

 

    

      

    

  




		

			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.
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