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      Her old crush is her new boss.

      Socialite Natalie might suck at all the careers she’s tried (and she’s tried everything from fashion to flowers to food), but she’s good at one thing: helping other people. Now her older brother’s best friend, Jamila, needs her skills to get out of a public-relations predicament. Who better to help Jamila than someone who’s lived in the media spotlight all her life? She can ignore the pesky crush she’s had on Jamila for years, right?

      Tech billionaire Jamila doesn’t need anyone’s help. She built her software company all by herself, and the media nonsense will blow over as soon as she launches her latest app. Except she can’t catch a break. Everything goes wrong, from bugs in the code to security flaws. The last thing she needs is her bestie’s off-limits little sister flitting around her company.

      But another media slip-up later, Natalie is somehow Jamila’s employee. Between late-night media prep and temptation during a sexy photo shoot, the women grow closer. Could sunshiny Natalie be just what grumpy, controlling Jamila needs? What will happen when her bestie finds out about their forbidden romance?

      You’ll swoon for this steamy sapphic brother’s-best-friend, age gap, forbidden-love workplace romantic comedy. It features a tech genius CEO who’s pricklier than her pet hedgehog and a socialite who might be more than she seems. Tempt Me can be read as a standalone.
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      Larry’s beady eyes were like my mother’s black pearl earrings, round, lustrous, and judgmental.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I whispered, turning my attention back to Chef Guillaume.

      With a genius for multitasking honed in the finest restaurants in France, the instructor flashed me a threatening stare without interrupting the flow of his lesson on shellfish.

      Larry blinked, which was weird because I was pretty sure lobsters didn’t have eyelids. If they did, Chef Guillaume would’ve taught us to filet them.

      I shifted on my feet, sore from standing in the miserable clogs that mercilessly rubbed the top of my foot. Pulling the kitchen towel from the belt of my apron, I tossed it over Larry where he rested on the cutting board at my workstation. Now I could focus on Chef Guillaume, who’d started a sidebar on shellfish allergies.

      Much better.

      The towel twitched, and one banded claw waved feebly at me. My chest panged. Chef explained that our local California spiny lobsters were shipped to China at exorbitant prices.

      Poor Larry.

      A couple of days ago, he’d been hanging out with his lobster buddies in the North Atlantic. Today, he slowly suffocated here in my cooking class at a community college in San Francisco, paling under the unflattering fluorescents, waiting to plunge into the pot of water that had almost reached a boil.

      I stared at his immobilized claw. That makes two of us, buddy.

      Tugging the towel off his head, I tucked it under his reddish-brown body so he wasn’t lying on the slippery cutting board. It had to smell like the other poor creatures I’d dispatched in my butchery class.

      Did lobsters have noses?

      Probably not, thank god. If he did, he’d smell my fear.

      We’d started the semester with poultry. They’d come to us deceased with their heads detached, unlike Larry. I’d almost puked at the sight of the pale, featherless bodies, but instead, I imagined what Mother would say if I dropped out of this school too. I’d swallowed and carried on, splitting the parts well enough for a pass from Chef Guillaume.

      The next unit had been beef, but that had also come to us faceless. I’d learned to separate the ribs from the loin, and I’d created a standing rolled rib roast Chef hadn’t snarled at. He’d called it “not bad,” which was as good as an A in any other class. Though I didn’t have much experience with As in school, culinary or otherwise.

      We’d moved on to fish, and although they had faces, at least they were dead on arrival.

      Until Larry.

      “Miss Natalie Jones, are you paying attention?” How had Chef Guillaume snuck up on me like that? He scowled at me from the other side of my worktable with his hands on his hips.

      “Yes, Chef,” I squeaked. I didn’t dare look at Larry.

      “Then why is your lobster swaddled like un bébé and not cooking in the pot?”

      Uh-oh. I glanced to my right, where my neighbor Gregory was wiping down his station. Steam wafted from the cover of his stockpot.

      “Waiting for a full boil, Chef,” I said, glancing at my pot, where bubbles were starting to break the surface.

      “Show me.” His lip curled as he stared down at the lobster. “Remove that towel.”

      “Sorry.” Gently, I disentangled my towel from Larry. Poor guy didn’t look so good.

      Chef’s nostrils flared. “Demonstrate for the class how to humanely kill the lobster.”

      “I…uh.” Humanely kill sounded like an oxymoron to me. “Could you show me the technique again?”

      He reached for Larry.

      I leaped to cover the crustacean with my body. “Not him!” I froze. “I mean, I’ll do it.” It was the least I owed Larry.

      Chef raised an eyebrow. “Bon. I will demonstrate, then you repeat.”

      He whirled and snatched the lobster from Chantal’s table. He slapped it onto the cutting board next to Larry. In one smooth movement, he grabbed my knife and buried the tip in the lobster’s brain. When it twitched, Larry scrabbled weakly on the cutting board.

      “See? Quick and humane.” He dropped the dead lobster into Chantal’s pot. She murmured her thanks and set the lid on the pot.

      “Now you.” He held out my knife to me, handle first.

      I glanced at my pot. Damn those efficient gas burners. It had reached a full boil. I accepted the handle and turned my attention to Larry. Resigned to his fate, he allowed his antennae to droop.

      My heart broke for him.

      He’d end up mingled with his friends in a lobster bisque to be served in the school cafeteria or in a lobster roll wrapped to go.

      Why should he have to die for some soggy, over-sauced sandwich?

      All he wanted to do was live his best lobster life. So what if he hadn’t determined what that might be? He deserved another chance to figure out his life.

      Wait. Was that Larry or me?

      “Miss Jones. May I remind you that we have only thirty minutes left in class?”

      Thirty minutes. Chef Guillaume didn’t accept late assignments. I’d have to murder poor Larry now if I had any hope of disassembling his carcass in time. The silver lobster pick flashed in the fluorescent lights. The one Chef expected me to use to pull Larry’s flesh from his shell.

      Larry lifted his claw in farewell, showing me the blue band. Blue like the ocean. Blue like the delicate edges of the shell covering his slender knees, which I’d be expected to tug out with the fork.

      I swallowed. Not today, Larry.

      “Sorry, Chef.”

      Dropping my knife, I tossed the towel back over Larry and lifted him. He wasn’t heavy, only a couple pounds, but his oversized claws flopped.

      “What are you doing, Miss Jones?”

      I kept my head down. “I’m leaving, Chef.”

      The classroom had gone deadly quiet.

      “If you walk out that door, you fail my class. It will be difficult to graduate without it.”

      It would’ve been difficult to graduate even with a passing grade in his class. Shoving Larry under my arm, I dragged my Louboutin tote from its cubby under my workstation and slung it over my shoulder. “I understand, Chef.”

      “Do you, Miss Jones?” His gray eyebrow lifted. He must have sensed the pressure that made me return day after day to a class I was failing.

      I glanced at my knife roll. I liked the heft of the large chef’s knife and the way the handle fit into my hand. It was a shame to leave it here. But I’d have to put down Larry, and if I did that, my short-tempered instructor might chuck him into my pot and boil him alive.

      Better to leave it. I nodded at Gregory. He had skills. He deserved them more than I did. Culinary school was wasted on me, just like college, fashion school, the event-planning internship, and even the flower shop my stepfather bought me.

      “Sorry, Chef,” I repeated, and with a firm grip on Larry, I turned on my clogs.

      I wish I could say I sailed out, but my damn clog caught on the floor and wrenched itself off my foot. I’d always hated them anyway. I stepped out of the other and, in my socks, scuffed out of the classroom.
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        * * *

      

      The Uber driver peeled away from the curb at Rincon Park. I’d gotten used to the fishy odor in the two hours we’d spent in the classroom, but having Larry in the little Mazda was a lot, especially after he’d gotten a little carsick.

      Despite the low clouds, the air was fresher at the park, and I strode straight for the pier.

      “Don’t worry, Larry. I got you. The spiny lobsters might look different, but I’m sure they’re nice. You’re going to make so many new friends.”

      He rolled his eyestalks back toward me.

      “Seriously, guy. I don’t think you’d make it if I shipped you back to Maine or wherever. This is way better than being served in the cafeteria. If you don’t like the bay, you can swim right around the peninsula to the ocean.”

      On second thought, I probably should have taken him to the ocean side of the city, but it was too late for that now. The water was deep here, and there was no commercial fishing in the bay.

      When I reached the rail, I propped Larry on it, still swaddled in my kitchen towel. His eyestalks swiveled between me and the water below.

      “Look, Larry. I know this is a new place, and you’re scared. I’ve started plenty of new things, and here’s what’s always worked for me: find a way to help others. That way they need you, whether they like you or not.”

      Larry wasn’t buying it. He rapped the railing with his claw.

      “You don’t have to take my advice. What do I know, anyway? None of my schools or jobs have stuck, and I’m going to have a heck of a time explaining what happened today to Mother and Charles. But the right thing for me is out there, and the right thing for you is down there.”

      We both peered into the water. It was deep and blue.

      “Find a nice rock and lay low until you get your strength back. Chow down on… What do you guys eat, anyway? Plankton? Seaweed? Little fish? I’m sure it’s down there. Maybe you’ll meet a nice lady lobster—or a dude, whatever makes you happy—and settle down in a nice, deep part of the ocean, raise some babies together. Okay?” I wiped a bit of ocean spray from my cheek.

      He twitched his claws feebly.

      “Right. Gotta get those off.” I reached into my bag and found the pink Swiss Army knife my brother Jackson gave me when I was twelve. I flicked open the long blade and sliced through the rubber band on his right claw, then his left. Tentatively, he opened and closed his claws.

      “Better? Okay, I’m going to drop you in.”

      But I didn’t. I stared into his cloudy eyes.

      “This is your second chance, dude. Don’t waste it.” Who was I to advise him? How many second, third, or fourth chances had I wasted? How many times had Mother given me her narrow-eyed, compressed-lip stare that told me how much I’d disappointed her? How many times had she actually said the words, Natalie, when are you going to settle down? Why can’t you be more like your brothers or your sister?

      I’d never be as successful as my siblings. I should do what Mother had done and marry a guy with potential. She’d introduced me to enough sons of her rich friends that I should’ve found one I liked by now.

      Larry tapped my hand with his claw.

      “Right, sorry. This isn’t about me. It’s about you. Okay, one…two…three.” I upended him and dropped him head-first into the water, ten feet below. He sliced in, splashless, like an Olympic diver. He hovered for a second under the water, rocking with the waves that slapped against the pier. It almost looked like he waved at me. Then, with a swish of his tail, he submerged, his brown shell disappearing into the dark water. I waited for a minute, gripping the stinky kitchen towel. Then I let another minute pass. But Larry didn’t reappear.

      I hoped he’d do better with his second chance than I’d done with mine.

      I turned back toward the city. I could get another Uber home, clean up, and figure out how to explain to my parents that I’d dropped out of culinary school two weeks before the end of the term. Or…

      I caught sight of the tall building that shaded my brother’s shorter building.

      He’d gotten his share of second chances. Maybe he could offer me some advice. Or at least more sympathy than I’d get from our mother.
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      When I stepped off the elevator to the sixth floor, I realized the flaw in my plan. The dress code at Synergy was casual, but my white coat stained with whatever fluid Larry had puked up on me, baggy chef pants, and the neon-green flip-flops I’d bought from a souvenir stand near the pier couldn’t be more different from the designer dresses I usually wore. Everyone gaped at me as I passed.

      Channeling my mother, I lifted my chin like I was wearing Hermès and shuffled to my brother’s assistant’s desk. I missed seeing Marlee there, but since her promotion, she sat downstairs with the other developers.

      His new assistant, Paulina, was an older woman from the Caribbean. She took in my appearance and smiled. “Coming straight from school, cariño?”

      “Yeah.” I kept my wince on the inside. “Is my brother in his office?” I glanced at the glass door behind her.

      “No, he’s in Mr. Fallon’s office.”

      I sighed. I wanted to see Jackson, but his friend Cooper had taken the express lane to success. Cooper never said anything about my meandering path through life, but he always looked out from under the shelf of his bushy eyebrows and speared me with a glare of disapproval.

      I wished I could slink away, but Paulina would tell Jackson I’d been here. I had to carry through with my half-baked plan.

      “Thanks, Paulina.” I scuffed across the floor to Cooper’s office. His assistant wasn’t at his desk, but his cousin-slash-security guard, Mateo, stood near the door. He grinned as I approached.

      “Natalie! What brings our little Cat Cora here?”

      At five-eight, I wasn’t little, but compared to Mateo’s tall, bulky physique, I must have seemed tiny, especially when I wasn’t wearing my heels.

      “I wanted to talk to my brother. He’s still in with Cooper?”

      “They’re all in there. Go on in,” he said. I pushed the door handle.

      It wasn’t until my gaze slid off Cooper seated at his desk and my brother leaning against the windowsill to the third person in the room, that I replayed what Mateo had said: They’re all in there. I realized who he meant by “all.”

      She was there. My brain stalled out. She wasn’t supposed to be in San Francisco at Synergy. She was supposed to be at her office, an hour away, in Silicon Valley.

      “Nutter Butter!” Jackson sprang across the room and folded me in his arms. He added a noogie for good measure, disheveling my artfully messy bun.

      Why did he have to call me that goofy name? When I was an awkward nine-year-old, I let him call me whatever he wanted because I craved any attention my big brother would give me. Now I was as grown-up as he was. Yet he never failed to point out that adults had jobs and didn’t live with their parents.

      “Get off of me.” I pushed against his overlong arms.

      He loosened his hold but kept one arm slung around my shoulders, probably to keep me in noogie range. “What are you doing here?”

      “I, uh…” Suddenly, telling my sob story for some sympathy from my brother seemed like a terrible idea. “I missed my big brother?”

      “Aw.” He ground his knuckles into my hair again. “Well, you’re just in time to laugh at Jamila for what she’s done now.”

      Laugh at Jamila? Not only was she the most gorgeous woman I’d ever met, but she was everything I wished I could be—smart, confident, capable. Like Cooper, she’d never wavered along her march to success.

      I’d avoided her for four months since that disastrous party at Billie Woods’s place. And now she’d caught me at my lowest point with no designer clothes or makeup to armor me and smelling like the contents of Larry’s digestive system.

      She sprawled on Cooper’s leather sofa, her right leg stretched to the floor, and the left propped on the back of the sofa with her beige stiletto heel dangling from her toes. Her flowy white wide-legged slacks were rucked up, showing the smooth, dark skin that covered her trim ankles and muscular calves. She wore a lilac sleeveless blouse and a pearl choker. The pearls and pastels implied softness, but her sharp words always cut through the illusion.

      When she was nineteen, she had an abundant, coiled mane I envied. Now, her hair was cropped close to her head, showcasing her long, elegant neck. Running a billion-dollar software business didn’t leave time for curl maintenance.

      Flinging one arm across her eyes, she let out a frustrated growl. “I’m telling you, all I did was try to protect my company. That reporter is an asshole.”

      “That’s not how the asshole reporter wrote it in his article,” Cooper said dryly.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She lifted her arm from her face and gave me a casual wave. “Hey, Nat.”

      She sounded friendly enough. Maybe four months was enough time for her to forget, though I never would. My voice wavered as I asked, “Is everything okay?”

      She huffed out a sigh. “It’s nothing for you to worry about, baby. I…”

      As usual, my brain shorted out when she called me baby. I wished she meant it as a term of endearment, but she’d called me that since she came home with Jackson during spring break their first year of college. Even at nineteen and wearing a cropped Stanford sweatshirt over skinny jeans, Jamila had been impossibly sophisticated in my nine-year-old eyes. She still thought of me as a pigtail-wearing tween, and today I looked like a toddler who’d been playing in the dirt.

      “…it’s nothing, really.”

      “Nothing?” Cooper’s dark eyebrows shot up. “The Wall Street Journal article was particularly unflattering.”

      “Wait. What?” I asked.

      “Keep up, sis.” Her nostrils flared, and my face burned hotter. Of course she was sensitive to me tuning her out. Since Billie’s party, she must think I was a blond bonehead. Because that’s exactly what I’d acted like.

      My face burned. “Sorry, I spaced out. Could you tell me again? Please?”

      Jamila rolled her eyes. “There’s something fishy going on with Moo-Lah. I heard they’re launching a product that’s a lot like our new app. Every move I make, they seem to be a step ahead of me. I hired a PI to see if one of my folks is talking to them.”

      “And the press found out,” Cooper added. “They called you paranoid.”

      “Only the paranoid survive,” Jamila said. “That’s what Andy Grove used to say.”

      “I agree with Mila,” my brother said. “Not about the paranoid bit, but that everyone’ll forget. I’ve done worse things, and I’m a media darling now.” He beamed.

      “That’s because you settled down with Alicia, and she keeps you in line,” Jamila said.

      I half-expected him to deny it, but he hugged me tighter and said, “She does.”

      “Don’t forget I’m the one who connected you two.” Jamila shot him a smug smile.

      “Never,” he said. “Though I doubt you had marriage in mind when you recommended her as a consultant—and my boss.”

      If they kept up their best-friend banter, I’d never get to the bottom of Jamila’s problem. I pulled away from my brother. “Being called paranoid by the Wall Street Journal is kind of a big deal.”

      “Exactly.” Cooper pointed at me. “There were paps at Mila’s office today. That doesn’t seem like something that’s going to die down.”

      “Like, more than five?” I asked.

      “Not more than twenty.” Jamila waved an elegant hand. Her nails were short but impeccably manicured and painted a vibrant purple.

      “Holy crap,” I said. “That’s serious.” She needed help. I got out my phone and searched for the article. I scanned through it, half-listening to my brother and his friends.

      “Take the rest of the day off,” Cooper said. “On Monday, I’ll send Mateo with you. He’ll hold off the paps and get you into your office safely.”

      She snorted. “I’d look like some damsel in distress trailing your meaty cousin. Everything will settle down over the weekend. I can’t afford to take the day off. We’re scheduled to release the app in June.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and glanced at it. “Sorry, I gotta take this.” She pushed off the sofa and strode from the office.

      “This is not good,” I said, scrolling through the article. “They’ve painted her as a paranoid wacko. Who the heck is this PI? Do you think they were the source of the press leaks?”

      Jackson shrugged. “Not if they want to keep their business. If Jamila finds out they sold the story, she’ll ensure they never work in San Francisco again.”

      Cooper nodded. “You don’t want to be on the other end of Jamila’s vengeance.”

      “That’s the problem,” I said. “She can’t afford to come across as a vindictive nutjob.”

      “A little preventive aggression never hurt anyone,” Jackson said.

      “Never hurt anyone?” I scoffed. “Ask Martha Stewart how that worked out. Women can’t get away with what men can.”

      Both men stared at me blankly.

      I rolled my eyes. “You wouldn’t understand. I think I can help.”

      “Sure, Nutter Butter.” Fortunately, Jackson was out of noogie range.

      “I can.” I stood as tall as I could in my flip-flops and baggy pants. Raised in the tech world, I’d lived in the spotlight all my life. Even longer than Jamila. “I have some ideas.”

      Jackson snorted, deep in his throat, the way he always did when I said something he felt was ridiculous. “You’re always complaining about how much time culinary school takes. When would you have time to help Jamila?”

      I looked down at my feet. The scarlet polish was half gone on my right big toe.

      “Oh, no.” Jackson’s voice dripped with sympathy. “You didn’t drop out, did you?”

      I’d come here seeking his sympathy, but as it turned out, his sorrowful tone was the worst. “Not exactly.”

      “Fuck. My perfect little sister got kicked out?”

      “Maybe?” I rubbed my toe against the edge of the thick rug. “I, uh, liberated a lobster from my butchery class.”

      “Really?” He barked out a laugh. “Lobsters are basically overgrown bugs. It’s not like it appreciated your help.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “Larry was appreciative of not being murdered.”

      “Larry?” Jackson’s voice rose with hilarity. “You named someone’s dinner?”

      Cooper rested his chin on his hand and covered his mouth. Was he laughing?

      “Screw you. Cruelty to animals isn’t funny.”

      “You have to admit,” my brother said, “getting kicked out of a community college culinary school for stealing a lobster is pretty damn funny. As is thinking you can help Jamila out of her PR slip-up. You might plan a good party, but you have zero public relations experience.”

      “But—” I shot Cooper a pleading look.

      He held up his hands. “Sorry, Natalie. Jay’s right. People go to school to learn the ins and outs of public relations. Leave it to the professionals.”

      “But…” How could I have wanted my brother’s sympathy? It was the absolute worst. What I needed from him—or anyone—was a shred of confidence in my abilities. Apparently, the Synergy office was not the place to find it.

      “Go home,” Jackson said. “Put your feet up. Eat some chocolate. Try some retail therapy. I’ll text you tonight to check on you, ’kay?”

      I sucked in a breath through my nostrils and sighed it out. He was right. Who was I to help Jamila? I hadn’t even graduated from college. I still lived at home with my parents. In a suite with a luxurious, multi-jetted shower that was calling my name. “Okay.”

      “Did you drive here?” Jackson asked.

      “No, I⁠—”

      “Ask Paulina to give you a ride home. I’ll give her the rest of the day off.”

      “Thanks. See you, Cooper.” I waved and trudged out of the office in my ridiculous flip-flops. Jamila stood on the other side of the door, one arm crossed over her stomach and her other hand wiping a tear from her cheek.

      I abandoned all thoughts of a shower.
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      “Jamila?”

      In the fifteen years I’d known her, I’d never seen her cry. Not when Jackson accidentally threw an elbow and smashed her nose on Thanksgiving, not when her app came in fourth place in that contest and she didn’t get the funding she deserved, and not after her weird hookup with Cooper, the one I wasn’t supposed to know about and (I was pretty sure) Jackson didn’t.

      But outside my brother’s office, moisture glistened in her eyes.

      “Oh, hey.” She blinked and sniffed, and she was diamond-hard Jamila Jallow again. I’d have thought I’d imagined the tear, but her mascara was the tiniest bit smudged in the corner.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Never better.” She drew herself up. “You going home?”

      I hesitated for less than a second. “No. Are you staying here?”

      “My admin said the press went away, so I’m going back to the office.”

      “I’ll go with you.” The words burst from my mouth like machine-gun fire in one of Jackson’s video games.

      She scrunched her forehead. “Why would you want to go all the way to Silicon Valley?”

      Crap. I’d forgotten she worked down in Mountain View. It’d be a pain to get back home with no car, but it would be worth it to ensure she was okay. “I’ve never seen your office.” That was true. “I’m considering switching programs into software development.” That was a lie.

      Her gaze pierced me. “From culinary school to programming is a significant change.”

      “Oh, you know”—I waved a hand airily—“it’s in my blood.”

      “Don’t.” The word was sharp like a firecracker. “You’re smart and capable of doing anything you want. Don’t hide your light under a bucket.”

      She hadn’t forgotten about the Christmas party. She’d said almost those exact words then too, and then I’d done something truly idiotic.

      “Jamila, I⁠—”

      “Why not stay here? Jackson will give you an internship and teach you everything you need to know about coding.”

      My cheeks heated, and the truth came bubbling out. “I don’t want him to give me anything. I want to earn it.”

      My family had money, but they all made contributions in their own ways. They ranged from my mother’s volunteer work to Jackson’s multibillion-dollar company.

      Except for me. I’d been handed things my whole life. If I wanted respect from my family, and myself, I had to find a way to contribute to society. Jamila could understand that, even if she hadn’t grown up in a mansion like I had.

      I gazed into her dark-chocolate eyes. I couldn’t let her go without helping her in some way.

      “I get it,” she said. “Let me snag my jacket, and then I’ll give you the tour of Jamilow Software’s global headquarters.” She winked and flung open the door to Jackson’s office.

      A minute later, she was back, shrugging into her white blazer. I almost laughed at the difference between her spotless blazer and my stained chef’s coat, but I had to save my breath for jogging to keep up with her long strides to the elevator.

      “Hey, Paulina,” I called as we passed her desk. “Jackson said you can have the rest of the day off. Have a great weekend!” That’d serve him right for all the noogies.

      Because of the fish stink clinging to my clothes, we lowered the windows of her white Porsche Cayenne on the drive to Mountain View. She dragged the story of Larry and my disastrous day from me. I didn’t mind because her musical laugh was my favorite. It wasn’t a flute-like titter but a sound clear, bright, and loud like a trumpet. It always made me feel like sunlight landing on my face, and I laughed too.

      Once we hit 101, the wind noise kept us from talking much, so I didn’t have a chance to ask what had bothered her earlier. I’d figure it out at her office. Then I’d find a way to make it better. That was something I didn’t suck at.

      She parked her SUV in the CEO’s reserved spot. A reporter perched on top of one of the giant planters outside the glass front doors, but Jamila blew past him. Keeping my face averted, I followed in her wake. The last thing she needed was for him to recognize me in my stained outfit and have to explain why the Joneses’ socialite daughter was dressed as one of Jamilow’s line cooks.

      As soon as we were in the lobby, a blond, white guy in his thirties rushed Jamila. He wore an ill-advised combination of raspberry-colored pants that were too loose in the seat and an expensive-looking pair of navy-and-brown brogues. His slim-fit white shirt was rumpled, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up to the middle of his forearms.

      “Thank fuck you’re here. I’ve been fielding calls all day. We need to talk—” He scanned me from my windblown hair to my green flip-flops, and looking down his nose, he said, “The entry for the kitchen staff is next to the loading dock.”

      “It’s okay,” Jamila said. “Natalie, meet Winslow Keating-Ashworth, my COO. Winslow, this is Natalie Jones. I promised her a tour of the office.”

      Winslow gave me a longer survey. His red-rimmed blue eyes widened. “Natalie Jones, of the Jasper Joneses?”

      My chest tightened every time someone brought up my dad. They all seemed to remember him—know him—better than I did. “Yeah,” I said.

      “Sorry, I…” He gestured at my stained uniform.

      I rolled my eyes. Jamila’s number two or not, he should treat staff members better than that even if they worked in the cafeteria.

      “Let’s walk and talk,” Jamila said, gesturing for us to flank her. The security guard tried to stop me, but one steely glare from Jamila had him opening the gate for me to pass through without a badge.

      “Cafeteria’s through there.” Jamila waved toward a set of double doors as she stepped onto the open staircase that led to the second floor. “I’ll introduce you to the kitchen manager later if you decide that’s still your passion.” She winked.

      I smiled back, wishing I could catch that wink and lock it away. Had I ever spent this much one-on-one time with Jamila before? My brother was always around to steal her attention with their inside jokes, his similar career, and easy camaraderie. Not today. Today, Jamila was all mine on our private tour. Despite my gross clothes, I was going to treasure every moment she spent with me today.

      “Billie’s on the warpath,” Winslow said. “She’s called twice. She wants to know why you didn’t consult the board before you hired a PI.”

      I winced at the reminder of the Christmas party’s hostess. Tech heiress Billie Woods was a friend of my mother’s who funded startups and sat on several boards, including Jamila’s. She had a reputation for being a keen investor. I didn’t envy Jamila’s being on the receiving end of her wrath. I still felt the burn of her glare as I was carried out of her party.

      “She texted me,” Jamila said. “I’ll give her a call back in a bit and settle her down. You stay away from her. We don’t need to get her any more riled up.”

      Winslow’s cheeks matched his trousers. “I’ve got a meeting scheduled this afternoon with the investor relations folks.”

      “Why?” Jamila asked as she breezed through a set of glass doors. I was still scuttling up the stairs, and Winslow didn’t bother holding the door for me. I caught it just before it closed and hurried through.

      So much for my private tour.

      We passed a row of offices. Behind the frosted glass doors, most appeared to be occupied even on a Friday afternoon. The labels next to the doors had only names, but I assumed they were upper management from the large windows and the wood furniture I could make out through the glass.

      “Do you think we should send a message to the shareholders about the situation?” Winslow asked.

      I hadn’t liked the dude at first, but he seemed to be doing the right things. Sometimes first impressions were mistaken. Grudgingly, I raised him a notch in my book despite his disastrous fashion choices.

      “No,” she said. “This whole thing will be forgotten by Monday.”

      “No, it won’t,” I said.

      She glanced over her shoulder, and her eyes widened like she’d forgotten I was there. “Sure it will.”

      “You were in the Wall Street Journal,” I said. “Mainstream press. Even if they drop it, the tech news outlets won’t. They’ll be on this story like…like…”

      “Like ticks on a dog?” Jamila supplied. She faced forward again, her jaw stony. “It’s fine. We handle that all the time. Everything you do is a news story when you’re one of only a handful of tech CEOs of color.”

      “You can spin this to your advantage,” I protested. “Why not deal with it proactively like Winslow is suggesting?”

      “Because you’re both wrong.” She sliced a hand down. “I don’t spin. I’m a straight shooter. Everyone knows that.” She held open the door of a corner office for Winslow and me. “My office, Natalie,” she said with a grand flourish.

      She had every right to be proud of her office. The view was much more meditative than my brother’s office, which looked smack into the high-rise across the street, or Cooper’s, which offered a glimpse of the Bay Bridge between two other buildings. Her office window framed a green lawn that ended at a sparkling pond ringed by evergreens.

      Inside her office was a sleek, glass-topped desk with a high-backed cream leather chair. When Jamila settled into it, she looked like a queen on her throne. Winslow plopped into one of the club chairs on the other side of her desk while I perched on the other.

      “Pop quiz, Nat. What does Jamilow do?” She steepled her fingers.

      “You make apps,” I said confidently. Everyone knew that.

      “Apps that do what?” Jamila asked.

      I’d never downloaded one. I winced at my ignorance. “Something about advice?”

      She smirked. “Not everyone has access to generations of college education or world-class financial advisers. The Jam-In app started back in the day offering college admissions help targeted toward lower-income students. It ranked schools by affordability, ease of getting financial aid, value, and whatnot.”

      “But what set it apart,” Winslow said, “was the natural-language search that let students type in what they were looking for. The algorithm took that information and provided a list of target schools and suggested scholarships.”

      “It was my baby,” Jamila said with a fond smile. “The analytics told us students were looking for more help, so we expanded into life coaching. Goal setting, accountability, that kind of stuff.”

      “That’s when it really took off,” Winslow explained. “We partnered with real-life coaches to provide individual coaching for paid subscribers.”

      “And”—Jamila wagged a finger—“we recruited some of our former advisees to be mentors and coaches, the Jammers.”

      “Then we got into financial advising. Now we’re expanding to⁠—”

      “That’s enough of what we do.” Jamila cut Winslow off. “We have various partnerships that help get the word out. The combination of artificial intelligence and human help is our secret sauce. No one has been able to replicate it.”

      “Yet.” Winslow raised his eyebrows.

      Jamila pursed her lips. “Yet.” She and Winslow were using some secret language I didn’t understand.

      She rapid-fire typed on the keyboard, and a few seconds later, an organizational chart lit the wall-mounted screen behind her. “So, Nat, here’s how we work. That’s me at the top, and Winslow, finance, marketing, and R&D report to me. You said you’re interested in programming, which falls under research and development for our new products or operations for existing products. That’s Winslow’s team.”

      Her phone buzzed. She glanced at it, silenced it, and flipped it over.

      “Jamila, you can’t just—” Winslow began.

      “Can’t what?” She fixed him with a stare so sharp I was surprised he didn’t flinch.

      He regarded her steadily. “You can’t sweep this under the rug.”

      “He’s right,” I said. “You should consider a press conference. Nip this in the bud.”

      “A press conference?” Uh-oh, now the steely gaze was on me. I felt my shoulders hunch. “There is no bud to nip here. It’s as dead as my Christmas poinsettia. There was one sad reporter out there today. By Monday, they’ll have moved on to whatever the Kardashians are doing.”

      “Those reporters aren’t even on the same beat!” I protested. Why was she refusing to see the problem here?

      She stared past me and raised her hand, beckoning someone in.

      The woman started talking before she was fully in the office. “Jamila, you need to take care of this shit.”

      I turned to look at her. She was curvy and petite with a mass of dark curly hair and tan skin. Her combination of unlined skin and world-weary brown eyes made it hard for me to tell her age; she could have been anywhere from thirty-five to a well-preserved fifty. Though her business-casual blue golf shirt and khaki slacks could’ve come straight out of a ’90s Best Buy commercial.

      “What shit, Ree?” Jamila asked.

      “I got a call from not one but two journalists asking about this PI bullshit. And I do not have the spoons to be dealing with it. Not since you’ve pulled in the launch date by two weeks.”

      Jamila’s nostrils flared. “Journalists shouldn’t be calling you.”

      “Well, they sure as hell are.” Ree folded her arms and raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ll put Felicia on your phone. She’ll take care of it.”

      “And who’ll answer your phone?” Ree bobbed her chin.

      Ooh, I liked her.

      “I will.” Jamila’s words hung in the air as the black phone on her desk rang. She lifted the handset and immediately set it back in the cradle, silencing it. “See?”

      “Hmph.” Ree shifted on her feet. “We have a bigger problem. QA found a bug. My team says it’ll take a week to fix it.”

      “A week? We don’t have any slack in the schedule.”

      “Exactly. We’re going to have to push the launch.”

      “We’re not pushing the launch,” Jamila growled.

      “Get me more developers.”

      “Sure.” Jamila’s eyes danced over to me, and her lips curled up at the corners. “Meet Natalie Jones. She’s expressed interest in
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