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The Gift, Book 1

The Billionaire’s Love Story (#1)

 


Chapter 1

 

TOBIAS

 

Screaming children wreaked havoc in the toy store, and their cries of laughter rang straight through Tobias Stone’s ears. 

Not much excited him these days but it was hard not to get caught up in their excitement, hard not to feel their joy, hard not to hear their high-pitched shrieks. Hard to dismiss the wonder on their faces as they played with the display toys and stared wide-eyed at the shiny new boxes that were displayed so enticingly on the shelves. 

It made him feel better about himself and made Christmas more bearable to know that he was spreading a little happiness. Or rather, his foundation was. The huge toy store had been closed to the public for the evening while the Tobias Stone Foundation invited children from the city’s adoption centers to visit the department store and select a toy of their choice. 

But he was also aware that he’d had to miss an important meeting that had suddenly come up. Luckily, Matthias was standing in for him but he would need to return to the office soon. His multi-million dollar hedge fund didn’t stop running just because Christmas was coming.

His eyes darted around the place, and he glanced at his watch again, getting anxious and needing to leave. Contemplating his escape, he looked towards the exit and saw a child peering through the glass doors.

“I’m going,” he told Candace, his hard-as-nails assistant. 

“Not yet, Tobias. It’s barely been an hour. Smile.” She flashed him her false one. “At least make it look as if you’re having a good time.” 

“I am having a good time but I’m in the middle of important negotiations, in case you’d forgotten.” 

It was all very well hosting an evening for these children—and it made him feel good about himself for a change— but he still had a business to run. 

“People need to see your face, Tobias. It’s good publicity for you to be seen mixing with all sorts of people—especially these poor kids at a time like Christmas. It adds credibility to your philanthropy.”

He didn’t mind giving his wealth away. If anything, he thrived on it and there was no way that he was going to get through his millions in his lifetime. He liked to think that he didn’t spend too extravagantly, but he had the usual billionaire playthings—luxurious properties around the world, a private jet and a private island, to mention a few. 

 Even though he enjoyed the finer things in life, he worked damn hard and preferred to remain low-key, as much as was possible for a man with his wealth and history. 

While giving away his wealth made him happy, making money did too. 

“If we could just have a few shots of you with the children, sir,” said the photographer herding a group of children together and leading them towards him. 

“What a brilliant idea,” agreed Candace and took his arm. “How about near the tree?” She led him over to a beautifully decorated Christmas tree lit up with warm, golden-colored lights. 

“Smile, everyone,” the photographer ordered.

“Is this necessary?” Tobias asked, giving the man a tight-lipped smile. 

“Smile,” said Candace, through her gritted teeth. Tobias obliged as a group of young children, barely reaching his waist, gathered around him as though he was Santa Claus. 

“You are so kind, Mr. Stone,” gushed one of the women from the adoption centers. “It is so very generous of you, taking the time to give these children a Christmas present.” 

He nodded at her, barely hiding his look of unease. Being thanked for doing something like this made him uncomfortable. 

“Would you mind if we had a photograph taken together? People will be so much more interested to read it if they see your picture.” She smiled at him sweetly. “Vanessa? Hurry up!” She called out to her colleague, another matronly woman who looked as though she’d be more at home baking pies. 

Tobias returned a fast smile, conscious of time slipping away. It would be the morning of the next day in Hong Kong and he was anxious to sit in on the negotiations. 

“Thank you, ladies, but I really must leave.” He broke away from the group, determined to disappear before Candace asked him to do something else. She was like a fiery Doberman, silky, fast, super alert and she made sure he was seen in the right places with the right people at the right time. 

“You’re still making the most eligible bachelor lists,” she told him. But he had no interest in these things. He preferred to pay for sex, seeing it as nothing more than a transaction which required payment. There was no emotional attachment that way.

“I’m leaving,” he growled; he’d been here an hour already but as he turned around and headed towards the exit, he saw the same child still peering in. “Has nobody let him in?” he muttered, striding towards the large glass doors of the store. 

“It’s a win-win deal, Tobias,” Candace had told him. “You buy those poor kids a toy and come out looking like a saint.” Tobias grimaced at the thought. He wasn’t a saint. Not by a long shot. 

But that wasn’t the reason he’d gone along with her idea of giving Christmas gifts to children less fortunate. He’d done it because for the longest time he’d hated Christmas and had avoided the festivities. Christmas was about being with loved ones and Tobias was alone.

It could have all been so different. 

This had been the second year they had run this event, and this year he’d even looked forward to it. But he was now anxious to return to the office because he didn’t have much else to occupy him. His millions couldn’t buy him peace, love or happiness, though whiskey and Naomi made the world tolerable. 

He walked up to the door and the sight of the child looking through the glass, wide-eyed with wonder, reminded him of himself; of how he’d been at that age. He had been dirt poor once and remembered the time when he used to stare at other kids who had the things he never had. 

“Where are you going?” Candace tottered up on her heels behind him.

“I’m letting him in.”

“But we’re closed to the public this—”

“Where the fuck is his mother?” Tobias snarled. The security guard nodded at him as Tobias flung the door wide open and peered at the child who stared back at him with fear in his eyes. 

Immediately, his hardness melted. “Do you want to come inside?”

The child’s body language perfectly illustrated his dilemma. One foot was poised as if he was ready to enter but his solemn face indicated no immediate desire to make a move.

“Don’t just stand there,” Tobias said. “If you want to come in, then come in.” He looked around for signs of the boy’s parents and saw a woman with her back to the child, talking on her cellphone. She turned around just at that moment, her gaze landing on the child, before moving to him. She rushed towards them and stopped at the door, just behind the boy. The child stared at his mother but said nothing. 

“Jacob, we can’t go inside,” the woman said. 

“Can I have just one look? Please, Mommy?” 

Tobias watched the exchange; the woman appeared to waver and then stared at Tobias. 

“Are you open?” she asked him.

“Yes.” He pulled the door wide open and moved away.

“Pleeeease, Mommy? Just a look?”

The woman appeared to consider it. And the longer she took, the more the child’s anticipation grew. It annoyed the heck out of Tobias. 

“Why don’t you let him in and put the kid out of his misery?” He gave her the once-over, taking in her scuffed shoes and the huge tear in her stockings. 

“He’s not miserable,” she retorted, fast as lightning.

“He doesn’t look too happy to me.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Ten minutes, Jacob. No more.” The boy smiled so brightly that it brought a smile to Tobias’s tight expression. 

He remembered that look and wished he still could feel that level of excitement about anything. Even winning new deals and reaching the next milestone in his business had lost its sparkle. 

Nothing mattered much, anymore. 

Christmas, with its gaudy commercialism, packaged and dressed up in dazzling bright baubles and sparkling lights, had lost its allure for him years ago because now it reminded him of the life he could have had. He would still have been insanely successful, disgustingly rich, but he’d have had someone to share his wealth with. 

Now he carried too many memories of the wrong kind. 

He watched as the woman—the boy’s mother, he presumed—stepped aside warily and looked around the store. Candace sidled up to him. “We’re not open to the public, Tobias,” she seethed. “You can’t just let any strays in. This is specifically for kids from the adoption centers.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” he replied, noting that the boy wore a coat that was obviously one size too small for him. 

The boy’s mother walked up to them. “Is something going on in the store?” 

“We’re not open to the public,” Candace replied.

“You’re not? I’m sorry, we’ll leave.” 

Tobias walked over to the boy who was happily sitting on the floor playing with an Iron Man figure and a fighter jet.

“So you like Iron Man, huh?” Tobias asked, crouching down.

The boy nodded. He held the fighter jet in one hand and the figurine in the other.

“Did you write your letter to Santa?”

“Yes.”

“What did you ask for?”

“Coloring books.” 

“Coloring books?” asked Tobias in surprise. “So you must already have an Iron Man?”

The boy shook his head.

“Would you like to have Iron Man?”

The boy stared down silently and shrugged. 

“Did you know that tonight is a very special night?” Tobias asked, eager to get the boy talking. “You can pick anything you want from here and it will appear under your tree on Christmas Day.”

The boy frowned as he stared back at Tobias. “You’re not Santa.”

“No. I’m not, and I’m sure you’ll get your coloring books from him. But, see all of these children here?” Tobias waved his hand around. “They’re all going to pick a toy and they get to open it on Christmas Day. You can, too.”

The boy looked at the floor again, as if he didn’t trust Tobias. Just then Tobias’s cell phone rang and he answered it, standing up slowly. 

It was Matthias. “It’s not going too well. You should get back to the office. There are a few things we need to discuss.”

“I’m coming,” replied Tobias and watched as the woman rushed over to her son and told him they had to go. He hung up and walked back to Candace. “Why did you do that?” he growled at her. “How much trouble is one extra child going to be?”

“If you let one in, you won’t be able to stop the rest.” 

Tobias didn’t care too much for Candace’s opinion. He was too busy staring at the child. He saw the boy’s face drop, saw him leave the toys he’d been playing with and get up slowly. 

“Fucking ridiculous,” he hissed under his breath, then walked over to the mother and son. “You should let the poor kid stay,” he told the boy’s mother.

“He’s not a poor kid,” the woman threw back.

“Well, it certainly looks to me as if he doesn’t want to leave just yet.”

“That other woman told us we had to—”

Fucking Candace. “I don’t care what she said,” Tobias snapped, a little too angrily. 

“Tobias, let me handle this.” He felt a tightness in his chest as Candace suddenly appeared by his side again. 

She put on what he now knew to be her best and most false, over-the-top persona and explained, “Tonight is a charity event hosted by the Tobias Stone Foundation for a few of the city’s adoption centers. This store is closed to the public for a few hours. Why don’t you come back tomorrow? You can shop all you want then.”

Tobias ground down on his teeth. If he lost his temper now, it would give the wrong type of publicity for the Stone Empire. Before he had a chance to say anything to his PA, the boy suddenly spoke up. “I saw you on TV,” he said shyly. 

“I don’t think you did, honey.” The boy’s mother gave Tobias an apologetic look. 

“I did, Mom. He was on TV.” For the first time Tobias tried to hold back a smile. The woman slipped her hand through the boy’s. “Come on,” she said, obviously not believing a word. “Let’s go.”

“I did, Mom.” The boy turned to him. “You were on TV, weren’t you?”

But the woman appeared to be in a hurry. “I’m sure you saw him, honey. Come on. We need to get back.” 

Tobias watched as they walked out of the store. Just outside the door, the woman bent down and pulled something out of her bag then handed it to the boy. When the boy put it to his mouth, Tobias realized it was an inhaler. 

He glared at his assistant. “Was that really necessary?” 

 


Chapter 2

 

SAVANNAH

 

She walked past the glistening shop windows of the blue-canopied Tiffany store, her annoyance spreading, almost as fast as the hole in her stockings. 

The day, which had started off badly, had become progressively worse. Savannah stared down at the huge tear which had now spread out to her knee. It had been small and inconspicuous when she’d left home this afternoon to pick Jacob up from school. She’d been hoping it would have held but the more she tried not to think about it, the more she kept touching it, to make sure it wasn’t getting bigger by the millisecond. In doing so she’d turned the tiny hole into a crater the size of her thighs. 

“I didn’t get it?” She wailed in frustration at the news that another job interview hadn’t worked out. She stared despondently at the rush of traffic before her. New York, three weeks before Christmas, was both a shopper’s heaven and hell. 

Money was tight and she couldn’t afford to buy a lot, yet she was determined to make this a special Christmas for her boy. But she was still looking for a decent job; a mission she’d been on since mid-November. She had traipsed around different agencies handing out her resumes and talking to the professionally dressed, tight-lipped women, trying to convince them that she had good office skills, and that she’d been an office manager back in North Carolina and was competent with most of the PC software. 

She could do better than stocking shelves at the supermarket which had been her job until recently, when looking for a decent job had become a full-time job in itself.

The traffic snaked angrily across the road as she grabbed Jacob’s hand and waited for the traffic lights to change. She’d been hopeful of getting some holiday work but it was proving to be difficult. An office job in the city would be better than working in the supermarket near where she lived. While it was ideal for its location and proximity to her cousin Kay’s apartment and Jacob’s new school, working in the supermarket didn’t pay enough. 

She needed a decent job that paid decent money. Kay still paid the rent on her apartment because she still needed a place to come back to, and her company was providing accommodation for her in Hong Kong. But Savannah still had to buy food and pay the bills. And she hadn’t considered just how much more expensive things in the city would be compared to what she was used to. 

It had seemed like a brilliant idea at the time, when Kay offered her the use of her apartment in Sunnyside for one year while she worked abroad. Savannah had jumped at the chance, having spent last Christmas with her cousin here, and she and Jacob had moved in over the summer when Kay left. 

New York was a world away from the small town where she grew up in North Carolina. She’d left that behind, her parents too, and ventured out here, via a short stint in Pennsylvania where she’d stayed for a few months with Kay’s mom. 

She’d come all the way here, not for the bright lights of New York—that dream from her childhood was gone—but because she hoped to make a fresh start and her cousin thought the city would be good for her. 

She had responsibility now; she had Jacob to take care of. The boy had seen enough pain during his short years and she wanted to put a big distance between her and her ex-husband. Now that the divorce was final, she wanted to forget the ugly past and make a fresh start. 

“Jacob!” She turned around, horrified to see her son standing in the entrance to a fancy big toy store, lit up like a firework. With its shiny decorations and shimmering window displays it looked like a set from a Disney cartoon, leading children in like a Pied Piper. 

She’d tried to steer Jacob away from these kinds of stores, knowing she couldn’t afford anything inside them. They were a child’s dream come true but a parent’s worst nightmare. 

That was why she’d taken him to the tree-lighting ceremony at Rockefeller Plaza, where they had waited with thousands of others. It was a free event, full of Christmas spirit. She couldn’t afford to take him to the Winter Village at Bryant Park, no more than she could take him ice skating, even though she loved ice skating and Jacob had started to learn back when they were in North Carolina. She’d almost had a heart attack when she saw the prices to rent skates. 

She had assumed that a visit to see the tree-lighting ceremony would have been enough, and buying him a thick and creamy hot chocolate from one of the stalls at the Christmas market along the way would seal the deal.

But she’d been won over by the magic and splendor of the streets and had made the mistake of turning onto Fifth Avenue. Glittering Christmas lights and sparkling snowflakes, purple, silver and blue danced along the storefronts. It was a magical, mystical, fantastical wonderland, and both she and Jacob were caught up in its shimmering spell.

She shuffled along, listening to the lady from one of the recruitment agencies she had visited earlier, regarding an interview she’d attended two days ago. She hadn’t gotten that job either. 

“Did you dress professionally?” the woman on the phone asked her.

“Of course I did.” 

“Then I don’t understand it. You have the qualifications and you’re only looking for temporary work. You just have to keep trying.”

“I don’t understand it myself.” She stopped for a moment and panicked. Where was Jacob? He’d let go of her hand for a second and disappeared out of sight. She looked around frantically until she saw him standing at the door of a toy store. Complete relief swept over her. The shop looked big and glitzy and it broke her heart to see him standing there. 

Who was that talking to him?

She marched up angrily, unsure whether she was angry with herself for not being able to afford anything, or angry with the man for trying to entice her son inside. 

The salesclerk was tall and solemn-looking and he’d opened the door for Jacob but she knew her son well. She knew he wouldn’t go inside because she’d taught him not to talk to strangers. But even so, she knew he would be standing there, almost salivating. She walked up to him and, just as she predicted, Jacob waited patiently, not going in yet desperately wanting to all the same. One look at his face confirmed exactly why she’d been deliberately avoiding these big stores.

They couldn’t afford to go into stores like this, Jacob knew that. They could browse, but she was in a hurry to get him home and feed him. It had been a long day for him, coming to the city right after school. It took just under an hour but after a whole day at school, this trek into the city—where she’d tried to combine a visit to Rockefeller Center with a few visits to recruitment agencies—had tired him out completely, and this cold and chilly weather only exacerbated his asthma. 

Jacob looked at her with his big excited eyes and she had to give in. The salesclerk eyed her coldly but the sheer look of delight on her boy’s face warmed her heart on this chilly Friday evening. The more Jacob pleaded with her, the more she relented. But when the man told her to put the kid out of his misery, she felt the blood rush to her temples. 

“He’s not miserable,” she replied defensively, her nostrils flaring as she stared into the man’s cold, blue eyes. 

“He doesn’t look too happy to me,” the man replied, looking at her coldly. She ignored him and told Jacob that he could have a look but no more than ten minutes. Her son’s face instantly lit up as she stepped inside, feeling comforted as the rush of warm air heated her chilled hands and face. 

She’d come here once, last Christmas, when Kay had told her to spend the holiday with her. Kay had bought Jacob a small remote control car which had given him hours of pleasure; something they had both needed on their first Christmas away from Colt. 

Jacob sat on the floor and started to play with some toys and she looked around the store, noting that it was full of lots of children and that there was a man going around taking photographs. 

There didn’t appear to be many parents. She wondered if there was a special event going on; one that she and Jacob had unknowingly crashed. Savannah walked over to where the rude salesclerk was standing, and saw a woman talking to him. 

“Is something going on in the store?” Savannah asked.

“We’re not open to the public,” the woman replied. She had shiny dark hair and shiny shoes. Savannah felt instantly mortified. “You’re not? I’m sorry,” she apologized only to discover that the man was now talking to Jacob. 

She rushed over just as the man got up to answer a phone call. 

“I’m sorry, honey. We have to go,” she said to her son, and saw his face drop. “I don’t think we should be here. The salesclerks don’t look too happy. I think they’re having some sort of Christmas party for the children.”

“Aaaaw, Mommy.” His look of disappointment cut her heart into two. The idea of pulling him away just when he’d found something that made him so happy pricked her as sharply as a needle. 

No wonder the man had looked at her with such contempt. He’d taken pity on Jacob and let him in because he felt sorry for them. 

“You should let the poor kid stay,” the man said, creeping up behind her. She didn’t like the way he looked at her, at the way he was eyeing her clothes. Suddenly she felt more conscious than ever of her ripped stockings. 

“He’s not a poor kid,” she replied, turning her back on him so that he couldn’t see the ugly tear in her stockings. 

Jacob stared at the floor quietly. 

“Looks to me like he wants to stay.”

“But the woman said—” 

“I don’t care what she said.” The man’s voice had a hard edge to it. 

And I don’t care what you say, she thought. The moment had been ruined and she didn’t want to be here any longer. The two salesclerks were obviously having a disagreement among themselves. Then the woman approached her and told her about tonight being a charity event for children from adoption centers. 

Savannah was now desperate to leave. Not only was she humiliated for having shown up at an event they weren’t invited to, but she now also felt drab and dirty in front of this woman. With her matching red suit and shoes and handbag, and her perfect hair and her perfect makeup, she appeared to have the perfect life; a life so different than the one Savannah had.

Jacob said something about seeing the man on TV but Savannah wasn’t paying attention. She felt the color rise to her cheeks. 

“No, I don’t think you did, honey,” she said quickly, wishing they were outside. She didn’t like the cold stare the man gave her. It made her feel unwelcome. 

But Jacob was insistent. “I did, Mom. He was on TV.” 

Savannah raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really, honey? Come on. Let’s go.” She threw a contemptuous look at the man who smiled at Jacob as they swept past him. 

Outside on the cold, frosty streets again, Savannah breathed easier. But she could see that the chill in the air wasn’t so good for Jacob. “Here,” she said, handing him the asthma inhaler. “Remember how to do it?”

“One puff,” he told her, then put the piece into his mouth and pressed, breathing in long and slow. 

“Better?”

He nodded. 

“It won’t always be like this,” she told her boy, as they walked along in the cold, desperate to get home. One day she’d be able to walk into this store and buy him whatever he wanted.

“I know, Mommy. It’s okay.”

His words brought a lump to her throat. She was bringing him up properly, with values, manners and gratitude. Despite the dark memories from his childhood, she felt confident that he wouldn’t be scarred for life. She was trying to build happier memories for both of them and had given herself one year to get her life back together. 

She sensed Jacob had retreated into himself once more. “Honey,” she said, trying to cheer him up. “You’ve gone quiet again. What are you thinking?”

“You didn’t believe me.”

“I didn’t believe you about what?”

“About that man.”

“What man?”

“The man in that store. I told you he was on TV.”

“Okay, sure, I believe you.” But her mind had already wandered and she was thinking of the things she needed to do tomorrow in order to find work. 

“Can we go back there next week?”

“What, honey?” Her thoughts had drifted to more important matters. She didn’t particularly relish the idea of wandering around the cold streets of New York visiting more recruitment agencies, yet sending her resumes out wasn’t yielding much success either. If she didn’t find something soon, she’d have to go back to waitressing in the evenings, something she didn’t want to do because it meant leaving Jacob at Rosalee’s until late evening. 

As nice as Rosalee was, Savannah didn’t want to burden Kay’s former cleaning lady too much. Savannah now cleaned the apartment herself but used Rosalee every so often for childcare.

She could start waitressing again but it was an option she left as a last resort, when she could no longer put food on the table. 

“To the toy store, Mommy. Can we go back?”

“I’m not sure. Let’s see.” She hated denying him things and tried to do her best. But the toys in that store were extortionate and putting food on the table mattered more. 

 


Chapter 3

 

SAVANNAH

 

The highlight of their weekend had been putting up the small two-foot-long Christmas tree that Savannah had bought from Wal-Mart. It was gaudy and fake, but she and Jacob had decorated it with excitement and joy, munching on Oreos and pretzels and dancing to songs on the radio.

Things turned even better on Monday when luck smiled down. One of the agencies called her first thing in the morning as she got ready for another day of wandering around New York. 

Her self-esteem hovered somewhere between mildly hopeful and cautiously realistic. But the call from the agency telling her that an urgent last-minute job had come up was the best Christmas gift she could have hoped for.

 

Was she interested?

She most certainly was.

The work would be boring and tedious basic administrative tasks. Did she mind?

She didn’t care as long as they paid her.

Could she take it?

Oh, god, yes!

Could she start today?

She was already there.

 

Savannah stared at the tall skyscraper and took a deep breath in. A few weeks of filing at this place? She’d clean the toilets here willingly if they asked her. 

She stepped inside the cool metallic and marble interior of Stone Enterprises and stared at the pale gray walls and the leather and steel furnishings that surrounded her. White porcelain vases full of lilies adorned the place.

The recruitment agency had told her she’d need to look super sharp in a place like this even if she was only doing menial tasks. 

Savannah gave her name and the name of the person she was supposed to work for to the cool blonde at reception. The woman looked so smart and stylish that Savannah stared at her own clothes in dismay. She’d worn her black suit. It had never been a suit, just separates, but the color seemed similar enough that her ensemble could pass as a suit, even though the material of her skirt was different than that of her jacket. 

“Please take a seat,” the blonde receptionist told her. “Someone will come down for you shortly.” Noting the woman’s blonde pony-tailed hair, Savannah fingered her own mousy brown hair gingerly, trying to smooth it. She looked around as people strode in purposefully. Not only was it the wrong color, it wasn’t even within an inch of being as groomed and as shiny as the hair of the women who worked here. 

She stared in further dismay at her shoes which she’d polished on the weekend but which now exhibited telltale splashes of Jacob’s orange paint on one of them.

How come she hadn’t noticed that earlier? 

She considered going to the ladies room but decided to postpone that until later, after her boss had shown her the tasks. She sat down on the soft padded leather sofa, waiting nervously and feeling out of place as time went by. 

It’s only filing, she reminded herself. I can do this.

The elevator doors in front of her opened and the noise of sharp, high-heeled footsteps followed. 

“Ms. Page?” A redhead in a pristine black and white suit appeared before her. “Hello,” she put out her hand for Savannah to shake. “I’m Briony Marsh.”

“Nice to meet you,” Savannah replied, getting up from her seat. 

“I hope you’re not afraid of heights,” said the woman. “You’ll be on the twenty-first floor.” 

Savannah shook her head and followed the woman into the elevator which was half full but it emptied by the time they reached the twenty-first floor. 

“This way,” said Briony and led Savannah through a long corridor that had identical doors leading off it. 

The floor was carpeted in deep black and she could feel its thickness even through her shoes. The walls were papered silver and black and she wondered if all the floors were the same. The whole building and everything inside it, the people and the furnishings, screamed rich and extravagant. 

With trepidation, she followed Briony to the end of the corridor, to a smaller room on the right. The office was small, but it had everything she needed; a computer with an attached scanner, a printer and a phone. 

“You’ll be working in here for the next three weeks.” 

Three weeks? Savannah’s heart did a triple somersault. She’d been so excited to have a job that she hadn’t even asked the agency about her hourly rate or how long the contract was for. 

“Is that all right with you? It’ll take you right up to Christmas Eve. Can you work Christmas Eve?” 

Savannah knew she couldn’t because Rosalee was going to her son’s over Christmas and this left her without childcare, but she found herself nodding in response. “Yes,” she replied, grateful for extra work.

“We usually close half day that day, but this project is important and it needs to be done quickly.”

“It’s fine,” she replied. It was freaking amazing, or it would be, once she figured a way around her childcare problem.

 Christmas Eve. Maybe she’d be able to buy Jacob a few decent Christmas presents this year. 

 “It’s straightforward enough.” Briony pointed to the big, bulky plastic boxes that were piled one on top of another and reached just above her head.

“You’ll need to go through those boxes and take a few bundles of files and work through them in order. Let me show you. Take out a bundle. It’s paperwork for one client. Some might have many bundles to their names. Scan each sheet like this,” she slipped the sheet of paper into the scanner. “Then save it like this. When you’ve scanned one bundle, put everything back in order back into the boxes. I’ve got some empty ones in that corner for you to start with.”

How long was this going to take? Savannah wondered. It looked simple enough. 

“They’re more or less in alphabetical order. Start with these, see, they’re numbered at the sides. The scanning is what will take the longest time.”

That’s all she had to do? 

“I’m sure you’ll be fine, there’s nothing much to it. Just work your own system. Go through these boxes first.” Briony pointed to the three boxes that were spread out on the floor. “I had the maintenance men get them down for you. Do these first before you start on those.” She pointed behind her and Savannah looked at the three piles of stacked boxes piled high and wondered how she was going to get them down.

 “I think three weeks should be enough. See how you do.”

“Thanks,” said Savannah. 

“I’m on extension 3279 if you need me. It’s just a few doors down.” She smiled and slipped out super-fast, before Savannah had even had time to ask her anything. 

Savannah stared around her in a daze, knowing nothing about what department this was, who she was working for, how long she had for lunch or where the ladies room was. It was as if she’d been left to her own devices. Still, she could hardly complain. 

She had an office job in Lower Manhattan, in the Financial District. She was here for three weeks which meant three weeks of income. The thought made her smile as if she’d just heard one of Jacob’s jokes. 

She took off her coat and scarf and smiled at the idea of having her own office with nobody else to worry about. She wasn’t sure she’d fit in anyway; not if the rest of the people who worked here looked like the models from the Paris catwalks. She smoothed down her skirt; at least she had new stockings and they weren’t torn. Yet. 

 She set to work quickly, knowing that the work was easy to do and that it beat working at the supermarket. She was grateful for the good things that had at last started to show up in her life: an apartment in New York, for which she had to pay no rent, a wonderful babysitter and now this. 

The best thing of all? No Colt. Nobody to tell her she was a worthless piece of shit. No nasty scenes for Jacob to witness.

She and Jacob were safe and happy, and she felt lucky to be here. 

Before long, she’d finished the first box. Staring out of the window to take a breath, Savannah observed the ant-like images of people crawling around on the sidewalks below. The Christmas decorations looked garish without the magic of the dark sky but it didn’t matter. She was happy. Even graffiti would look good to her the way she was feeling. 

This building was huge and she had no idea how many floors the company she worked for occupied but once this contract ended, she could ask Briony if any of the other departments might need a temp. It was an exciting possibility and for now, the money worries that usually plagued her at night and clung to her soul like mildew during the day were temporarily pushed away. 

Reenergized, she set to work with gusto and by lunchtime was almost through the three single boxes which had been lying on the floor. If she didn’t slow down, she would get through the rest of them far quicker than three weeks. If she wasn’t careful, she’d do herself out of a job. She had to slow down. 

It was time for lunch and her homemade sandwiches but she paid a visit to the ladies room first. As she made her way back to the office, she heard a voice behind her. 

“Are you lost?”

She turned around to see a woman frowning at her.

“No,” Savannah replied, and was about to go into her office.

“Do I know you?” the woman asked, leaning in and peering at her. “You look familiar.” 

Savannah recognized her instantly. Morticia Addams in a business suit. How could she ever forget? It was the woman from the toy store. All of a sudden, Savannah wasn’t so sure that she was a salesclerk. 

“I’m working here for a few weeks,” explained Savannah, feeling the need to justify her presence since the woman looked at her as though she’d caught her stealing.

“Here?” The woman’s eyes scanned her appearance from top to bottom. Was that a look of pity that flashed behind her eyes? Savannah couldn’t tell.

“I’m working for Briony Marsh.” Why don’t you go ask her if you don’t believe me?

“You are?” The woman’s steely blue eyes sparkled with amusement, heating Savannah’s skin for the wrong reasons. “Welcome,” she said, and headed back towards the elevator bank.

“Thanks,” murmured Savannah under her breath, and hoped she wouldn’t run into her again. 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 4

 

TOBIAS

 

Tobias noticed the smirk on her face as soon as Candace strutted into his office to hand him his lunch. “What’s so funny?”

“It seems we take on just about anyone.”

Puzzled, he lifted an eyebrow.

“That woman,” Candace continued, “from the toy store last week; the one with the kid you took pity on.”

Last week was a lifetime away in Tobias’s life. “What woman?”

“At the charity event at the toy store … for the adoption centers. The woman with that big hole in her stockings. She’s in room 218.”

Now he remembered. The woman whose son had wanted to stay. The one with the inhaler. “She’s working here?” 

Candace nodded. “That’s exactly what I thought. She’s working here. Can you believe it?” 

He shrugged, not sure he understood what she was getting at. “What’s so strange?”

Candace stifled a laugh and wrapped her shiny nails around the fur collar of her coat, holding it snug against her neck. “She doesn’t even look the type.”

“I didn’t know we had a type,” Tobias responded smoothly. He hadn’t been a type—this local boy from Queens. But someone had believed in him, had mentored him and given him a chance. Someone had seen something in the young, dyslexic child whom teachers had given up on. He had a fast and clever brain and a killer instinct for making million-dollar deals. 

For all her talk, the only thing Candace had going for her was that she was his PA, and that in itself gave her prestige. 

“She’s wearing a cheap ten-dollar suit. It doesn’t look to me as if she’s even run a brush through her hair. And you should see her shoes. Covered in orange paint!” She wrinkled her perfect nose. 

“If she can do the job, I don’t care.”

“I don’t understand why Briony couldn’t get one of her regular people to do that job. It’s those customer files you wanted scanned and digitized. It’s something a three-year-old could do.”

“I don’t want a three-year-old or anyone who works for this company, for that matter, to go through my customer files. I want someone to come in and quickly finish the job.” He unwrapped his corned beef sandwich and waited for her to leave. 

Candace hoisted her slim and slender fingers on her hips. “I’d forgotten how paranoid you are, Tobias.”

“I don’t trust anyone.”

“Don’t worry,” she turned to walk out of his office. “I doubt that woman can even read.” She gave him a wicked smile, confirming her bitch status. 

She did a good job for him though, and so he let her be. He tore into his sandwich and considered the idea of the woman who now worked on the same floor as him. For a moment, he wondered how her son was but just as quickly the thought was dismissed as his attention quickly drifted to his emails.

It was only later, when he got out of the elevator after meeting with one of his managers, that Tobias’s curiosity got the better of him. Instead of returning to his office, he walked a few doors down to Room 218. The boy so reminded him of himself that Tobias’s interest in him drove him to hover outside the door, wondering how to casually walk in and inquire about the child. 

Not one to make conversation with people at the best of times, he decided against it. While he was interested to hear how the boy was doing, he had no desire to talk to the boy’s mother. He started to walk away but the sound of something big and heavy falling, punctuated by a frightened shriek at the end, stopped him. 

He rushed back and flung the door wide open. 

“Oh…shit!” The woman lay sprawled on the floor with her legs akimbo and surrounded by a heap of plastic boxes that had fallen. Only one stack of boxes remained standing.

“Are you all right?” he asked, crouching by her side. She stared up at him, eyes wide, her hair falling around her shoulders. 

She scrambled up to a sitting position. “I’m fine.” She brushed her hand over her clothes, as if trying to smooth them down. 

“Are you hurt?” He glanced over her, clearly noticing that her skirt had ridden up to her thighs and that the middle button of her shirt had come undone. 

“I was trying to get one of those boxes down.” 

The boxes were heavy and she could have been hurt. “Are you insane?” he asked, not without a hint of irritation. He held out his hand and pulled her up. 

Once standing, she let go of his hand as if it was on fire, then smoothed her skirt down again. “They were piled on top of one another and I’d finished the others—” 

He wasn’t interested in explanations. “You could have hurt yourself.”

“I’m fine, really, I am.” 

“A lawsuit is the last thing I need.” 

She let out a cry of indignation. “I would never—”

“Your blouse,” he said, his gaze falling to her chest and the button that had gaped open revealing an off-white bra. He turned away as she colored the shade of blood red. She turned her back to him as she did up her button. Now wouldn’t be the time to tell her that the back of her stockings had a hole in them. Again. “How’s your son?”

“My son?” She turned around, a look of surprise on her face as she smoothed down her skirt and her hair, and tried to put herself together again. “I thought…”
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