising how it drove Emily wild with desire.

      “I thought you’d forgotten about me,” Emily teased. “But then you were there helping the most adorable boy—don’t tell Henry I said that—and it made my heart melt.”

      “I didn’t hear you come in,” Olivia said apologetically. “Aidan seems to be scared of numbers. He shuts down, so I tried to make it more enjoyable for him, to show him that he could do it. We had just—”

      Emily put her finger on Olivia’s lips to silence her. “Later.”

      She removed her finger and replaced it with her lips. Olivia got the message and returned the kiss. A few moments passed, and Olivia ratcheted up the intensity.

      “I’ve missed you,” she breathed as she started to plant kisses down Emily’s neck.

      The kitchen door flew open, and they sprang apart.

      “But Ironman is the best,” Henry explained to Aidan as they entered the kitchen. “Superman is okay, but his outfit is silly.”

      “Superman can melt stuff with his eyeballs,” Aidan argued.

      Both boys placed their mugs on the counter, ignoring Emily and Olivia as they continued their debate about favourite superheroes.

      The doorbell sounded, and Olivia quickly excused herself from the potentially awkward situation.

      “I’ll get it,” Olivia said, already half out of the door.

      “That’s probably my daddy,” Aidan said sadly.

      “You can come back another day,” Henry promised.

      “As long as it’s okay with Aidan’s parents,” Emily added. She mentally filed away a note to talk to Henry about asking for permission before making promises. “Aidan, did you bring anything with you?”

      “My bag,” Aidan said.

      “It’s in my room,” Henry said.

      She hurried the two boys out of the kitchen and watched them climb the stairs. She could hear Olivia having a conversation with a man.

      “He’s been no trouble at all,” Olivia reassured.

      “Great, maybe you and your husband could come over at some point?”

      “Oh, I don’t have a husband,” Olivia explained.

      “Well, then maybe you can come over at some point?”

      Emily frowned. She didn’t like the change in the man’s tone. She knew that Olivia wouldn’t pick up on it, and before long, would be committed to visiting Aidan’s parents and presumably being ogled at by his father. She quickly walked into the hallway.

      “Aidan’s getting his bag,” she explained. “I’m Henry’s other mother, Emily.”

      She held out her hand and smirked as he stumbled to quickly shake it.

      “Oh, right, um… M-mike.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mike.” Emily held onto his hand a moment longer than necessary, gripping it tightly.

      Aidan rushed into the hallway. “Can I come again soon, Daddy?”

      Mike retracted his hand and smiled at his son. “Sure, we’ll talk to Henry’s mommy… ies and arrange something.”

      “Absolutely. We’d love to have Aidan over again,” Emily said while engaging in a staring contest with Mike.

      After some farewells, Mike and Aidan left and Emily closed the door behind them. She wasn’t happy with the way Mike continued to look at Olivia. While she would agree that Olivia was stunning, that was no way to behave. Especially not in front of her wife and two impressionable young boys.

      “He seemed nice,” Olivia commented before turning away.

      Emily felt herself seethe. She took a deep breath to calm down, reminding herself that Olivia wasn’t the best at picking up on signals.

      “Henry, could you make sure your room is tidy before bed?” Emily asked.

      Henry, unlike Olivia, could detect the change in atmosphere and hurried off to clean his room.

      Emily followed Olivia into the kitchen.

      “Wine?” Olivia asked.

      “Please.”

      Olivia pulled out a bottle of white from the fridge and picked up two glasses from the shelf.

      “Mike was staring at you,” Emily pointed out as she sat on the stool at the breakfast bar.

      Olivia reached for her hair to search out a stray lock that she thought was out of place, clearly the reason for any staring.

      “Because he thought you were hot,” Emily clarified.

      Olivia blushed and lowered her hand. “You’re being silly.”

      “I’m not. I just want you to know because he continued staring at you in front of the boys, even after I gave him the stink eye. Just… file it away in your brain for now.”

      Olivia poured wine into both glasses silently, considering the information she had been given.

      “I’ll be distant with him,” she decided as she handed Emily a glass.

      Emily nodded gratefully and took a sip of the cold liquid. “So, if you had three lollipops and I gave you another three lollipops, how many lollipops would you have?”

      “Six.” Olivia frowned. “Obviously.”

      Emily chuckled. “I’m joking, Olivia. It was cute, seeing you teaching Aidan. For someone who used to be so scared of children, you’re doing pretty well.”

      “Aidan is a sweet boy. Henry told me he cried when he realised he had a math lesson, I wanted to help him.”

      Olivia leant backwards onto the work surface and swirled her wine glass in front of her as she thought.

      “I enjoyed it,” she admitted. “I still find children frightening, though.”

      “Everyone does,” Emily confessed. “You get used to them.”

      “I think I will,” Olivia agreed. “It had me looking forward to volunteering. If I can spend time with groups of children, then maybe I can make a difference? Maybe in twenty years I won’t have to correct people when they hand me change in a shop.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to singlehandedly reverse this country’s math literacy issues, but it’s a start,” Emily said.

      She took a deep breath and looked at Olivia. It was time. She had to tell her, no matter how much she wanted to bottle it up and pretend it wasn’t happening.

      “Maybe you could help me with a math problem,” Emily suggested.

      “Of course,” Olivia replied with a frown.

      “If I had three lollipops and then I had no lollipops, how many lollipops would I have?” Emily knew it was a cop-out, but she didn’t know what else to say.

      “None,” Olivia told her. “Who is taking your lollipops?”

      “Nicole. Well, not exactly, but she told me that my lollipops are going away.”

      “Going away? Nicole?” Olivia put the wine glass on the countertop. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “There’s no more work for me,” Emily said sadly.

      Olivia continued to look confused.

      “Lollipop was code for work. I’m sorry, I should have just said it outright, but it’s really hard.” She took a deep breath and sat a little higher on the kitchen stool. “I had lunch with Nicole yesterday, and she told me that there are no projects at her company. And she’s asked around and there is nothing in New York. So, that’s that.”

      Olivia blinked. “But… you… you love your job.”

      “I do. I did. It’s just… it’s not working out. Theatre isn’t making as much as it used to, and people are being more conservative with money. Less productions means less people, more competition. And I’m the new kid on the block.”

      She picked up the wine glass and took a gulp.

      “Really, I’m lucky,” Emily continued. “I had the chance to work in my dream profession. I saw behind the curtain, literally. I’ve learnt a lot. But it couldn’t go on forever.”

      Olivia continued to stare at her, clearly unsure what to say.

      “It’s okay, you can be happy. I’m sure you’re happy.” Emily chuckled. “Not spending so much time away from you and Henry will be really nice.”

      “But you’ll miss it,” Olivia said. “Of course, I’m ecstatic for you to be home. But I want you to be happy, and if that means only seeing you for a few hours every weekend, then that’s fine.”

      “Well, it’s all irrelevant now.” Emily threw back the last gulp of wine. “It’s done. I can officially say that I worked on a theatre production and that a version of one of my plays showed in the West End of London. Who else can say that?”

      “Not many people,” Olivia admitted. She still looked at Emily with something akin to pity.

      “Smile, Olivia,” Emily instructed. “I’ll be home. I don’t know what I’ll be doing, but I’ll be home.”

      Olivia tried to smile but failed. “I’m sorry, it’s a little bit of a shock.”

      “Same,” Emily admitted. “I always knew that this was temporary, but I just assumed that I’d work on more projects with Nicole. I assumed I’d be doing this for a few months, not a few weeks. But, that’s one of the many things I learned. The theatre moves fast.”

      “And there are no jobs in New York? Or in other London theatres?” Olivia asked.

      Emily shook her head. “I had a long chat with Nicole. She gave me a list of everyone she spoke to and told me about some potential people to approach, but she didn’t seem very hopeful. The chance of a paid position is pretty much non-existent.”

      “Then volunteer, like me,” Olivia suggested.

      Emily bit the inside of her cheek hard. She was emotional, and she didn’t want to lash out at Olivia. Technically, it was a very generous offer and one that came from a place of love. But Emily needed to make her own way and she needed Olivia to understand that.

      “I need to earn money,” Emily said softly.

      Olivia looked like she wanted to argue but wisely stopped herself.

      “It’s for the best,” Emily said. “I won’t have to travel. Henry won’t grow an inch every time I see him.”

      “Mommy, look,” Henry called out as he barged into the kitchen like a streak of lightning.

      He had a piece of paper in his hand and slapped it into Emily’s stomach.

      “For you,” he announced.

      Emily looked at the drawing. “Wow, you’re getting so good. Do you want to talk me through this?”

      “Yep,” Henry agreed readily.

      Emily angled the drawing so he could reach to point.

      “You, me, Olivia, Captain McFluffypants the Seventh, Tiny, and Miss Costa.”

      Emily smirked and looked up at Olivia. “It looks like Miss Costa lives with us in this big house you’ve drawn?”

      “She does,” Henry agreed.

      Olivia looked panicked and opened her mouth to defend herself.

      “But, Miss Costa doesn’t live here,” Emily told Henry. “She just came over for dinner that one time, remember?”

      “Yeah,” Henry said. He squished up his face as he looked at the drawing.

      “Maybe this building isn’t a house at all. Maybe it’s a school?” Emily suggested. “And we’re taking Captain McFluffypants to see your classroom?”

      “Yes, that’s it!” Henry announced, pleased with the solution.

      “I thought so,” Emily said. “Maybe you should draw a whiteboard and a playground so everyone knows that it’s a school?”

      “But that will have to wait until tomorrow, it’s time to get ready for bed now,” Olivia interrupted.

      Emily looked up at the clock on the wall and sighed. Time moved so quickly, she barely felt like she had any time to see Henry. But at least that would change soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          31

        

      

    

    
      Emily carried the tray of drinks out to the patio table. Irene quickly stood up and helped her to place the glasses and jugs onto the table. She thanked her, and the two women started to pour drinks.

      Emily looked up towards Olivia and Tom who were walking around the vegetable garden, deep in conversation. She decided to leave them to it.

      “And then McFluffypants wouldn’t come down,” Henry told Lucy.

      “Wow, what did Olivia do?” Lucy asked.

      Henry, who was in Lucy’s lap, turned to face her. “She got a broom and she tried to push him from the top of the bookshelf. But he just jumped over the brush.”

      “This cat of yours sounds like a hassle,” Irene told him with a smile. “Maybe you should send him back and get a goldfish instead?”

      “Nah.” Henry shook his head. “I’m going to go and play with him, in case he’s lonely. Because he isn’t allowed outside with us.”

      Emily watched him slide from Lucy’s lap and pick up his drink.

      “Make sure you keep the door closed,” Emily advised. “You don’t want him running off.”

      “I will,” Henry called behind him as he walked back into the house.

      Emily flopped onto a chair. “That cat is the devil.”

      Lucy and Irene laughed.

      “Surely he can’t be that bad?” Lucy asked.

      Emily held up her hand to show some deep scratch marks.

      “What did you do?” Irene asked.

      “Me? It was him!” Emily said. “I was just minding my own business when he came flying out of nowhere and launched himself at me.”

      “He can probably detect that you’re scared,” Lucy said. “Like dogs do.”

      “At least you only see him on weekends,” Irene chuckled.

      “Yeah, well…” Emily took a deep breath. “I’m not going to be working in London for much longer.”

      Lucy frowned, and Irene’s mouth formed an O.

      “Why’s that?” Lucy asked.

      “There are no new jobs in London, and the project I’m working on is nearly finished. It was always going to be temporary. I had hoped to move onto something else, but it’s just bad timing. Still, I get to be home more with Henry, Olivia, and the devil cat.”

      Irene picked up her glass of juice and took a sip. Emily respected that Irene knew when silence was appropriate. Irene wasn’t one to sugar-coat things, remaining quiet rather than blurting out platitudes.

      “It’s for the best, I’m sure,” Lucy said.

      Lucy was the opposite to Irene. Lucy would search high and low for the bright side, the silver lining in any piece of potentially disastrous news.

      “You’ll find something else, and, in the meantime, you can spend more time with Olivia,” Lucy continued. “And Olivia did mention that you’re both on the path to getting her pregnant now.”

      Irene looked up with interest.

      “We are. Olivia’s been racing along. She’s been cleared by the doctor, and now we’re choosing a sperm donor. In fact, that’s our plan for this evening. Never did I think I’d spend an evening looking at profiles of men who I think would be a good fit to impregnate my wife!”

      “It’s a different sort of evening in,” Lucy agreed.

      “How many do you have to choose from?” Irene asked.

      “Olivia’s already streamlined the list down to five.”

      “Has she done a pros and cons list?” Lucy chuckled.

      “Oh yes, of course!” Emily laughed.

      “She’ll be pregnant before you know it, and then you’ll forget all about working for a while. You’ll be too busy looking after Olivia and then a new baby.” Lucy clapped her hands together. “Oh, it’s so exciting! And if you ever need a babysitter, you know where I am.”

      “Yes, you’re right in line behind the grandmother,” Irene told her with a grin.

      “No arguing over who gets to babysit.” Emily laughed. “At least not until we know we’re having a baby.”

      “Everything will work out; things have a way of doing that,” Irene told her. “The work thing will seem like a blessing in disguise soon, I’m sure.”

      [image: ]

      “I just can’t get my carrots to grow properly. They’re skinny and weird looking,” Tom complained.

      “Carrots are challenging,” Olivia agreed. “People think because they are so common that they must be easy to grow, but they are very fussy. Try the soil I told you about, it might help. And I’m serious about knowing the temperature of the soil.”

      “I’ll get the thermometer,” he promised.

      Olivia walked over to the tomato plants and picked a couple of weeds out that had sprouted near them.

      “It’s a shame about Emily,” Tom said conversationally.

      “It is,” Olivia agreed. She wasn’t sure what was a shame, but she knew that Tom would elaborate soon enough.

      “She loves writing. And working in the theatre, it must have been a dream come true.”

      “It was.”

      Tom leaned on the shovel that was wedged into the ground beside the celery.

      “Can you imagine having a dream job and then having it taken away? That would be hard.”

      Olivia could imagine. She loved her job until Marcus took it away.

      “It’s like if someone told me I couldn’t fly anymore. Not being able to pilot a plane would be crushing.” Tom tutted and shook his head. “Still, bad timing, I suppose. I know Em; she’ll put a brave face on this, but it’s probably destroying her on the inside.”

      Olivia didn’t understand Tom’s need for dramatics. He always seemed to overreach a point. It was a trait she also saw in Lucy, so suspected that was the cause. The two played off one another.

      “I don’t know about destroying her,” Olivia said.

      “Brave face,” Tom told her.

      Olivia looked over to the patio table where Emily, Lucy, and Irene were all laughing about something.

      “Very brave,” Olivia mused. “She’s probably relieved to be honest.”

      “Why relieved?”

      “While no longer working in the theatre has definitely been a blow, at least she no longer has to worry about the stalker.”

      Tom frowned in confusion. “How so?”

      “She won’t be in London, so… no stalker,” Olivia spelt out.

      “Maybe so, but that won’t suddenly go away,” Tom pointed out. “In fact, if it’s not properly resolved… will it ever go away?”

      Olivia looked down at the tomato plants, lost in thought. Tom was right. Emily may put a brave face on things, but Olivia knew that the whole stalker business terrified her. Even when she was at home, she was different. Every noise, every curtain twitch had Emily grabbing Olivia’s arm in panic. She tried to claim that it was just nerves, but Olivia had noticed a change. Would that change go away if the identity of the stalker was never revealed?

      “And the stalker won’t be happy to hear that Emily’s leaving,” Tom added.

      Olivia snapped her head up to stare at him. “What do you mean?”

      “N-nothing,” Tom stammered.

      Olivia knew exactly what he meant. Worse, she agreed with him. It hadn’t occurred to her before now. How would Emily ever get over the fear of being stalked without finding out who the stalker was? It was all well and good saying that it was over, but was it?

      She angrily ripped another weed out of the ground.
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      Emily heard Olivia arriving in the living room before she saw her. Which was strange, as Olivia was usually very graceful and calm. But as Emily looked up to see Olivia’s face, she realised she was anything but calm.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The cat’s a murderer,” Olivia said.

      Emily put down her book and edged backwards. “It’s not a mouse, is it?”

      “Worse.” Olivia looked around to ensure they were alone before producing Tiny from behind her back.

      Well, it had been Tiny at one point. Now, the weathered giraffe cuddly toy was ripped to shreds, his eye hanging loosely on a piece of stuffing that hung from his gouged socket.

      “Captain McFluffypants has killed Tiny the Giraffe,” Olivia said seriously. She took a breath as she realised what she had said. “And my life has become a farce.”

      Emily walked over to the bottom of the stairs and looked at Tiny’s lifeless form.

      “It’s beyond repair,” Olivia admitted. “That cat is a menace.”

      “He is,” Emily agreed. “But Henry loves him.”

      “Henry also loves Tiny. What’s he going to say when we tell him that one of his great loves has disembowelled his other great love?”

      “He’ll ask what ‘disembowelled’ means, and you won’t be explaining that one,” Emily told her.

      An unfortunately timed news article had caused Henry to ask Olivia what waterboarding was. Just an hour later and one of Emily’s old Barbie dolls was taped to a ruler and being introduced to the toilet headfirst.

      “He showed an interest in the news,” Olivia argued.

      Emily let out a sigh. “Can we just agree to not discuss methods of torture with our son until he is at least ten? And then both of us will be present?”

      “Fine. What do we do about Tiny? How do we tell Henry?” Olivia asked.

      Emily bit her lip and took a step back. She’d hoped that she wouldn’t have to do this. Yes, Olivia was an adult, but she was also woefully bad at keeping secrets. And now Emily was in a situation where she was going to have to trust Olivia by showing her the inner workings of the most well-guarded magic trick in existence.

      “Where’s Henry?” Emily asked.

      “Colouring in his room. I managed to take Tiny before he noticed.”

      Emily took hold of the stuffed animal’s broken form. She looked Olivia in the eye.

      “I’m going to tell Henry that I’ve taken Tiny to be washed. It happens every now and then, so he won’t be suspicious. Don’t say anything. I’ll meet you in the bedroom after Henry’s gone to bed.”

      Olivia nodded. “But—”

      “No buts,” Emily said. “Operation Save Tiny is a go.”

      [image: ]

      Olivia closed Henry’s bedroom door and let out a relieved breath. He hadn’t asked once about Tiny, satisfied with Emily’s explanation that Tiny was in the washing machine and, yes, had been provided with the customary scuba gear.

      She had no idea how they were going to break the news to him the next day. Olivia surmised that some kind of washing machine accident would be held responsible for the mangled toy. Henry would be heartbroken, so Olivia had been planning a week of activities that would help to cheer him up.

      “Psst.”

      She turned around. Emily stood in the doorway to their bedroom, gesturing for Olivia to follow her.

      “Is he asleep?” Emily whispered.

      “He is. What are you doing?”

      “What are we doing,” Emily corrected.

      She pulled Olivia into the bedroom and closed and locked the door behind them. All the lights were on, and in the centre of the bed, like the star of a horror movie, was Tiny. Olivia cursed herself for finding the only murderous kitten in New York. She’d seen videos online of kittens doing all kinds of adorable things. And yet, she had managed to pick out a monster who was content to rip things up and shit in inappropriate places. She’d still not told Emily about the faeces in the bathtub.

      “Don’t just stand there, help me,” Emily instructed.

      Olivia turned around. Emily was on top of the small set of steps, reaching into the back of the wardrobe’s top shelf. She heaved a box from the very back and lowered it down towards Olivia’s outstretched arms.

      In a flash, Emily was down the ladder and had taken the box from Olivia’s hands. She placed it on a chair and picked up a decorator’s dust sheet and placed it on the floor in front of the bed.

      Tiny was moved from his bed shrine and placed on the sheet. The box was placed beside him.

      “Come, sit.” Emily patted the space beside her.

      Olivia sat down, confused but fascinated with whatever was happening.

      Emily lifted the lid on the cardboard box.

      Olivia gasped. “You… but…” she started.

      “No one knows about this,” Emily said seriously. “No one.”

      Emily pulled a cuddly toy giraffe out of the box. It was Tiny, but new and wrapped in cellophane.

      Olivia sat up and looked into the box. It was stuffed full of new Tiny toys.

      “We just saw the demise of Tiny Mark Seventeen,” Emily explained. “This one has lasted the longest. The first Tiny you ever saw was Mark Fifteen. You don’t even want to know what happened to him.”

      Olivia gasped. “Y-you’ve replaced Tiny since we’ve been together?”

      “Twice,” Emily confirmed. She continued to unwrap the toy.

      “And you never told me?”

      “I didn’t know if you could be trusted.”

      “We’re married!” Olivia cried.

      “Less talking, more fluffing,” Emily thrust Tiny into Olivia’s hands. “He needs to feel soft, pliable. Get fluffing.”

      “Fluffing?” Olivia held the new toy in shock.

      “Fluffing. Bend him, punch him if you have to.” Emily sealed the box and climbed back up the ladder to replace it.

      “What happened to Sixteen?” Olivia asked as she squished the giraffe.

      “Left in Lucy’s garden and run over by a lawnmower. There wasn’t much to work with that time, so I had to do most of it from memory.”

      Olivia winced at the mental image of Tiny being ripped through the blades.

      “No, no, no,” Emily complained as she returned with another box. “You need to really go for it, this is a toy that has been around for years! He’s soft. If you keep on like that you’ll be at it all night.”

      “But he hasn’t been around for years,” Olivia complained as Emily snatched the imposter away.

      “But Henry needs to believe he has been.” Emily put the new toy on the ground and started to walk on him. “Open the box.”

      Olivia tore her eyes away from her sweet, mature wife trampling a toy giraffe. She opened the new box that Emily had placed on the protective sheet and looked inside.

      “What’s all this?”

      “Mud, grease, grass clippings, paint, scissors…”

      A light-bulb moment occurred. “We’re going to…”

      “Recreate Tiny, yes.” Emily picked the new toy up and walked over to the en-suite. She placed the toy on the edge of the doorframe and then looked towards Olivia with a grimace. “You might want to look away.”

      Olivia turned away and heard the sound of cotton stuffing being smashed between the door and the frame. She shuddered.

      “As you know,” Emily said. “Tiny is a bit floppy in the neck.”

      “You disturb me,” Olivia commented.

      Emily dropped the toy down onto the sheet and sat next to Olivia.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Emily muttered. “Now, get the jar marked fake blood. Henry cut himself and there’s a tiny drop of dried blood on Tiny’s left ear.”

      Olivia dug out the jar and handed it over. She watched as Emily picked up a small paintbrush and started to drab the tiniest amount of fake blood onto the ear.

      “Wouldn’t all of this dirt have been washed away in the machine?” Olivia asked.

      “Some of it, some of it is so ground-in that it stays. That’s the real challenge, making it look like clean dirt and not just dirt. There’s a science to this. I’ll teach you.”

      She’d never much rated Emily’s artistic skills, but, clearly, they were of an extraordinary level if they were on Tiny Mark Eighteen. She couldn’t believe that Tiny had been replaced twice and she hadn’t noticed.

      “Does this mean I’m here to stay?” Olivia asked with a grin.

      “Yep.” Emily popped the word. “Or I’d have to kill you to protect my secret.”

      Olivia chuckled.

      She picked up the battered Tiny and started to examine him.

      “He’s a little bald on his backside,” Olivia commented.

      “There’s a disposable razor in the box,” Emily said.

      Olivia searched through the questionable arts and crafts supplies and found the razor.

      She watched Emily work with such care and precision. The entire production was born out of an incredible love and need to protect her son as much as she could. Olivia didn’t think it was possible to love Emily any more. But here she sat, cross-legged on the floor of their bedroom, preparing to shave the butt of a toy giraffe.
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      Henry walked into Olivia’s office with Tiny clutched under his arm. Emily had been gone for an hour, and Henry had already claimed his eternal boredom several times. Luckily, he was none the wiser about the imposter Tiny, or so it seemed. Olivia was on edge, waiting for him to quiz her about the toy.

      “Bored,” he announced.

      Olivia looked up from the bank statement she was checking. Henry was laying spread-eagled on the ground and staring up at the ceiling.

      “I wish I was in London with Mommy,” he sighed.

      She glanced at her watch. “Mommy isn’t in London yet, she’s probably barely at the airport.”

      “I wish I was at the airport with Mommy,” he amended.

      “Yes, well, you have school tomorrow.” Olivia picked up her pen and returned her attention to the bank statement in front of her.

      “Mommy is going on a plane.”

      “She is.”

      “Will I ever go on a plane again?”

      Olivia kept her head down but glanced up at Henry. She’d tried to avoid this conversation, but Henry didn’t look like he was going to be distracted.

      “I’m sure you will,” she said without making promises.

      “You don’t like planes anymore, do you?” Henry turned onto his front and rested his chin on hands as he looked up at her.

      She’d promised Emily that she wouldn’t tell Henry the gruesome details of the plane crash. They didn’t want him to be afraid of flying. But she couldn’t lie to him, it wasn’t in her nature.

      “I don’t,” she agreed.

      “Are you still scared?”

      Olivia bit the inside of her cheek as she wondered about all of the ways the conversation could potentially backfire.

      “Because I used to be scared of spiders,” Henry continued. “But you taught me that they aren’t scary.”

      Olivia lowered her pen and removed her glasses. She smiled at him as she remembered the day they had spent in the garden seeking out spiders.

      “So, maybe I can help you not be scared of planes?” he suggested.

      “Maybe,” she allowed. “How do you think we could do that?”

      Henry thought about it for a second. “We play airplane!” He jumped to his feet and ran around the desk to grab Olivia’s hand. He pulled her to her feet and dragged her towards the dining room.

      He let go of Olivia’s hand and started to pull the dining chairs into the space beside the table. She helped him to straighten the chairs into four rows of two, similar to airline seats, as they had done the last time they played the game.

      “Sit,” Henry commanded, pointing to one of the chairs.

      She considered reminding him of manners but decided to let him get away with it just this once.

      She sat down and felt a familiar constricted feeling in her chest. It was the same jet of panic that rushed her whenever she thought about boarding a plane.

      “You need to sit by the window,” Henry told her. He pointed to the chair next to the one she was on.

      She shuffled over.

      “Look out the window,” he instructed.

      She smiled to herself and turned to look out of the make-believe window. She noticed the carpet needed to be vacuumed.

      “What do you see? And put your seatbelt on.”

      She buckled the imaginary belt and peered out of the non-existent window.

      “Clouds.”

      Henry sighed. “We haven’t taken off yet.”

      “It’s a cloudy day,” she amended.

      Henry walked up to the front of the chairs and placed Tiny on the floor. He walked back down the rows and sat on the chair next to her and fastened his seatbelt.

      “Is Tiny the captain again?”

      Henry nodded.

      “Don’t you want to be the captain?”

      He took her hand. “No, silly. I need to hold your hand because you’re frightened.”

      She looked at their joined hands and swallowed awkwardly.

      Just like the last time they had played, she was taken back to the first time she saw Henry. He looked so small in the first-class seat across the aisle, clutching onto the giant armrests and looking fearful. And he had a lot to be fearful of, his first time on a plane, flying to another country for surgery.

      Olivia had instantly wanted to soothe him, and Emily, too. Inviting the small boy over to sit with her, have dinner with her, was the first step in what had become her future.

      Things had changed. Now she was the one frightened and Henry was here for her, holding her hand and animatedly chatting about everything and nothing to keep her composed.

      She turned to look out of the imaginary window. Henry kept chattering next to her, talking about a future business plan of his that involved crash helmets for bees. She tuned him out and imagined being in the air, clouds floating by and the sound of the engines whirring away in the background.

      Flying had always been a pleasure. Especially flying first-class. While she wasn’t an aviation buff, she had a fascination and a respect for the dynamics of flight. The crash had been horrific, but she was aware of the statistics enough to know that it was a rarity.

      “Olivia?”

      She turned to look at him.

      “If we ever went back to London, I think I’d like to go to the zoo again.”

      Olivia licked her lips nervously. Sitting on some chairs in the dining room was very different from actually flying.

      “We’ll see,” she said diplomatically.
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      Emily walked up the spiral staircase to the top of the theatre. The auditorium was becoming too loud and hectic to work in. As fascinating as it was to see the inner workings of the theatre, she didn’t need to hear the director screaming at the actors for hours at a time.

      Hannah had told her about the old admin rooms at the top of the building. Behind a door marked “private” and up a few flights of concrete stairs, and, suddenly, it was like she was in another world. The rooms were painted white and had windows that overlooked the city. It was like being on a movie set, seeing all of London laid out before her.

      Seamstresses busied themselves in a couple of the rooms, needing the natural light to see what they were doing. Another room contained an old piano, which had Emily wondering how on earth anyone had gotten it in there. At the end of the corridor were two rooms, one being used by a poor marketing intern who was stuffing envelopes, and the other for Emily’s use.

      At this late stage, the changes were few but frantic in their pace. The actors would run through one scene at a time while the production management team mulled over each sentence they spoke. If they required changes, Emily had only a couple of hours to make them.

      Luckily, she was good at thinking on the spot and didn’t buckle under pressure. She understood what people meant when they said there was a buzz to working in the theatre. The atmosphere was electric. Armies of people rushing around to bring together what seemed impossible. And yet there was an air of certainty that everything would be all right on opening night, even if it was held together by string behind the scenes. The illusion of the show was everything, the need for perfection in the eyes of the audience was essential.

      She opened the door to her makeshift office and dropped her notepad and papers onto the small desk. She walked over to the window and looked out at the amazing view of London’s West End.

      “Hi, Emily.”

      She spun around and saw that Carl had entered the room. He must have been right behind her coming up the stairs. She wondered if he had followed her or if he had already been on his way to the room.

      “Hey,” she tried to sound casual.

      “I have an extra ticket for the preview on Wednesday, I wondered if you wanted it?” Carl asked.

      Everyone had been allocated four tickets for the preview. It was the day before the actual opening night with paying guests and a good way to run through with a real audience without running the risk of bad reviews if anything went wrong.

      Emily had already returned two of her four tickets. The only people she knew in London other than Nicole were Simon and Sophie. Any unused tickets were to be given back to the box office to be handed out to people who had requested more. The chance to see a West End show for free was highly sought-after, and the list for extra tickets was known to be enormous.

      “Thanks, but I already had to return two of mine,” Emily explained.

      “Oh, yes.” He gently smacked himself on the forehead. “Of course, you don’t really have anyone, do you?”

      Emily bristled. “Not in this country,” she replied.

      Carl winced. “Sorry, didn’t mean that to sound bad.”

      “It’s fine.” Emily picked up her pen from the desk. “Thank you, but I don’t need the tickets. Was there anything else? I need to get these changes done.”

      “Do you want some help?” Carl offered.

      Carl was supposed to be working on a new production for the company. A fact that had caused Emily to breathe a huge sigh of relief. While he had helped her to learn the ropes, he was also uncomfortable to be around. More so now that Emily was convinced that he was the stalker.

      “No, it’s fine,” Emily replied. “Just some last-minute things. Jonathan is being a diva again.”

      “Yeah, that’s Jonathan for you. Be warned, he usually has a strop right before show time as well.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” Emily said frostily. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Sure? I don’t mind helping.” He edged forward, and the room suddenly felt a lot smaller.

      Emily wondered if the marketing intern next door would hear her if she screamed. Or maybe Carl would back off if she did. Maybe if she told him that she knew it was him, told him that she’d report him to the police, he might leave.

      “Ah, here you both are,” Nicole said as she entered the room.

      Emily felt relieved to have company

      “I have a spare ticket for the preview,” Carl explained. “I wanted to see if Emily wanted it, but she doesn’t.”

      “I’ll have it,” Nicole said. “I was just speaking to Amy, and she needs another seat. Can you drop it into the production office?”

      “Sure.” Carl nodded and started to leave the room.

      “Thanks, Carl, you’re a darling,” Nicole called after him.

      Emily licked her lips. She wanted to say something, but it was clear that Nicole was fond of Carl. While she was sure that Carl was the stalker, she didn’t have any evidence and she didn’t want to rock the boat. Nicole was her agent, and Olivia’s friend.

      “Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Nicole said.

      “Fine, just skipped lunch,” Emily replied quickly.

      Nicole didn’t seem convinced, but luckily, she didn’t seem to want to push the issue either. “I just wanted to check if you had received the paperwork for the dual taxation thing?”

      Emily nodded. “Yep. Didn’t understand a word of it,” she said jokingly.

      “No one does, darling. That’s why accountants are filthy rich. The rest of us haven’t got a clue what we’re signing.” Nicole smiled.

      “The trick is to marry one.” Emily chuckled.

      “I’m trying!” Nicole bemoaned good-naturedly. “Anyway, I’ll let you get on. I know you must be swamped.”

      “Yes, these minor rewrites are coming in thick and fast,” Emily said. “You weren’t kidding when you said it got hectic as we get closer to opening night.”

      “Preview night will be the worst,” Nicole stated. “That’s when we have the audience in and we can see people’s reactions. From preview to opening night there will be a lot of changes.”

      “Carl mentioned that. I’ve put aside some extra hours, and I’ll be in early on Thursday.”

      “Fantastic. I’m glad Carl prepared you for the horrors! Stick close to him, he knows everything there is to know about the writing side of the business. And if you need any assistance we can always pull him off his current project. This is more important.”

      Emily tried to fix a smile on her face. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “Lovely, just keep it in mind. I don’t want to work you into the ground in your last couple of weeks.” Nicole’s phone beeped, and she looked at the device that she’d been holding. “Better get back to it, I’ll catch up with you later.”

      Emily said goodbye and let out a sigh. She’d be gone in less than two weeks, so there really wasn’t much point in saying anything to Nicole about Carl. Presumably this situation had never occurred before or Nicole would have mentioned something. And while Carl was creepy, he was never pushy when they were in the same room. Almost as if he was frightened of her. Emily assumed he was one of those men who was full of bravado and swagger up until he was in front of the woman he was trying to impress. And then he crumbled.

      If she felt that Carl was a bigger issue, a predator who may bother other women, she’d take more action. But, as it was, he just made her feel uncomfortable. Knowing that she’d be leaving in a couple of weeks was a relief. Even though she’d rather not spend another minute with Carl.
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      Olivia pressed the button on the steering wheel to connect her call. After days of wondering what she’d do to fill her time, everything was happening at once. It was her first day volunteering at Henry’s school and Emily’s opening night preview was the next day. Although Olivia wasn’t going, she wanted to make sure that Emily knew she was thinking about her.

      “Hello darling,” Nicole greeted.

      “Hi, could you send me the best address to have flowers delivered to Emily tomorrow? I’m not sure if I should send them to the theatre or to the offices.”

      “You never send me flowers,” Nicole groused.

      Olivia smiled at Nicole’s joke. “Well, you never agreed to sleep with me,” she joked back.

      “That’s true,” Nicole conceded. “Very well, I’ll email you the address. But don’t send anything too massive. They’ll end up at my apartment anyway.”

      Olivia considered that. “Maybe I should send them to your apartment in the morning?”

      “That sounds like a good idea. It would mean that she wouldn’t have to travel on public transport with the no doubt enormous bouquet you intend to send.”

      “It’s not enormous,” Olivia argued.

      “I’ll believe it when I see it. I’m sure it will block the sun. And then Emily will run off back to New York, and I’ll be left in the shade of the enormous bouquet you sent.”

      “Such a drama queen,” Olivia sighed with a chuckle.

      “I’ll miss Emily. My cleaner will miss Emily, too.”

      “She’ll miss you, and the work. I’m not sure about the cleaner, but, knowing Emily, she’ll probably miss her, too.”

      “She wasn’t too devastated, was she?” Nicole asked.

      Olivia mulled over the question for a moment. Devastated seemed an overstatement. But then Emily was clearly upset by the developments. Olivia didn’t want Nicole to feel guilty, so she decided to err on the side of caution.

      “She’s disappointed, but she understands that there is a lack of jobs for her now.”

      “Yes, it’s just a shame that she couldn’t make the commute work. If she were based in London then it wouldn’t be an issue.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that it’s a shame she has to give up so early on. Obviously, I don’t expect you to finance her commute to London, and I know Emily would absolutely hate to be further indebted to you.”

      “But I thought there were no spots open?” Olivia asked. Suddenly everything was becoming quite confusing, and she had no idea what Nicole was talking about.

      “In New York,” Nicole explained. “Oh.”

      “Oh?”

      “I think I’ve put my foot in it,” Nicole said softly. “She didn’t tell you, did she?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m very confused. Maybe you’d care to enlighten me?”

      Olivia heard Nicole blow out a breath. She could mentally see her best friend weighing up her options.

      “When I spoke to Emily,” Nicole started, “I told her that there were no jobs in New York. But there are companies I could get her into here in London. I’m based in London, so I obviously have more sway here. There are a couple of companies who would be really keen to help her grow her career.”

      Olivia reached for the indicator stalk and pulled off the main road onto a side street. She wanted to listen to what Nicole was telling her without having to focus on driving.

      “So, there are jobs?” Olivia asked.

      “Yes, but those jobs obviously wouldn’t be willing to fund her commute. And the salary they pay wouldn’t cover the commute either. Flights to and from New York don’t come cheap.”

      “She didn’t tell me,” Olivia murmured. “She only said that there were no jobs.”

      “The commute was getting her down,” Nicole stated. “She hated being away from you and Henry. Maybe she didn’t mention it because she doesn’t want to travel?”

      Olivia recalled Emily despondently walking around the house at the weekend when she thought no one was looking. She’d been lost in her own world, quickly claiming that she was fine. But Olivia knew the look of someone who was no longer doing a job they loved. She’d seen it in the mirror.

      “But why not even mention that there were jobs in London?” Olivia asked.

      “That’s something you’d have to ask her.”

      “Being in a relationship is extremely complicated sometimes,” Olivia said.

      Nicole chuckled. “It is, it really is. I am sorry I put my foot in it. I shouldn’t have said anything. It was for Emily to tell you or not, not me.”

      “I’m glad you did. I’ll approach it with care,” Olivia reassured her.

      Nicole laughed again. “Oh, please don’t. You’re like a bull in a china shop when you want to subtly let someone know that you know something.”

      “I am not,” Olivia denied.

      “Darling, I love you with the power of a thousand suns, but you are not subtle.”

      Olivia opened her mouth to deny the accusation, but realised that Nicole was absolutely right. She steamed into situations without much thought. She felt a need to speedily deal with anything that fell into her path, and sometimes that meant losing the soft touch.

      “By the way,” Nicole said. “While I’m putting my foot in it, have you spoken to Sophie lately?”

      “Sophie? No, why?”

      “The baby is due in a couple of weeks, and she and Simon are desperately trying to come up with a way to tell you that Simon is really not enjoying his job. I assumed that one of them would have done so by now, but they are running out of time before that baby comes.”

      Olivia spluttered. “B-but… Simon’s fine. He told me he was happy.”

      “When?”

      “A few days after he took the job.”

      “That was months ago. He’s settled in. Now the charm has worn off, and it’s all late nights and stress. He’s very good at his job, but it’s just not him.”

      Olivia took in a deep breath and held it. She turned to look out of the window at people walking their dogs. She slowly let out the breath and shook her head. She was used to missing things, the finer points in people’s tones or a joke slipped into a serious discussion. But to miss such things about the people closest to her was infuriating.

      “So, he’s leaving?” Olivia asked.

      “I don’t know. He’s been agonising mentioning it to you for a while. He knows all of the hassle you went through to set the deal up and he doesn’t want to let you, or the other Applewoods staff, down.”

      “He wouldn’t be letting anyone down. I want him to be happy,” Olivia explained.

      “I know that, you know that, somewhere deep down Simon knows that. He just doesn’t want to disappoint you. And I know you won’t be disappointed in him, which is why I’m mentioning this.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate you being honest with me.”

      “I always will be,” Nicole said.

      Early in their years-long friendship, Olivia had made the request that Nicole was always to be honest with her. Nicole had quickly agreed, commenting that there would be times when Olivia wouldn’t want the level of honesty Nicole was willing to deliver. It had happened on occasion, but, on the whole, Olivia knew that their relationship worked because of the level of trust and honesty they shared.

      She looked at the clock on the dashboard. “I have to go,” she said. “I’m about to teach at the school, any advice?”

      “Tell them all to invest in the arts,” Nicole said.

      “I dread to think how I’d explain investments to them. We’re starting off small and looking at easy ways to add and subtract.”

      “I could do with that course, are you going to stream it live?” Nicole joked.

      “No, you’ll have to wait for the DVD.”

      “Fine, go, teach children how to be financial masterminds. I’ll speak with you later.”

      Olivia chuckled and hung up the call.

      She considered the conversation. There were some things that she needed to clear up. But first she needed to get to the school.
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      “Does anyone know the answer?” Olivia asked.

      Henry put his hand up high and started squirming in his seat.

      “Someone other than Henry?” she suggested. She offered him a warm smile, but she wasn’t about to let him take credit for knowing the answer to her question.

      A young girl at the back of the class carefully raised her hand.

      “I think Lauren may have an answer for you,” Natalie suggested.

      “What do you think the answer is, Lauren?” Olivia asked.

      Lauren put her hand down and stretched up her body to see the white board. Her eyebrows knitted together, and she counted under her breath. Olivia was intrigued by the way Lauren was starting to come out of her shell as the lesson was coming to an end.

      “Is it… thirteen?” Lauren eventually asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “It is,” Olivia confirmed. “Well done, Lauren. That’s marvellous.”

      The girl beamed with the praise and flopped back into her seat, seemingly exhausted with the strain of being centre of attention.

      “I think you just earned a star for participation,” Natalie told Lauren.

      “Thank you, Miss Costa,” Lauren said softly.

      A bell rang, and the children started to excitedly gather their things and stand up from their desks. Olivia barely had time to step back before they were all running for the exit. As Henry raced past her, he smiled brightly and waved goodbye.

      A few short seconds later, and the classroom was empty save for Olivia and Natalie.

      “Is it always like that?” Olivia asked.

      “Like what?” Natalie asked as she picked up a stray pencil from the floor.

      “Mayhem.”

      Natalie chuckled. “Yep. It’s always like that. But the exit aside, what did you think?”

      “I enjoyed it,” Olivia enthused. “They had a lot of questions.”

      “They did, they enjoyed it. When I told them this morning that you were coming in, they weren’t too sure. But you made it interesting for them and got them involved.”

      “It didn’t start off too well,” Olivia pointed out.

      She shuddered at the memory of having twenty-five sets of eyes staring at her. At first, no one wanted to speak. Olivia had been effectively talking to the back wall for the first few minutes. That was until she got Henry to come up to the front of the class and help her demonstrate a magic trick that she remembered seeing online.

      She wrote the number fifteen on a piece of paper and gave it to Natalie to hold up high but backwards so the class couldn’t see the number.

      She asked Henry to choose any number at all and write it on the whiteboard. She’d given him a calculator and asked him to multiple the number by three, and then add forty-five. Once he’d done that she instructed him to double the number he had, divide the answer by six, and then remove the original number he’d written on the board.

      It came to fifteen and she asked Natalie to show the class the piece of paper she’d written before Henry had chosen his first number. The children’s eyes had widened, and when she had asked who wanted to be next, at least two thirds of them shot their hands into the air.

      Even Natalie had looked confused and impressed.

      “How did you guess the number?” Natalie asked.

      “It will always be fifteen,” Olivia explained.

      Natalie opened her mouth but then closed it again and shook her head. “I was going to ask you to explain that to me, but I bet that you would and then my head might explode.”

      Olivia decided against explaining. She’d almost gotten into an argument with Emily over the numerical anomaly.

      “It’s magic,” she said finally.

      “Sounds good to me,” Natalie agreed. “So, it wasn’t too horrible? You think you’ll come back?”

      “I’d like that,” Olivia said. “Although, things might be changing at home, so I will need to speak with Emily.”

      Natalie leaned on one of the children’s desks. “Oh?”

      Olivia licked her lips nervously. She didn’t know if this was something up for discussion. But she also knew that she needed to discuss what she had recently learnt.

      “Emily’s project in London is coming to an end,” Olivia said.

      “So, she’ll be back home? That will be great. I know Henry misses her a lot.”

      “Yes.” Olivia stood still and thought about how to bring up the rest of the subject.

      “Is there more?” Natalie asked.

      “Yes.”

      Natalie chuckled. “Is it top secret?”

      “Emily told me that her agent said there are no available jobs for her at the moment. But I’ve discovered from her agent that there are jobs, but they are in London.”

      “But she didn’t tell you about them?” Natalie asked.

      Olivia shook her head. “She implied that there were no jobs whatsoever.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want them? Maybe she wants to do something else?”

      Olivia shook her head again. “She loves her job. She was very upset when she found out that there were no new projects for her.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to fly back and forth? That must be hard.”

      Olivia frowned. It did seem like the logical conclusion, and the one she had come to herself.

      “And it must be expensive,” Natalie continued. “I don’t want to pry into your financial situation, but I can’t begin to imagine the cost of flights to and from London every week.”

      “She knows I’d pay that.” Olivia folded her arms and walked over to the window to watch the children playing.

      “Maybe she doesn’t want you to pay? I don’t think I could accept a gift like that, even if it were from my wife.”

      “But everything we have is jointly owned,” Olivia explained.

      “Maybe that’s how you see it.” Natalie walked towards the front of the class and sat down at her desk. “Excuse me if I’m being nosy, but would I be right in guessing that you come from a wealthy family?”

      Olivia debated questioning the word “wealthy,” but quickly put it to one side. She knew without a doubt that her family and her own financial situation put her into the wealthy category as far as most people were concerned.

      “Yes, I suppose so,” she agreed.

      “So, you have money and you are happy to share it with Emily?”

      “Of course.”

      “That’s great and very kind, but I can kind of see how Emily wouldn’t want that.”

      Olivia turned to look at Natalie. She was confused by how the teacher could possibly have any understanding of the workings of Emily’s mind.

      “How come?”

      “Because money is a hot topic. It makes the world go ‘round and causes more wars and arguments than anything else. People who were once deeply in love can quickly come apart when money is involved.”

      “But we’ve talked about money, Emily is comfortable that we live off my funds.”

      “That may be true, but you funding her expensive commute is a completely different story.”

      Olivia leaned against the wall and looked down at her feet. In her heart, she knew that Emily still had a different view towards money than she did. No matter how often they spoke about it and how much reassurance Olivia gave, a part of Emily was still unsure about spending their communal funds.

      She wanted Emily to be comfortable, but that didn’t necessarily mean that she was.

      “I’m sorry,” Natalie said. “I shouldn’t get involved. It has nothing to do with me, I just sometimes spurt things out.”

      “I’m happy for you to spurt things out,” Olivia confessed. “Sometimes I need to hear them. What should I do?”

      Natalie blinked. “Um, I have no idea. That’s up to you. And Emily, of course.”

      “Should I encourage her to take the jobs and pay for her flights? Maybe book them to ensure she does?”

      Natalie looked uncertain. “I don’t know Emily very well, hardly at all. But I know that I wouldn’t want someone to force me into a situation like that. Booking a flight for someone without telling them doesn’t sound like a great idea.”

      Olivia knew all too well what she meant. One of her first arguments with Emily had been because she had done just that. The following events nearly ended their relationship.

      “True,” Olivia allowed. “But then what?”

      “You’ll have to speak to Emily,” Natalie suggested. “There must be a way for her to do the job she loves.”

      “I don’t know how I can speak with her if she refuses to even tell me about this. As far as I’m supposed to know, there are no jobs.”

      “Maybe she didn’t tell you so she could protect you?”

      “Protect me?”

      “You seem like the kind of person who wants to fix things, the kind of person who wants to ensure that everyone is happy.”

      Olivia chuckled. “I don’t like to see people suffering from problems that can easily be fixed.”

      “Maybe Emily didn’t tell you about the other jobs so you didn’t feel obligated to fix things for her?”

      “Maybe,” Olivia agreed. “But that’s beside the point because now that I know… that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

      Natalie laughed. “Sounds like trouble to me.”

      Olivia nodded. “Probably, but I’m used to it.”
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      Emily stood to the side of the stalls and watched as the audience started to take their seats. She’d been so busy organising the last-minute changes to the script that it had completely escaped her that she was about to experience her first opening night ever.

      While it was just friends and families of the company, and no one had paid a penny for a ticket, Emily felt quite overwhelmed by what was happening. She’d had dreams of entertaining people with her writing for years, but they’d always been dreams.

      She’d seen the play at least a hundred times in different variations, and on opening night, she had no intention of watching it again. This time she was going to watch the audience. She was going to soak up the atmosphere of a room full of people watching her words on a stage.

      Everything had been so hectic that she’d almost forgotten the enormity of what was happening.

      “Hello, famous scriptwriter lady.”

      She turned around and smiled at Simon. “Hey, so glad you could make it!” She hugged him in greeting.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Unless this one goes into labour, in which case we’re out of here.” Simon gestured to Sophie who had entered the auditorium with an armful of snacks.

      “Wow, you look ready to pop,” Emily said.

      “I wish I would,” Sophie groused. “I suddenly ballooned up. I can’t go on like this much longer.”

      Emily gave her a hug, being careful to avoid the popcorn and the packs of sweets.

      “Don’t worry, it goes really fast at this point,” Emily lied. The truth was it dragged more in the last couple of weeks. But Sophie didn’t need to hear that. A little fib would hopefully make her feel better.

      “I hope so,” Sophie said. “I’m like a house. Two houses. And I’m comfort eating so I’ll still be like a house when the baby comes out.”

      Sophie looked at the array of treats in her arms. She looked up at Simon with a sad expression, her bottom lip jutting out.

      “What do you need?” Simon asked her.

      “Chocolate.”

      Simon pulled the tickets out of his pocket and went to hand them to Sophie. He saw her full arms and then handed them to Emily instead.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” he told her.

      Emily looked at the row number and walked Sophie towards their seats.

      “How is everything? No more creepy notes?” Sophie asked in a whisper.

      “No, nothing,” Emily replied. “I think I know who it was. Since the police have been involved, he’s been very quiet.”

      “Was it the strange guy you mentioned?”

      Emily looked around the sparsely filled auditorium to check they were alone.

      “Yep. My co-writer, Carl.”

      Sophie’s eyebrows raised. “Your co-writer? Oh, creepy!”

      “Yeah,” Emily agreed. She took the large bag of popcorn from Sophie’s hands and gestured down the row.

      The theatre was very old, and the seats were the original ones. While they had been reupholstered over the years, they were still very narrow and a heavily pregnant woman carrying half of a sweet shop would never pass without help.

      Sophie made her way down the row and sat in her designated seat. Emily sat next to her and handed her the popcorn.

      “He’s still creepy,” Emily explained. “Just no notes or flowers or anything like that.”

      At that moment, Carl walked onto the stage with Hannah and started to adjust something with the trap door.

      “That’s him,” Emily said with a nod of her head.

      Sophie looked up with interest. “Oh yeah,” she said. “He looks a bit weird.”

      “I don’t have any proof, of course. Just a feeling.”

      “Well, you have to trust your instincts,” Sophie agreed. “Sometimes you can just tell.”

      “Tell what?” Simon asked.

      “Girl talk,” Sophie explained. “Did you get the chocolate?”

      “I did, master.” He handed her a large bar of chocolate with a grin.

      Emily looked up and saw Nicole walk into the auditorium. She spied the threesome and walked up the row in front of theirs to greet them. “Hello all!”

      “Hey,” Simon greeted. He leaned over the row of seats and hugged her.

      Nicole looked at Sophie. “Don’t get up, darling. And don’t give birth until the curtain goes down.”

      “Can’t promise anything,” Sophie joked.

      “On second thought, if it starts to nosedive, I’ll give you a signal and you can pretend your water has broken.”

      “Hey, it’s not going to nosedive,” Emily argued.

      “We might be without an actor if Jonathan doesn’t stop going on and on about his closing line before the intermission.”

      Emily sighed. “Is he still going on about that?”

      The actor, Jonathan, wasn’t even playing a major part. Emily had expected the lead actors to be divas, but it turned out they were both lovely. Jonathan, however, who was on the stage for less than five minutes in total, was a pain.

      “He is,” Nicole confirmed. “Could you go and see if you can add that extra line in that you were talking about? It’s the last line, so it makes no difference to anyone else, and if it gives him his moment of glory, and, more importantly, shuts him up, then great.”

      “Absolutely,” Emily agreed. She turned to Simon and Sophie. “I’ll catch you guys at the end of the show.”

      “I’m sure it will be great,” Sophie enthused.

      “It is great,” Nicole reassured.

      Emily edged her way down the row and walked into the corridors. She hoped it was great. When she’d written the play, she had no idea it would ever actually get to be performed on a stage. Or the enormous amount of work it took a huge number of people to get it there. Now she felt jittery. It was the acid test for her work. In a couple of hours, she’d know whether she was actually any good.
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      Emily didn’t have time for Jonathan’s dramatics. She just wanted the show to go on, whether he ended the scene with one line or three didn’t bother her in the slightest. But Jonathan was adamant, and as long as he was unhappy, a darkness hung over the production. Nicole had warned her about working with actors and explained how sometimes it was easier to let them have their own way. Emily couldn’t agree more.

      She stood in Jonathan’s dressing room. Not his original dressing room, the one that he claimed was too near the stage door and therefore had a draft. The dressing room he forcibly switched with another member of the company.

      That should have been their first indication that he was trouble.

      “Of course, I’m not sure why it was changed to begin with,” Jonathan said. He peered into the mirror at his reflection. He held a comb in his hand and occasionally swept aside a stray strand of hair.

      “Well, we’ll change it back for now and see how it goes,” Emily explained. “But it may revert to the new script for the opening night. We can compare how it is received.”

      “I think I know which will be preferred,” Jonathan replied haughtily.

      Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She knew she needed to play this one more carefully.

      “Yes, I think they’ll prefer the shorter version,” Emily admitted. “Of course, if it were a less accomplished actor, then I wouldn’t even consider it. As you know, it takes someone with experience and ability to pull off a less-is-more performance. I think it’s very brave of you to try both versions to see which one is better received. I think we both know that the audience needs to be left wanting more. And the way to do that is with an understated performance, like we know you can give. But we’ll try both… just to be absolutely certain.”

      Jonathan paled.

      Emily subtly looked up from her paperwork to regard his reaction in the mirror.

      “W-well, yes, of course,” he gulped. “You know what, maybe we should keep it as the shorter version. For now. Maybe try out the longer version later? I wouldn’t want to confuse lighting. You know how they are when there’s a last-minute change at the end of the act.”

      Emily pretended to consider the idea for the first time. “If you’re sure?” she asked.

      “Absolutely.” Jonathan placed the comb back on his dressing table and stood up. “I better get going. I need to speak with costume before we go on.”

      Emily watched him leave and smothered a smirk behind her hand. She knew he was off to terrorise his next victim, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She’d gotten him off her plate, and that was all that mattered.

      Hannah appeared in the doorway.

      “Oh, here you are.” She stepped inside the dressing room and closed the door behind her. “It’s manic out there.”

      “It is! Is it always like this on opening night?” Emily asked.

      “Yes, I try to keep my head down. Or Jonathan will have me repainting every piece of backdrop behind him so it perfectly matches his eyes.”

      Emily chuckled. “He is a bit high-maintenance.”

      “A bit?” Hannah joked. “He’s the worse. For a third-rate, bit-part actor, he has a list of demands longer than I’ve ever seen. Anyway, enough about him. How are you feeling? Nervous?”

      “Yes, very,” Emily admitted.

      “Okay, you need to do some theatre breathing. It sounds weird, but it fixes everything.”

      Hannah stepped forward, took all the paperwork from Emily’s hands, and laid it on the dressing table. She guided Emily to stand in front of the tall dressing mirror, then she stood behind her and looked over Emily’s shoulder at their reflection in the mirror. Without a second thought, she placed her hands over Emily’s stomach.

      “Breathe in slowly,” Hannah instructed.

      Emily did as she was told.

      “You can close your eyes, if you like,” Hannah said.

      Emily’s eyes fluttered closed. She could feel Hannah’s breath by her ear.

      “Breathe out,” Hannah whispered. “Nice and slow.”

      Emily released the breath.

      “You feel so tense. Try again.”

      Emily took another long, slow breath in.

      “That’s it,” Hannah said. “And out again.”

      Emily started to slowly breathe out. She had to admit that the calm breathing was helping. She knew she was stressed, and she couldn’t remember the last time that she had taken a few moments out to relax.

      Suddenly Hannah’s lips were on her neck.

      Eyes springing open, Emily jumped to the side and stared at Hannah in surprise.

      Hannah grinned. “Sorry, I had to.”

      Emily continued to stare. She hadn’t expected to be in this situation, and now she had no idea what to do or say. Her feet were glued to the floor, and her arms felt like they were made of lead.

      Hannah took a step forward, so Emily quickly retreated the same distance. She hit her back on the wall behind her. She swallowed as Hannah took another step forward.

      “I’m sorry,” Hannah said. The grin remained on her face. “I just… I can see that we fit together. But, don’t worry, I know that you can’t see that yet.”

      “I-I’m married,” Emily spluttered.

      “Yes, but I know you’re having trouble. You told me, remember?”

      Emily furrowed her brow. “No. I didn’t say that.”

      “You did. She refuses to fly and see you, remember? You told me. But anyway, enough of that. I know that you’re going home soon, and I want to make sure you don’t make a mistake. One you’ll regret.”

      “Hannah, look, I don’t know what you think you know, but you don’t get it. I’m happy. Very happy. With my wife.”

      “You think that, but you’re not.” Hannah made a sad face, pitying Emily’s apparent naivety. “I realise you don’t know me that well at the moment, but I know you. And I know we fit together.”

      The words hit her like a punch to the stomach.

      “You sent the flowers,” Emily guessed.

      “Yes. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I was trying to show you how caring I am. Prove to you that I’m the one.”

      Emily looked towards the closed door and knew she had to get out of there. Hannah was clearly deluded, not to mention potentially dangerous. She seemed to have some fantasy where they would be together.

      She edged to the side, but Hannah quickly did the same, bringing them closer together.

      “Now, now,” Hannah warned. “Let’s talk. No need to run off.”

      “Hannah, I want to leave,” Emily said firmly, though a quake was detectable in her voice.

      “And I want to talk to you,” Hannah said. “I don’t want you to run off before I’ve had a chance to explain.”

      “Hann—” Emily was cut off by Hannah’s hand covering her mouth.

      “Shh, just let me explain everything. You’ll see what I see soon, I promise.”
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      Hannah was clearly unstable, and Emily had no idea what she would do next. Hannah’s hand was tightly clamped against her mouth.

      The door opened with such a force that it cracked against the wall behind it.

      Hannah jumped back in shock, and Emily shuddered in relief. Relief quickly turned to shock as Olivia barrelled through the doorway with a murderous look on her face.

      “That’s her.” Olivia raised her hand and pointed to Hannah.

      “Come with us, please, miss,” a police office said as he entered the room. Another police officer followed him, blocking the door.

      “Go away!” Hannah screamed. “I’m not doing anything!”

      “We know your real identity, and we want to have a word with you down at the station. Don’t make this any more difficult than it needs to be.”

      Hannah rushed towards the police officers, but they quickly managed to contain her, each taking an arm as they quickly escorted her from the room.

      Hannah screamed as they pulled her down the corridor.

      Emily stared at Olivia as if she were a hallucination.

      “Did she hurt you?” Olivia asked. Her eyes raced over Emily’s body in search of damage.

      Emily caught her breath. “What are you doing here?”

      “Having the authorities arrest that crazy woman,” Olivia explained.

      “I mean in this country!”

      “Oh. I came here to support you on your opening night. It was meant to be a surprise. So, yes. Surprise.”

      Emily launched herself into Olivia’s arms, and Olivia tightly wrapped her in a hug.

      “Did she hurt you?” Olivia repeated.

      “No.” Emily shook her head into the material of Olivia’s woollen trench coat. She gripped at the soft fabric.

      “And you’re okay?” Olivia questioned.

      “I am now. How did you know?” Emily rested her head on Olivia’s shoulder. She breathed in her familiar perfume and forced herself to relax a little.

      “Sophie told Simon who you suspected, Simon told me when I arrived. We went to talk to him, and he told me that he suspected Hannah. Apparently, he was aware that she had done this kind of thing before, but he was afraid to speak out.”

      Emily leaned back a little and looked Olivia in the eye. “Carl suspected it was Hannah?”

      “Yes.”

      Emily looked at the ceiling and shook her head. “I can’t believe I got it so wrong.”

      “Why did you think it was him?” Olivia asked.

      She lowered her eyes and guiltily met Olivia’s. “He seemed weird.”

      “Weird?” Olivia frowned.

      “Yes.” Emily took a deep breath through her nostrils. “I clearly misjudged him.”

      “He seems like a nice guy,” Olivia said.

      Emily suddenly made the connection that maybe Carl wasn’t weird. It was possible that he just processed things differently, much the same as Olivia did. She felt guilt in the pit of her stomach. She’d judged him unfairly. Worrying about the stalker had caused a knee-jerk reaction, one she wasn’t proud of.

      “And if I hadn’t spoken to him, I-I might not have found you so soon,” Olivia said. Her arms tightened around Emily’s middle.

      “I would have kicked her in the kneecaps eventually, I was a bit startled,” Emily said.

      She wasn’t entirely sure whether that was true. She felt stupid for her inactivity, but Hannah had literally scared her stiff.

      “Mm.” Olivia sounded unconvinced.

      “Emily? Is everything okay?”

      Emily pulled away from Olivia’s embrace to see Carl standing awkwardly in the door.

      “It is now,” Emily replied. “Thank you for sharing your concerns with Olivia. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Carl shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “I didn’t know for sure. I didn’t want to get her in trouble. You know what it’s like when someone accuses someone, and they didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Emily stifled a bitter laugh. “I know what you mean.”

      “I went to college with her, she used another name back then. She told me that the rumours weren’t true, and if I told anyone, she’d get her brother to hurt me,” Carl explained. “I should have said something sooner, but then I worried that you would think I was blaming someone else to put myself in the clear and—”

      Emily held up her hand to calm him. “I get it,” she said. “Thank you for saying something.”

      “Well, I didn’t have much choice.” Carl gestured to Olivia. “She had her hand around my neck.”

      Emily spun to regard Olivia.

      “I thought you’d been harassing my wife,” Olivia explained, as that was a perfectly reasonable excuse for throttling the man.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” Carl said and turned to leave.

      “You throttled him?” Emily questioned.

      Olivia smiled. “I helped him to remember pertinent facts, quickly.”

      “You’re a little scary sometimes,” Emily said. But then her brain clicked into gear. “You’re here!”

      “I am,” Olivia said carefully, probably thinking that Emily had lost her mind.

      “You… you flew here. You said you’d never fly again.”

      “I had a little help,” Olivia confessed. “Henry’s here, too.”

      “Henry?” Emily blinked. She was torn between being embarrassed at having forgotten to even ask where Henry was and being stunned that both Olivia and Henry were in London.

      “He’s asleep. It was rather a busy day. I have the hotel babysitting service watching him.” Olivia looked uncertain. “Should I have left him at home? With Lucy?”

      Emily shook her head. “No, that’s fine. I’m glad he’s here. He… he helped you get on a flight?”

      “Yes, we’ve been playing airplane.”

      Emily was about to ask Olivia to explain what she meant when Nicole came rushing into the dressing room.

      “I just heard about Hannah. Are you okay?” She turned to look at Olivia. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “Feeling very unwelcome,” Olivia replied.

      “I’m fine; my knight in shining armour saved me,” Emily replied.

      Nicole turned away from Olivia to look at Emily. “Hannah had been using someone else’s credentials to work here. It’s all coming out now. I’m so sorry; clearly our recruitment procedure leaves a lot to be desired. I’ve spoken with the company solicitor, and he is going to go to the police station now.”

      Emily felt some panic. “I don’t want to miss tonight.”

      “No need. The lovely, tall, and handsome sergeant tells me they have enough to hold her with the identity theft alone. They want you to call them in the morning. I have all his details.”

      “I bet you do,” Olivia said.

      Nicole turned around. “What are you doing here?”

      “Throttling Carl,” Emily mumbled.

      Nicole gave her a look, but then shook her head and held her hands up. “I don’t want to know. I have a play opening in less than fifteen minutes. I’ll catch up with you both later.”

      Nicole rushed out of the room, and Emily turned to Olivia again.

      “Not that I’m not glad to see you, but I have to echo Nicole’s question, why are you here?”

      “I had an idea,” Olivia explained.

      Emily itched to point out that having an idea wasn’t a prelude to flying halfway around the world. Before she got a chance to say anything, the corridor outside the dressing room started to thrum with people. Everyone was getting ready for curtain up. It wasn’t the best place to have whatever conversation they were about to have.

      Emily grabbed Olivia’s hand.

      “Come with me.”
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      Olivia allowed her wife to drag her through the back corridors of the theatre. The behind-the-scenes world was just as chaotic as she had imagined. People were getting changed in corridors, and heavy props were being carried through narrow gaps.

      She was thankful when they got out of the busy area and started to climb a set of concrete steps.

      “Where are we going?” Olivia asked.

      “Somewhere where we can have a conversation without being in the middle of the mayhem,” Emily replied.

      Soon, they were at the top of the theatre. Windows showed the London skyline at night. Olivia smiled to herself at the familiarity.

      Emily opened a door and gestured for Olivia to step inside. It was small, but there was a desk and a chair.

      “Do you work here?” Olivia asked.

      “Sometimes.”

      “It’s a cupboard.”

      “It’s quiet,” Emily corrected. She gestured to the single chair and Olivia sat down.

      Emily sat on the edge of the desk and looked down at her. “I’m so happy to see you,” she said.

      “I’m very happy to be here.”

      “You said you had an idea?”

      “I did,” Olivia confirmed.

      “An idea that caused you to board a plane, which you said you’d never do,” Emily pressed gently.

      “I spoke to Nicole,” Olivia said.

      “Okay?” Emily sounded confused, clearly not picking up on the connection.

      “She told me about the jobs in London.”

      Emily’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

      “I don’t want you to give up your dream.”

      “It wouldn’t be giving up my dream exactly,” Emily explained, but even Olivia could tell that it was half-hearted.

      “You love working here,” Olivia said. She looked around the cold and barren room at the top of the theatre. “I may not understand why, but I can see that you love it.”

      “I do. But I also love you and Henry. And I miss you both so much when I’m here. That’s one of the reasons I didn’t mention anything. I don’t want to keep commuting and seeing so little of you both. I don’t want Henry’s teachers to think I’m dead.” She chuckled. “And the cost. As much as I love the work and the experience and opportunities, I can’t justify the expense.”

      Olivia started to open her mouth.

      “And I don’t want you to pay for my travel expenses,” Emily said quickly.

      “I know,” Olivia said.

      Emily frowned, clearly having expected Olivia’s grand plan to be her funding Emily’s flights. But luckily, Olivia had learnt.

      “I know you don’t want me to pay for your travel. And I know you want to pay me back for the debts I paid off. I don’t quite understand why, but I know it’s very important to you. The last thing you would want is to add to those… perceived debts. I understand that.”

      Emily smiled. “I’m so glad you understand. I know it must sound odd to you, but I like to do things on my own. If I’m going to succeed, I want to have done it myself.”

      “I know,” Olivia said.

      “So, I didn’t mention the potential jobs in London because there’s no way I could afford the commute.”

      “You don’t have to commute,” Olivia said. “We could all live in London.”

      Emily stared at her.

      “We can buy a house. Here,” Olivia clarified.

      Emily continued to stare.

      “So that you can work here. And not commute,” Olivia continued.

      “You’d do that?” Emily whispered.

      “Of course!”

      Emily slid from the desk and paced the small room.

      “What about Henry and school?”

      “He’s learning the alphabet and basic math, which he already knows. He’d easily integrate into a new school.”

      Olivia watched Emily pace.

      “What about the house?”

      “I think we should leave it for now. If we think the move would be permanent, then we could rent it out or sell it.”

      “What about a visa? There are rules about working in countries,” Emily said.

      “There are, but you’d have a job and they’d help with the legal side of things.”

      Emily stopped and looked at Olivia seriously. “You mean this?”

      “Of course.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?” Olivia frowned.

      “Do you want to live in London?”

      Olivia shrugged. “I’ve spent more time in London than I have in New York in recent memory. And I-I’m sure I could find something to occupy myself.”

      Emily narrowed her eyes. “Spill it.”

      Olivia sighed and shook her head. She still didn’t know how Emily managed to see right through her.

      “I might have a business idea that would solve a few outstanding conundrums.”

      Emily smiled. “Go on.”

      “Well, volunteering at Henry’s school was very enjoyable. And it reminded me how much I enjoy work. But I wouldn’t want to go back to the hours I was working previously. I was thinking of establishing a charity that links businesses and schools. I have a vast network of people I could ask to go and speak in schools about finances.”

      “You can’t ask five-year-olds to apply for mortgages,” Emily said.

      Olivia gave her a look. “Clearly not. That would infringe on the Financial Services and Markets Act 2000.”

      Emily chuckled. “So, what would these businesses say?”

      “For example, someone working in an accounting firm could volunteer their time to go to a school and talk about the importance of savings. Keeping things simple so children understand. That person has then done something worthwhile, and they have something to put on their resume.”

      Emily smiled. “Meanwhile, the school has a visitor to talk about something practical.”

      “Exactly, and the business gets some positive PR,” Olivia finished. “It works well for everyone. Especially the children.”

      “Is this something you want to do?” Emily asked.

      “It is. I’ve previously done charity work and been involved in outreach programs, and I find them very rewarding. And I’ve always thought that catching children when they are young is the key to avoiding debt issues when they are older.”

      Emily nodded. “If I’d been taught more about debt, then I wouldn’t have been in the situation I got myself into.”

      “Well, selfishly, I’m glad you did,” Olivia quietly admitted.

      “It sounds like a big project to undertake,” Emily said. “Setting up a charity, arranging all the schools and businesses to work together. Presumably there will be legal points to take care of? Training?”

      “Yes, but I think I know someone who can help me.”

      Emily frowned.

      “Simon,” Olivia elaborated. “It’s come to my attention that he isn’t happy at Applewoods. He’s staying in the position because he feels I’d be disappointed if he didn’t. I enjoy working with him, and it’s a role where the first few months would be a start-up stage that we can take at our leisure.”

      “So, he can take time off when the baby comes,” Emily caught on.

      “Exactly. He can adjust his hours, work from home. Whatever he needs. I’m sure he’d like the idea.”

      “I think so, too,” Emily agreed. She blew out a long breath, folded her arms, and stared towards the window.

      Olivia looked from her to the window and back again. She knew it was a lot for Emily to take in. Maybe a normal person would have phoned, or even waited for Emily to return home, possibly given out the potential plan in small, easy-to-manage chunks, but Olivia had been consumed with the plan. It solved every issue. It was a solution, and she loved solutions.

      “I guess you’re already planning to look at houses?” Emily asked without making eye contact.

      Olivia couldn’t read her tone. “Yes, I have several appointments lined up for tomorrow. J-just as a starting point, I hadn’t made any decisions. Obviously.”

      Emily turned away from the twinkling skyline and looked at Olivia.

      “Well, it’s an improvement. Last time you bought a house without telling me.”

      “Technically, it was a house for me that I then asked you to move into,” Olivia returned.

      “Yes, because you really needed all those bedrooms,” Emily said.

      “Well, yes, okay, maybe I bought it with every intention of hoping you’d live with me.”

      “It would be nice to go house-hunting with you,” Emily said.

      Olivia felt her heart soar. “So… you agree?”

      “How could I not?” Emily asked. “You’ve come up with the perfect solution. You’re right, I do love my job. And it was painful to think I wouldn’t be able to do it anymore. If I can continue to do it, and you can work on something you like, and Simon can work with you again, then that’s obviously a solution that works for everyone. And, frankly, I’m still a little shell-shocked that you got on a plane and you’re here.”

      Olivia stood up and held out her arms. Emily crashed into them.

      “A new life in London, I like the sound of that,” Olivia said.

      “I’ll miss Tom and Lucy, and Irene,” Emily whispered into her hair.

      “We’ll visit them often,” Olivia promised. “I can’t stay afraid of plane travel. It will be good for me to have a reason to fly now and then.”

      “I don’t mean to interrupt…”

      Olivia looked up to see Nicole standing in the doorway.

      “It’s just that your play that has just opened on the West End is about to start, and I thought you might like to see it?”

      Emily pulled away from Olivia. “Oh my god, yes, I lost track of time!”

      “We’re a little delayed,” Nicole explained. “But it will be starting in a moment, so come on.”

      Nicole turned around, and Emily quickly followed her.

      Olivia exited the cramped room and closed the door behind her.

      “I need to talk to you about those jobs in London…” She heard Emily say.

      “I assumed as much. I have a telephone interview set up for you for tomorrow,” Nicole replied.
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      Emily couldn’t focus on a single word of the play. As she’d taken her seat and the lights had dimmed, she’d been wildly excited. But within a few moments her mind had drifted. She couldn’t believe how Olivia had appeared without warning, like a knight in an expensive, woollen trench coat.

      She’d never considered moving to London. The idea of uprooting Olivia and Henry for her own needs had seemed so selfish. But Olivia had offered the idea up as if it were obvious. Emily knew that her wife was invested in her happiness. Olivia demonstrated it every day. But it was something else to offer to move to a new country.

      Emily mused that this was another way that they were different. Emily saw obstacles and difficulty where Olivia saw opportunity and solutions. Olivia had lived and worked in London before. To her, it wasn’t as enormous a deal as Emily felt it would be.

      It was where their difference really shone and made them stronger as a unit. Where Emily wouldn’t even consider something because it seemed too much to ask, Olivia was already well into the planning stages of making it happen.

      Emily turned to regard the woman beside her. Despite the actors arguing on the stage and the ominous music building a crescendo, Olivia had quickly fallen into a deep sleep. She couldn’t be sure if it was the contents of the play or the jetlag. With Olivia, it could be either.

      She subtly turned around and looked at the rows behind her. People were staring, enthralled at the show in front of them. Emily wasn’t sure what she should be looking for on a preview night, but the open mouths and the occasional person hiding behind their hand seemed to be a good sign.

      She turned back and watched the stage. Jonathan was a good actor. He was a drama queen, but he almost deserved the title. She shivered at the memory of being in his dressing room with Hannah. She still couldn’t believe that she had been frozen into inaction. She didn’t know what might have happened if Olivia hadn’t shown up when she did.

      Suddenly she remembered Carl. Carl whom she had blamed, who’d had Olivia’s hands around his throat. She spied him a few rows in front of her, on the end seat, the same as she was. Staff were positioned on the end of rows so they could pop out of the auditorium if they needed to.

      She turned to ensure that Olivia was asleep and then stood and quickly walked up the rows. She tapped Carl on the shoulder and gestured towards the door. Carl looked terrified but followed her regardless. Once they were in the corridor, they waited for the fire door to slowly close so that their conversation wouldn’t bother the audience.

      “I just wanted to say thank you,” Emily said in a quiet voice. “And sorry. My wife is a little protective.”

      “You’re lucky to have her,” Carl whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about Hannah sooner. I’m, um, not very good with people and stuff. And she’s pretty scary.”

      Emily nodded. “She is; she did a one-eighty with me. One minute she was fine, and the next it was like Kathy Bates in Misery.”

      Carl grinned. “Yeah, she’s pretty weird. I should have said something. But then you didn’t say anything to me, so I thought you wanted to ignore it. And I didn’t know for sure that it was you who was being harassed. Or that it was Hannah doing the harassing. It was a bit of a mess. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine, really. Don’t apologise.” Emily felt awful. She’d misjudged Carl in a big way.

      “I’m sorry that you thought it was me,” Carl said. “I-I like you, but I don’t think of you like that.”

      “Oh, I know… I was getting paranoid,” Emily said.

      “Could you, um, tell your wife?” Carl asked.

      “Yes, don’t worry, there won’t be a repeat performance of that. Again, I’m so sorry. I feel like this has really put a damper on everything. I did enjoy working with you, I probably should have been more patient with you.”

      “It’s fine, I know I’m a bit awkward to work with,” Carl said. “For what it’s worth, I really liked working with you, and I think you have a lot of talent.”

      “Thank you, Carl, that really means a lot.”

      “Nicole said that you’d be going back to New York. It’s a shame that you’re not staying. I’m presenting a scriptwriting course at a local college, and I was going to ask if you wanted to come along and help me present.”

      “Me?” Emily was flabbergasted.

      “Yes, you know more than you think. You have a natural storytelling ability that not everyone has. And you could learn from the bits of the presentation that I was doing. But you’re not going to be here, so maybe I could film it and send—”

      “Actually,” Emily interrupted with a grin, “there might be a change of plans.”
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      “I cannot believe you talked me into this,” Olivia grumbled.

      “Me?” Emily laughed. “You were the one who wanted a baby, you were the one who moved a million miles an hour. Doctor’s appointment in a few hours, sperm donor picked within a couple of days.”

      “You should have held me back.” Olivia licked the ice cream spoon clean. “This baby has completely changed my personality. I don’t even like ice cream, and I’ve somehow eaten an entire tub.”

      “No one doesn’t like ice cream.” Emily took the empty cardboard container and the spoon from Olivia and placed them on the coffee table.

      “What if the baby never comes out?” Olivia asked. “What if it just stays in there?”

      “Then you’ll be fat forever,” Emily told her.

      Olivia whined. “You’re not helping me at all.”

      “You’re four months along,” Emily explained. “You’re not even halfway there. You can’t be moaning this much now, you’ll have run out of things to complain about.”

      “Doubt it.” Olivia held up her hand. “My ring doesn’t fit. Some of my fingers are fat.”

      “You’re retaining water, not fat.” Emily said.

      She stood and picked up the ice cream container, worried that Olivia would soon start to lick the inside if the tempting treat was near her any longer.

      “You’re gorgeous,” Emily told her. She leaned forward and kissed her forehead.

      She walked out of the living room and into the kitchen. She placed the container in the recycling bin and put the spoon in the dishwasher. As she wiped down the work surface, she looked out of the window. Henry ran around the garden, chasing and then being chased by Captain McFluffypants.

      He loved his new London school. They thought he might not like the school uniform he was now required to wear daily, but he thought it made him look like Harry Potter.

      Olivia walked into the kitchen. “Can I help with anything?”

      “No, all done,” Emily said. She turned around and opened her arms. “A big hug would be nice, though.”

      Olivia smiled and walked into the embrace.

      Emily loved to feel her wife’s slightly protruding stomach. Olivia was already complaining about being fat, and Emily didn’t have the heart to tell her that she had a lot of growing to do yet.

      “I spoke to Henry’s teacher,” Olivia said. “He passed his last marker evaluation. They’re going to schedule one in for next year.”

      “Okay.”

      Henry’s tests had come back as negative, but the results showed that he was on the border of Attention Deficient Disorder. While he hadn’t been diagnosed, the school was keeping an eye on him to see how he developed.

      “And Simon wants to look at offices tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay,” Emily said. “I can take Henry to school, my morning catch-up was pushed back to ten.”

      “Remember to leave early on Friday,” Olivia reminded her. She took a step back from the hug. “You’ll need extra time to pack if we’re getting the early flight on Saturday morning.”

      Olivia edged towards the freezer.

      Emily coughed.

      “Some ice for a glass of water,” Olivia promised her.

      It didn’t matter. Emily had hidden the rest of the ice cream stash the moment she got home.

      Henry came in from the garden, panting for breath. Emily smiled and let out a long, contented sigh. Seeing Henry fit and healthy was never going to not make her happy.

      “Shoes,” Olivia reminded him.

      He kicked off his shoes and slammed the door behind him.

      “I’m taking you to school tomorrow,” Emily told him. “So, make sure you’re ready a little early.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I’m picking you up on Friday afternoon,” Olivia told him. Probably for the eighth time that week.

      “I know, Mom,” Henry told her with a smile. “I can’t wait to go to New York and see Tom and Lucy and Grandma. I made Grandma a birthday present.”

      “What did you make her?” Emily asked.

      “A dinosaur out of LEGOs.”

      Emily could just imagine Irene looking for a place to put such a gift in her immaculate house.

      “When we fly, can I sit by the window?” Henry asked.

      “We’ll all be sitting by the window,” Olivia replied.

      Emily rolled her eyes. “I thought I told you not to book first-class?”

      “It’s the pregnancy, my hearing is going.” Olivia smirked.

      “Uh-huh,” Emily replied, shaking her head.

      “First-class is where I first met Olivia,” Henry said.

      Emily looked at him dumbstruck. “Do you remember that, Henry?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I don’t remember much before that. But I remember flying for the first time. And meeting Olivia. It was like Christmas and my birthday all at the same time!”

      Olivia bent down and pulled him into a hug. “It was the same for me.”

      Emily could feel tears starting to form in her eyes. She knelt beside Henry and hugged him, too.

      “Ick. You guys are weird,” Henry complained, with a smile on his face.

      “Yep, and you’re stuck with us,” Emily told him.

      “Forever,” Olivia said.
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      Spurred on by overwhelming and ever-increasing debts, Emily White takes a job working in the first-class cabin on the prestigious commuter route from her home of New York to London with Crown Airlines.

      On board she meets Olivia Lewis, who is a literal high-flying business executive with a weekly commute, a meticulous schedule, and terrible social skills.

      When a personal emergency brings them together, will Emily be able to swallow her pride and accept help from Olivia? And will Olivia be able to prevent herself from saying the wrong thing?
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      City professional Olivia Lewis is coming to terms with her latest romantic failure by attempting to throw herself into her work. But with clients suddenly leaving Applewood Financial in their droves it becomes clear that old enemies have decided to strike and Olivia realises that she is losing everything.

      Meanwhile the world of flight attendant Emily White comes crashing down around her when she loses her job. With no income, enormous debts and a broken-hearted five-year-old son she thinks that things can’t get any worse. That is until a blast from the past threatens it all.
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      Kate Kennedy prides herself on running the very best advertising agency in Europe.

      One day her top client asks her to work on a lucrative project with the notoriously fastidious Georgina Masters, of the American agency Mastery.

      The temporary merger causes a fiery clash of cultures and personalities. Especially when Georgina sets her romantic sights on Kate’s young intern, Sophie.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      “A sports car?” Kate repeated. She furrowed her brow at the idea.

      “Yes, silver and red and really, really fast,” Yannis said.

      He stood up and paced excitedly around the meeting room. Yannis was tall, over six feet. His lanky frame seemed at odds with his constant need to bound around.

      Kate suppressed a chuckle as she watched him pace. She appreciated his enthusiasm, no one wanted to work with a miserable client. But Yannis was almost too enthusiastic. He switched from one major project to another without stopping to catch his breath.

      “Why a sports car?” Kate queried.

      “We build engines, sports cars need engines. This is fantastic,” he announced.

      Kate suspected that Yannis felt his high-intensity enthusiasm would wear off on those around him. Bouncing around meeting rooms with excitement and informing people that things were fantastic were his way of injecting passion into a project.

      Yannis was certainly a successful businessman, but he also was primarily an ideas man. Leaving the details to others. Like her.

      “It’s… different,” Kate allowed.

      “Different is good. Exciting.” Yannis paused in front of the windows that overlooked the sprawling City of London. “We need to be different. We need to move, grow, change, adapt.” He leaned closer to the glass and peered out of the window. “You can see my house from here.”

      Kate rolled her eyes good-naturedly. She stood up and walked around the meeting table to join him by the window. This wasn’t the first meeting she had spent chasing after the excitable man, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      “This is east, yes?” He pointed out of the window. Before she could reply, he was staring intently into the distance, looking for landmarks.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Yannis, let me just get this straight in my mind. Atrom are going to build a sports car—”

      “Ten,” he corrected, still gazing over the city to get his bearings.

      She felt her eyebrow raise. “Ten?”

      “Ten,” he repeated. “Selling for a million pounds. We’ll only sell ten. I’m having one, of course.”

      Kate looked skywards. “Right, okay. Atrom are going to build ten sports cars, each priced at one million pounds, and you will buy one for yourself?”

      Yannis looked at her. He smiled and nodded his head. “Yes, that’s it. And this is big news, so I need my favourite marketing guru to tell the world for me.”

      “And we’ll be more than happy to help,” Kate assured. “I assume you want the works? Press releases, websites, viral campaigns, video campaigns, news slots?”

      “Everything. International,” Yannis said. He looked at her seriously. “It is very important to me that this is international news.”

      “That’s definitely something we can do.” Kate mentally put together a quick marketing brief. While she considered Yannis an idiot for investing in a project that was a glorified toy for himself, she welcomed the money the project would bring.

      “It’s a big job,” he said.

      “It is,” Kate agreed. Huge, in fact. Atrom Engineering was by far their biggest client, in terms of size and profitability. The introduction of a new product, and all that went with it, meant a huge amount of income for Kate’s agency, Red Door.

      Yannis Papadakis was the kind of CEO that Kate adored. He was rich, eccentric, and didn’t think twice about spending a small fortune marketing his already successful engineering company.

      “I had lunch in New York last week,” Yannis continued. “With Georgina Masters, you know her?”

      Kate tried to control her grimace. “I’ve met her a couple of times. Award ceremonies, conferences. That kind of thing.”

      “Mastery is considered to be the best advertising agency in America.” Yannis walked back to the meeting table. He sat down and opened his MacBook. He hunched over the small machine and typed in his password. “Georgina really knows her stuff.”

      Kate hummed noncommittally at his mention of the woman. If life were a cartoon, Georgina Masters would be her arch nemesis. The two women were constantly compared within the industry and by the media. They were both businesswomen in their forties, give or take, who had set up successful marketing companies in a male-dominated sector. Of course they were often compared. But comparisons are rarely kind; they certainly hadn’t been between Kate and Georgina.

      Kate had come to loathe the very mention of Georgina Masters. She was sure Georgina felt the same way about her.

      “She is very interested in the sports car industry,” Yannis was saying. He turned his MacBook around so Kate could see the screen.

      She stepped away from the window and walked towards the table. She wasn’t particularly interested in whatever Yannis was about to show her, but she knew she had to make an effort.

      “This car was built by some guys in California, they are trying to go for the world land speed record. Georgina is representing them.”

      Kate picked her glasses up from the table and put them on. She peered at the website. It was garish. She had no doubt that many would think it was a fantastic example of modern web design. Flashing images, unclear navigation, lightboxes popping up. To Kate, it was gimmicky and crass. Just what she had come to expect from Mastery.

      “It’s a bit… flashy. Don’t you think?”

      Yannis grinned. “Yes,” he agreed.

      Kate removed her glasses and tapped the arm on her lip. “If this is the style you like, we can definitely follow this example. Maybe tweak it a little so there’s not quite so much… visual noise.”

      Yannis spun the MacBook around to face him again and started to type. “I want you and Georgina to work together on this. Red Door and Mastery working together. Hand in hand. Then, this project would have the best marketing minds in America and in Europe. Together, the three of us can make something really exciting.”

      Kate blinked. She stared at Yannis, but he was again lost in his computer screen and oblivious to her reaction.

      “You want us to work together?” Kate couldn’t shake the shock from her tone. “Georgina and me? Working together?”

      “Yes, isn’t it perfect?” He didn’t look up.

      “Perfect isn’t quite the word I’d use,” Kate confessed. The last thing she wanted was for Georgina Masters to swoop in and take all the glory. And, potentially, the entire Atrom contract. “Yannis, we’ve worked together for years. I like to think we have a good working relationship?”

      Yannis was focused on his screen. “Yes, yes, of course.”

      Kate knew he was only half-listening to her. “And Atrom and Red Door have always worked well together, haven’t we? We can directly attribute the twelve-percent sales growth Atrom experienced last year to Red Door’s advertising campaigns. Bringing in another voice, it could be tricky.”

      Yannis patted the seat next to him, still focused on his screen. “Look at this.”

      Kate rolled her eyes and shuffled around a couple of seats at the round meeting table. She put her glasses on again. Yannis gestured to a presentation chart on the screen.

      “We need to get more social,” he explained to her as if she were a child.

      The presentation bore the Mastery logo. Kate pursed her lips. Clearly Georgina had presented this to Yannis and convinced him to take a new direction. Upon closer examination, it was clear that Yannis had been enticed by pie charts and line graphs that showed upward trends.

      Competitor agencies pitching to existing clients wasn’t a new thing. Any marketing director worth their wage would use any opportunity to speak to decision-makers. Subjectivity was not just the beauty of the marketing industry; it was also its curse.

      In other businesses, a job may be a simple predefined product. The business makes widgets, a widget has set parameters. The business decides its success on widgets produced.

      But marketing involves so much more. Marketing can be good or bad, or good and bad at the same time. A logo can be loved and hated within one focus group.

      The individuality of marketing allowed seeds of doubt to be planted by competitors. A magic formula could be proposed, fancy charts could be distributed and buzzwords deployed. All business owners want to recreate the success of other businesses, so a marketing agency promising such success was a potent thing.

      Kate looked at the presentation with interest. As she thought, it contained all the generic statistics regarding social media success rates—the standard lure marketing agencies used to hook new prospective clients.

      “Engineering firms can only benefit from social media to a point,” Kate explained. It was a conversation they’d had several times before. Each time she explained it, Yannis agreed and understood. But within a few weeks, his flighty mind had forgotten and she was left to repeat herself. “The average person on the street doesn’t care that the engine on a train is made by Atrom.”

      “We need to be a part of the conversation,” Yannis insisted, clearly repeating the buzzwords he’d recently heard.

      “There is no conversation about your sector, Yannis,” Kate replied. She took off her glasses and let out a small sigh. Competitor interference in marketing was a common thing. One day a client would be happy, the next they would have read an article and would be explaining what they felt her agency needed to do.

      Kate spent most of her days explaining to clients that she knew their market better than the competition. The difficulty was, this was Yannis. The phrase bee in his bonnet might have been created specifically with him in mind. Once he had an idea, nothing could make him let it go.

      “Georgina has more information on this,” Yannis explained. He gestured to the screen. “You understand all of this better than I do, anyway. But the thing to take away here is that this is exciting! We are going to build sports cars, and I want everyone to know about them. We can work together and make this the best campaign ever. Between us, I’m positive that we can make The Bolt something that everyone is talking about.”

      “The Bolt?”

      “I’m thinking of calling it The Bolt.” Yannis closed the MacBook and placed his fingers on top of it, protecting the secrets within. He leaned close to Kate. “I am still working out all of the details, but I can feel this is going to be a huge success.” He smiled at her, willing her to join him in his excitement.

      While his passion for the project radiated from him, Kate felt utterly unable to join in. She didn’t want to work with Mastery. The whole point of running her own agency was that she didn’t have to work with anyone.

      “Yannis,” Kate said carefully, “while working with Mastery would be wonderful, I’m not sure how we can work out the logistics. They are based in New York. You and I are based in London. Trying to split the workload, coordinate the teams, that would be very difficult.”

      “We’re a modern world,” Yannis told her. “We have video conferencing, Internet, and airplanes.” He stood up and started to pack his belongings into his laptop bag. “I need the best, Kate. That’s you in Europe. But I need the American market. Do you know how many millionaires are in America?”

      “Not off the top of my head,” Kate admitted.

      “Me neither, but it’s a huge country, so there must be a lot. Picture it, my Bolt driving down Sunset Boulevard, maybe driven by a movie star or a pop singer. Who knows?”

      Kate knew when his mind was made up. In his head, he was already winning awards and being proclaimed the genius behind the sports car of the decade. Yannis had often explained that his success was borne entirely from his sheer willpower to make success happen. He was dogged in his approach, unwavering in his beliefs. If he wanted Kate and Georgina to work together, that is exactly what he would have.

      Any further argument from Kate would just make her sound awkward. As much as she hated the idea, her best course of action now was to play along.

      Georgina wasn’t a fool, she didn’t get to where she was by not spotting an opportunity. There was no way she’d just stumbled upon Yannis. She’d sought him out, presumably armed with enough statistical information on the car industry to put Jay Leno to shame.

      It was clear to Kate that Georgina was after the Atrom Engineering account. Now it was up to Kate to do everything she could to hang onto it.
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