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          [KYLE]

        

      

    

    
      [FOUR MONTHS AGO]

      Monotony is all I can really handle right now…

      Not exactly the kind of answer I’m expecting but it’s blunt. When I look at Sedona Mathison, she’s not here for a job. She’s going through a set of motions, whether of her own volition or not, I didn’t need to guess that hard.

      As she listlessly looked out the window with a view of the National Mall, I reviewed her CV and the detailed background check done by the PI firm I had on retainer. The Investigator had called her ‘rather vanilla’. I was perfectly fine with that. But I didn’t need the PI firm to do much background research on her because one of my most talented employees was her best friend. 

      And Stuart Donavon had told me endless stories about her, about them, since I’d hired him when he’d been an undergrad at Georgetown. I probably knew more about this woman in front of me than she’d feel comfortable me knowing. 

      The most uncomfortable thing about this interview was just that: me knowing her rather well, indirectly. Knowing intimately what the cause was of her inner distress that had inched its way onto the surface of her being. It was clear by the gauntness to her face, how sharp her brows and cheekbones were, that she was going through something. Never mind her distracted and emotionless demeanor. To have some sort of empathy for her situation added a strange layer to this interview that I didn’t like one bit. But being uncomfortable was not a feeling I experienced often, and some perverse part of me not only liked it, but kind of craved it. I didn’t react that viscerally to much anymore.

      But even I knew when this was a lost cause. 

      Mrs. Oleman’s permanent replacement would be far more involved than what I’d requested of my previous executive secretary—or the slew of temporary secretaries me and the rest of the team’d had to deal with for the past year. I needed a sharp, focused, hungry person for this spot, someone who wanted to prove to me they could do this job and beg for more. I was personally tired of the temps that had filled in due to Mrs. Oleman’s situation and then had ended up in an early retirement, per her request, last October.

      Sedona Mathison was the complete opposite of what I was looking for. Even as a temp, which wasn’t what I was looking for. At all.

      If not for Stuart, who’s judgement and advice rarely failed me, I would’ve never have even considered her. Or even prolonged this as long as I had but I found myself staring at her openly, seeing that inner struggle reflected off every facet of her being, visible and invisible, and right into me. 

      An old ache, a rotted over scar, was starting to feel tight around the edges. 

      “As my executive secretary, the job itself is not difficult. At least on the surface.” I paused, watching her acutely. “It is demanding, requires extreme flexibility, focus, and attention to detail…” I trail off when she deigned to finally acknowledge my existence with a blank, detached, and disinterested stare. “There will be long hours on occasion, possibly travel if things go smoothly, and you’ll have to keep meticulous care of my schedule. A lot of this you’ll learn on the job and as you go. I don’t expect you to be a mind reader or be a servant…” 

      “Hmm.” That’s it as she stared off into space. Again.

      I continued on, wondering if she’d process everything I’d said subconsciously. “I know it’s early- to mid-November right now but I’d need the person who gets this job to start right away. I have a meeting in four weeks—in Montréal. So the first week of December will be about planning and organizing that trip. Not sure about your plans for Thanksgiving, but you’d hit the ground running if you were to be selected for this position—” I stopped speaking abruptly as she seemed to finally realize I was talking. To her.

      “Oh, I see,” she said, in that flat way of someone who’s not at all paying attention to a word I’m saying. 

      Right. “Any questions for me?”

      Her expression hadn’t altered since she’d sat down before me. Birdie, one of two general secretaries that would be a support for my executive secretary, had given me her frank, no-nonsense look when she’d deposited Ms. Mathison before me. Based on her expression, this woman had no business being in the building, let alone interviewing for this position. 

      “Um...questions, sir?” she asked, her voice empty and a bit hoarse but brows furrowing slightly in confusion. Finally, some sort of evidence her facial muscles did in fact function.  

      “Yes, about the company, the position, any questions you had for me,” I explained. 

      Her blue and golden-brown eyes met mine. While lifeless and distant, her gaze held a kind of beautifully sad tint that I noticed whenever she happened to glance my way. She had this divine way of staring at me, then right through me, her pale skin due to bad habits than natural tone. Her dark brown hair washed her out even more, and it was in a loose, careless bun. The dark grey, wool pants hung on her as she’d walked toward me, behind Birdie. The matching blazer had likely once fit, but the whole ensemble swallowed her slight frame. Her height had saved her from really shrinking before my eyes. 

      This was not a woman that cared about her looks but she was the type that if she’d tried a little, she’d easily fit right in with the young, up-and-coming crowd. She wasn’t wearing make-up and she didn’t wear any type of jewelry. She wasn’t flashy or cried out for attention that even the buttoned-up types tried to go for. She wanted to be invisible. She wanted to disappear. She wanted to not be seen. By everyone. Anyone. The whole goddamn world. I could relate to that feeling. Hell, I still did. 

      The women that applied at my company were specific. They were either buttoned-up or not buttoned-up enough. Both types were completely ambitious and saw me as a meal ticket. Just in different ways. I tended to go for the former types as I didn’t have time or energy for that kind of shit, but I didn’t do 99.9% of the hiring. Just my executive secretary and all the executive positions, which hadn’t changed much in years. 

      Mrs. Oleman had been with me since I’d taken over and had been my father’s personal secretary for decades. She wasn’t the greatest secretary but I was used to her. It was true I let her shape the dynamic of our interactions, and usually not convenient for me, but I wasn’t as busy then as I was now. I needed someone who could be several people at once and efficient as hell.

      It was a daunting task I’d been resisting and loathing to do but had to do. Mostly because Birdie and Tom had both been subtly complaining that they needed someone to take back the tasks I usually gave to Mrs. Oleman. No more temps, which we hadn’t had since October and the load was going to send Tom and Birdie over the edge soon. They hadn’t needed to say I needed to get my shit together, I could see it in their eyes and facial expressions. My other execs had spelled it out for me in very subtle but persistent ways.

      “I, ah…questions? Not really,” she said, haltingly. She sighed. “I’m sorry, Mr. Lock—I really have no business being here, right now…”

      “Why’s that?” I asked, checking my MacBook for the time. This one-sided interview had already lasted five minutes longer than it should have. 

      She shook her and looked away, but I caught that glimmer of pain in her eyes that she didn’t bother trying to mask. Suddenly, the idea of her—and the grim energy she brought into this room—was revolting. 

      “You should really hire one of the suits waiting downstairs,” she said tonelessly. 

      “Why?”

      “They’d fit in this place better,” she said, gesturing around my office. 

      “Meaning...what?” I asked, watching her. 

      She gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Corporate type.”

      “Your PR and marketing job was a large company,” I pointed out. 

      “Two hundred employees spread throughout Arizona, sure, I guess,” she said, slowly, “but not at this level. The Phoenix office only had fifty employees. We were more like a family than a corporation.”  

      “That may be so, but those skills you learned from that job would be helpful in this position—yes?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest,” she said. “Stu told me what Mrs. Oleman did but his description wasn’t very…detailed, other than the typical secretarial tasks.”

      “It is, as I said earlier, learn as you go for some of the other tasks you’d be doing for me. It’s easier to show than tell you. The basics are that you’re willing to learn, aren’t adverse to a very high-paced environment, that sort of thing—some of it, I just can’t go into.”  

      “Yeah, that’s still really vague…” 

      She had a point but she was the only candidate so far that questioned the job description. She checked her watch. “Well, I should get going. I still have to unpack my new apartment. Good luck with the other interviews. There was a lot of them waiting too.”

      “How many?”

      She scrunched up her face a little as she thought. “Ten.”

      I grimaced. “Great,” I said, scrubbing my face. “Ten more.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to be you. Anyway. Better luck with one of them…”

      We stood up at the same time. “Uh, thanks for coming this afternoon⁠—”

      “I apologize for wasting your time—” she said, at the same time, before cutting herself off. She looked and sounded miserable. “This is Stu’s doing. I know he can be pig-headed and annoying when he wants his way. Sorry about that.”

      “Yes, well… Stuart’s pig-headedness has come in handy a lot for me so…”

      We stared at each other for what felt like a full minute before she offered a stiff, awkward smile then turned around and practically ran from the room. 

      I watched her go, not used to having people leave before I dismissed them. Not that I cared, but so many people deferred to me that it sort of threw me off as Birdie entered when Sedona exited.

      “Strange girl, isn’t she?” Birdie noted abstractedly, a thin folder in her hand with the CV of the next person I had to bear through. “You want your next interviewee, Kyle?”

      I took the outstretched folder and opened it, quickly reading the CV and knew it was the same info from the last twenty people I’d interviewed since October. The only one different had been Sedona Mathison. She hadn’t tried to flatter me, impress me, or anything the other candidates had all predictably done.

      “No,” I said, with finality, handing the folder back. It was only just hitting past 5PM but this whole business was keeping me from important shit I had to get done before the end of the year. Next year was going to be even crazier with the plans I had set into motion months, even over a year ago.

      Birdie’s black brows shot up into her salt-and-pepper hairline. “Pardon me?”

      I smiled, briefly, though it might have been more of a wince from the way Birdie’s mouth pursed and she cleared her throat very subtly. “I mean, I’m done for today,” I clarified.

      “Ah, I see,” she said, a tone of disapproval in her tone as she scribbled something down on her notepad she kept on her at all times. “I’ll be sure to reschedule everyone for later in the week.”

      “Fine,” I said. It was only Tuesday so I was really not relishing the rest of the week, which would be about two weeks before Thanksgiving. “My mother didn’t call while I was doing interviews, did she?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” she said, looking up and about to turn away. “Why?”

      “She’s been calling me about the Christmas drives she’s got planned.” And since I had no executive secretary to field her calls, she was calling me directly. “I can’t deal with that now.”

      “I’ve started already. I’ll call and update her as soon as I can,” Birdie said with a sigh. “But it looks like I’m doing it all on my own this year. And Patrick’s had me working full tilt on that green energy project since the summer.”

      I really wished she’d taken up my offer to take over the office. Birdie had been with LI for over twenty years, now in her early-50s, she’d worked various departments over the years. I’d swiped her from LI’s Miami office seven years ago, and it was still one of my best decisions. Her experience had become indispensable and I’d tried to cajole her into taking Mrs. Oleman’s spot, but she’d gently refused, stating she had a life and wouldn’t with this position. She knew what I had planned for the person that became my executive secretary. Tom was equally capable, but a little like Mrs. Oleman, which was why he only dealt with managers and department heads.

      “What about Tom?” I asked, seeing my desk phone and BlackBerry  ringing at the same time. My iPhone lit up with text messages from Garrett. He’d been wanting to spend time with me and Dalton before he was deployed to Afghanistan but I’d been a bad older brother and bailing. “Can’t he help?” I added, trying to quickly read the texts.

      “He’s planning the Christmas party and a few of the department heads have him working on overdrive on last-minute year stuff.”

      Fuck. I rubbed my eyes. “Is she still out there?”

      Birdie stopped and turned towards me. It took her a second. “Ms. Mathison?” 

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure. Stu was out there waiting out there for her,” she said. “I’ll check.”

      Stuart. Of course he’d be here, waiting to see if all his hints about hiring her had worked. I walked around my desk and grabbed my suit jacket, pulling it on as Birdie hustled on her modest three-inch kitten heels she always put on after getting to work since DC had a recent dump of snow. She opened the door for me, something I’d stopped trying to tell her she didn’t have to do and a task that Tom had long since heard and heeded. 

      “Thank you, Birdie,” I murmured. 

      She smiled that small smile of hers, quite pleased. Then her sharp, grey eyes were observing things happening outside my office.

      I saw Stuart helping Ms. Mathison put on her knee-length, winter jacket. Tom was on the phone and cleared his throat to alert Stuart I was present. Without any artifice or formality, the younger man grinned at me. “Hey, Kyle,” he said jovially. 

      “Hi,” I returned. 

      “How’d my girl do?” he asked, smiling.

      “Stu,” she muttered under her breath as she buttoned her jacket. “Let’s just go.”

      Stuart’s smile drooped a little as he looked between me and Ms. Mathison. “I’m guessing real shitty, huh?”

      Tom, and Birdie, who’d made her way back to her desk, both steadily peered at their computer screens. Stuart was one of the few straight-shooters I interacted with, which was another reason I liked him around. And why I had kept a close eye on him and his career. I needed people like him to keep me honest, not a company full of ass-kissers or afraid to speak their minds.  

      I stared at Sedona. I wasn’t going to hire her, on a personal level, it was a bad idea. It’d be absurd considering her state of mind right now, but the people wanting to be hired for a position far below their degree was idiotic. Not that I thought Ms. Mathison as anything less, but she did have the necessary skill set that the other candidates didn’t have and could be useful. And I had a feeling she wouldn’t be trying too hard to please me. In fact, I had no doubt she’d give me zero consideration in doing her job. But she could bail on me, or be too distracted to do a good job.

      The other, business-minded part of me said she was just not the right person… What if she crashed and burned and I was right back to square one? I needed someone ASAP. I knew all the reasons to not hire her, but right then and there, I changed my mind. After the number of applicants, most who were so fawning and eager to impress or others who thought looks and outward appearance was good enough, Ms. Mathison was something completely outside of what I expected or anticipated. Even if the young woman was clearly not in a state to be looking for a serious job. 

      Shit. I was going to do something impulsive and I was not an impulsive, spontaneous type. Never had been. Why the hell would I break that? But the words came out, as though my mouth was detached from the logical processing machine that was my brain.

      “Birdie, I’m not conducting any more interviews for the time being,” I said, her mouth dropping open a little. To Sedona I said, “You have forty-eight hours to decide, Ms. Mathison, yes or no. Birdie will give you information on completing the hiring process if you decide to take the position. If you choose not to, she’ll give you instructions on completing that part of this process as well. Please remember the NDA you signed prior to this interview. It stands…for pretty much forever.”

      Stuart gave a big whoop, which made everyone in the room jump a little. “I knew you’d see her potential, boss,” he said, grinning ear to ear. As though he was being told I’d just hired him. “She’ll be great for you.”

      I decided not to comment on that and just nodded. 

      Ms. Mathison, however, seemed less than thrilled. “Thank you, Mr. Lock,” she said politely. She was neither disingenuous or meaningful, just saying the words because she knew they were the right ones. “Have a nice evening, sir, everyone…nice meeting all of you. Stu, let’s go already.”

      Yeah. I’d gone certifiable. I could see that on both Tom’s and Birdie’s faces. Oh well, I was the boss. And I could the do whatever the fuck I wanted.

      I gave a nod before turning around and headed back to my office. I had a headache that I could feel was forming at my temples. After I shut the door behind me, I headed to the bar and poured myself a finger of Jack into a heavy-cut crystal tumbler. I didn’t normally drink this early but I needed it right now. Today had been stressful as fuck and all I’d done was interviews.

      As I walked over to my desk, I mulled over Stuart’s words: She’ll be great for you. 

      When my iPhone rang, which sat between my Apple desktop computer and MacBook, I saw a number I knew well flash across the screen, my mood darkened even more. I grabbed it then walked over to the window with my drink, staring down at the blackening sky and the beginning signs of the promised snowstorm. The dusky sunlight hit the Reflecting Pool in just the right way that the water looked like glass.

      I didn’t need someone good for me, I had plenty of people who thought they did that for me. 

      Including the woman calling me again, which put me on edge. Her clinginess lately had been cloying. Her presence had always been uncomfortable but these past few months, being around her made my skin crawl.

      It stopped ringing but it rang again. I answered it, finally, because she wouldn’t let it go. Let me go. So I took the call, just to get over and done with. “Hello, Miranda…”
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      “Does your boss do drugs?” I asked Stu once we were seated at a really expensive restaurant near the Capitol. 

      I cannot believe I moved here—hell, I can’t even remember the moving part—or that Washington, DC, is now ‘home’. Whatever that meant these days. 

      “What?” Stu asked instead, analyzing the drink menu like he’s trying to memorize it. “That’s not a legit question, Sedona. And he’s your boss now, too.”

      “I haven’t accepted the position,” I reminded him. “And I’m telling you, my interview was awful.”

      “Kyle sees potential, however raw in form it’s presented. Take the position, or I’ll do it for you,” he said, giving me a hard look. 

      I stuck my tongue out at him because I knew he would. “There’s no possible reason for him to hire me,” I said, frowning at the menu and then having a heart attack at the price tag for a basket of garlic cheese bread. Especially since Stu will only nibble. “I barely even remember what I said and what he said, but I can tell you this, I didn’t say anything that would have amazed the dust mites hiding in the room.”

      “Pfft, dust mites? In Kyle’s office? You crazy.”

      “Stu, I’m serious,” I said, exuding as much seriousness as possible.

      “You’re unique.”

      I almost groaned in horror at that generic, clichéd phrase. “Is that code for something else?”

      Stu sighed, glaring at me over the top of his menu. “All those people waiting in the lobby downstairs were all the same. You’re not like them. Kyle appreciates diversity and individuality. He likes different.”

      I almost smiled because my best friend was trying to be nice and get me a life. I had no reason to doubt Stu but he had a blindspot when it came to the venerable and god-like man that was Kyle Lock. “You’re an idiot.”

      Stu gave a snort. “Don’t tell Georgetown, Stanford, or Oxford that or they might rescind my degrees.”

      I did smile then but didn’t say anything as our waiter came back with our drinks. After we ordered, I found my mood plummeting once again. It was easy to do, fall into a black void. Stu would say I was wallowing. Celeste told me I needed to get laid, like, a lot. 

      “Hey, none of that now,” Stu ordered emphatically, breaking my thoughts. 

      “What?” I groused back, sipping my very good, very expensive glass of merlot.

      “No more brooding,” he ordered, glaring. “You have a new life here and you’re not going to waste it being depressing as fuck. I simply won’t allow it.”

      I rolled my eyes at his descriptive language. The way he’d spoken with Mr. Lock had surprised me. Stu always made it sound like Lock was easy to talk to but I hadn’t really believed it. But my possible future boss hadn’t flinched, and had responded without any airs or an attitude—which I’d noticed. “Mr. Lock is a weirdo or something, huh?” I asked, changing the topic. “A pervert? Sexist? Likes to look up skirts? Something I could understand about him?”

      “What? No,” he stated, truly startled. “None of the above, love. He’s brilliant. A workaholic. And completely fuckable.”

      He was definitely in the zone. He’d never had a bad word for Lock. Ever. “Stu,” I said, “I’m being serious here.”

      “Honestly, Sedona, the man could care less about trying to look up anyone’s skirts or down their shirts—even though a lot of them would let him willingly,” he said, leveling with me. Finally. “He’s razor-sharp focused on his job, all the time. He respects women and treats everyone fairly. He’s very liberal, y’know—of the political kind. He pays a hundred percent of your insurance, including birth control, parental leave for Mom and Dad, and even offers assistance for elderly family members. I could go on and on about just how lucky you are getting an offer for a position at Lock International. People would kill for the opportunity. LI has consistently been in the top ten of the best companies to work for. And that’s all due to Kyle. The man is a dream and a half.”

      I shook my head. “You are too much.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll adjust quickly to me and my ways again.” He waggled his brows. “It’s been a while since you’ve had the full version of Stuart Ansel Donavon.”

      “Yeah, not since college. Oh lucky me,” I muttered into my wine glass but snickered.

      Another meaningful glare. He sipped his whiskey neat delicately and glanced around the packed Tuesday night crowd. Probably scoping for his next lay. There was certainly plenty of meat in this place to pick from. But he managed to pull his gaze away and back to me. “You’ll like Kyle, once you get to know him.”

      I twirled the glass by the stem, lost in thought. “I don’t think he’s the type that you get to know.”

      Stu hesitated. “Okay, point for you. He’s very guarded.” He brightened. “See, you’re perfect for the job! Even in your self-induced, gloomy haze during the interview, you picked up on the essentials.”

      I chuckled lightly. “I don’t know about this,” I said, the mirth zipping right out of me. “I’m not ready.”

      “You are, Sedona. But you have to choose to be ready and if not, trust in me that I know what’s best for you even when you’re not sure what’s best for you,” he said firmly. “Look, this job… Try it on, see how it goes. If you hate it, it’s not a forever job—but you’d be fucking out of your mind to turn it down. The salary alone should make you weak in the knees.”

      He was right, I  knew it, but I could care less about this job—or any job. Which was why I’d probably try it on, as Stu suggested. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”

      He waved a hand over me. “Too late.”

      My jaw dropped then I laughed. “You jerk!”

      “Love you too, sweetie,” he returned, beaming. “I miss that laugh of yours.”

      Him saying that was like a buzz kill and I’m right back in that black hole in my soul. 

      “Shit,” he swore. “I hate that I can’t do anything.”

      I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “You have, you are, and under my depression and dour mentality, I appreciate that you care enough to try to drop kick me into a new life.”

      He raised my hand in his and kissed the back of it. “The drop-kicking part is the most amusing aspect of this whole thing.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll do it all the time if need be.” 

      I pulled a face. “Ode to joy.”

      He patted my hand, looking smug. “Take the job. It’ll be a good distraction.”

      “What if I suck at it?” I asked as he let go of my hand.

      “Then you suck at it, move on, and try something else.”

      “And your boss isn’t a creep, right?” I asked, suddenly nervous even though I haven’t really decided to take the job.

      His lips flatlined. “Have you not been listening to me at all when I talk about him? For almost ten years now?”

      “Mostly you talk about his chiseled jaw, his muscular body, how pretty his eyes are, and your office sex fantasies.”

      His focus waned. I’m sure he was imagining a scenario of him and Mr. Lock going at it like bunnies. The visual, I have to admit, was fascinating but slightly disturbing.

      “Stop that,” I scolded. “He’s your boss. And you’re drooling.”

      He swiped at his mouth, then scowled at me a little. “I can still have sex dreams about him. Nothing illegal about that, eh?” He winked. 

      “You’re terrible.”

      He tweaked his burgundy tie and raised a dark brow. “Oh, I know, believe me.”

      I laughed. And maybe it was the wine, and if not, then maybe not all was lost. Even for me. 
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        * * *

      

      This was a mistake. 

      Those words were going in a wheel in my head as two young men approached my desk. They resembled Mr. Lock a lot, and I knew he had two younger brothers. One was in a nice suit, tie, and jacket number and the other was in military fatigues. I had a vague recollection of who they were, as Stu had mentioned them, but not a lot since he had little interaction with Mr. Lock’s younger brothers.

      Birdie, sitting to my left at my desk, had been showing me where Mrs. Oleman kept certain files I’d need and what they all meant for the past hour. It was only 11AM and the morning was crawling by. Frankly, having been here a whole week now, my brain was the hamster frantically trying to manage that wheel. 

      And now this. “Uh, Birdie…” I muttered.

      She looked up from my computer and glanced around. Her face lit up. “Well, hello, boys,” she said, convivial.

      So far, Birdie had always been rather serious and had often given me worried looks whenever she looked at me. I was thinking she was thinking that I was a massive mistake.

      “Hey, Birdie. Caught this guy going up while I was on my way in,” the suite guy said, smiling.

      “Gotta annoy the older brother as much as I can before I leave,” the other man said, giving me a long look. “It’s gotta tide him over until I get back.”

      Everyone laughed. “Kyle busy?” the suit guy asked.

      Birdie sighed. “When isn’t he, Dalton?!” she exclaimed.

      Dalton smiled, almost shyly, then eyed me. Birdie shifted her focus. “This is Sedona Mathison, your brother’s new secretary,” she introduced. She smiled at me, pointing to Dalton. “Dalton works with Patrick, mostly.”

      He held out his hand and I shook it. “Hi,” I said, feeling put on the spot as they both looked intently at me.

      “Welcome to the family.”

      I offered a wan smile. “Thank you…”

      The other one, who looked a little older, maybe around my age, smiled and also held out his hand. “I’m Garrett,” he said, looking at me the way a scientist peered down at a petri dish. “Very nice to meet you, ma’am.”

      I shook his hand. “You too,” I mumbled.

      “You off soon?” Birdie said to Garrett, her voice grave.

      “My unit’s being deployed early next month,” he said. “We’ve been in prep mode for the past three weeks.”

      “And right before the holidays,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Army doesn’t care,” Garrett said with a grin. He had dimples, ever so slight. He kept eying me, which made me wish I were somewhere else.

      “At least we get Garrett for Thanksgiving,” Dalton said, slapping his older brother on the back.

      The three of them spoke for a few more seconds before Garrett went into Lock’s office once Birdie called to let Lock know, and Dalton headed off towards the left, where Patrick’s office was located.

      I let out the breath I’d been holding and Birdie resumed her education on this job.

      I’d given this position full weight before accepting last Thursday. Then the next day on Friday, it’d been more HR and filling out even more paperwork and getting set up within LI’s system. I’d also gotten my ID badge and security set up.

      There was 24/7 security and a guard station on the first floor. My badge had a sensor that automatically opened doors for me in areas I was allowed but it had a magnetic strip in case I needed it. I was then introduced to Floyd and Barry, two people that would be my main contact on behalf of Mr. lock for security and trips outside the building. Lock had additional personal security but I didn’t meet them and Barry stated I probably wouldn’t.  

      Floyd was young, even younger than me, and had that All-American look. He had nice brown eyes and an easy smile. The crew-cut had a severity to its edge that made me think military—and that he was super built. Barry, head of Lock’s protection, was also head of security for the building. He was older than Lock, by a decade, at least, with a more serious bearing than Floyd. He and Barry either drove Lock around and tended to go with him on some trips and around town if necessary. 

      I’d spent the weekend freaking out over my decision and Stu had managed to take Sunday off convincing me I’d made the right decision.

      For my first day of work on Monday, Stu had picked out and then bought my outfit at some swanky boutique—black slacks, a deep purple, scooped blouse and over that, a dark grey blazer—as a morale booster. He’d wanted me to wear four inch heels but I’d refused, opting for low-heeled, sensible boots that Stu had also bought me. It was winter, and snowy as hell in DC right now, so sensible was my comfort zone. He’d even done my hair and make-up that morning, stating that I needed to look a lot better than I had at my interview. In case people saw me. That had made me both laugh and moan at this monumental life choice I’d made all on my own. And regretting a little bit. 

      I was actually grateful since the first thing when entering the building on Day One was getting an hour tour from Birdie and meeting a lot of people. It hadn’t helped calm my initial nerves since I felt like I had a target on my back.

      Luckily, Birdie had said we’d start off slow and my interactions with Lock had been very low this week. She and Tom could manage the workload that Mrs. Oleman had been responsible for so that my learning curve wasn’t going to be too steep. But after a week, it didn’t feel any easier to me at all. I was glad it was Friday so I could have the weekend to reevaluate everything.

      And, since next week was Thanksgiving, it meant I’d have more time to adjust to the pace but Birdie’d warned me December could be busy and early next year would definitely be very busy. I was used to frenetic and crazy fast but I had taken so many handwritten notes, in shorthand, that my right wrist was starting to ache after a week of notes. Not to mention my head was going to spin off my shoulders if I had to be shown one more thing. 

      To make matters worse, while I was trying to get situated on my own for today, Mr. Lock had come out of his office around 11:30AM. Garrett Lock walked out with Mr. Lock, both of them speaking in low tones. By the time they got to my desk, they both gave me a funny look and parted ways.

      “Have a good visit?” Birdie asked Lock.

      “Yeah…it’s been several weeks since I’ve seen him so it was nice to catch up on stuff before he leaves,” Lock said, looking back towards the elevators where his brother had headed towards. “Any calls?”

      “Evan Baylor’s secretary called, twice,” Birdie added, drawing Lock’s attention back to her. “Just wanted to make sure you were still on for dinner near the Hill tonight? It’s about the finance committee’s next agenda and the bank bill they’re putting together.”

      Mr. Lock sighed, like he didn’t want to take the dinner. “All right, add it to my calendar.”

      And then Lock had proceeded to ask me to complete my first official task by him: order lunch for me and him—my choice—and we’d share a meal together to get to know each other a little better. 

      “Do we really need to?” I’d asked him, to his face, with Tom and Birdie staring with their mouths parted at my question.

      He had a document in his hand but lowered it to look at me. “Uh, well… As my executive secretary, interacting with each other is…rather unavoidable,” he returned, not appearing to be offended, annoyed, amused, or anything. “I thought that was fairly obvious in the job description.”

      Had I read that? I knew Stu had for me. “Oh, yeah…okay,” I said in a low monotone that even I knew was a bit rude, but I couldn’t help it. A sense of dread filled me at the idea of being alone with Mr. Lock. Even though I didn’t care who he was, not really, I wasn’t the type to ever be eager for face time with the boss unless I was doing something wrong. I liked being in the background, unseen, unheard, and never acknowledged.

      “I’ll help her find a place to order from since she’s new to the area, Kyle,” Birdie had supplied when I’d stared dumbly back at him without any other intelligent or worthwhile thing to say. 

      “That’s fine, Birdie, thank you,” Mr. Lock had said, looking at his watch and heading back into his office.

      “Take a deep breath, Ms. Mathison. That might help you through the day,” Tom suggested, pulling his coat on and giving me an uncertain look before he left for his hour-long lunch he always took at this time. 

      I exhaled, not realizing I’d been holding it in or acting like I’m freaking out. “I don’t think I can do this,” I stated, feeling so overwhelmed to the point I literally wanted to get up and run away. 

      Then I felt a comforting hand on my shoulder. I looked over at Birdie. “Like Tom said, take a breath,” she said, calmly. “You’re doing fine, Sedona. Really. The fact that you know how to work all the office machines and adept with technology is half the battle, to be honest. It’s all learn as you go and you’re absorbing more than you realize, trust me.”

      I nodded, doing so…several times…and I did feel better. But not about this job. 

      As though reading my mind, she said, “I read your CV. The Schuler Group, since out of college, right? I’ve heard of them. PR and marketing specialists. You did PR—event planning—and was getting your feet wet in the marketing aspect of the company, right? A senior manager, too. Very impressive. Truly.”

      It threw me enough for me to forget me freaking out for a few seconds. “Really?”

      “Oh yes,” Birdie said. “You work with the public. You’ve handled several high-profile accounts and personalities. You know how to deal with all types of people and handle the details. Remember that this job isn’t that different, Ms. Mathison.”

      Her words are, to my shock, soothing. “You’re right. There’s a lot to this position that’s not too different.” I was, however, out of shape in terms of working, in general, since I’d taken off so much work to pull myself together. And even when I had been at work, doing a shitty job, but hey, I wasn’t going to dwell on that right this second. “Okay, I can do this. At least for today.”

      “That’s what I want to hear,” Birdie said, chuckling. “Now, let’s talk about lunch…”

      After a ten minute discussion, I choose a restaurant that serves Mediterranean cuisine since their online website seems sufficiently fancy enough even though Birdie says Lock doesn’t care about that—just good food. 

      “Why Mediterranean?” Birdie asks, reading the descriptions and jotting down options. 

      “Someone I know was just there a few months back,” I said, thinking about Stu. 

      “Ah, Mr. Donavon. Yes.”

      After that, it’s Operation Lunch Mode full-on, and she also helps me pick out what Mr. Lock might like from the menu but states that he’s fairly adventurous. It’s a piece of information I file away. I know I have to keep track of things like this, like I had done for my clients back in Phoenix, and somehow, something clicked in my head. That hamster slowed in my mind and the wheel wasn’t as scary. 

      By the time the food arrives, I’m not so much ready for anything but not giving myself the option to back out. Stu’s right. I need to do this, whatever this is, and move on. Move forward, because if I don’t, what’s the point of living?

      I hold onto that thought as I knock, hear him call out ‘enter’, and I open the door with our bags of food. He’s on the phone. He’s speaking in French, which throws me and I’m getting rather tired of the unexpected but realize I’ll have to just get used to it again. I had to at my old job and needed to get back in that frame of mind. 

      He waved me over to a seating area by the window I’d missed at the interview or had been set up for this lunch. Either way, since he’s still talking on the phone, I head to that table and set the food out. There’s a bar tucked away and I realize I’d forgotten to get us drinks. Not sure what to do, and since the bar looks fully stocked, I go to the small-ish fridge below. I kneel down and check it for anything appropriate for lunch. I find soft drinks, sparkling water, and other non-alcoholic beverages. In the door, bottles of water. I grab two and when I get up and turn around, he’s off the phone. 

      And by the table, inspecting the food. “Mediterranean?”

      I started to sweat a little. “You said it was my choice.”

      “I did, yes.” He paused. “It’s just—” He stopped and shook his head. “Never mind, this looks great.”

      Nerves getting the best of me, I took a seat, facing the window, and he sat adjacent from me, to my left. I picked at my food, not that hungry. I hadn’t much of an appetite for quite some time and this whole thing wasn’t making me any hungrier. 

      “How’s your first week going?” he asked, also picking at his lamb shish kebab platter.

      I stared deeply into my orzo salad. “Good,” I answered, my tongue unable to utter much else. 

      “That’s…good.”

      I took a bite of food just to have an excuse to not talk. When I looked up, it’s to look out the window, but we’re so high up, I hadn’t really thought about the view from this vantage point. And it made me a little woozy. Instinctively, my gaze went to my boss. His green eyes popped against his lightly tanned skin. The dark blue suit jacket and white button-down only punctuated his sharp features. I catalogued his person but in a clinical way that didn’t seem to bother him. He was staring back. 

      I tore my eyes away. “Sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “Staring.”

      “Well, since you haven’t really looked at me since I hired you, it’s probably best that you know what your boss’s face looks like.”

      If it was a joke, I should laugh. I should laugh even if it’s not. “Sorry, I’m not trying to be rude or disrespectful, sir.”

      “Call me Kyle. Most do.”

      “But not everybody.”

      “True.” He shrugged. “Whatever makes you feel comfortable.”

      “Okay.”

      “Did you have any questions, concerns, anything you wanted to ask that you didn’t think of during the interview?”

      “In terms of what?” I asked, pushing my food around in its container.

      “Anything.”

      My mind went completely blank. “Uh, not right now,” I admitted. “Can I ask later if something comes up?”

      “Sure,” he said, and then stared at me for a beat before paying attention to his food. 

      He didn’t ask  me anything, which was a huge relief because I hated talking about myself. I stared out the window, the view more amazing than the food. I wasn’t hungry, part of it being nerves, but I hadn’t much of an appetite for months. I just didn’t want to be here and eating food isn’t that interesting to me at the moment but I tried to eat so it wouldn’t seem weird that he was the only one eating and I was just sitting there like a deaf-mute statue. 

      Thankfully, our lunch passed by without another word. He’s also on his iPhone and BlackBerry for most of the time and I don’t mind. About after half an hour, I decided enough was enough. 

      “Thanks for lunch, sir,” I said, standing up and putting a lid over my container.  

      “Of course,” he said, glancing up at me briefly before going back to his phone. For a man as filled-out and well-formed as he was, how he’s able to find time for meals was probably a miracle. Clearly, he did eat—but probably not with people like me. 

      After asking if he needed anything else, I got out of his office as fast as I could, taking my leftovers with me. This lunch date was an anomaly, I’m sure, and one that I hoped was only meant to break the ice. And, I had to admit, a fail, but that was all my fault. I also didn’t care. I just hoped that he wouldn’t try to force another ice-breaker meal and suffer each other’s presence any time soon. 

      Despite the awkwardness, I found strange comfort in that he’d always be too busy to really interact with me. This was a preliminary type of thing, something to get out of the way, and I found that could be something I could tolerate and even appreciate on some work-related ‘to-do’ thing. 

      Mr. Lock was being polite. Nothing more. He didn’t try to get personal any more than I did because neither of us really cared about the lives we led outside that room, this building. It was nice to know that kind of boundary was understood by both parties. 

      It hit me that as I headed back to my desk, Tom now back to help me out while Birdie went to her lunch, that I could do this job. I just needed to focus 100% on this position, the tasks, the schedules, and not on anything outside of that and I knew I could do a damn good job. 

      What made it easier was that I had a boss who had the same philosophy as I did. We were two people who had to work together but that was it. There was little else we needed to do outside our jobs. And for the first time in ages, I suddenly felt like I’d taken the first step forward.
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      In college and in my PR job, I fully enveloped myself in minutiae. I enjoyed cataloging details that no one could remember. I didn’t have a photographic memory like Stu seemed to have, but I made an effort to remember. And kept anal retentive notes, like the ones I had typed up when I had a moment. Or would type when I was home. 

      I blew through Thanksgiving week like the holiday didn’t even exist. Stu had stopped over on Thanksgiving Day to watch Romo destroy the Seahawks and complained that I’d fed him too much turkey, stuffing, veggies, and apple pie. During the game, I’d reviewed the printouts about the company and typed up more notes on my ten-year-old HP laptop.

      I was learning the bits and pieces of the details that made up Mr. Lock and his schedule. His incredibly complicated calendar was a cutting edge software application called the Cloud that an IT guy had given me to read.

      Overall, it was a study in human behavior, learning Lock in his element. I memorized factoids about him and his life, what little was shown to me, to help me do my job. After the conclusion of the third week on the job, I was on my way to mastering my new position, much to my relief but I still felt slow.  

      I’d met so many people, including Lock’s parents, who’d stopped by a couple times since I’d started, and saw Dalton, in passing, as well as Garrett two more times before he was deployed. It was weird, but I was pretty sure he’d been flirting with me both times. Birdie had told me that he was a Ranger with a rank of Lieutenant. I didn’t know anyone in the military so seeing him in his uniform was always startling to me.

      It was the end of the first week of December already, and it’d literally flown by. I was glad for it, if I was going to be honest. I’d spent this whole week helping Tom out with the company’s holiday party since I had experience in event planning. 

      Other than the job, for me, every day was just another day. Another week passing by. Only, I was forced to spend it with a lot of people I barely knew but I could deal with that easily enough as I did a lot on my own. However, since everyone now knew I was Mr. Lock’s executive secretary, I’d had to deal with the mind field of the politics of this mini-universe I now existed in. That part was exhausting but to be expected and I was ignoring all of it, regardless of the consequences. 

      I was, however, seeing that Tom and Birdie were good people to have around. And we were starting to click a little better. My freak outs were less. In that, I took a bathroom break to freak out in private then put on a face of composed professionalism. So far, I was fooling most people. Though maybe not Birdie, who was really turning out to be my main ally. Tom was still on the fence about me but he was professional and helped out when he could.

      “Any plans for the holidays?” Tom asked the table at the company’s Christmas company party that Friday, late afternoon. It was at a swanky, expensive French restaurant—Je t’aime—with some impressive Michelins to its name and conveniently located in the same 110-feet tall building as Lock International but on the ground floor. Lock owned the whole building, all 11 floors. The restaurant was pricey, but Lock could afford it. And afford he did since he’d chosen prime real estate and location for his HQ. 

      LI’s HQ was a beautiful building, old bones from the 1800s retrofitted to fit in with the other buildings, but with a twist. It was sustainable and green but you couldn’t tell by just looking at it since all the energy efficient elements were well integrated into the design. The building felt old and established but it was sleek, modern, and cool. There were warm touches and enough hard edges to make your eyes see something new and different all the time. 

      “Too many to decide on,” Nicole said, grumpily. She was always in a foul mood. Drinking alcohol didn’t seem to make her sweeter. Which was a shame. 

      “Wish I had that problem,” someone quipped.

      The one good thing about it had been that I’d met a lot of people. Mostly people I could never relate to and smarter than me but I’d taken it as a learning opportunity and to get to know the structure of the company. A lot of the info was online and located in the local Cloud network and an online database of every employee, but I only focused on learning the people that worked in the building as I did. There were so many people and departments it boggled my mind, and I hadn’t even tried to understand all the daughter corporations owned by LI in the US and all over the world.

      He seemed pleased that I’d taken the effort to learn about the company and its people but I felt it was part of my job. Our interactions, thankfully, were always professional and distant. Mr. Lock had an air of someone who would never fraternize with subordinates but I was finding that he always had this constant sort of detachment with everyone, even members of his family and upper level management.

      Birdie, Tom, one of Mr. Lock’s ridiculous number of PAs and interns, and Nicole Shaw, the head of LI’s PR machine, all went through their plans, which took up a good forty minutes before it was my turn.

      Everyone described Christmas plans but I had none. I could make up a lie but didn’t have the energy to create an elaborate one. “I’ll be by myself,” I said. “Or, if Stu’s around DC at this time, we’ll spend it together.”

      “So, Sedona…” began Amber, an intern, most of whom were in college and had stars in their eyes and ideas in their heads to seduce the boss, or whatever. 

      Same for the four PAs, who were even worse and rather useless. Running errands like picking up dry cleaning and something to eat was relegated to the PAs, unless Lock was annoyed with the whole lot, which seemed to be often. As it turned out, all four of the girls were related to high-level employees of the company. Like managers and department heads, it was Baylor who’d swayed Mr. Lock to hire them on. They ran errands for other upper level people at LI but they certainly all had their gazes set on the boss.

      “You and Stu…” Amber went on. She was ginger-haired, pretty and petite, freckled, and had been eying Mr. Lock all night. 

      Mr. Lock was talking to Stu, along with others of the upper echelon type, including the VP, Patrick Baylor, and Dalton Lock. He didn’t have his older brother’s height of 6’3” but he was nearly there. He was slimmer too. But the features were the same as his brother. Their parents, Simon and Jasmine, were also circulating the room and apparently always attended the company Christmas party.

      “Yeah?” I said, sipping on my spiked eggnog and wishing it was stronger. 

      “You and Stu aren’t dating are you?”

      I hated these kinds of functions. I plastered on a smile that I didn’t feel and said, “He’s like a brother to me. Known him since we were kids.”

      “That’s lovely, dear,” Birdie said, and shifted the conversation away from me and onto other things, which I was grateful for. 

      Disinterested, Amber left and so did Nicole.

      “This party has turned out so well,” Birdie gushed again.

      “I can’t take any credit, that’s for sure,” Tom said with a laugh. “Definitely lost in the weeds until you showed up, Sedona. Thank god you were willing to take over.”

      The holiday planning had been my ice breaker with Tom. “I hope I didn’t step on any toes,” I said, taking a sip of my drink.

      “Don’t mind Nicole. All bark,” Tom said. “She even said the whole process went smoothly on her end. Normally she has to do some of the leg work since Aletha really didn’t like planning things like this. So she only doing her usual part of sending the emails and nothing else, she was rather happy.”

      I wondered what her angry demeanor was like.

      Birdie put an arm around my shoulders and gave a motherly squeeze that I soaked up because I missed those types of simple touches from my mom. “Try to have some fun tonight, Sedona. You worked hard on this with the others.”

      I exhaled. “I am having fun…in my own way. It’s just, I want to go home and veg, y’know?”

      “You need to loosen up. Why don’t you go to the bar and get yourself a real drink?” Birdie suggested, pointing to the open bar. “That eggnog stuff isn’t going to cut it.”

      Birdie advocating that I get drunk to have some fun and loosen up was a little depressing but she had a point. “Okay, you have a point. You two need anything?” I asked her and Tom.

      “I’m good,” Tom said, but he’s putting on his coat over his large frame, which was more concentrated around his middle. He jammed a hat over his thick, black hair that was cropped short but always neat. His tanned face was wide and friendly-looking but a little serious. “Gonna spend time with the kids since they’re off to their mom’s for the holidays so I want to spend as much time with them as possible.”

      Tom was in his late fifties, divorced, and single, but close to his college-aged daughter and high-school son, who he shared joint custody with his ex. Friday nights were the same as any other night for him.

      “Say hi to the kids,” Birdie said, smiling fondly at him. 

      “I will,” Tom said, smiling at both of us. “Have a good night, you two. Be safe.”

      We waved goodbye. “You go mingle,” Birdie ordered, wagging a finger at me. “I’m going home too. I’m an old lady.”

      I shook my head. Birdie was in her early fifties. She was short, very slim with grey eyes and shoulder length salt and pepper hair. With her pale skin, she reminded me of  a doll sometimes. “You’re not old, Birdie. You’re not allowed. Mr. Lock forbids it.”

      She laughed, digging into her purse and then placed a large, square package before me. “Here.”

      “What’s this?” I asked, curious and surprised.

      “Mr. Lock always gives presents to all his employees.”

      Stunned, I just stared at it then looked at Birdie. But Mr. Lock, I was learning, was quite generous, even if it was perfunctory. “I barely know him.”

      “Well, that may be true but I can tell Kyle is very pleased with you. Having someone he can rely upon and so capable is a huge weight off his shoulders. He’s needed someone in this position like you.”

      “Thank you, that’s really nice of you to say,” I said. I wasn’t so sure if I believed her but I was trying, really hard. I held up the present. “What is it?”

      She shrugged but had a mysterious smile. “You’ll have to open it to find out.” She patted my hand. “I’m off.”

      “Thanks, Birdie, for everything,” I said meaningfully. 

      “Yes, yes.” She cleared her throat, but squeezed my hand. “Let loose, girl! You’re young, you’re allowed. In fact, it’s mandatory at your age,” she said after a moment, and made her exit as well.

      It made me queasy, thinking about letting loose and mingling. But, at the same time, I didn’t want to be alone. So I headed to the bar and took a seat, taking my stuff and stuffing the present in my tote purse to unwrap later, on Christmas Day maybe. It’d be the only gift I’d likely open.

      The bartender, in all black, smiled at me. “What can I get you?” she asked, placing a white, square napkin on the spot in front of me. 

      “Do you have Kikori whiskey?” I blurted out, recalling the Whiskey Du Jour on Mr. Lock’s bar. He had the most bizarre and random tastes when it came to his liquor but it was certainly unpredictable. But I didn’t mind that either since he really was exploratory when it came to everything, including food, drinks, music, probably other stuff I didn’t want to know about. Some things only I knew, I was discovering, due to my personal interactions with Mr. Lock. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it other than it was part of my job and that was enough for me. 

      The bartender gave me a furrowed look. “Um, no. But we do have several other types of whiskies…”

      Right. Go to the common. “Crown,” I requested. 

      She smiled. “Sure thing. Straight up or mixed or ice?”

      “Straight up, definitely, and neat,” someone said to my right. “Make it a triple and I’ll take the same.”

      It’s Stu. The bartender looked him up and down and smiled. “Coming right up.”

      “Trying to get me in trouble?” I asked, elbowing him lightly in the side.

      “Me?” he asked, in his most innocent voice and doe-eyed expression. Then it turned evil. “Fuck yeah. Drunk Sedona is a hoot.”

      I laughed, an odd sensation, but I couldn’t blame it on the nearly virgin eggnog. “Fine.” I inhaled then exhaled. “Getting into trouble once a year won’t kill me.”

      He made a face. “Once a year? For real? You should be getting into lotsa trouble all the time.”

      “Once is enough right now. For the best, probably.”

      “And what about your birthday?” he chortled. “Gotta get into lots of trouble on your b-day.”

      I went quiet and when my drink was set before me, I took a huge gulp. I’d turned twenty-eight in early June. The timeframe not long after my mom had died, and I’d buried her in late June, almost two years ago. 

      Stu realized immediately what he’d said. “Shit.” He took that triple shot back in two big swallows. It took me three. He flagged the bartender and had her refill our glasses immediately. “I’m a dick,” he said, when our second round was set before us.

      “I’m not so pathetic that I can’t handle it.”

      “You’re not pathetic, Sedona.”

      “If I am, I am, but that’s my problem, not yours.”

      “You’re my family,” he said fiercely, “if it hurts you, it hurts me too.”

      My chest tightened but it all hurt less because I wasn’t alone. And I had to remember that. I snaked an arm around his narrow waist and leaned my head against his chest. “Thanks.”

      He kissed my forehead. “I’m still a dick.”

      “I can live with that,” I said, and swiveled my eyes to meet his, and smiled a little. “Can you?” 

      He laughed, hugging me into him. “I’m glad you’re here, Sedona. I’ve missed you.”

      “Me too,” I said, after a pause. “On both fronts, especially the missing you part.”

      “You mean that?” Stu asked, searching my face. A moment of seriousness, something that’s a rarity, crossed his features.  

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Thank god,” he groaned, looking upwards towards the heavens. He raised a hand upwards as well. “Moving you was a bitch since you weren’t really, y’know, conscious for the whole thing. And I am not doing it again.”

      I slapped his chest as Stu laughed. I’d moved at probably the worst time: the 2008 Presidential Election. DC was always busy but incredibly busy during that time period. It was all a blur. As in, I really didn’t remember any of it until I got here and it was fucking ass cold. November in Phoenix was in the high 60s. This 40 degree shit was awful. And soon, there would be real snow. Lots of it then there was now. For a long time, I’d always lived in the lower elevation of Phoenix and rarely saw snow unless I was in search of it for some crazy reason. Stu, however, had taken to DC weather like he’d been born here. 

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I said, having heard him whine about this before. “Thank you for putting up with me.”

      “Always, babe,” he said, giving me another squeeze before I situated myself in my seat. 

      Then he looked over at our collective left. “Oh hey, Kyle,” he said, a little too energetically and released me. “Great party.”

      Mr. Lock looked exactly as he did when I’d clocked out—at 5PM, something that hadn’t happened in the three weeks I’d been at LI. He’d had several meetings with IMF, in particular with IMF’s Managing Director, Hedvige Bélanger-Riordion, and others in the financial world almost every other day. Also, frequent calls and emails from the ECB and the European Commission and from Evan Baylor, Patrick Baylor’s son, who’s apparently a congressman. There were also emails and scheduled phone calls from major, international banking institutions.

      I had no idea what all these calls and meetings were about but knew, based on context, that he was working on something big and had been for quite some time, a year or more. I also knew Stu was part of that but in what way, I had zero clue and hadn’t asked. At the moment, I didn’t have time to care or delve or wonder about anything other than the day-to-day chaos and insane pace of LI and Mr. Lock. 

      “You should thank Sedona,” Lock returned, waving the bartender over. “I had nothing to do with it. Just the budget.”

      I felt my face heat up. “I had a lot of help from the party planning team since I’m still new to DC.” I paused, a thought rushing through my brain. “I didn’t bust the bank, did I?”

      “Not at all,” Mr. Lock said, his attention still focused on something or someone off to his left. “If it’s a good idea and benefits people, even if it’s purely for the sake of amusement, I don’t mind shelling out. And so far, everyone’s having the best Christmas party in a long time.” 

      Stu laughed. “Mrs. Oleman, bless her, catered food in and we had this shindig in the lunchroom.”

      My jaw dropped. “Really?” I whispered. Although, the lunchroom was super nice and had the element of a swanky, hotel dining hall. “I didn’t even consider the lunchroom as a possible party spot.”

      “That’s cuz they wanted you to not get any bad ideas,” Stu said with a small laugh. 

      “She wasn’t as…creative as you’ve been,” Lock said, giving me a sidelong glance and shrugged very imperceptibly. “She tried, and I
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