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Chapter 1: The Interview

[image: ]


The penthouse sat at the top of a glass needle that pierced the Manhattan skyline like a warning to anyone who believed money couldn't buy altitude. Marcus Hart stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, his reflection a ghost layered over the city below—a ghost in a seven-thousand-dollar suit with the kind of silence around him that usually followed funerals or the final season of a marriage everyone had pretended was working.

His marriage had ended three hundred and forty-seven days ago, not that he was counting.

The walls behind him were dressed in cold modern art—canvases of gray on gray, splintered geometries that critics called challenging and his late mother would have called depressing. A white leather sectional faced a coffee table that held nothing personal: no photographs, no books with dog-eared pages, no evidence that a human being actually lived here rather than simply occupied the space while waiting for something less disappointing to happen.

His assistant, a reedy man named Palmer who had perfected the art of standing very still while very nervous, placed another manila folder on the glass table. The soft thwack echoed off the unadorned walls like a stone dropped into an empty well.

"That's the last of them, sir," Palmer said, stepping back exactly two paces—the distance he'd learned kept him out of the blast radius. "Fourteen candidates. Background checks, psychological evaluations, medical histories, and personal essays."

Marcus didn't turn from the window. "The essays were my lawyer's idea, not mine. I don't care what they think. I care what their uteruses can do."

"Of course, sir. The one on top—Lena Vasquez—her essay was rather... unusual. She wrote about her plans to start up a bakery."

That got his attention because the other thirteen had written the same essay: I want to help a family, I believe in the gift of life, children are blessings. He'd read enough of them over the past two weeks to develop a twitch above his left eye.

He finally turned, crossed the room in three long strides, and picked up the folder. The photograph clipped to the inside showed a woman who looked like she'd been caught mid-sentence—glasses slightly askew, dark hair escaping a bun, no makeup, a smile that seemed more startled than practiced. Her file said twenty-seven. She looked like she'd just finished grading papers and forgotten to eat lunch.

"Lena Vasquez," he read aloud, his voice flat. "Raised by grandmother. No college degree. Currently works as a baker's assistant. Needs money for..." He paused, scanning the page. "A bakery start-up. She wants to open a bakery."

Palmer offered a careful nod. "She has excellent references from her church community and her employer. The psychological eval notes she's emotionally stable, high empathy, no history of—"

"She doesn't have a college degree," Marcus interrupted, dropping the folder back onto the table like it had personally offended him. "I'm supposed to trust the most valuable biological process of my life to someone who couldn't finish community college?"

Palmer opened his mouth, closed it, then clearly decided that pointing out the lack of correlation between academic credentials and uterine reliability would be a career-limiting move. "Would you like me to schedule the other thirteen first?"

Marcus stared at the photograph again. There was something about her eyes—dark, direct, like she wasn't trying to impress anyone and hadn't yet learned to be afraid of men like him. He'd spent twenty years surrounded by women who'd perfected the art of wanting something from him. His ex-wife, Simone, had been the best of them: a former runway model with cheekbones that could cut glass and a smile that promised everything while her lawyer later proved she'd been giving herself to a twenty-four-year-old personal trainer named Kyle for the better part of their fourth anniversary year.

Not every woman is Simone, his therapist had said last Tuesday. But you'll keep pretending they are until you're ready to heal.

He hated when the therapist was right.

"Schedule her," Marcus said, the words coming out before he'd fully decided to say them. "First thing tomorrow"
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THE ELEVATOR RIDE TO the fifty-seventh floor took so long that Lena Vasquez had time to regret her outfit choice three times, re-practice her opening statement four times, and question her life decisions approximately seventeen times.

She'd worn her grandmother's favorite cardigan—a butter-yellow thing with pearl buttons that had belonged to a woman who believed that kindness was a language the whole world understood, even the parts of the world that had never learned to speak it back. Underneath, a simple white blouse that she'd ironed twice. Below that, a pair of sensible flats that had never hurt anyone, least of all her arches. Her hair was in its usual messy bun, the kind that looked accidental but took fifteen minutes and fourteen bobby pins to achieve.

The mirror in the elevator showed her a woman who looked like she'd wandered off the set of a public television baking show and accidentally ended up in a billionaire's tower. Her glasses had slipped down her nose again. She pushed them up with her index finger—a habit her grandmother had called adorable and that Lena privately worried made her look like a confused owl.

Men like Marcus Hart don't look at women like me, she told herself as the elevator chimed for the forty-second floor. Men like Marcus Hart marry women who look like they were assembled in a laboratory by a committee of angels with trust funds. Men like Marcus Hart probably don't even notice that women like me exist, except to ask us to refill their coffee or fetch their dry cleaning.

The photograph she'd found online of Marcus Hart—because of course she'd looked him up, any woman with an internet connection and a pulse would have looked him up—had done something unpleasant to her ability to form coherent thoughts. He was forty-five, which was older than her by eighteen years, but age had carved him the way water carves canyons: slowly, deliberately, leaving behind something dramatic and a little bit dangerous. Dark hair going silver at the temples. A jaw that could have been designed by someone who understood exactly what jaws were for. Eyes that, even in a grainy business headshot, looked like they'd seen too much and forgiven too little.

Deliciously hot, she'd whispered to her reflection this morning, and then immediately felt guilty because her grandmother had raised her to see past physical appearance and find the soul underneath.

But Lord, that jaw.

The elevator opened onto a private foyer that was bigger than her entire apartment. A man in a suit that probably cost more than her car greeted her with the kind of smile that said I've been trained to be polite but I've also been trained to notice if you steal the silverware. She gave him her name, and he led her down a hallway that felt less like a residence and more like an art gallery that had forgotten to install the art.

Then she walked into the penthouse, and everything got worse.

He was standing by the windows, backlit by the afternoon sun so that he looked like something out of a movie—the kind of scene where the heroine knows she's in trouble the moment she sees him, and the audience knows it too, and everyone watching is already mentally clearing space on their shelf for the DVD.

Marcus Hart turned, and Lena forgot how breathing worked.

He was taller than his photograph suggested, which seemed unfair—hadn't he already won enough at the genetic lottery? The suit was charcoal gray, perfectly fitted, the kind of suit that said I could buy this building without checking my balance but also I once fired a man for wearing brown shoes. His hair was exactly as silver-at-the-temples as the internet had promised. His eyes were exactly as guarded.

And when he looked at her—really looked, the way a jeweler looks at a stone he's considering buying—Lena felt something hot and embarrassing bloom behind her ribcage.

Men like him don't look at women like me, she reminded herself desperately. Men like him don't—

"You're early," he said. His voice was low, measured, the kind of voice that probably made subordinates stammer and ex-wives rethink their life choices. "I don't like early."

Lena's grandmother had once told her that the secret to dealing with difficult people was to remember that they were almost always scared of something, and that the thing they were scared of was usually themselves. She gripped that memory like a lifeline.

"Good afternoon to you too, Mr. Hart," she said, stepping forward with her hand extended. "I'm Lena Vasquez. I apologize for the early arrival—the subway decided to cooperate for once, which I'm told is unusual enough to warrant mentioning in a future memoir."

He didn't take her hand. He just looked at it, then back at her face, and something flickered across his expression—surprise, maybe, or irritation, or the faintest hint of amusement that he was already trying to suppress.

"You're not what I expected," he said finally.

Lena lowered her hand, refusing to feel stung. "I'm not sure how to take that."

"However you'd like. It wasn't a compliment."

Sweet as honey, she thought, remembering how her grandmother used to describe people who were sharp on the outside and soft on the inside. Some people just need someone to crack the shell.

"I brought my own references," she said, pulling a folded sheet of paper from her cardigan pocket. "My pastor, my employer, and my grandmother's best friend of forty-two years. She's ninety-one now, so if you call her, speak up—she's a little hard of hearing, but she's got excellent judgment and she's not afraid to use it."

Marcus stared at the paper like she'd just offered him a coupon. "I have a team of investigators who handle references."

"Good," Lena said, holding her ground. "Then they can call Mrs. Alvarez and hear about the time I organized the church bake sale after her hip replacement. It's very impressive, I promise. I made three hundred cupcakes in two days and only cried once."

For a moment—just a fraction of a second—the corner of his mouth twitched. Then it flattened again, and he gestured toward a chair across from his desk. "Sit. We have a lot to cover, and I don't waste
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