
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
     

    Trapped Tycoon

    Fate intervenes on behalf of love when characters are unexpectedly stuck together. With too much time and an irresistible attraction anything could happen.

    Trainee investor Clara Foster spends her weekend at the office catching up on paperwork when the ice queen owner Francesca Burford arrives. Francesca doesn’t know who the shy employee is, and she doesn’t much care, until they attempt to leave the office at the same time and get trapped in an elevator.

    

  
    
    

  

    Chapter One

    

    Clara Foster opened her desk drawer and grabbed a handful of pens. They had the company logo on them, but she figured she could scrape it off while updating her résumé and scrolling through job advertisements. Something that she now knew she would be spending the next few days doing.

    She threw the pens into her work satchel, grabbed her coat off the back of her chair, and stalked towards the lifts. Her footsteps clumped loudly on the office floor, and she was distantly aware that she sounded like someone having a tantrum. Which was quite an accurate description of how she felt.

    It was early on Saturday afternoon, and the office was empty save for one other individual. Which was unusual in Clara’s experience. The office was always empty on a Saturday, leaving her to work in peace. But today had been different, disastrously so.

    Clara rounded the corner at exactly the same moment that the root of all her problems did exactly the same. If someone had tried to handcraft the very worst luck Clara could ever have, it would have paled in comparison to the day that she had just experienced. And it was only just after lunch.

    “Didn’t I fire you?” Francesca Burford asked coldly.

    “You did. I’m leaving.” Clara stabbed the lift call button.

    “Taking your sweet time about it, Lara.” Francesca sniffed.

    She also pressed the call button for the lift, presumably to undermine Clara in some bullshit manner she’d once learnt at a business school. Probably the same one that taught undercutting tactics like getting employees’ names wrong. Disappointment that the Francesca Burford was like this burned.

    “Clara,” she said tersely.

    “If you say so.” Francesca pushed the button again.

    “It won’t come any quicker because you continue to push the button,” Clara said.

    Francesca levelled a cold stare at her whilst repeatedly pushing the lift button. After a few seconds, the lift doors opened.

    “We’ll never know, will we?” Francesca strode into the lift.

    Clara felt anger rising within her. It appeared that Francesca Burford was an entitled, opinionated, snobbish, pain in the ass. Which had come as a surprise to Clara, as she’d previously thought she knew everything there was to know about the woman.

    Francesca Burford was a legend. Everyone in the investment world knew of her. She was a highly successful financial genius. Everything she touched turned to gold and she was rewarded with wealth, awards, and adoration.

    The adoration mainly came from Clara. She’d looked up to Francesca for as long as she could remember. Now she’d finally met the icon, and the reality wasn’t at all what she’d expected.

    Clara had been working as a trainee at Burford Investments for just over five weeks and was left wondering how Francesca’s flawless image had been so cleverly concocted. She never would have guessed that behind the perfect mask of the feminist business powerhouse was such a thoroughly unpleasant person.

    Clara felt crushed. Her idol and her dream job had been snatched away from her. Now she was left with no idea what to think and even less idea what to do with her life. Her career path had always been set on the world of investments. Everything had now changed.

    Burford Investments was the place to be if you wanted a career in the sector. The trainee scheme was second to none and Clara had moved heaven and earth to get one of the highly coveted positions. Now, just over a month in, she’d been fired. By her boss’s boss’s boss. Someone who, up until that very Saturday morning, she’d never even spoken with. To think she’d actually harboured a crush on this woman for years. She shivered at the thought.

    She stepped into the lift and let out a sigh. As far as she was concerned, she couldn’t get out of the building—and Francesca’s presence—soon enough. Francesca was standing at the back of the lift, mobile phone in hand and clearly determined to ignore Clara. She noticed that the button for the ground floor hadn’t been pushed, despite Francesca’s previous love of pressing buttons.

    Another power play. She selected the ground floor and watched the doors slide shut. I’m going to order a curry when I get home. A big one. With every side dish they do.

    Thoughts of chutney, poppadoms, and naan vanished when the lights went out. A moment later, the lift bounced, and Clara was thrown forward into the door. For a split second, it felt as though she was falling, and then suddenly moving in the other direction. She pressed her palms against the cold metal of the lift door and waited for whatever might come next. She felt powerless and terrified. Her heartbeat deafened her. She held her breath and tensed her body, waiting for some kind of hammer to fall. Or worse, to actually fall.

    The cart gently bounced. Each time, the movement was less and the gap between the bounces increased. After around a minute, which felt like much longer, an emergency light flickered to life in the ceiling.

    Clara turned and looked at Francesca. The older woman looked back at her. The air of cocky indifference had vanished and fear replaced it.

    “Which button did you push?” Francesca asked.

    “Do you think there’s a button to turn off the lift and get me stuck in here with you? And do you really think I’d ever push that kind of button?”

    “Well, do something!” Francesca gestured to the control panel with a wave of her hand.

    Clara sighed. Clearly, Francesca was a big shot businesswoman but absolutely no help in a crisis. She turned to look at the panel. At the bottom she saw a button with an illustration of a bell above it. She pressed it and a loud alarm sounded. When she let go, it stopped. She pressed it again and the alarm rang again.

    Clara started to worry. She thought the alarm was linked to a call centre where she could speak with someone, but it appeared that all the button did was make a lot of noise.

    Ordinarily, that might have been helpful. Experience told her that the office building would be largely empty on a Saturday. She knew that the security guard would be in reception; she also knew that he spent his weekends with large over-the-ear headphones on listening to Spotify. Even if he did hear the alarm, she wasn’t convinced that he’d know what to do. She’d once seen him shouting at a pigeon who had flown off with a bag of crisps he’d been eating. If he couldn’t protect his lunch from a pigeon, then Clara had very little hope that he could rescue her from a complicated piece of machinery.

    She let go of the button and turned to Francesca. “Maybe I’m not pushing it right. You’re the button expert, would you like a go?”

    Francesca rolled her eyes. She held up her phone. “I have no signal, you?”

    Clara pulled her phone out of her pocket. She already knew the answer. She never had a signal on her way to or from the office when she was in the lift. She’d lost a timed game of Words with Friends as a result once. “Nothing.”

    Francesca seemed to be moving away from fear and into anger. She approached the panel herself and pressed the alarm button. The bell rang out and Clara winced at the sound reverberating up and down the lift shaft.

    “What good is that supposed to do?” Francesca asked.

    “Someone is supposed to hear it and report it to facilities,” Clara said.

    “And why isn’t that happening?” Francesca started to repeatedly press the button. The alarm sounded and then stopped over and over again. The echo caused a throbbing behind Clara’s temple.

    “Presumably because no one is here to hear it,” Clara said.

    “What about the security guard? Isn’t this his job?”

    “Could you stop pressing that? It’s not doing anything other than giving me a headache.”

    Francesca lowered her hand and examined the panel. She pushed every button for every floor and even tried the door open and close buttons a few times.

    Clara resigned herself to her fate. They would be there for a while. Maybe the lift would magically start again; it had magically stopped, after all. Or maybe the security guard would finally decide to perform his rounds and would realize one of the lifts wasn’t working. Maybe the alarm had triggered at a call centre somewhere and someone was on their way.

    Whatever the situation might be, right now she was stuck in a two metre by two metre box with her former boss. The woman who had quite unexpectedly fired her. The woman who Clara had spent years looking up to. Sometimes more than just looking up to.

    Francesca had shaped Clara’s life. If she hadn’t seen Francesca being interviewed on television all those years ago, then she wouldn’t have discovered her love of investments and the career of her dreams. Nor would she have realized that her romantic interests didn’t reside with men. Not that she would ever give Francesca the satisfaction of knowing that. Her anger at Francesca was still fresh, and her desire to clear her name was strong.

    “It wasn’t me, you know.” Clara put her satchel on the ground and laid her coat beside it as a makeshift blanket.

    Francesca was back on her phone, holding the device aloft in the hope of getting some kind of signal. “Hmm?”

    “I didn’t steal your pen.” Clara sat down.

    “Care to explain why my five-hundred-pound Montblanc was in your possession, having strangely disappeared from my own three days ago?”

    “Five hundred pounds?” Clara cried. “For that?”

    “What’s wrong with it?” Francesca looked down at her. “It’s a perfectly good pen.”

    “It’s okay, but it looks a bit bland for that much money. It looks like any other pen.”

    “It’s understated,” Francesca said.

    “It certainly is.”

    “You still haven’t explained how it came to be on your desk.” Francesca pocketed her mobile phone and stared coldly at Clara.

    “Someone put it there, but it wasn’t me. Why would I steal your pen and then actively use it? Surely if I was going to steal it then I would have hidden it?”

    “Maybe it’s the thrill?” Francesca said.

    “Of using a very understated ballpoint pen? Oh, yes, the thrill. Be still my beating heart.” Clara opened her satchel and got her book out.

    “What are you doing?” Francesca asked.

    “Reading.”

    “But we’re trapped,” Francesca said, wildly gesticulating around the lift as if Clara were an idiot.

    “Yes, I noticed. I pressed the alarm. I don’t have a mobile phone signal. There’s not a lot else to do but wait.”

    Clara opened the book, plucked out her bookmark, and started to read. If she was going to have her job snatched away from her, her career path left in tatters, and the person she looked up to turn out to be a complete and utter bitch, then she was quite happy to check out of the situation and engross herself in some fiction.

    And if that annoyed Francesca, all the better.

    

  


Chapter Two

    

    Francesca watched in disbelief as the recently fired trainee investor comfortably bedded down on her coat and start to read. Apparently, she wasn’t going to help at all with their predicament.

    She turned around and slammed her palm over the alarm bell. Surely someone would hear the annoying din and think about investigating? Though presumably not the useless oaf who was often sitting at the reception desk at the weekend. Francesca had once seen him get a belt loop stuck on a door handle for two entire minutes.

    If he was their only chance of survival, then they were sure to die.

    She rang out a little tune, if only to irritate her company. Her pen was not bland. It was understated. And Clara had most definitely stolen it. Francesca hadn’t quite believed her eyes when she’d walked across the office floor and not only saw someone else working at the weekend but also her missing pen in that person’s hand. More accurately, in her mouth.

    Clara’s youthful lips had sucked on the end of the pen while she focused her attention on her laptop screen. At first, Francesca had felt a flash of attraction. The young trainee was a sight to behold with her legs gathered beneath her on an office chair and her forehead furrowed in concentration. But then Francesca spotted her missing pen and she’d seen red. She’d demanded to know who the young woman was and then told her that she was fired for theft.

    Francesca didn’t know any of the trainees who came through the educational program. She simply didn’t have time to meet and greet every one of them. Now and then she’d turn up at their graduation ceremony and shake a few hands, but they were nothing more than a blur of faces. So, the attractive young thief reading her book on the floor behind her was an utter mystery to Francesca. And now she was stuck with her.

    Francesca stopped pressing the button. The noise was starting to irritate her, and the futility of the act was beginning to dawn on her. They were trapped. It was Saturday and the building was empty except for quite possibly the worst security guard in history who had probably managed to lock himself in a toilet cubicle or something equally ridiculous by now.

    The other companies in the building rarely worked on weekends. The likelihood of someone noticing one of the lifts not working was extremely slim. Which meant their chance of rescue relied on someone noticing that they were missing.

    It occurred to her that no one would miss her. There was no family at home waiting for her to return. Not even a pet who would howl when dinner wasn’t forthcoming. She no longer had plans for the weekend, so the only possible chance that someone would wonder where she was would come on Monday morning when she didn’t turn up in the office.

    She tossed her bag into the opposite corner to where Clara sat. It was a sobering thought. Now that things were over with Diana there was no one to wonder where she was. No one to notice if she didn’t come home that night. Not that they had lived together. They slept over at each other’s homes but had never even spoken of moving in together.

    The breakup the previous evening had been a surprising disappointment. The realisation that she was completely alone again hit her harder than she thought it would. She wasn’t a stranger to being alone, in fact she had always quite liked it. But as she grew older, she found she enjoyed the solitude less and less. The idea of someone expecting her home was becoming more appealing. And not just because it might help her current situation.

    She kicked off her heels.

    “Is anyone expecting you home?” she asked Clara.

    “No.” Clara placed a finger on the page of her book. “I live alone. You?”

    Francesca looked at Clara’s youthful features and guessed that she was around twenty-five. It was perfectly acceptable to live alone at twenty-five. In fact, at such a young age you were considered independent and successful to be living alone. Out of your parents’ house, not having to share with friends. It was a badge of honour to have achieved that level of maturity.

    It was different when you were fifty-three. Then people wondered why you lived alone. Was it a choice or could nobody stand to live with you? In Francesca’s case it was the former, but many assumed it to be the latter.

    Francesca didn’t reply. She removed her Ralph Lauren trench coat and sucked in a calming breath before she placed the coat on the floor and ruined it. Sitting on the floor wasn’t something she was used to, but on the rare occasion it happened, there was at least carpet. The lift had a marble floor which had been walked on by countless thousands of people and she dreaded to think what had been deposited from people’s shoes and would now be indelibly imprinted into her coat.

    “Is anyone expecting you?” Clara pressed.

    “No.” Francesca sat down with her back against the wall and adjusted her pencil dress, cursing her wardrobe decisions that morning. Most office wear was uncomfortable, but the tight dresses were the worst. Then again, she’d never predicted this turn of events. If she had, she would have never come into the office that day.

    “Okay.” Clara returned her attention to her book.

    “Okay?” Francesca asked. “Is that all you have to say?”

    Clara sighed. She placed her finger back on the page to mark her place and looked up at Francesca. “What else would you like me to say? No one is expecting me. No one is expecting you. We could be here for a while. Is there something you’d like me to say?”

    Francesca didn’t have an answer to that. She’d expected a snide comment about no one expecting her and when she hadn’t received one, she’d acted with anger as if she had. She knew that said a lot about her and none of it was good.

    “No. Nothing else. Please, go back to your book. It’s not like there’s anything pressing going on.”

    It was meant to be sarcastic, but Clara went back to her book anyway.

    Francesca shook her head. She couldn’t believe that Clara was going to calmly sit and read rather than attempt to brainstorm a solution to their shared problem. They may have had their differences, but they were in the same boat. Lift. Whatever.

    “Are you seriously going to just sit there and read?” Francesca asked.

    Clara snatched up her bookmark and shoved it into the open pages and slammed it shut. She put the book back in her bag and looked expectantly at Francesca.

    “Well, clearly not. What would you like me to do?”

    “We need to think about a way to get out of here,” Francesca said.

    Clara looked around the small space. “There is no way out. We’re suspended in a box that we can’t open. We have to wait for someone to rescue us.”

    “Is that really all you can come up with?”

    “Do you have anything better?”

    Francesca opened her mouth but quickly closed it again when she realized that she had nothing much to say. She wasn’t used to sitting around and waiting to be rescued. She looked at the doors. “Do you think we can open them?”

    “Nope.”

    She looked at Clara. “Is that all you have? Nope?”

    Clara sighed. “No, I do not think we can open those doors. Is that better for you?”

    “Marginally.” Francesca stood and approached the doors. She tried to wedge her fingers into the tiny gap, but the slippery metal prevented her from getting a grip. After a few attempts she gave up and thumped the door with her palms in frustration.

    “You’re quite an angry person, aren’t you?” Clara said in a maddeningly calm tone.

    Francesca spun around. “Who wouldn’t be?”

    Clara held up her hand. “Me. Many people. Anger isn’t the default.”

    A desire to argue bubbled up and then vanished just as quickly. She didn’t want to prove Clara’s point. She sat back down, again cursing her wardrobe decisions that morning. Why hadn’t she chosen trousers? Pencil dresses were not made for sitting in general, and certainly not sitting on the floor.

    Maybe that’s why I’m angry. Being shoved into a fabric tube with little room to move wouldn’t make anyone feel calm and relaxed under pressure. But she only had herself to blame.

    She glanced at Clara, who was now looking through her bag for something. She wore smart black trousers and a casual sweater with a large C on the front. It was the weekend, so Francesca didn’t expect her staff to be wearing work attire. In fact, she hadn’t been expecting any of her staff to come in at all.

    She personally hadn’t worked a weekend in years. One of the many joys of trading was that the markets closed for business at the weekend. Quite simply, there was nothing much for her to do at the weekends. There was a time when she managed her email account, did some filing, arranged meetings, and performed general office administration. But she had a team of assistants for that kind of thing these days.

    “Why were you in the office today?” Francesca asked.

    “I wanted to steal your pen, obviously,” Clara said without looking up.

    Francesca huffed. The young woman was impossible.

    “Why were you in the office today?” Clara looked up from searching for something in her bag. “You’re never usually here.”

    That statement interested Francesca a great deal. It suggested that Clara frequently worked weekends, and that only served to increase the mystery surrounding her. What would a trainee be doing in an empty office when their mentors were not working?

    Francesca had a choice. She could maintain her wall of silence towards the thief, or she could be civil and figure a little bit more out about the woman she was now caged with.

    “I left my laptop here on Friday night. I thought I’d be coming back here after a meeting, but time ran away from me. I decided to catch up on some email. You?”

    “I come in nearly every Saturday.”

    When nothing more was forthcoming Francesca asked, “Why?”

    Clara sucked in a deep breath and scrunched up her face a little. It seemed that she was on the brink of maybe confessing to something. Francesca sat still and waited.

    “I catch up with things at the weekend. When it’s quiet. Things happen so quickly during the week.” Clara returned to her bag search and retrieved a small tube of hand cream. She applied a little to her hands and the fresh scent of mango and lime filled Francesca’s nostrils.

    Francesca felt that there was something more to it. Something Clara seemed reluctant to say. In general, there seemed to be something else to Clara. Francesca could sense it and it nagged at her curiosity.

    Clara was correct that things happened quickly during trading hours. The office was a loud hub of sound and energy. From the moment the UK market opened at eight in the morning, all the way to the last trading bells in the evening, the trading floor was full of people rushing around and the endless news cycles pouring from multiple televisions.

    Burford Investments didn’t trade the worldwide markets. Francesca had made the decision early on to focus on Europe and the United States. There was a possibility of spreading yourself too thin if you tried to master every market. Which meant that weekends brought silence. The televisions were off, the markets were closed, and no one bothered to come in.

    Except, it seemed, for Clara.

    “What do you mean? How do you catch up?” Francesca asked.

    Clara mindlessly adjusted her watch strap, probably just so she didn’t have to make eye contact.

    “I look at trades that have happened during the week. You know, analyse the market and try to figure out what other people saw before me. Sometimes our mentors will be in the middle of teaching when something happens, and they have to go and look after their portfolio. I want to know what they saw on the data; how did they predict direction?”

    “Experience,” Francesca said.

    “Is it? People talk of people having a knack for something. Some kind of golden touch. Or learning it by seeing patterns in the data. But the data looks random to me sometimes. Especially lately. And the others don’t seem to have any problem. Just me.”

    Clara looked up and Francesca saw something she recognised from her early trading days: doubt. Trading was fickle. One day you were flying high and the next you’d lost everything you’d gained and then some. The feeling of frustration became more acute when you were working with someone who seemed to have an endless run of good trades.

    “Some people do appear to have a knack for it, but I personally believe it comes from a mix of experience, industry knowledge, and luck.”

    “How do you know if you have luck?” Clara asked.

    “Everyone has a degree of luck. But there’s a reason I put luck at the end of that list. Experience is the most important thing you can have in your toolkit as a trader. Then comes industry knowledge. Last comes luck.”

    Clara shrugged. “No matter. That was the reason I came in at weekends.”

    Francesca could feel Clara’s frustration despite her attempt to hide it. She felt it keenly, remembering her own start in investing and almost giving up several times. There were times when Francesca felt certain that she’d embarked on the wrong career path. She’d spent many evenings lying in bed and staring at the ceiling of her run-down apartment and wishing she could turn back time and exit a trade sooner, or never place the order in the first place. Sometimes she wondered what skills she had that she could apply to a different career track.

    In the end she had knuckled down and learnt to take the lows with the highs, knowing that she was getting better. Eventually the crushing losses became fewer and further between. They never went away. Even today, at the top of her game, she still placed terrible trades that she regretted.

    “It’s a tough career choice,” Francesca said. “You have to be good at selective forgetfulness.”

    “What do you mean?” Clara asked.

    “The ability to forget the result of the mistake while retaining the knowledge of why it was a mistake. If you missed an exit point on a trade, you can’t look at the monetary loss, you have to look at what signal you missed. Otherwise, you’ll always be chasing a way to undo the mistakes of the past. And it’s rare that you ever get a real opportunity to do that.”

    “Well, if I ever manage to get back into the industry that you fired me from, I’ll be sure to practice that.” Clara adjusted her cross-legged position and lowered her head.

    Francesca rolled her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall. It seemed their brief ceasefire was at an end.

    While Francesca would rather pass the time with some conversation, Clara was apparently happy to sit in silence. Any authority she had was long gone and instead she was on the receiving end of Clara’s hostility.

    She cursed herself for her earlier overreaction. Stealing a pen was certainly a sackable offence, but she’d not exactly given Clara any opportunity to explain herself. Her reaction had come from stress and exhaustion, never a good place to make rational decisions.

    Now she was very much having to live with the results of that choice.

    

  



Chapter Three

    

    Clara felt restless. It had been forty minutes since the lift had shuddered to a stop. Thirty minutes since Francesca had last spoken. The silence was her own fault. Her sarcastic reply to Francesca’s attempt at a dialogue had slammed the door closed on any topic of conversation. Now they were left painfully aware of each other’s company and yet also pretending they could ignore it.

    She itched to get her book out but knew she’d not be able to focus on the words. It was a good book and she wanted to enjoy it, not simply use it to pass some time while stuck in a lift. The book deserved more than that.

    But while the text deserved better, she didn’t feel that Francesca deserved much at all.

    Francesca sat with her knees up to her chest and her forehead on her knees. She hadn’t moved in some time. Clara wondered if perhaps she’d fallen asleep, which would be a blessing.

    Never meet your heroes.

    Francesca Burford had been an unlikely idol of Clara’s for many years. While other teenagers listened to their favourite bands and coveted tickets to live performances, Clara sought out interviews with the financial genius and had completely memorised her TED talks.

    Over time, she’d realized that the fascination was more than just an interest in the financial sector. While she’d denied it to any who suggested it, she’d had a crush on Francesca for years. Francesca had been the one who had opened Clara’s teenage mind to the realisation that she romantically preferred women over men. That epiphany had soon led to a far deeper understanding of herself. Clara knew what she was looking for in a partner. She wanted someone older, intellectual, successful, and someone who would challenge her and support her in her goals.

    Someone like Francesca.

    While she had nursed a crush on Francesca for years, it had faded when she started to date women. If she’d met Francesca seven years ago, Clara would have no doubt embarrassed herself beyond belief. Thankfully, her interest in Francesca had waned to an appreciation as she’d left education and started work. She was older and wiser these days. So much so that she’d applied to join the Burford Investments trainee scheme for the scheme and not for the proximity to the woman she had looked up to for so long.

    She’d understood from the start that being a trainee was the bottom rung of a very, very long ladder. There was little chance she’d ever see the impressive owner of the company while in the training scheme. She’d snagged the occasional glimpse of Francesca from across the office but nothing more. Interestingly, she’d found that she liked it that way. It enabled her to study hard and throw herself into the trainee role and soak up as much knowledge as she could.

    Being interested in investments and trading with her small savings account was very different from professional trading and Clara had learnt that harsh lesson very quickly. At home in the comfort of her own bedroom, she could spend hours looking at Japanese candlestick patterns for well-known stocks and simply choose to not trade that day if she felt in any way uncertain of a trend. At the office she had seconds to make decisions with potentially very large amounts of money. Other people’s money.

    Thankfully, her trades were closely monitored by her mentors and she’d yet to be allowed to do anything too foolish. But there had been plenty of times when she’d been willing to risk everything on what she was sure was a great trade, just to be left watching in shock and confusion as markets slipped away. Checks and balances were the only thing stopping her from wiping out her trading account, something she had never thought was possible.

    She’d been telling everyone for years that she would be the next big shot female trader, the next Francesca Burford. But five short weeks into her supposed dream job had highlighted that she wasn’t as good as she thought. She didn’t have the golden touch. Her instincts seemed all wrong. While her fellow trainees seemed to get better with every passing week, Clara was struggling to stay even level.

    And now, on top of all of that, even Francesca Burford wasn’t at all what she’d been expecting.

    Clara had longed for the day when she’d be able to meet Francesca in person. She’d practiced a few lines, something casual and endearingly witty. At night she fantasised about being one of those traders who could do no wrong and possibly caught Francesca’s eye in more ways than one.

    Thoughts of Burford and Foster Investments being one of the top investment companies in Europe mingled with the knowledge that Francesca was single and had dated both men and women in the past. It was ridiculous to think that Francesca would even look at Clara twice, but that was what dreams were for.

    Of course all of that was now in tatters as she had managed to catch Francesca’s eye simply to be fired. And she’d discovered that Francesca was actually quite an unpleasant person. She felt that disappointment far more keenly than the fact she was now unemployed.

    “I think we should pool our resources,” Francesca said unexpectedly. She sat up and pulled her bag closer. “Food. Water. That kind of thing. We’re clearly not getting out of here any time soon. We should prepare to be here until Monday morning. At least the early shift will be here at six in the morning, that’s one small blessing.”

    Clara shivered at the thought of being stuck for so many hours.

    Francesca opened her bag. “I have half a bottle of water. Some sweets I keep on hand for my niece. And I’m afraid that’s it.” She placed the bottle of water and colourful plastic bag of gummy sweets on her coat next to her bag.

    Clara opened her bag and started to empty the contents.

    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Francesca said.

    Clara realized she’d just scooped out the massive handful of pens that she’d grabbed in a moment of anger before she’d left her desk for the final time.

    “You are a pen thief. Is it an obsession? Are you seeking treatment, because you should be.”

    “I was angry.” Clara continued to empty her bag.

    “So you stole more pens. Because you were caught stealing just the one?”

    Clara threw her book down onto the floor in anger. “I didn’t steal your damn pen. It was on my desk, or on Meg’s desk. It was a pen. An average looking, crappy pen. I’m sorry you paid hundreds of pounds for it because it really doesn’t look like you did. Maybe if you’d gotten a nicer pen then people would have returned it to you rather than assuming it was a shitty ballpoint pen and allowing it to float around the office.”

    “You’re quite an angry person, aren’t you?” Francesca said, a slight smirk curling at her lip.

    Clara narrowed her eyes. “Don’t even.”

    “Anger isn’t the default, you know.”

    “You’re really dislikeable, did anyone ever tell you that?”

    Francesca chuckled. “Please. You don’t even know me. Don’t make assumptions about me.”

    “Oh, I know you,” Clara said.

    Francesca looked at her with obvious disbelief. The smirk was maddening.

    “You’re fifty-three, but you’ve recently started changing your Wikipedia page to say you’re forty-eight. Which you don’t need to do, by the way,” Clara said. “You started with Bercow’s when you left university. Which was Cambridge, where you graduated with a degree in mathematics, one of only seven women in your year to get the full master’s. At Bercow’s you felt you were being underutilized and being forced into a secretarial role. You sued them and with the money they paid you from an out-of-court settlement you set up your own firm. You love dogs. You’re allergic to shellfish. You speak three languages and five years ago indicated that you were going to try to learn Japanese, but you never mentioned it again so either you didn’t have time, or you found it too tricky. You’ve got so many awards that if I started to list them, I’d probably suck all the oxygen out of the lift. And you’re really mean. That last one is a recent discovery.”

    Francesca stared in shock.

    Clara broke eye contact the moment she realized that she’d said too much. She didn’t need Francesca knowing that she used to idolize her. She pulled her stainless-steel water bottle out of her bag.

    “I also have water. And I have a chocolate bar which has probably melted a couple of times but it’s food. And I have some cough sweets. I don’t know if that’s technically food but it’s something.”

    “Did you read my bio on the company website?” Francesca asked.

    Clara pinched the bridge of her nose. She wished she’d never said anything. “Do you think your bio on your own company website is telling everyone that you’re aging backwards on Wikipedia these days? Anyway, as I said, I have some water. Do you want to figure out a plan to distribute what we have? How long do you realistically think we might be in here?”

    Francesca held up her hand. “Wait, wait. How do you know all of that about me?”

    There was more than a touch of concern in her expression, not quite panic but certainly on the way towards it. Clara felt her cheeks heating up in embarrassment. She wished she had stayed quiet. The awkward silence was better.

    “I just do. Anyway, we don’t really have much food but we’re not going to die between now and Monday morning.” Clara tried a last-ditch effort to derail Francesca’s line of questioning.

    “Are you a stalker?”

    Clara blinked. “What? No. No, of course not. I just know of you, okay? You’re the most successful woman in finance, of course people know about you.”

    “But you seem to have some very specific knowledge.” Francesca regarded her with suspicion.

    Clara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m a stalker. I took a job here and worked my butt off for five weeks, unpaid weekends included, so I could ultimately steal your shitty pen. You got me. Congratulations.”

    Clara turned around and faced the wall. She snatched her book up from the floor and pretended to start to read. Anything to avoid the look on Francesca’s face. The unprepared biography was sadly only around one percent of what she knew about Francesca. She wished she could be anywhere else as she felt herself practically vibrate with embarrassment.

    Being stuck in a lift with someone was one thing. Being stuck with someone who you’d admired for years and could probably write a biography on was another. Especially when that person wasn’t quite what you’d expected.

    “Clara, please talk to me,” Francesca said, her tone surprisingly soft.

    “I’d rather not,” Clara said.

    “Clara, one of the things you missed off your list is the stalker who tormented me for three years. So, I ask you again, how you know so much about me?”

    Panic spiked in Clara. She hadn’t known about a stalker. She certainly wasn’t one but could see how Francesca’s mind would go there. Now she had to wonder, how did she calmly explain that she’d followed Francesca’s career for years but wasn’t a danger to her?

    

  



Chapter Four

    

    Francesca looked at Clara’s back and tried to figure out what was going on. A shadow of fear was starting to niggle up her spine.

    Francesca was used to being known. She was used to people staring at her on the train while they tried to place just where they’d seen her face before. The investment sector certainly wasn’t glamourous, but being successful was. Being a woman in business meant extensive media exposure, and Francesca wasn’t about to turn that down because it meant more clients and more growth for her company.

    She’d been featured in newspapers and magazines for years, been invited to all kinds of events, and was frequently asked on national news shows as a commentator on financial matters.

    She wasn’t a celebrity by any means, but she was recognised by some people and she’d become almost comfortable with that fact. Right up until Daniel Miller came along.

    At first it had seemed like a simple coincidence that he happened to be everywhere she was. Train stations, events, and even restaurants. One day she’d noticed him near her home and that had set alarm bells ringing in her mind.

    What followed was the most stressful time of her life and something she had never spoken with anyone about.

    Clara didn’t appear to be a stalker. She didn’t think a stalker would blush and turn away from the attention of their fixation. She looked at the stack of cheap company biros lying on the ground. Maybe not a stalker but still potentially unhinged.

    Clara looked over her shoulder. Her face was ashen. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.”

    “Not many people do,” Francesca said.

    Clara shuffled back around to face Francesca. She held up a calming hand. “I’m not a stalker. But I am a fan.”

    Francesca stiffened. “What do you mean by that?”

    “I mean I admire your work and have for a long time. I’ve known of you for years; I’ve wanted to be in investments since I understood what the stock market was. I wanted to work here. Wanted to meet you, one day.” Clara bit her lip. “Although, I’ve met you now and you’re not all that.”

    The joke cleared the air and Francesca felt herself relax a little. “Am I not?”

    “No.” Clara grinned a little. “Bit of a cow, really.”

    “Sorry to disappoint you.” Francesca couldn’t help but smile in return.

    “It’s okay. You should never meet your heroes, right?”

    Francesca couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at the admission, one which had clearly slipped past Clara’s defences if the wide eyes were to be believed.

    “Hero?” Francesca drawled. “Do tell me more.”

    Clara dropped her head into her hands. “Oh God.”

    “Call me Francesca.”

    Clara whined loudly.

    Francesca chuckled. It felt good to break the stress of the confinement with some real and heartfelt laughter. Even if it was partially at Clara’s expense. She hadn’t expected Clara to be a fan, certainly not to think of her as some kind of hero. It felt somewhat surreal to think of herself in that way.

    “Why would someone like me be a hero to you? Shouldn’t you be worshipping at the feet of some reality television star?”

    Clara looked up. She shuddered. “No. Yuck.”

    Francesca laughed again. “Some pop group?”

    “Nope. I was never a normal kid. Didn’t like any of the things my parents thought I would like. Didn’t like dolls, didn’t want a puppy, never wanted to ride a horse. As I got older, I wasn’t interested in all the things my friends were. When I was twelve, I saw you being interviewed on the news, and I asked my dad who you were, and he didn’t know. He read the ticker tape and said you were some tycoon. A few months later, I saw you again. Dad was useless so that time I googled you.”

    Francesca chuckled at the thought of being referred to as a tycoon. That felt so Mr. Monopoly to her.

    “And what did you discover when you consulted the Wild West of the internet?”

    Clara splayed her fingers on each side of her head in the mime of an explosion. “It blew my mind. I found out that there was a thing called the market and it affected everything we do. And we affected it, too. Anyone could buy some shares, or some gold, or even some Japanese yen. I didn’t know any of that before.”

    “And you were, what did you say, twelve?”

    Clara nodded.

    Francesca leaned her head back against the lift wall. “I’m so old.”

    “Is that why you changed your Wikipedia page?”

    “I don’t know who did that,” Francesca said. She’d done it. In a moment of madness one evening, halfway through a bottle of wine. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Being on her way to her mid-fifties had seemed thoroughly unappealing. She’d toyed with the idea of shaving a few more years off, but a look in the mirror had convinced her to keep things plausible.

    “Well, you’re not old,” Clara said.

    “Says the…how old are you?

    “Twenty-six.”

    “Says the twenty-six-year-old.” Francesca sat up straight and looked at Clara. She performed a quick calculation. “You were twelve, so that means that I was almost forty. I’d won the Women Leaders Award recently. That had led to a flurry of media interest. I was probably in my prime. Downhill after that.”

    Clara rolled her eyes. “That’s ridiculous.”

    “Excuse me, I think I know when my own prime was.”

    “Three years ago, you turned down a position at the Treasury. Last year marked the milestone that you had given away more money to charity than the GDP of Micronesia.”

    “Well, Micronesia is a very small—”

    “You were given a CBE by Prince William two years ago.”

    Francesca held up her hand. “Yes, yes. I know. I mean…” She trailed off. Suddenly, she felt very self-conscious and unsure of herself. “I meant…”

    Clara frowned. “You mean?”

    “Prime in another way.”

    “What do you mean?” Clara asked.

    “I mean in myself. Body wise. I was in my prime back then. Everything went downhill after then.”

    “You might think so, but many would disagree.” Clara’s cheeks reddened. She coughed and looked away. “I’m sorry you had a stalker, by the way. That must have been scary.”

    Francesca itched to return to the subject before but recognised that she had to be careful with Clara. They’d only just started really talking and she had no interest in returning to the lonely silence of earlier. But she really wanted to know what Clara meant. Who would disagree? Was Clara one of them?

    Knowing that Clara admired her and had even followed her career over the years was unexpected and pleasing to hear. Suspecting that Clara thought she still looked good despite her age was certainly a confidence boost. One she needed after the breakup with Diana the previous evening. She was back to being single. Old and single. Prior to Diana it had been nearly three years without a proper relationship. She had dates, but they were usually no more than a plus-one for an event.

    She’d given up on the idea of a meaningful relationship, assuming that one couldn’t have it all. She’d trade her wealth for someone who understood her, for someone who would miss her when she was stuck in a lift at work.

    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought the stalker up,” Clara said at the prolonged silence.

    Francesca waved away the concern. “It’s fine. My mind wandered. Yes, it was pretty awful.”

    “Was it a man?”

    Francesca nodded.

    “Did they catch him?” Clara slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to answer that. I’m really nosey, can’t control it sometimes. Sorry.”

    “It’s okay. He was caught and charged. It’s all over but that kind of thing never really goes away.” Francesca straightened her legs out in front of her. “I’m lucky, he never got that close. He was just always there. Lurking around a corner. I’ve spoken with other victims who went through so much worse than I did.”

    “Doesn’t make it less traumatic for you,” Clara said. “Sometimes the fear of what might happen is worse than what happened.”

    “It left a mark,” she said.

    Francesca picked up her phone. There was still no signal, not that she expected anything else. But the creeping sensation of claustrophobia was starting to curl around her. She’d never suffered from such feelings before, but Daniel’s actions had sometimes caused Francesca to feel trapped even in wide-open spaces. Now, just thinking of him and that time sometimes led to a shadow feeling of being stuck. And now she actually was stuck.

    Clara seemed to realize that something was up. She stood up and went over to the control panel.

    “I’m going to ring the bell again, just in case anyone is in the building. You never know.”

    Francesca nodded. Clara turned her back to her and started to tap out a little tune with the alarm button. Francesca took the chance to control her breathing and roll the stress out of her neck and shoulders.

    You’re safe. It’s just a lift. You’ll be out in a while. And she’s not a threat. You’re safe.

    “Can you guess what it is?” Clara asked.

    “Sorry?” Francesca shouted over the alarm bell.

    “Can you guess the tune?” Clara asked. “I’ll start again.”

    She couldn’t help but smile at the little game Clara had inserted into an otherwise awful predicament. Presumably only to make her feel better, which was something she absolutely didn’t deserve after sacking Clara just a couple of hours ago. She closed her eyes and listened to the bells ringing out.

    “Is that the theme to EastEnders?”

    “It is!” Clara released the button and the alarm bell mercifully stopped. “I’m quite proud of that. It’s not an easy song.”

    “You clearly have impressive musicality.” Francesca bit her lip, hoping that Clara would pick up on the sarcasm and hit back rather than thinking she was being rude.

    “Actually, I do. You may jest, but it’s not easy to be musical with an emergency alarm. You’re lucky to get the chance to witness my talents.”

    “It’s not that difficult,” Francesca said, grateful that Clara was playing along.

    Clara put her hands on her hips. “Fine, you try to play something recognisable on an alarm bell that echoes up and down the lift shaft. I’ll wait.”

    Francesca got to her feet and gestured for Clara to stand back from the panel. She considered her choices for a few moments. She pressed the button three times in quick succession before pausing and doing it again.

    “‘Jingle Bells,’” Clara said.

    “See? It’s easy,” Francesca said.

    “Only because you picked one of the most recognisable songs in the world.”

    “Unlike your masterpiece?”

    “Exactly.”

    Francesca smiled to herself. Clara wasn’t at all what she expected. She was playful and yet mindful and astute. She wasn’t afraid to tell Francesca exactly what she thought, and yet she knew when to stop. There could have been far worse people to be trapped with.

    “If you could be trapped in a lift with anyone, who would you choose?” Francesca asked.

    Clara sat and scrunched up her face, deep in thought. “That’s a tricky one.”

    Francesca stretched her arms above her head and enjoyed the feeling of her spine softly popping with the release of tension.

    “Is this one of those dead or alive things, or do I have to pick someone living?” Clara asked.

    “Alive,” Francesca said. “Although I’m curious about who you’d pick otherwise.”

    “Carrie Fisher,” Clara said immediately.

    “Big Star Wars fan?” Francesca asked.

    “Not particularly, I just think Carrie was fascinating. She said whatever she wanted to say, had so many good points to make. I think she was ahead of her time with many things. If I’m spending a lot of time with someone then I want them to be funny and interesting. I think Carrie is both. What about you?”

    “Who would I pick to be stuck in a lift with or am I a big Star Wars fan?”

    “Both.”

    “I’ve watched all the films, but I wouldn’t say I’m a big fan. As for this unfortunate scenario, if I could pick someone who has passed away, then I’d choose Benjamin Graham. Do you know who he is?”

    Clara nodded. “The father of value investing.”

    Francesca appreciated that Clara knew of Graham. Not everyone in the industry had taken the time to research those who had come before. A big mistake in Francesca’s mind.

    “That’s him. I think he’d have a lot to say about the way the markets work today. A lot of insight to cut through all the noise. His strength was simplicity. Seeing things in an extremely calm manner, despite the volatility of the marketplace.”

    “Who would you pick if you had to choose someone living?” Clara asked.

    “I’m not sure. I’ll have to think on it. You?”

    Clara hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know.”

    “You do, I can tell.” Francesca pinned her with a look, interested to know who Clara would pick and why she felt the need to bury the information.

    Clara lowered her head. “Before today, I would have picked you.”

    The breath left Francesca’s lungs. She hated that Clara thought so poorly of her now, especially as it was absolutely justified. She folded her arms loosely across her chest and wondered how to fix the situation.

    “I didn’t steal your pen,” Clara said.

    Francesca lowered her head and let out a sign. She wasn’t often prone to overreaction, but whenever she did, she had the luxury of being able to walk away. She was the boss. Whatever she said was gospel. She didn’t ever need to explain herself; she didn’t have to backtrack.

    Francesca knew she wasn’t perfect and knew for certain that she’d massively overreacted. And now, for the first time in a very long time, she was forced to deal with the consequences of that. It was a strange feeling, but for some reason it was not entirely unpleasant. It was probably one of the more real interactions she’d had for a while.

    “I know. And I overreacted.”

    “Yes, you did,” Clara said in the way one would speak with a naughty child who had confessed to something. “And you’re…?”

    Francesca tried not to smile. “I’m very sorry.”

    “Not the best apology I’ve received but I suspect you’re out of practice.”

    “Ouch!” Francesca laughed. “True, but nonetheless. Obviously, you’re not fired.”

    Clara chuckled. “Oh, you’re going to have to do better than that.”

    Francesca blinked. “Sorry?”

    Clara folded her arms. “Convince me to come back.”

    Francesca bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Convince you to come back?”

    “Yes. Why should I come back to work for someone with anger management issues?”

    There was a glint in Clara’s eye, but Francesca couldn’t read if she was joking or being serious. It didn’t matter. Clara was right, she deserved better than being fired on a whim and then being offered her job back only when Francesca was forced to admit that she was in the wrong.

    “Well, I promise to not fire you again,” Francesca said. “Unless you really do something terrible.”

    “And who dictates that?” Clara asked.

    “Well, someone other than me, I suppose.” Francesca sat back down on her coat.

    Clara looked at her expectantly. After a few moments she asked, “Is that it? Come back as I promise I won’t fire you unless you do something wrong? That’s not encouraging me to come back.”

    Francesca laughed. “Okay. Well, come back because we have one of the best trainee mentoring programs in the country?”

    Clara lifted a shoulder. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s not quite as good as Brown’s.”

    “Matthew Brown?” Francesca asked, her voice raising in shock. “That charlatan? Are you honestly even comparing the two programs? He—he hasn’t got a clue! Lucky. That’s him, in a nutshell. It will all blow up in his face one day.”

    “They have chocolate biscuits in the staff room.”

    “How do you know that?” Francesca asked. Had Clara been investigating making a move to Brown’s? And why did it matter to Francesca anyway? If Clara wanted to leave the best investing training scheme, then that was her mistake to make.

    “I hear things.”

    Clara’s expression held a wisp of a grin and Francesca realized that she’d been played. She narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

    “You enjoy teasing me, don’t you?”

    “Yep,” Clara said. “But it wouldn’t hurt to have a few chocolate biscuits in the staff room though, to be fair.”

    “Do you think you’ve earned chocolate biscuits?”

    Clara laughed. “No. No, not me. I’m actually rethinking my career. But others might appreciate them. It’s a sign of quality, a chocolate biscuit.”

    “Why?”

    “Because plain biscuits are bor—”

    “No, why are you rethinking your career? Because of me?”

    “No. Because it isn’t what I expected. I don’t think I’m cut out for it.” Clara unscrewed her water bottle and took a tiny sip. She held it towards Francesca.

    She shook her head. “No, thank you. Why do you think you’re not cut out for it?”

    “It’s just not me.”

    Francesca looked at the woman in front of her. She looked despondent and worn down. She remembered the feeling. Before she’d made her name, she’d made plenty of mistakes.

    “I can’t imagine that someone who was first interested in the sector at the age of twelve has suddenly decided that it’s not for them.” Francesca grabbed the bag of gummy sweets and opened the bag. She popped a red sweet into her mouth and held the bag out to Clara.

    Clara peered into the open packet and reached for a green sweet.

    “Is it because you discovered that you weren’t instantly brilliant at it?” Francesca asked. “Because that almost never happens.”

    “More that I found out I’m pretty terrible at it,” Clara said.

    “We all are, at the start.”

    “I’m not at the start. I’ve been doing this for years. I’ve had an online account since I nagged my mum to set one up when I was fourteen. I told her I didn’t want pocket money, I wanted money in a trading account. She reluctantly agreed and I started trading then, never quite having enough money to buy the lots I wanted.” Clara chuckled to herself. “I remember the day when I’d finally accumulated enough to put money on an index, it was a minimum of two hundred dollars for an index trade. It was better than Christmas.” Clara sat up a little higher as she told her story. “And it was the day that there was a big announcement at the US Treasury, and I’d read all of the papers and online analysis and I was sure it was going to go my way. But I hesitated and I wasn’t sure, it had taken me months to build up that money and I could lose it, or a lot of it, in one trade. I went for a walk after lunch—it was the school holidays—and went through all of the facts again. Convinced myself that I was right. I got home, waited for the right entry point, and placed that first index trade. Boom. It skyrocketed. My two hundred dollars, with leverage, became two hundred and seventy-two dollars in the space of nine minutes.”

    Francesca watched as Clara became carried away with the memories. Every trader she knew could identify a moment when they went from having a passing interest in the market to utter fascination. There was the thrill of doing your research and not only being right but being rewarded for it.

    “I remember so clearly placing my first thousand-dollar trade,” Clara continued. “I watched it like a hawk, the spread wasn’t the best, so it was a double gamble. It nudged upwards and I closed the trade with about a four-dollar profit.”

    Francesca laughed. “What was the trade?”

    “Gold.” Clara winced.

    “Oh, you like gambling with commodities? You’re a brave woman!”

    “You started with commodities,” Clara said.

    “I did. I liked the action. But I lost a lot. I remember starting out and getting to the end of the year and looking back and I’d lost ten dollars over the course of the twelve months of hard work. I’d had huge wins but the same in losses. After that, I looked at currencies, and after that I stayed with stock and played the long game.”

    “I think my problem is that it was just me. I’ve never been around other investment people, just me in my bedroom at home. And then later me in my apartment. I think I built myself up to thinking I’m pretty good at it. But coming here made me realize that I’m not.” Clara shuffled backwards and leaned against the wall. “I’m totally the bottom of the class. Everyone else has more experience than me. And more luck. Honestly, you should have seen Adam. He took an e-scooter to work one morning when the bus was full, then he researched a couple of companies and bought some shares in the dummy trading account. The next day—I repeat, the next day—the company announces a major deal with train stations in nine countries.”

    “As you say, that was luck,” Francesca said. “He took a gamble and it paid off. But it won’t be long before regulators around the world start to crack down on illegal e-scooter practices. The fact that you need a driver’s licence here in the UK to ride one, for example. Teenagers can press a button on the app and say they have one and then they are riding a motorised vehicle on the road. It’s as volatile as commodities. He’s been lucky now, but he’ll suffer a loss soon if he makes his decisions like that.”

    “It’s not just that. I’m behind the others. My trades are all over the place. Even the ones I’m really sure about. I’m not made for this.”

    “Are you passionate about it?” Francesca asked.

    “I was.”

    “Do you want to succeed?”

    “Yes, but—”

    “Are you willing to learn? To take the hard knocks along the way?”

    “Yes, but I—”

    “Can you pick yourself up after you’ve made a mistake? Can you learn selective forgetfulness?”

    “I can try.”

    “Then I want you to stay. Clara, we need people with a passion for this sector. Not people who enjoy the thrill, or people who treat it like gambling. If you’ve been trading since you were a teenager then you’ve wiped out your account, probably more than once, and had to start again. Am I right?”

    Clara nodded. She held up three fingers and looked ashamed.

    “We’ve all done it,” Francesca said. “But the difference is doing it then when it’s you alone in your bedroom and trading with your own money and learning that lesson there and then. Not doing it at work when you’re cocky and playing with someone else’s money. I know it’s hard. Trust me. I have spent a lot of time wondering if I’m in the right career over the years. Even when I’d made my first million, I thought I was a bad fit for investing. It came naturally to others and seemed so hard for me. But I’m glad now for every mistake I made because they each taught me a lesson. And sometimes I needed to learn that lesson more than once. That’s what this sector is about.”

    Clara gazed at her. Francesca didn’t know why she was staring so intently. The cold harsh look of earlier had vanished. After she’d fired Clara, Francesca felt her stare could burn right through her. Now the look had softened. In fact, it was downright warm and bordering on appreciative. She waited for Clara to speak, unwilling to spoil the moment.

    “That’s the Francesca Burford who encouraged me to be a woman in business,” Clara said softly.

    Francesca felt her cheeks heat up in a blush. There was no chance of hiding it under the harsh fluorescent light. “I’m sorry I overreacted earlier. That’s not me on a usual day, I promise. And I’ll work doubly hard to meet your expectations in the future. I don’t want to miss my chance to be your ideal companion to be stranded in a lift with.”

    Clara laughed and Francesca smiled. She was starting to enjoy making Clara laugh. It seemed such an easy thing to achieve, despite what had gone before and the obviously stressful situation.

    Clara appeared to be something of an open book, or at least one that required very little convincing to open. Francesca was used to socialising with business executives who kept their cards to their chest and gave away little with their insincere smiles. Clara was honest, sometimes to a fault. It had been a while since Francesca had been with someone so candid and she was finding that she enjoyed it.

    Suddenly, Clara’s expression changed to one of horror.

    “Oh, no! Warren!” she cried.

    

  



Chapter Five

    

    Clara couldn’t believe that she’d forgotten about Warren. She jumped to her feet and jabbed the alarm bell.

    “Help!” she cried. “We’re stuck! Let us out!”

    She alternated between pressing the alarm bell and slamming the metal door with the palm of her hand. Panic coursed through her, mixing with utter disgust at herself for forgetting about Warren.

    “Clara, Clara!”

    Francesca stood beside her and eased her hand away from the alarm button.

    “Breathe,” Francesca said. “You have to breathe.”

    It was only then that Clara realized that she was panicking and her breathing was coming in short pants. Francesca took both of her hands and cupped them in her own.

    “Look at me,” Francesca said.

    Clara looked up. She could hear her heart thudding, deafening her to almost everything else.

    “Focus on your breathing.”

    Clara did as she was told. Trying to ignore the fact that her shaking hands were encompassed in warm, soft hands that she had dreamed of touching her. She sucked in a shaky breath and then slowly blew it out again. She repeated the process a few times before she felt better and extracted her hands from Francesca’s. To stay in that position would be dangerous.

    “Who is Warren?” Francesca asked.

    “My cat. I only got him a couple of weeks ago. He’s a rescue cat and now I’m stuck here, and he won’t get his dinner.” Clara felt awful, not only for not being there for her new pet but for forgetting he existed entirely.

    Francesca looked relieved. “Oh, thank goodness it’s only a cat. I thought he was a baby or a boyfriend.”

    “I’m gay,” Clara said.

    “Well, in any case, I’m sure your cat will be fine.”

    “It’s taken me ages to build up his trust,” Clara said. “He hated me for a week.”

    “I’m sure he didn’t hate you.”

    Clara lifted her sleeves and showed off her impressive collection of scratch marks.

    Francesca’s eyebrows lifted. “Okay, yes, he hates you. Why did you get a cat who hates you?”

    Clara lowered her sleeves. “No one else would have taken him home. He’s this grumpy old man who doesn’t need anyone.”

    “Which proves that he’ll be fine having dinner a little late. If indeed that ends up happening, we may be out of here in ten minutes. We simply don’t know.”

    “But he’d just started to trust me,” Clara said, knowing that she sounded whiny. “And I’d forgotten about him. You asked if anyone was expecting me home and I said no. Warren would be expecting me home, but I’d forgotten all about him. I’m a horrible cat mum.” Clara sagged against the wall and fell into a sitting position. The day could literally not get any worse. She’d had a terrible morning, been sacked from her job, was trapped with someone who she was currently experiencing a very complicated mix of emotions about, and had now forgotten about Warren. A cat who only last week she had promised to do anything for.

    Francesca sat next to her. “When I asked if anyone was expecting you at home, I obviously meant a human who would notice you hadn’t come home and might be of some help to us. Not a grumpy cat who clearly hates you. I wouldn’t beat yourself up too badly about that.”

    Clara tried to control her breathing. Francesca Burford was sitting next to her. She could smell her perfume and even her shampoo. Now was not the right time for her years old crush to start to reassert itself.

    “Buffet,” Clara blurted out.

    “Sorry?”

    “I named him after Warren Buffet.”

    Francesca chuckled. It was a low rumble that caused a flutter in Clara’s stomach. “Didn’t he have a name before?”

    “No, well, I don’t know. They didn’t have any history on him. I tried a few names, he answered to Warren.”

    “Must have been fate then,” Francesca said.

    “Do you have any pets?”

    “I used to. I had a dog called Molly. She was absolutely insane. A spaniel who acted as if she’d drunk a vat of coffee every day.”

    “Did she pass away?”

    “Oh, no, my ex took her. She had more time for Molly than I did, so it made sense. I see her now and then.”

    “I’m sorry. Breakups are hard.” Clara looked down at her hands in her lap, anything to change her focus away from Francesca sitting next to her.

    Her emotions were all over the place. She’d gone from being bitterly disappointed that her idol was in fact a bit of a monster to wondering if she was wrong. Francesca’s impassioned speech to keep her in the sector had all the hallmarks of someone who really cared, someone who Clara felt she recognised.

    Her heart was being pulled in multiple directions. From feeling distraught that someone she had looked up to for years wasn’t what she had expected, to nervous excitement that she was now sharing a confined space with someone she’d crushed on for years. And maybe, just maybe, Francesca was the person she’d suspected her to be all along. She was certainly funny in a deadpan kind of way. Passionate, intelligent, and caring. All the things Clara had hoped for once upon a time.

    “Sorry I freaked out about Warren then,” Clara said.

    “No need to apologise. It’s a stressful situation.”

    Clara agreed. While she was trying to appear unaffected, nothing could be further from the truth. She was stressed and frightened. Getting stuck in the office at the weekend when no one would notice was bad, but she’d been stressed long before she’d arrived in the office that morning.

    Yet another discussion with her mum about her complete lack of a social life had led to a sleepless night and a bad morning. Being distracted by the knowledge that her mum thought she was going nowhere with her life had led her to burn her toast, drop toothpaste on her top, and spill an entire cup of coffee.

    She hated arguing with her mum. Hated it all the more because it highlighted that her mum thought so little of her accomplishments. Clara had worked hard to get where she was. But all her mum saw was Clara’s proximity to Francesca and assumed that had always been Clara’s goal. Which Clara found pretty offensive as it belittled her interests, education, and hard work and made her out to be nothing more than the holder of a childish crush. Because of that, they had been arguing more and more. Supposed motherly concern and Clara’s knee-jerk reaction to any criticism collided almost weekly. So obviously this was the day that she’d first bump into Francesca, when she was at her absolute worst.

    “I could have handled you firing me better,” Clara said.

    “I think we agree that I shouldn’t have fired you.”

    Francesca was clearly happy to leave it there. But Clara wasn’t. Now that her anger at finding out that Francesca wasn’t the perfect goddess that she’d expected had worn off, she was able to see her own actions for what they were.

    When Francesca had approached her, Clara had stumbled a little and then been embarrassed at her reaction. Rather than calmly explaining to Francesca that she hadn’t stolen the pen, and had no idea it was her pen, she’d reacted sarcastically and defensively. The situation had quickly escalated when Clara knew that she could have just as easily turned it around and smoothed everything over. If only it had been any other day.

    “I’d had a really terrible morning. You shouldn’t have fired me, but I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. I’m sorry.”

    Francesca laughed. “We’re not going to go through a series of deathbed confessions, are we? I know it’s a dire situation to be stuck in here, but I think we’ll be okay.”

    “I’m being serious.”

    Francesca’s laughter stopped. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to apologise. I’d also had a terrible morning. We were both in the wrong but we’re past that now. Aren’t we?”

    “I just want you to know that I’m not always like that,” Clara said.

    “You did go off like a firecracker.”

    “You can talk!” Clara turned to face her. “You were all red eyes and flailing arms.”

    “I did flail a lot, didn’t I?” Francesca chuckled. “You were more verbally devastating. I enjoyed your ‘excuse me?’ You got a lot of syllables into that.”

    “Been practicing that since high school,” Clara said.

    They both laughed. After a while, a comfortable silence filled the lift and Clara realized that her predicament could have been much worse. She could have been stranded with someone else. Or worse, alone.

    “I’ll tell you about my bad morning if you tell me about yours?” Francesca said.

    “No, thanks. It’s embarrassing,” Clara said.

    “And here I thought we were becoming friends,” Francesca said. “Well, mine is embarrassing too, but I’m happy to share.”

    Clara smiled. “Because we’re becoming friends?”

    “Precisely.”

    “Fine, but don’t expect me to reciprocate,” Clara said.

    “It wouldn’t matter if you did, my morning was far worse.” Francesca smoothed out some creases in her dress.

    Clara grinned. Francesca was trying to calm her. She cared enough about Clara to want her to be comfortable despite the pretty dire situation they were in. A touch of humour, a dash of sarcasm, a pinch of competitive bravado. Maybe Francesca was the woman she’d crushed on all these years. She pushed the thought aside, rekindling those feelings now was the last thing she needed.

    “I was dumped last night, in a most humiliating way,” Francesca said.

    Clara tried to not react. Shock that Francesca had been dating and she didn’t know mixed with confusion as to why someone would dump such a woman.

    “Did you accuse them of stealing your pen?” Clara said, trying to keep the mood light and deflect from the fact that her mind had quickly drifted into dangerous territory. She wondered how long she had been dating someone, who the person was, and critically if they would get back together again. Not that it should matter to her but it did.

    Francesca gently elbowed her in response to her joke. “No. We were meeting at a restaurant for dinner. When I arrived, the waiter approached and we ordered drinks. Then, I could tell that something was wrong. I asked. She declined to say anything. I asked again. Then it all came out like a tidal wave. It had obviously been building for a while.”

    The atmosphere in the lift changed and Francesca shifted a little uneasily. Clara quickly understood that it had been an uncomfortable moment for Francesca. Any hint of a joke had vanished.

    “She wasn’t quiet about the whole thing,” Francesca said. “The couple at the next table heard a little more than I would have liked. The waiter came with our drinks and practically ran back to the safety of the bar.”

    “Sounds horrible,” Clara said.

    “Well, it wasn’t pleasant to have a public character assassination and then have a glass of wine thrown in my face.”

    Clara’s eyes widened. “She threw a drink at you?”

    “Oh, yes. The whole thing was fairly awful. I didn’t have any cash on me so I had to wait for the waiter to be brave enough to return so I could pay for the drinks, that I was now wearing. The restaurant was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Suddenly no one was eating, they were all watching to see what I’d do next. I’m also quite sure I saw someone filming, so that might well end up on the website of a gossip magazine soon.”

    “How long had you been dating?”

    “Three months. Nothing too serious but I didn’t think it was inconsequential, either. Clearly, I was in a different relationship than her, I thought things were going rather well. But from what she said, it really wasn’t.”

    “You had no idea things had gotten to that point? Seriously?” Clara couldn’t help but be surprised by that.

    “None.”

    Clara pressed away from the wall, turned to face Francesca, and crossed her legs. “What kind of things did she say? What made her blow up like that?”

    “Apparently I’m late for things, and I don’t call—”

    “Are you?”

    “Late for things?”

    Clara nodded.

    Francesca looked like she was about to issue an immediate denial but stopped herself. She took in a breath, scrunched up her face, and looked to the ceiling.

    “I suppose I am sometimes late.”

    “Why?”

    Francesca looked at Clara with confusion. “I don’t know. I just am.”

    Clara shook her head. “No. This is a time sensitive business. If you’re late to a trade, that’s potentially hundreds of thousands of pounds. Being timely is in your DNA if you work in the stock market. Why were you sometimes running late when it came to someone you were dating?”

    Francesca swallowed. She looked lost and like she was trying to fathom a particularly difficult crossword clue. “I don’t know. Why was I?”

    Clara shrugged. “No idea. Only you can answer that one.”

    Francesca’s expression turned thoughtful before she turned her head away. Clara worried her lip. She didn’t know if she’d said the right thing. It wasn’t her place to get involved, but she often struggled to remain silent when she had something to say.

    “I suppose I wasn’t very present,” Francesca said.

    “Why?”

    Francesca looked at her lap and offered a small shrug. “It’s not like it was going to last.”

    “Why?”

    Francesca smirked. She looked up. “You like that word.”

    “You don’t have to answer,” Clara said. “But I think you know more than you’re telling yourself. It sounds to me like you sabotaged yourself.”

    Francesca blinked. “Sabotaged myself? And why would I do that?”

    “I don’t know that, only you know that.”

    “Did you study mathematics or psychology?”

    Clara sighed deeply. She’d done it again. She wished she knew when to keep her thoughts to herself.

    “Sore subject?” Francesca asked.

    “My mum’s a therapist,” Clara said.

    “Oh, commiserations.”

    Clara laughed. “Thanks. She means well. But I do end up channelling her sometimes. I’m sorry.”

    “No need to apologise. I’m a big girl. I can choose not to answer.”

    “True. But I’m still sorry that you were dumped. And that you had wine thrown over you.”

    “Thank you. I’m sorry for whatever caused your bad day, despite the fact that you’re reluctant to tell me. Presumably because it will pale into insignificance in light of my horrors.” A wisp of a smile danced across Francesca’s face.

    Clara rolled her eyes. “You’re competitive. But, like, compulsively so. I’ll tell you, but not because of your frankly terrible stab at reverse psychology, but because it will fill the time and show you that my bad morning was far worse than yours.”

    

  



Chapter Six

    

    Francesca breathed an internal sigh of relief that Clara was willing to tell her own sequence of events that had led to her bad day. It had started out as a way for Francesca to defuse the stress after Clara’s sudden panic, but it had then turned into a need to deflect from her own sob story.

    She hadn’t expected to ever tell anyone of the mortifying events at an upscale London dining establishment the night before. She’d sat on the Tube on the way home, aware that her makeup was ruined, she stunk of wine, and she was once again single.

    Questions rang in her head. Why had she not put Diana first? Why had she frequently been late to things? And why was she convinced that the whole relationship was doomed from the start?

    All good questions. None of which were appropriate for a time where she was stuck in a lift and trying to hold on to some shred of dignity and calm. Though she suspected that Clara was on to something with her assumption that she’d sabotaged herself in some way. She’d thought for a while that Diana wasn’t right for her. But she’d done nothing about it. Except, apparently, push Diana away in a far more hurtful way than if she’d been honest and ended things before.

    “My mum is worried that I’m a hermit,” Clara said.

    “Are you?” Francesca asked, happy for a new topic of conversation.

    Clara laughed. “A little. But come on, what’s nicer than being at home with a mug of cocoa, a good book, maybe a movie, and not having to worry about anything?”

    “I’ll defer to an expert. What does your mum say to that?”

    “That I’m proving her point.” Clara shuffled backwards and leaned her back against the wall. She picked up a pen from the stolen stash on the floor and started to roll it between her fingers. “My mum and dad really love each other. Like, it’s sickening and also kinda sweet. But they want the same for me and I just don’t think it’s going to happen. I don’t think that everyone is destined for that kind of love. So, every now and then, but with increasing frequency of late, my mum calls to complain that I don’t go out and meet people.”

    “You’re twenty-six,” Francesca said. “Plenty of time. If they want to worry about someone, they should worry about me.”

    “Well, they’ve been worrying for about a decade.” Clara pulled her knees up and lowered her head to hide her face.

    “There are plenty of people who are single at your age. It seems overkill for them to be worried about you. Especially to worry since you were sixte—oh.” Francesca felt the penny drop with a jolt. “Because of your sexuality?”

    “Well, kind of. That’s a part of it, I guess. It’s complicated.”

    Francesca felt her anger build. Homophobia was a sickening weakness in some. Why people couldn’t just allow others to live their own truth was beyond her. Luckily, she’d experienced precious little of it in her lifetime. Some people didn’t have the same privileges she’d had. The injustice of it sat heavily with her.

    “I don’t see how the sexuality of your child can be that complicated,” Francesca said.

    “It’s not quite that. It’s more this crush I had as a teenager,” Clara said. “This one woman. It came out of nowhere and sort of continued for a while. My mum thought it was obsession, but it wasn’t.” She sat up and looked at Francesca seriously, clearly wanting to make herself understood. “It wasn’t an obsession then and it isn’t now, but my mum doesn’t get it. She always thinks there’s another layer of the onion to peel away to get to the truth. But there isn’t. I did have a bit of a crush, but that’s faded. Now I just think they’re pretty cool and interesting. But Mum thinks I need to get out and date someone so I can ‘start my life,’ whatever that means.”

    “So you argued about that and that led to a bad morning?” Francesca asked.

    “Yes. We’ve been talking about it more and more lately. She’s sort of on a mission now. It’s a bit exhausting to have to justify yourself all the time. I’m happy, but she can’t see that. I have my own place, which is small but it’s mine and I love it. I got into this amazing training program and I’m able to work in an industry that I genuinely enjoy. She can’t see that I’m living and enjoying my life.”

    Francesca wondered who the crush was. A crush that had faded to an interest, it wasn’t unheard of. She thought back to her own idols, the ones who had guided her through the early stages of her life. To others, the interest may have looked a little like an obsession. There was Adelaide Rosemont, one of the leading female mathematicians of the time. And then Suzanna Clarence, the woman Francesca had modelled her own look after when she started to garner media attention. Neither were obsessions but certainly held more than a passing interest.

    “I’m sorry,” Francesca said. “It sounds tricky to navigate.”

    “It is.” Clara leaned her head back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. “I just wish she’d back off.”

    “She cares about you.”

    “I know, but she can care without trying to micromanage my life. She doesn’t get that I’m interested in a certain type of person. I don’t want to go on casual dates with people I’m not interested in. That’s not fair to me or them.”

    “Certain type of person?” Francesca asked, her curiosity was piqued.

    “Doesn’t matter,” Clara sighed. “Won’t happen.”

    “Sorry, it’s none of my business.” Francesca raised her hand slightly in apology. “I’m incurably nosey. We share that trait.”

    “It’s fine. It’s just she keeps trying to set me up with people who I have nothing in common with. Women who I literally have nothing in common with, and then I have to say I’m not interested, and it starts a new argument. I think she thinks I’m shy and won’t ever find a woman on my own. But I just know what I want and it’s not easy to find that kind of person.”

    “You just admitted to becoming a hermit. Is the woman of your dreams likely to be found in your home?”

    Clara rolled her eyes. “Hi, Mum.”

    Francesca laughed. “I’d take offence, but I know that I’m old enough to actually be your mum.”

    “Age is just a number.”

    “Says she in her mid-twenties.”

    “You don’t need to lie about your age, you know.”

    “Don’t change the subject, we’re talking about your hermitdom, not my attempt to age backwards.”

    “I’m not really a hermit. I do go out.”

    “Other than work?” Francesca asked.

    Clara hesitated a moment. “Well, I don’t go clubbing every night, but I go out. Yes.”

    Francesca tilted her head. “When was the last time you went on a date?”

    Clara laughed. It was full of bravado and didn’t quite cover the fear of being exposed. “I don’t know, a few months ago?”

    It was a lie. As clear as the fact they were stuck in a lift shaft with no means to save themselves. But Francesca knew not to push. They were trapped and who knew for how long.

    “You know, one of the reasons I never tried dating sites is because I don’t think I have a good grasp of what I’m looking for in a person,” Francesca said. “It’s the same with holidays. I go onto a website, and I’m presented with options. Do I want a beach or a city? Well, both have merit. I’m not sure. Buying a house, do I want to live within three miles of the city centre? Well, possibly. Are their local shops nearby? But you seem to be an ideal candidate for a dating site, you can select whatever it is you’re looking for. They’ll deliver you the perfect date. I wish I could be so clear on what I want in a person.”

    “Is this where you sign me up on a dating site without my knowledge? I think I’ve seen that movie.”

    “If I had enough signal to do that, I’d think my first action would be ringing reception and asking them to get us out of here. No offence.”

    “Does my love life mean nothing to you?” Clara asked.

    “Not a jot.”

    “Harsh.”

    “But maybe you could consider a dating agency? Before your mum does it for you.”

    Clara shuddered at the prospect. “Oh wow, I know exactly the options she’d pick. Someone fit and into healthy things, to encourage me to be the same. Probably a vegetarian or a vegan. Definitely someone who wants children, because she wants grandkids. Someone who’s into culture, but like armchair culture. Will watch culture on TV but never actually get off their butt and go to a theatre.”

    “Would she pick a man or a woman?” Francesca asked, still curious about whether or not her family accepted her for who she was.

    “A woman. I think she gets it now.”

    “But she didn’t always?”

    “No. My crush kinda came out of nowhere and I think my mum always thought it was a phase. It was a bit of a weird crush. So, she always thought it would go away and maybe I’d change my mind on being interested in women. It’s not my being into women that worried her, it was that woman in particular.”

    “Is she a dictator? Arms dealer?”

    Clara laughed. “Ish. No, she’s not anything bad. She’s just older than me. My mum couldn’t see why sixteen-year-old me would be into fou—into her.”

    Francesca’s eyes widened. “That’s some age gap.”

    Clara looked at her with exasperation. “Come on, you surely know that’s not the point? Surely? People find their people and if they are the same age or fifty years apart then so be it.”

    “But twenty-plus years, that’s a lifeti—”

    “I’m not interested in people my age. They bore me. Yeah, I may find the one in a thousand who uses punctuation in their text messages and doesn’t want to go out drinking every weekend, but I don’t want to be looking under every rock in a hundred-mile radius to find the few. And then who’s to say I’d be interested in them and they me? Not to mention the fact that most people would be way happier not dating mirrors of themselves. Older women are more interesting to me, they are more likely to be in tune with me. I’m not counting years, no one should be.”

    Francesca opened her mouth to react, but Clara got there first and continued, “When we’re young we’re supposed to respect our elders. And that seems to mean never challenging convention. Never questioning anything. Respect somehow means rejecting your own individuality. We’re just supposed to accept what people say is normal. Okay, many people find happiness with people of their own age. Well, congratulations. I won’t. I’m not going to be happy with a man. I’m not going to be happy with a twenty-five-year-old woman. I’m just not. I know me. I know me well enough to know what I like and what I don’t. Just because I discovered who I was at sixteen doesn’t mean I was wrong. I liked you then, I like you now, and I—”

    Clara’s eyes widened in horror and her hands slapped over her mouth.

    Francesca stared back. She knew she should say something, but no words were forthcoming.

    “I didn’t say that,” Clara said from beneath her hands. “I said nothing. Okay? Nothing.”

    Francesca nodded. It seemed the best course of action to try to stop the panic attack that she could see building in Clara.

    Clara jumped to her feet and stepped over Francesca. She pressed the alarm button again and started banging on the doors. Francesca stared at her, still putting together what she’d heard and what it all meant. Not that it mattered. Clara had made it very clear that she didn’t want to talk about it. The matter was closed.

    Except Francesca didn’t want that. She wanted to know everything. Clara had a crush on her? Or had done? What did that even mean? She seemed very uninterested in her now and Francesca couldn’t help but feel irritated at herself for not living up to whatever expectations Clara had of her.

    After a few moments of slamming her fist on the lift doors and pressing the alarm button, Clara stopped and stepped away. Her face was red and she looked near tears. She looked down at Francesca.

    “We’re not talking about it.”

    Francesca nodded again.

    Clara pulled her coat and belongings to the next corner, a few centimetres farther away from Francesca than she had been before. She sat on the floor—facing the wall—and picked up her book and started to read.

    She scoured her memory for what Clara had said about her crush. She’d not been all that interested until she realized it was her. Now she wished she’d paid more attention. Interesting and cool popped into her mind. She smiled to herself. She supposed some people would consider her those things. Although she imagined that was all in the past now when it came to Clara.

    Francesca blew out a soft breath. She picked up her phone and noted that she still had no signal. She was trapped with a woman who inexplicably liked her, or thought she did, or had at some point. She didn’t know what was happening anymore. From an unknown trainee investor to someone who had followed her career for over a decade.

    Whatever Clara had once thought about Francesca was irrelevant in light of her actions earlier. She was so adept at ruining relationships that she even destroyed ones she didn’t know about. The previous evening played over in her head once more. Diana had called her a self-absorbed workaholic. One who apparently needed a glass of wine poured over her head. She didn’t think she was self-absorbed, but maybe her lack of connection with Diana had made her appear that way.

    Why were you always one step out of that relationship? Why have you always been one step out of your relationships? And how did you need a trainee investor nearly half your age to point that out to you?

    

  



Chapter Seven

    

    Clara wasn’t reading the words on the page of the book. She was chanting swear words in her head and praying that they either be rescued or fall to their death. At this point she no longer cared which as long as it happened within the next few minutes.

    “We’re not talking about it,” she said over her shoulder for the third time since sitting down.

    She could sense Francesca brimming with questions. Could feel her eyes drilling into the back of her head. And felt the cloak of her imposed silence draped heavily over them.

    How they’d ended up on the topic she had so desperately wanted to avoid was beyond her. And how she’d managed to let something so important and embarrassing slip out of her mouth was even further beyond her.

    Her mind was spinning so fast she could barely remember what she’d actually said. How much had she given away? The word crush floated through her mind, and she grasped her book in a grip tight enough to warp the pages.

    She hoped Warren hadn’t gotten too used to the apartment because the only choice she had now was to change her name and leave the country. Unless the cat heard what had transpired in the lift, then he’d probably want to disown her as well.

    “You know,” Francesca said.

    Clara scrunched her eyes closed. She heard the splat of a tear land on her book.

    “I think the reason why I knew it wouldn’t last with Diana, my ex, was because I knew she wasn’t right for me, or I her, however you wish to say it. Even if I didn’t want to admit that to her or even to myself. So, I wasn’t committing myself fully to a relationship with her. I’d not really thought of it before. I owe her an apology.”

    Clara bit her lip. She didn’t have words. All she could think about was how stupid she’d been to let her secret out.

    “I’ve never really known who would be a good fit for me,” Francesca said. “I’d just assumed that it would be someone like me. But now I wonder if someone like me is the last thing I want in a person. Funny how you sometimes don’t think about things. So, thank you for pushing me to consider it. What are you reading?”

    Clara opened her eyes and winced at the tear splatters on the open pages of her book. She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and held up the book so Francesca could see the cover over her shoulder.

    “Fantasy?”

    “Yes,” Clara whispered.

    “It’s nice to disappear into another world sometimes.”

    “I can’t do this small talk,” Clara said.

    “I can’t do the silence,” Francesca said. “We either talk about it, or we talk about nothing. I’m sorry. I can’t sit in silence.”

    Clara threw her book down and turned around. “Fine. Let’s talk about it.”

    Francesca looked calmly at her. After a few moments of silence, she lifted a shoulder. “There’s nothing for me to say. You’re the one who has all the information.”

    Clara couldn’t disagree with that. She stood, somehow talking about embarrassing things always felt better when she was standing up. Something about power, she imagined. Even though she felt woefully powerless at the moment.

    “I’ve followed your career for years,” she said. “And this is so embarrassing to say, but I’ve been a big fan of yours.”

    “Why?” Francesca looked genuinely confused.

    Clara laughed. “Because you’re you.” She gestured to Francesca, sitting on the floor and yet still looking unfairly perfect.

    “I’m sorry, I’m not being deliberately obtuse. Why?”

    “Because you’re successful, you’re one of a kind in the financial world. And…” Clara grit her teeth and shook her head. “You’re hot, okay?”

    Francesca burst out laughing.

    Clara tapped her leg with her foot. “Hey, don’t laugh at me.”

    Francesca held her side and attempted to stop laughing. “I’m sorry, it’s funny that you think that. Sweet, but hilarious.”

    “Wow, you want the ego boost of me telling you what you obviously know?” Clara folded her arms and shook her head. “It goes to show. I thought I knew you, but obviously I didn’t.”

    Francesca’s laughter died down. “Clara, let me be clear. I have never in my life looked in a mirror and liked what I saw.”

    Clara frowned. Francesca clearly wasn’t joking.

    “But you’re gorgeous,” Clara said, no longer worrying of her own embarrassment. Convincing Francesca of what should be one of the most obvious things in the world had now taken priority.

    A blush instantly flared across Francesca’s cheeks, and she looked away.

    Clara opened and then closed her mouth. It felt wrong to try to convince Francesca of something she obviously didn’t believe.

    “I don’t understand why, but I instantly felt drawn to you. I’d seen you on the TV doing interviews, and then I started to cut your picture out of the newspaper when I saw you. I kinda knew it was a bit weird. But you were fascinating to me.”

    Francesca continued to tilt her head away.

    “I read your interviews. Watched what I could on TV or online. I started to feel like I knew you. I used your advice and started trading successfully. At first, I think I wanted to be you. But then I wanted to know you.” Clara swallowed. It had gone beyond that. She’d wanted to know Francesca in every way imaginable.

    “It was a crush throughout high school and in college,” Clara said. She swallowed again to remove the bubble of fear that had lodged itself in her throat. “But I started to get it under control in university. I started to date a girl called Hayley and you sort of faded into the background for me.”

    Francesca looked back up at her. “What happened with Hayley?”

    “We drifted apart. It was a real quick thing, you know? We met, we went for coffee, we were dating. All in less than a week. Then we spent four months realising we were completely wrong for each other.”

    Francesca smiled. “Yes, I’ve been there, too.”

    Clara paced the small space. “But dating Hayley meant I sort of got over you. A bit, at least. I still thought you were the best woman in business there was, still do. And you’re still hot, by the way.”

    Francesca licked her lips and looked away again. Clara couldn’t believe that the previously confident Francesca Burford was so uncertain about her looks.

    “My mum thinks I’m obsessed. So, when I said I’d finally got into the mentoring program here, she was worried that I’d revert back to the school kid who was obsessed with you.”

    “Are you obsessed?” Francesca asked carefully.

    Clara laughed. “No. Like, you’re my childhood crush and I think you’re really impressive. But I’ve grown up now. You’re a normal person. With normal person flaws. Like the whole sacking me over a pen thing, which really puts a dent on any crush I might have had.”

    “I’m not going to live that down, am I?” Francesca smiled.

    “No.” Clara shook her head. It’s all I’ve got. The only defence I have left.

    “Did you apply to the trainee program to be near me, or to learn the trade?” Francesca asked.

    “Learn the trade,” Clara said quickly. “I was intrigued about you, of course. But my interest in trading and my interest in you were two different things.” Clara let out a sigh and sat back on her coat. She crossed her legs and pinched the bridge of her nose. This was turning into the worst day ever. A fight with her mum, a terrible morning, being fired, admitting her crush to her crush, and stuck in a lift for who knew how long. Maybe days. She always tried to be truthful, but even she knew that there were times when silence was better than honesty. This would have been one of them.

    “Okay,” Francesca said unexpectedly.

    Confusion dropped over Clara like a dark cloud. She looked up. “Okay? What do you mean?”

    “I mean, okay. Thank you for explaining. I imagine it was very awkward but at least we’ve been honest with each other.”

    “You don’t think I’m weird?”

    Francesca laughed. “I think you’re extremely weird for stealing handfuls of pens when you were fired for stealing only one. I think you’re weird for adopting a cat that hates you. I don’t think you’re weird for having a crush on an image of a person you don’t know. All teenagers do it.”

    “An image?”

    “Yes, you saw me—a much younger me—and it triggered something you didn’t understand. You realized you liked women because of a visual image of me. Nothing more substantial than that. I’m flattered.”

    Clara wanted to argue but knew doing so would only dig her a deeper hole than she’d already created. “You really don’t think that you’re attractive, do you?”

    Francesca shifted a little with discomfort. “I have eyes.”

    “You obviously don’t see what I see.”

    The blush on Francesca’s cheeks grew brighter. “The fact remains, it was an image, probably an idyllic image, of me that your younger self had a crush on. Not me. And so, it’s okay because it’s between you and your imagination’s conjuring of me.”

    “I think my imagination was pretty accurate,” Clara said. “I did see interviews as well. And I read your book.”

    “Oh, it was you,” Francesca said.

    “It was a bestseller, so it wasn’t only me. You have low self-esteem, that’s interesting.”

    “You’re psychoanalysing me again.”

    “I am. And you’re doing the same to me.”

    “I’m not.”

    “You are. You’re assuming that I know nothing about you other than your looks. You’re assuming that I’m shallow. Your statements are designed to validate those assumptions about me. But they won’t, because you’re wrong.”

    Francesca sat up a little taller. “Well, it’s not like you had a deep and meaningful connection with me. You thought I was hot—your words—and that was that.”

    “It was more than that. I heard you speak, I knew your ethics, saw your success. You set up financial training for girls in schools. You walked away from a lucrative deal because of suspected racism on a board of directors. I knew you. I know you. It was more than an image and you know it.”

    “You saw one side of things. You’d be sorely disappointed if you knew me.”

    Clara chuckled. “I didn’t think you were perfection personified, Francesca. I knew you were a human.”

    Francesca opened her mouth to reply but stopped. She took a breath and closed her eyes before opening them again and holding a hand up. “Let’s stop. We’re getting heated about this and it’s not a good idea considering that we may be stuck here for a while.”

    Clara inclined her head. “Agreed. I’m going to read. If you don’t like the silence then feel free to hum.”

    Francesca rolled her eyes. Clara sat back on her coat and balled up the sleeve of her coat into a makeshift pillow and lay down. She picked up her book and forced herself to focus on the words and not all the fascinating insights she’d just gained. It wasn’t any of her business that Francesca had low self-esteem. When they finally got out of the lift, she’d decided to make sure their paths never crossed again anyway.

    

  



Chapter Eight

    

    Francesca’s stomach rumbled. She placed her hand over it and shifted her position slightly to try to silence the sound. It was ten o’clock and she was beginning to genuinely worry that they were going to be stuck all night.

    Neither of them had spoken since Francesca had put a stop to the dangerous line of conversation they’d been on. Instead, Clara had lain down on her coat and continued to read her book. A while later, the book fell from her hands as she fell asleep.

    With little else to do, Francesca had watched the soft rise and fall of her chest. Clara was a captivating mystery to her. Different from most people that Francesca knew.

    Argumentative, brave, opinionated, and yet soft and thoughtful. Francesca got the impression that she could know Clara for a long time and not get much closer to fully understanding her. Not that the thought bothered her, in fact it intrigued her.

    The thought of a young Clara having a crush on her was creating a lot of internal confusion. She felt old. Knowing that Clara had admired her for the better part of a decade didn’t go anywhere towards quelling that feeling.

    It didn’t help that Clara was very attractive. Young, certainly, but more than that. She had classically beautiful features. Francesca had tried not to notice since the moment she saw her in the office that morning. Now it was becoming impossible.

    Clara had said that most people would be happier not dating mirrors of themselves. It seemed so obvious when Clara said it, but Francesca had never considered that fact. She’d always dated people like herself. It seemed fair and balanced that way. Similar age, similar career choices, similar lifestyle. And then she’d always felt restless. Diana wasn’t the first relationship she’d been simultaneously invested in and waiting for it to end. That was a common occurrence. Maybe Clara’s mirror theory was the reason why.

    Clara seemed convinced that she knew what she wanted in a partner. So convinced that she’d happily sit at home and socialize with a grumpy feline than actively go out to try to find someone, knowing that who she sought wouldn’t be at the local bar.

    Clara believed that she knew Francesca on more than just a surface level. Something which had become more and more obvious as time had passed. Which was why Francesca wanted to put an end to the conversation. For some reason, knowing that Clara valued her on more than just a superficial level was disconcerting.

    Probably because she was beginning to think that they would be a good fit for one another, despite the very obvious differences between them. Clara wasn’t a mirror. And it felt good to speak with someone so dissimilar to her.

    Another gust of wind blew through the lift shaft. With the sun having set a long time ago, it was cold outside and that apparently was true also of the lift. Francesca automatically picked up her phone to check her weather app and the predicted temperatures that evening. She looked at the app, all data defaulting to nothing more than a line because of the lack of signal.

    She held the phone a little higher, hoping for something to change. When it didn’t, she let out a sigh and put it back in her bag.

    “Oh, wow, it’s cold,” Clara murmured. She sat up and rubbed at her eyes. “What happened?”

    “The sun set. There’s no heat source in here so I think we’re at the mercy of the elements,” Francesca said.

    Clara picked up her coat and wrapped it around her shoulders like a cape. “Well, this got even less fun, if that’s possible.”

    “Don’t tempt fate, dear.”

    “Sorry I fell asleep.”

    “Nothing to apologise for.”

    “Did I miss anything?”

    Francesca nodded. “Yes. The attendant came round with the drinks trolley.”

    “Cool, did you get me anything?”

    “Gin and tonic.”

    “Oh, nice.” Clara shivered and pulled her coat a little tighter around her. “I’d prefer a coffee, though. Or tea. Or a mug of hot water. I’m really not fussy right now, just something warm.”

    Francesca didn’t say anything. She knew it was likely that it would only get colder. She’d thought hunger would be their biggest issue, now she realized it would be staying warm. She wasn’t about to suggest huddling for warmth, but she suspected it wouldn’t be long before they were forced to do so.

    Her mouth ran dry at the thought. Specifically, the thought that she’d quite like to cuddle up to Clara. It didn’t feel appropriate to think that way, but she didn’t seem to have much control over it.

    Clara stood up. She walked over to where Francesca sat on her coat and sat next to her. “Budge up,” Clara said.

    Francesca did as she was told. Clara sat beside her and fanned her coat out behind her so it encompassed both of them.

    “You must be cold in that dress,” Clara said.

    She was. But she’d pushed the thought as far out of her mind as she could. Clara pressed up against her side, seemingly not in the least bit uncomfortable with the action. Either she was a very good liar, or she had been honest when she said she’d moved on from her teenage crush.

    Francesca pulled the coat over her shoulder and let out a sigh.

    “Did I snore?” Clara asked.

    “Yes. The lift shook.” She hadn’t snored. She’d made a small snuffling sound once which Francesca had found utterly adorable.

    “Liar.”

    “I didn’t hear you snore, but you weren’t asleep for that long. You might have been on the brink of a giant farmyard-esque grunt. We’ll never know.”

    “Sleeping is weird. We never know what we do when we’re asleep. We rely on other people to tell us. Unless you take part in a sleep experiment, or you film yourself. Someone told me once that I talk in my sleep.”

    “Well, you didn’t say anything this time.”

    “Do you talk in your sleep?”

    “Not to my knowledge.”

    “Allegedly, I once said ‘oh boy, look at all that cake’ when I was asleep.”

    Francesca laughed. “Allegedly?”

    “Well, I can’t verify it,” Clara said.

    “Surely your partner wouldn’t lie to you about that?”

    “Oh, it wasn’t in bed. It was on a train. I was going to the beach with a friend.”

    Francesca shook with laughter. “So, it was the middle of the day?”

    “Yeah. Packed train, too.”

    “So, you had plenty of people you could have asked for verification?”

    “Technically. Thought it best to just gloss over it.”

    “Very wise.”

    “I am,” Clara said. “I’ve been told I have a wise head on young shoulders since I was about five.”

    Francesca smiled and said nothing. She could imagine a young Clara going toe to toe with an unsuspecting adult and telling them exactly what she thought. She was forthright but there was also a vulnerability to her that Francesca found fascinating. She was certainly wise. In the little time they’d spent together, she’d managed to give Francesca a lot to think about.

    Clara looked at her watch. “We’re going to be here all night, aren’t we?”

    “I don’t know.”

    “What do we do when one of us needs the toilet?” Clara asked.

    “Do you?”

    “No, but I will at some point.”

    “I suggest you don’t think about it.”

    “You’re right. Things famously go away when you ignore them.” Clara leaned her head on Francesca’s shoulder. “Is this okay?”

    “Yes.” Francesca didn’t think it would be okay, but it was. She’d never usually tolerate being used as a makeshift pillow by someone she hardly knew, but Clara was different.

    “Poor Warren,” Clara said.

    “Poor us!”

    “He doesn’t know what’s going on,” Clara said. “I do. I know I’m stuck here. He doesn’t know why I’m not home. Probably thinks that he’s been abandoned again.”

    “That’s rather dramatic. If he hates you as much as those scratches on your arms suggest, then he is blissfully unaware that you’re not home. Probably sleeping somewhere he’s not allowed.”

    “I was going to have an Indian takeout tonight,” Clara said, suddenly switching topics.

    “Don’t. I’m hungry,” Francesca said.

    “And I’m rewatching all of the Marvel movies. I had planned to watch two tonight. And call my mum to apologise.”

    “Sounds to me like she’s the one who should apologise.” Francesca loved how easy it was to talk to Clara. They hopped between serious topics and anything to pass the time with ease.

    Clara chuckled. “Yeah, she should. But someone has to do the reaching out thing, and it’s my turn.”

    “You take it in turns?”

    “Yeah, we’re pretty diplomatic in our arguments. What were your plans for tonight?”

    Francesca sighed. “Packing away Diana’s belongings for her to pick up. I had some edits on a speech I’m giving in a couple of weeks. I wanted to research a plumber, too. I’m getting a new kitchen sink installed.”

    “Sounds like you’re better off in here,” Clara said. “That’s one of the most boring Saturday evenings I’ve heard in a long time.”

    “We can’t all be having Indian takeout and watching movies.”

    “Really? I’m hardly flying a private jet to the Maldives. As a Saturday evening goes, it’s pretty standard. What’s stopping you?”

    Francesca hesitated for a moment. Nothing was stopping her. She’d spoken without thinking, assuming that the relaxation of an evening in with a nice meal and some entertainment was somehow beyond her reach. Which seemed ludicrous now. Had she really gotten so boring?

    “Do you not like Indian food?” Clara asked.

    Francesca’s stomach grumbled softly at the thought of delicious warm naan being dunked into rich and creamy curry sauce. “I love Indian food,” she said.

    “There you go then. You can order yourself a takeout when we get out of here. Treat yourself.”

    Francesca was about to shake her head and say what a strange notion that was, when she caught herself. There was nothing stopping her from treating herself. Just her.

    “I’ll do just that,” Francesca said.

    “Good. Unless we freeze to death,” Clara said.

    “If you’re that cold, then do some jumping jacks or something.”

    “I’m not moving any more than is absolutely necessary. I’ve not seen how thick the cable is that’s holding us up, but I do know that I had four cheat days this week.”

    Francesca pointed at the sign. “We can hold eighteen people. You’ll be fine. But if you’d had five cheat days then that would be a differ—”

    Clara sat up. Francesca missed the pressure of her head on her shoulder. She had started imagining falling asleep like that. Thoughts of the cold, hunger, and the need to use a bathroom falling away as they slumbered.

    “What was that?” Clara stood and approached the door. She put her ear to the door and closed her eyes.

    “What was what?” Francesca stood up.

    “Shh!”

    Francesca clamped her mouth closed and tried to listen out for whatever it was that Clara had heard. She couldn’t hear anything, but her heart beating faster at the prospect of being rescued.

    Clara opened her eyes and pressed the alarm button.

    “I heard something. I think it was the other lift.”

    Clara started randomly pressing the alarm button to play out a little tune. “Please hear this. Please, please, please,” Clara said.

    The seconds dragged by and Francesca stood uselessly by. She hoped this wouldn’t be a false alarm; she didn’t think she had enough strength in her for that kind of a bitter disappointment.

    “Hello? Is someone down there?” a faint male voice called.

    Clara let go of the alarm button. “Hello! We’re stuck!”

    “I’ll get help! Is everyone okay?”

    “Yes, just freezing cold and hungry but we’re okay,” Clara called back.

    “I’ll get you out of there soon. Hold on.”

    Clara spun around and wrapped her arms around Francesca’s neck. “Yes! We’re actually getting out of here!”

    Francesca automatically caught her around the waist. “I honestly thought we’d be here until Monday morning.”

    “Me too! Oh, I cannot wait to get out of here. No offence.”

    “None taken.”

    Clara’s eyes widened when she realized that they were standing in an embrace. The heat of blush touched the tips of her ears. “Sorry.” She moved backwards, Francesca’s hands falling away from her sides. “Sorry, I was just—”

    “It’s okay,” Francesca said.

    Clara lowered her head in obvious embarrassment and walked around Francesca. She crouched down and started packing away her things. Francesca did the same. She hated the awkwardness that had come between them. The atmosphere had immediately changed, and she didn’t like it at all.

    A few moments later, they were both standing with their coats on and their bags by their sides. Francesca thought that she’d be relieved to be finally getting out of the lift, but she found she was reluctant to part from Clara.

    “You get to have that curry now,” Clara said.

    “You get to feed your grumpy cat.”

    Clara smiled. “Yes. Maybe I’ll get him on my side after all.”

    Silence filled the lift again. It was different from the other times. It was uncomfortable and charged with something that Francesca couldn’t recognise.

    “I’m sorry,” Clara said. “For all the weirdness.”

    “No weirdness,” Francesca said. It had undoubtedly been weird, unexpected, and even confusing at times. On reflection, she wouldn’t change a thing. Being forced to take some time out to think was probably the best thing that could have happened to her that day.

    “Yeah, it was,” Clara said. “I’m sorry. I should have kept things to myself. It would have been easier.”

    “You don’t seem like the kind of person who can lie very easily.”

    Clara smiled. “No, I’m not. I am sorry though, I probably made things really uncomfortable for you and I didn’t want to do that. I do admire you, probably always will. But I’m not weird about it. I haven’t got a lock of your hair or anything.”

    Francesca laughed. “Well, that’s pleasing to note. But you don’t have anything to apologise for. I appreciate the honesty and I’m quite flattered that you admire me. And, to be honest, I admire you.”

    Clara looked as if she’d heard the most ridiculous thing ever. “What? Why?”

    “I just do.” Francesca smiled at her. “Accept it.”

    Anything Clara was going to say was swallowed up by the sound coming from the doors in front of them. Francesca took a hesitant step forward. She could see light from in between the doors and held her breath hoping that freedom would be moments away.

    A few tense seconds passed before a gloved hand forced its way in between the doors and started to heave them apart.

    Francesca was suddenly aware that she didn’t want to say goodbye to Clara just yet. There was more to be said, she didn’t know what, but she felt a sense of incompletion deep within her.

    She turned to Clara and opened her mouth. At the same moment, the door was finally opened and the friendly face of a security guard appeared.

    “Hello, ladies, let’s get you out of here, shall we?”

    

  



Chapter Nine

    

    Clara looked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror and attempted to tidy her hair a little. She looked as if she’d been sleeping on the floor of a stalled lift, which was accurate but still not a great look.

    When they were free of the lift, the security guard had walked them down the stairs to the ground floor. Francesca and Clara had both quickly declined the offer of taking the working lift and happily walked down the four flights of stairs.

    Once they reached the lobby, Clara had said goodbye to Francesca and walked into the ladies’ bathroom to use the facilities that she had been needing for a while. She didn’t linger on her goodbye, knowing that it would be difficult. Freedom was fantastic, but the knowledge that her time with Francesca was over was a bitter pill to swallow.

    She gave up adjusting her hair. It was a mess and there was little to be done. She held her hands under the hot tap to try to get some feeling into her fingers after sitting in the cold for so long. It had been wonderful to sit next to Francesca for warmth, but it had done little to warm her.

    When she stepped out of the bathroom, she was surprised to see Francesca waiting for her.

    “Um. Hi?” Clara asked.

    “You didn’t say ‘see you on Monday,’” Francesca said.

    “Sorry?”

    “You didn’t say ‘see you on Monday.’ You just said goodbye.”

    Clara bit her lip. She’d hoped Francesca wouldn’t notice that. While it was clear that she was unfired, Clara didn’t see how she could possibly return to the office now that Francesca knew her secrets. And there was the very real truth that she felt like she wasn’t cut out for the job. Maybe trading wasn’t her future, even if she had spent all her life to date trying to get there. The reality seemed different. She didn’t excel in the way she’d hoped. She’d never impress anyone, not least Francesca, with her performance so far.

    “We don’t see each other in the office usually,” Clara said, ducking the subject once more.

    “I’d like to change that,” Francesca said. “And, I’d like to see you outside of the office as well.”

    Clara felt her eyes widen and her jaw drop. There was little that she could do to stop looking so obviously stunned by the statement. The confidence in Francesca’s stance faded a tiny amount, just enough for Clara to notice. She worried that Francesca would take back what she had said.

    “I’d love that,” Clara said quickly. “Um. What do you mean?”

    “I have no idea,” Francesca said. “I just know I’d like to spend more time with you.”

    Clara swallowed. If she was reading the situation right, it sounded like her dreams were starting to come true. She had to check. “Like, a date?”

    “Yes.” Francesca looked confident, but Clara could tell that there was real fear lurking just behind the mask. “It’s not because you said that you admire me. Or because you once had a crush on me. I’m not looking for the ego boost. Those things are nice, of course. But the truth is that I had a more eye-opening, honest, interesting, and fun time with you when we were both locked in that lift than I’ve had with anyone else for quite some time. I’d like to take you to dinner, if you’ll let me?”

    Clara couldn’t believe her luck. She also worried that Francesca might change her mind when she wasn’t cold, hungry, and reeling from nine hours stuck in a lift.

    “How about curry at mine tonight? You must be hungry? You can meet Warren, explain to him that it was your fault that we got stuck in the lift—”

    “My fault?” Francesca laughed. “How is that my fault?”

    “I’d never have gone home at that time if you hadn’t fired me. Completely your fault,” Clara said, hoping to take some of the tension out of the conversation. “I always order far too much food, so you’d be doing me a favour.”

    Francesca smiled. “Well, I am very hungry and that does sound like an appealing offer. And I can, of course, explain to Warren that you forgot all about him.”

    Clara placed her hand over her chest in faux shock. “So mean.”

    Francesca gestured towards the exit. “Where do you call home?”

    “Brixton,” Clara said. “The rough end. My boss doesn’t pay me much.”

    “Probably why she’s one of the most successful women in finance,” Francesca said.

    They walked outside, thanking the security guard once more for his rescue. It hadn’t escaped Clara’s notice that this was the night security guard and the useless weekend one she usually saw was gone. She wondered if they had been rescued because of the shift change.

    Outside, they momentarily walked in different directions before stopping and turning to look questioningly at one another.

    “Where are you going?” Francesca asked.

    “Night bus.” Clara pointed towards the bus stop in the distance.

    “Absolutely not.” Francesca’s tone that suggested Clara had proposed they travel via the sewer. “I’ll drive.”

    Clara hadn’t even thought about how Francesca arrived in the office that morning. Driving in London was a luxury that few could afford. First there was the ownership of a car, then the congestion charge, and then the little matter of where to park. It wasn’t surprising that Francesca didn’t have to worry about any of those issues.

    She followed Francesca around the side of the building to a garage door that Clara had never noticed before. Francesca tapped a security number into the keypad and the doors automatically lifted.

    Francesca unlocked a convertible sports car, a make and model that Clara couldn’t identify. She could tell it was sporty and expensive, but that was the limit of her car knowledge. Clara got into the passenger seat and again wondered if she was dreaming. While it had never been this exact series of events, it had all the elements of one of her teenage fantasies. Except this felt real. It didn’t have the childish gloss of an unrealistic crush. There were feelings, fears, expectations, and a fluttering of excitement.

    Francesca started the car. She pressed some buttons on a panel on the dashboard and a satnav system sprang to life.

    “Would you do the honours?”

    Clara put her postcode into the device and then saved her address in the address book.

    Francesca smirked at the action but said nothing.

    “For next time,” Clara said with a confidence that she didn’t feel.

    In a few minutes, they were on their way out of the garage and onto the quiet streets. The office was located in the financial district, far enough away from the nightlife of London that they had a clear journey back to Clara’s apartment.

    Clara unlocked her phone and opened a familiar food collection app.

    “Poppadoms?”

    “At least five,” Francesca said.

    Clara laughed. “Okay. How spicy do you like your curry? Personally, I can’t handle more than a korma.”

    They spent a few minutes creating the perfect Indian banquet and Clara placed the order.

    “Okay, Mr. Chakrabarti is making magic in the kitchen as we speak,” Clara said. “It’s around the corner from mine. He makes the best Indian food in the land.”

    “And it’s just around the corner? Sounds dangerous.”

    “It is. But so worth it.”

    They drove over Southwark Bridge. Clara looked out the window at one of her favourite sights in the world—London at night. She saw the lights of a train crossing the river with the iconic Shard skyscraper just behind it, a triangle of random lights capped with a crown of bright white that lit up the night sky. In the distance, she saw the illuminations of Tower Bridge and beyond that the skyscrapers that made up Canary Wharf.

    She was so enthralled that her nose was practically pressed to the window. Any time she crossed the Thames at night, she found herself utterly spellbound by the sight to either side of her. She realized that Francesca had slowed the car, allowing her more time to appreciate the view.

    “Thank you,” she said.

    “It’s a beautiful sight.”

    They cleared the bridge and Clara turned to look at Francesca. “I always think so. But it has some very strong competition tonight.”

    Francesca laughed. “Not from this half of the car.”

    Clara leaned back against the headrest and took the opportunity to really look at Francesca. Photographs and television interviews didn’t do her justice. She was stunning. Clara wondered if being in the spotlight for so many years had caused Francesca to not like how she looked. Seeing yourself age in a mirror was one thing, seeing it broadcast in magazines was quite a different matter. No doubt people commented on her looks, and Clara knew that people were not always kind.

    “What are you looking at?” Francesca asked, still focused on the road but no doubt aware that she was being watched.

    “You. Figuring out how much time I might need to convince you that you’re beautiful,” Clara said. They stopped at a set of red lights. Francesca turned to her and she knew in that second that Francesca intended to issue some kind of a denial. Rather than argue, Clara leaned forward and placed a ghost of a kiss on Francesca’s lips.

    Clara leaned back. She hoped that she hadn’t crossed any line. Francesca looked shocked but not horrified. In fact, Clara could see an internal debate being played out in her eyes. Just as Clara was wondering if she was about to be kissed, the moment was ruined by a car horn sounding from behind them. The light had turned green. Francesca slipped the car into gear, and they were on their way again.

    

  



Chapter Ten

    

    “Help yourself to anything from the fridge. Feel free to have a look around. There’s no shrine to you, but I understand if you want to check for yourself,” Clara said. “I’ll only be five minutes.”

    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Francesca asked.

    “No, you sit down and relax. Or look for the shrine. I’ll be back in a bit.” Clara was already heading out the front door and leaving Francesca alone in the apartment.

    Francesca put her bag on the floor next to the sofa and shrugged out of her coat. The apartment was sparsely decorated and neat and clean. A large cat tree dominated one corner of the living room. It looked completely untouched.

    “Warren?” Francesca called.

    She entered the kitchen and looked at the cat food bowl which was overflowing with dry cat food. Clara had filled it up the moment they got back, despite the fact that Warren was nowhere to be seen and certainly not desperate for food.

    She opened a few cupboard doors before discovering the plates. She decided the least she could do was lay the table in preparation for the meal they were about to have, especially considering Clara had refused to take any money for the food.

    It was gone eleven o’clock and she couldn’t remember the last time she ate so late. She also couldn’t remember the last time her stomach had fluttered with excitement due to an unexpected kiss.

    Plates, cutlery, napkins, and drinks glasses assembled, she took the opportunity to use the bathroom and then poke her head into the bedroom just in case there was a shrine to be found.

    “No shrine but nice to meet you,” she said to Warren, who was lounging on the bed with absolutely zero cares in the world.

    Francesca remained in the doorway, not willing to cross the threshold into Clara’s private domain. She crouched down and held her hand out to Warren and called him again.

    He hopped down from the bed and stretched before coming to greet her. He looked old, stiff, and his fur had lost the shine it had probably once had. He was the exact picture of the oldest cat in the shelter.

    Francesca stroked him gently and warily, mindful of the scratches on Clara’s arms. He purred and then disappeared towards the kitchen, seemingly unfazed by the arrival of someone new.

    She headed back to the living room and sat on an armchair, surveying her surroundings and wondering what she was doing. She’d been wondering ever since she’d decided to wait for Clara in the lobby.

    Clara’s goodbye had sent a chill down her spine. It had seemed so final, despite being said with what should have been a reassuring smile. Somehow, Francesca had seen through the smile. She felt connected to Clara in a way she had never experienced with anyone else. Conversation flowed effortlessly, they dipped in and out of complicated topics and jokes with ease.

    She hadn’t been ready to say goodbye. She still wasn’t.

    The kiss at the traffic lights had been unexpected and wonderful all at once. It had been the lightest graze of lips and yet had held so much promise. Her nerves and excitement had jangled so loudly that she felt herself waking up from a long sleep. She’d spent so long wondering if this was what a connection between two people was supposed to feel like that she’d ended up causing a small traffic jam in her haze.

    Clara returned and Francesca went to greet her. The smell of the fragrant food instantly reminded her of how hungry she was. They sat at the dining table, sharing food and stories for at least an hour before they cleaned things away and retired to the living room.

    “Will you come back to work?” Francesca asked the question that had been on her mind for a while.

    Clara shrugged. “I don’t know. I meant what I said, I’m at the bottom of the class.”

    “Do you have your own portfolio?”

    “Sure.”

    “May I see it?”

    Clara nodded. She leaned forward and picked up a laptop from underneath the coffee table. She placed it on her lap, unlocked the machine, and opened a trading platform.

    Francesca looked over the array of stocks, indices, commodities, and EFTs. It was a diverse blend with appropriate risk management in place. There were a few things that she’d change, of course, but overall, she could see that Clara had some flair. She was trading within her limits but still pushing for maximum profits.

    “Still trading gold, I see,” Francesca said.

    “It was nine percent down, I couldn’t resist.”

    Francesca smiled. She’d also bought when she’d noticed the price had crashed the previous week.

    “This is a competent portfolio,” Francesca said. “You have spread your risk well. You’ve clearly not been frightened by some of the unexpected tech results last week.”

    “But this is mine,” Clara said. “My dummy trading account in the office is a mess. I doubled down on a currency pairing last week and really messed up.”

    “That’s what the dummy trading account is for.”

    “I’d still have made the same mistakes if it was the real work account.”

    “That’s what they’re for,” Francesca pressed. “Most people will go into a trading environment and either overthink or underthink. It’s stressful, people want to prove themselves. Some will be lucky and it will pay off. Others will struggle. Trading in the office and trading at home are vastly different worlds. The dummy trading accounts are so you can get used to the environment, not learn how to trade. You already know that. It’s not like we’re letting people into the trainee scheme who have never heard of the NASDAQ.”

    Clara lowered the lip of the laptop. “I just feel stupid. I’ve made some bad trades. I’m pretty sure Meg thinks I’m an idiot.”

    “Meg has made plenty of mistakes of her own. She knows that this is a training environment. Please, give us another try. You have the passion, and that’s the whole reason I set up the scheme. I don’t want get-rich-quick wannabes.”

    Clara worried her lip and stared down at the closed laptop. There was something else, Francesca could feel it. There was something that she hadn’t caught onto yet.

    “Clara?”

    “Might it be a conflict of interests?”

    Francesca frowned. “What do you mean?”

    “I mean, if I come back, and we’re whatever we might be. Might that be a conflict of interests?”

    Francesca smiled at the confirmation that she wasn’t the only one feeling the magnetic pull bringing them both together.

    “I don’t believe so,” she said. “I can be interested in not losing a promising trainee investor and interested in getting to know a fascinating woman who stole my pen without it being a problem.”

    Clara put the laptop back, a grin on her face. “How many times do I have to tell you that I didn’t steal your pen?”

    “A pen thief would say that,” Francesca said.

    Clara rested her head on the back of the sofa and turned to look at her. They’d edged closer and Francesca knew that a kiss was on the horizon. She tried to act unfazed, but the truth was that her heart was beating hard and she could feel a slight tremble in her leg. She didn’t know how Clara affected her so but was addicted to the feeling.

    “I’m wondering if you left the pen on my desk as a trap,” Clara said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Maybe this was all a way to lure me in.”

    “It would be quite the scheme,” Francesca said softly.

    “I think you’re capable.”

    “I think you’re worth it.” Francesca leaned in closer and moved her hand to cup Clara’s cheek. Clara leaned in a little closer but waited for Francesca to close the gap, which she eagerly did.

    All thoughts fluttered away from Francesca’s conscious mind. All that she could think of was soft, warm lips against hers and a feeling that all was right in the world. She knew instantly that it was what a kiss was supposed to be. Her heart felt light, exhilarated, and full to bursting. The need for more pulled at her, but she knew to take things slow. The importance of the feeling was not lost on her. She wanted to savour it, to treat it well, and to ensure she kept hold of it.

    Clara was the one to break the kiss and leaned back. Her cheeks were red and her eyes wide. She looked exhausted and all Francesca wanted to do was hold her as she slept. But she knew that wouldn’t be possible. Rushing things at this point could be disastrous. Clara was important in ways she hadn’t thought possible until recently.

    “I should go,” Francesca said reluctantly.

    “You could stay,” Clara said. Her gaze bored into Francesca but there was a shadow of doubt detectable within them.

    “It’s been a long and emotional day. For both of us,” Francesca said. She leaned a little forward and captured another kiss. This one softer, but she hoped just as meaningful. When she pulled back, she threaded her fingers through Clara’s hair, eager to keep a connection between them. “I don’t want to rush things and spoil anything.”

    “I don’t want you to change your mind,” Clara said.

    “I won’t,” she said. “Can I see you tomorrow?”

    Clara smiled and nodded. “I’d like that.”

    “I should go. It’s getting late.”

    Francesca didn’t want to leave but she knew it was the right thing to do. She needed time to acclimatise to this new feeling that was coursing through her body and mind. Fate had dealt her the opportunity to throw out previous ideas about what she wanted from a partner and realize that someone like Clara was what she’d been hoping to find all along. But she recognised that was a lot to put to Clara in such a short space of time. Francesca had always made fast decisions; it was in her nature to analyse a situation and reach steadfast conclusions in short order.

    Clara scrunched up her nose and nodded her agreement. It was adorable and Francesca resisted the urge to kiss her again. With every kiss she knew her resolve to leave would crumble.

    “Thank you for today,” Francesca said.

    Clara chuckled. “For what? Not stealing your pen? Admitting to a really embarrassing crush when I was a teenager?”

    Francesca stood. She picked her coat up from the back of the armchair where she’d left it earlier. Clara stood as well.

    “For being genuine and for making me laugh.” She pressed a kiss to Clara’s cheek. “And for stealing my pen.”

    Clara rolled her eyes, but the blush on her cheeks indicated that she’d appreciated the affection.

    “Have I reclaimed my crown for being someone you’d like to be stuck in a lift with?” she asked as she picked up her bag and checked she had all her belongings with her.

    “No, you have a lot of work to do,” Clara said, a twinkle clear in her eye.

    “Good, I look forward to the challenge. I have to go. I have a hot date tomorrow.”
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