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  Dedicated to

Deirdre, Kerri, Kamakshi, Hrefna, Cristina, Cecile, and Erin.

Women who never met a bit of code they couldn’t lick, and who let me sit at the big girl table with them in days when I felt anything but mighty.








  
  one
~Rosalind~


I had my phone in hand the second the plane’s wheels hit the runway. Within moments, notifications exploded like microwave popcorn. Only twenty minutes had passed since the in-flight WiFi cut off, but fortunes were made and lost in the Valley in a fraction of that time. The two minutes remaining until the embargo passed and the news about BetaHouse went out felt like a year. Then, the celebrations could begin. Top shelf liquor and tapas tonight. And maybe... some company of the male persuasion? Why the hell not? The hard work was over now. How long had it been since I’d had a man on top of me instead of across the desk? 
At six past four, @TechBizTimes declared “Bigger and Betters gets bigger and better in $30 million contract from leading industry firm.” Then, slowly at first, but with growing momentum, the headline infected my stream; ping-pong profiles featured leader links to harvest readers and drive click revenue. BetaHouse was hotter than celebrity trash. At least, in the places that mattered to me.
I was just about to shove the phone back in my bag when I felt it buzz in my palm. 
OMG, is this true?


I’d been bursting to tell Kamakshi the news since the ink was on the paper. I had no doubt my best friend would be surfing the news streams to see why I’d posted a gif on Facebook of Dolly Parton in 9 to 5 roping her boss and hog-tying him with only the cryptic message of “I did it like this.” 
A driver waited just outside the baggage claim, holding a placard with my name printed in clinical text. I put my phone to my ear, maneuvering through the crowd while playing dominant to a carry-on bag whose wheels seemed more symbolic than anything. That would be going in the trash soon, I could afford better now. Somewhere between Washington and California, I’d misplaced my earpiece. I’d feel the result of that the moment my head hit the pillow tonight. “Pain in the neck” proved to be more than a metaphor. After tucking myself into the backseat of a towncar, I dialed Kamakshi’s cell and launched into defense mode before she could even say hello.
“I wanted to call you and tell you this morning right after I got out of the meeting, but they convinced me someone might be listening in. I had to wait until it went public.”
Her voice dripped with doubt. “You really think someone might have bugged your phone? Was it that secretive?”
“It’s SeaTech. They don’t even share if the coffee in their cafeteria is French Roast or Columbian. Plus, you know, there’s that whole we-know-better-than-you attitude their executives have.” My voice tapered off as I remembered a dozen grave, old men in black suits with blue ties glaring at the twenty-seven-year-old blond in a soft gray pencil skirt and fitted pink jacket. I felt like a sorority girl among senators. “They also seemed really pissed off that I had an iPhone. Apple is their biggest competitor, but it wasn’t as if half of their corporate office didn’t have them either. Geesh.” Then, feeling my mouth pull into a mischievous grin, I teased, “Should we run a test to make sure?”
Kamakshi giggled. “Sure, how?”
“Say something you think would make TMZ or the bloggers on CNET salivate.”
“Naked Mark Zuckerberg!” 
“Salivate, not squirm!” The squawking laugh drew a raised eyebrow via the rearview mirror from my driver. “Something about me.”
“Rosalind Betters hasn’t had sex in a year!”
Only my hand slapping over my mouth stopped the expletive, but damn it if it wasn’t true. I mean, there wasn’t a white board on my refrigerator that read “Days Passed Without Sex: 379.” Craig Ipswitch counted as the most recent statistic in the graveyard of dead-end relationships, a scenic scattering hosting more than one unkempt and overgrown crypt. All serious suitors had been killed off or seriously maimed—metaphorically speaking—by the growth of BetaHouse. My startup was a jealous master and accepted no competitors. 
Though, honestly, it wasn’t like I missed being in a relationship. One thing I knew for sure: unlike scores of literary inventions and hallmark movie heroines, no empty place existed in my heart where a “man” widget would fit. For that other place on my body where a man would fit, technology and inspiration from a few Tom Hiddleston videos filled the gap. It wasn’t as though Craig and I had parted on bad terms, either. We’d had a few enjoyable months, a dozen or so rounds of sheet tag, and then parted with best wishes to the other. Could it have gone on longer? Of course, but I didn’t know why it should. It wasn’t like it was serious.
“I’ve had Carmen clear my schedule tonight,” I blurted out suddenly, not wanting to echo my momentary internal gnashing in the presence of Nameless Driver. “We’re going to celebrate. The question is where. Four on the Floor or Fault Zone? The crowd at Fault Zone is a little shaky, but the drinks at Four are so overpriced.” 
“Fault Zone?” Kamakshi repeated the name of the club as though it were a foreign phrase. Not a difficult task, given her Mumbai upbringing. “It shut down two months ago.”
“Really? Well, Four then.”
“I don’t know …” 
I took up the hint. Kamakshi’s own business was booming, and since she’d upped her tax bracket, her tastes in dining had risen in parallel. “Fine, we can get blitzed just as well at someplace rated by Michelin as we can at a dive bar in the Mission. The important part is that we do something. I can’t have it written in my memoirs that the day I scored the first huge deal of my life, I stayed at home alone with my dog and watched Klondike Annie again.”
“How about I pick you up? We can head down to Sutro’s for dinner.”
“Absolutely! Sutro’s sounds great. What time should I ask Carmen to make a reservation?” 
“I’m sure with all the new business coming in, Carmen’s got enough on her plate. Leave everything to me.”

      [image: ]Carmen met the car at the curb and pushed a folded note to the driver through the passenger side window before I could intercept. I’d told my assistant not to worry about such things, that I was not that kind of boss, but she insisted. “Whatever makes your day a little easier, that’s my job,” she’d argued. 
The well-tipped driver set the bags on the curb, thanked both of us in turn, and bussed back into the driver’s seat.
She held out a hand to grab my computer case. “You got SeaTech to up the contract by five mil. If you’ll forgive my saying so, Miss Betters, you got the biggest balls of anyone I’ve ever worked for.” 
“I know what we’re worth. No way I was taking their original offer. Though I have to admit, without your tip on Yomiko Kinsi, I might not have closed the deal at all. He was the total inside man. Once I won him over, the rest of them fell like dominos.”
When the headhunting agency had found Carmen a few months ago, the fact that she had come straight from a position as the assistant of Seatech’s VP of Development didn’t hurt. I had benefitted greatly from her inside perspective, even if details were muted by an NDA and basic professionalism. Without her, I admitted, closing this deal may have proved much harder. The firm that had found her for me rocked the task. Carmen complimented my idiosyncrasies tit for tat, right down to marching into my South of Market residence with a gate that could’ve been cited by West Point staff as a demonstration of proper charging technique. 
Carmen chuckled. “Yup, Kinsi can’t say no to a pretty face. But don’t sell yourself -or him- short. The only thing he likes better than leggy women is making money. BetaHouse is a ripening fruit that anyone and everyone wants a connection to right now. Yomiko-san would have picked it up even if you were forty-three, balding, and had a beer gut.”
“Probably not, if I looked like that and still wore this skirt.” 
As we boarded the elevator, Carmen pulled her phone from her jacket pocket. She illuminated the screen and handed it over. “Thought you should see this.”
This was—frankly—a very complimentary photo of me under a headline on Yahoo! Finance that read, “It doesn’t get any Betters than this.” I gave my eyes permission to roll. Rarely did I encounter a quip using my quirky last name that proved original. The blurb summed up the publicly available facts. Clicking through, I couldn’t help but notice how the brief article closed out with a mini bio:
Rosalind Betters (27) holds dual master degrees from Stanford University in Computer Science and Business Administration and founded BetaHouse last year with the help of several prominent Silicon Valley capital venture investors. She is unmarried and lives alone in San Francisco, CA.
“You ever notice how they never do that for men?” I pointed at the offending text. 
Carmen leaned over and read, giving a disapproving glare. “As if to say, ‘well, of course, she’s successful in business, she has no social life’,” she concurred as she took back the phone. “Still, you are the headline of the day. That’s got to be something, right?”
“Hell yeah. Do you know if Strudel is here?”
“No, He’s out with the walker right now. Leo picked him up from the office about an hour ago. Have to tell you, Miss Betters, your dog is a sweetheart.”
“He loves anyone who feeds or pets him. Thanks for taking care of him today.”
The keypad’s digits beeped and blinked under my finger. Unlike the other units in the building, the Penthouse occupied an exclusive floor, and yet, also had a traditional front door entryway and vestibule just beyond the elevator. The super had explained that just because you wanted to have someone come to your loft didn’t necessarily mean you wanted them inside by default. The first Chinese delivery episode, complete with a sleazy, greasy delivery boy who tried to eye fuck me when I’d open the door wearing just yoga pants and a cami, convinced me why the design was pure brilliance. 
“I’m going out with Kamakshi tonight,” I said. “Any chance you could take my clothes from the bag here and drop them at the cleaner?”
“More than happy to.”
It was then that something odd occurred to me. “Wait, why are you here? Shouldn’t you be out celebrating with the rest of the office?”
Carmen’s eyes darted toward the floor indicator light as it moved from three to four. “Just wanted to make sure you got in all right, is all.”
“No, really?” 
The smile Carmen was laboring to suppress didn’t elude me.
“Oh my God, Carmen. Is there something upstairs you’re not telling me?”
“Maybe.”
When the door opened on the fifteenth floor a moment later, I sprinted. One of my lifelong dreams, to walk in to a room find it filled with balloons, streamers, and friends, was on the verge of realization. I’d wondered why there weren’t more calls right after the news broke. Mystery solved! All my friends and employees must be waiting inside. Screw going out; this was better. 
Scratch that, this was Betters.
Throwing open the door, I ran inside and did my best to fake surprise. But as it turned out, faking was unnecessary. 
No streamers, no banners, no twinkling lights. 
Just Kamakshi, who beamed from her position in the middle of the entryway, with a bouquet of daisies at the ready. 
“Congratulations!” She rushed forward and took me in her arms, jumping up and down like she’d just won the Showcase Showdown. “I knew you were up to something. A thirty-million-dollar contract with SeaTech? This is awesome. I’m so happy for you!”
“Thanks.” I tried not to sound like I’d just been handed a plate of catfish when I’d expected caviar. Instead, I lifted my arms, put them around my friend, and hugged her back.
Carmen shuffled in behind, her head turning left and right, searching. “Where is everyone?”
“Everyone?” A beam of hope lit as I pulled back and dashed my head in ten directions.
All it took was Kamakshi’s inability to meet my gaze to answer that question. As though realizing I’d disappointed her, a string of rushed explanation burst from her mouth.
“I knew when you said you were going for a game-changing meeting, you meant it. But I didn’t want to plan anything too extravagant, just in case it fell through. I texted everyone, but I only had an hour’s notice when I knew for sure and—”
“Kamakshi, you are the most anal retentive person I know when it comes to planning,” I declared, cutting off my friend. “You schedule your dentist check-ups a year in advance. Just, tell me the truth, when did you really plan this?”
“A week ago.”
No one actually punched me in the gut, but it sure felt like it. I drew in a deep breath and cranked up my rationale-generating machine. Truth number one: my friends all had their own lives and jobs. Some even had families now, if I remembered correctly. But still, a whole office of workers and not a single one accepted Kamakshi’s invitation? 
“Didn’t you invite anyone from BetaHouse?”
“I was afraid they would blab to the press if I told them too early,” Carmen admitted. “I did give the office manager a call on my way over here, but he said everyone had already left to celebrate on their own.”
“Okay.” With fists planted on my hips, I looked at my feet, lecturing them about the importance of staying under me. “But what about the gang? None of them could make it?” 
Kamakshi diverted her gaze. “Well, not without cause.” 
Carmen closed the door to the elevator lobby and dashed off to the kitchen, emerging a moment later with a bottle of Pinot Grigio. 
“Andrea’s at home taking care of the baby. Lani couldn’t fly up from L.A.; she and Jack are leaving for a cruise in the morning. Angie really, really wanted to be here, but she’s visiting her in-laws in London this week. And Nichole. Well, you know about Nichole.”
“No, what about Nichole?” My upper and lower teeth had declared war on each other. Not out of anger, but out of fear and confusion. The clenching stopped, however, when my imagination took over. “Oh my God, is she dead? Kamakshi, tell me she’s not dead. I know I’ve been busy, but I haven’t been that busy. I would notice if one of my best friends died.”
“No, she’s fine!” Kamakshi took the flute Carmen offered. “She moved to Dubai with her husband last month. You don’t remember me telling you about that Arab millionaire she married?”
“Wait! Nichole is married?” Shell shocked was putting it mildly. “And Andrea had a baby? Like, a baby human?”
“Last spring. Ben. He’s almost a year old. He is so cute! Last week he started doing this thing where he… Roz, you don’t look well. Sit down. Carmen, help me?”
Together, they hooked my arms and maneuvered me around the glass coffee table, then lowered me onto the white leather sofa.
“Drink this.” 
Carmen pushed mercy alcohol into my hand. Focusing dead ahead, I pressed the glass to my lips, tilted it back, and in one fell swoop, downed the entirety.
Kamakshi bit her bottom lip. “Maybe we should have gotten her some water instead.”
The empty glass sunk to my side. “No, alcohol was the right decision.”
I took several deep breaths, coming to terms. Okay, so I was a little behind on the lives of women I used to be so close to in college, we’d text each other good night across campus as part of an on-going joke. 
“What did I think, that they’d all stop moving on with their lives just because I got a little distracted?” 
I didn’t realize I’d posed the question aloud until Kamakshi answered. 
“Of course not. And they all understood. You’ve been building BetaHouse, working sixteen-hour days when you’re not jetting half way around the world. You’ve been living the dream we all had.”
“But that’s what gets me, Kam. This is what we all wanted. We all said biz before bros and cash before cocks. What happened? Seems like you and I are the only ones who remained true to that.”
Carmen attempted the role of impartial life coach. “But that’s how life works. Sometimes you set out towards a destination, and discover somewhere else you like much closer to home.”
With another breath, I gathered all my tension into a ball at the pit of my stomach, then imagined it becoming particulates as I pushed the contamination through pursed lips. 
“You’re absolutely right. Besides-” I turned to Kamakshi. “We’re still in it together. I got BetaHouse, you have KeyTerra, and we’re going to rule the world, just like we planned, right? No relationships, just equity.”
As though Kamakshi had suddenly developed an intestinal bug, she cringed and squirmed. “Um, yeah.”
The nerves were back, and so was my pulse pounding in my ears.
“No, I am not that out of the loop! You, I know. We still have dinner once a week! Well, except these last few weeks, but leading up to the big meeting… What happened? Did your funding fall through? Did you liquidate? Whatever it is, we can undo it. Now that I have the SeaTech deal closed, we can get together and brainstorm like we used to do. We’ll find a way to fix it.”
“KeyTerra is fine. And both you and I know that your big contract is going to double your work, not lighten it,” Kamakshi returned. “It’s something else completely. This isn’t really the way I pictured telling you this, but…” 
Pushing her hand into her pocket, Kamakshi withdrew a gemstone that could choke a goat. It was only when she slipped the rock over her finger that I noticed there was a gold band attached to it. 
“I’m engaged.”
There were only so many revelations a body could take before it had to reboot. One final thud and I was through. The next moment, I power cycled and rebooted right onto the living room floor.






  
  two
~Rosalind~


The scent of lavender tickled my senses as my lover touched his lips to mine. He licked me like a man; full, wet, warm slops of saliva spread from my chin, past my lips and up the arc of my nose. Over and over his tongue darted out and lapped my face, moving left, then over my eyelids. 
“STRUDEL! Stop!”
Carmen’s hands fretted about her own neck, as though she were trying to decide whether or not to strangle herself. Kamakshi, on the other hand, stood overhead, a small brown bottle in her hand, looking down at me with pride that would make a peacock jealous.
“I knew lavender oil would do the trick. It’s her favorite.”
When the licking resumed, I jolted up to a sitting position. 
Carmen smirked. “Looks like Strudel is partial to it too.”
My head still swam in confusion. As the fuzzy images before me sharpened into fur, I realized my saliva suitor was none other than the seventy-pound canine who was still under the impression that one, he was a puppy and two, that my lap was actually a doggy mat. Strudel crawled on to me, effectively crushing me into the couch, and proceeded to cover my face in spit-fueled love.
“Hello, baby.” His ears felt like crushed velvet against my palms. “Momma missed you. Did you just get back from your walk?” Then, looking up at a consternated Kamakshi, who considered Strudel competition for the role of my best friend, I asked, “What happened?”
“I told you I was getting married, and you decided to pioneer apartment floor planking.” 
She gripped Strudel by the collar and pulled him back. Carmen, meanwhile, reached out a hand and hoisted me to my feet. 
“I’ve never actually seen someone faint from shock before. It was just like a scene out of some old Hollywood movie.”
The corner of Kamakshi’s mouth pulled back into a pinch. “Where would Rosalind have seen any old Hollywood movies?” she asked with a healthy dose of sarcasm.
Carmen ignored the quip. “You feeling okay?”
Strudel pushed his snout into my hand, his big black eyes fixed as if asking the same thing. 
“I’m fine, only I’m not ready to be vertical yet.”
Few times in my life had I actually been blown completely out of the water. The first had been when Arnold  Schwarzenegger managed to become governor of California. Unless Carmen was about to add that she was Kamakshi’s fiancée, I was pretty confident it would be a while before anything like this walloped me again.
“Who?”
Kamakshi fidgeted. “His name is Prashant.”
“Prashant?” I searched my memories. BetaHouse’s to-do list came before keeping up with Kamakshi’s social life as of late, so we hadn’t exactly been sharing minute-by-minute blows of all our going-ons, but still. “Prashant who?”
“Radhakrishnan,” Kamakshi supplemented, seating herself on the edge of the couch next to where I’d fallen back. “Don’t worry, you aren’t completely scatter-brained. You’ve never met him. Actually, until a few weeks ago, I’d never met him either.”
My eyebrows knitted. “So you, what, fell in love at first sight or something?”
“Well, not exactly.” Pinching her fingers together, Kamakshi scooted to the edge of the cushion. “A matchmaker found him for me.”
Well, didn’t that up the ante on the WTF-o-meter. “Are you saying that you had someone find you a husband?” 
Nervously, Kamakshi bobbed her head.
“You mean you’re getting married… on purpose?”
Carmen, who had already been inching toward the door as my face inched toward the red spectrum, cleared her throat and grabbed her purse off the side table. It wasn’t so much excusing herself as fleeing the scene lest later she should be subpoenaed as a witness. 
“Okay! So I’m going to go ahead and take off. Congratulations again, and I guess I’ll see you in the morning for the nine-thirty debriefing?”
With a quick wave and a sympathetic glance at Kamakshi, Carmen bolted out the door. 
Which left the two of us alone, glaring. 
Kamakshi was the one to finally break the silence. “I know what you’re going to say.”
“Do you, Kam? Do you really?” I shot to my feet and began measuring the width of the loft’s seating area footstep by footstep. “Because I’m not sure I do. I mean, if you had told me you decided to cut off all your hair and join a biker gang, I think that would have made more sense. But marriage? I thought we all agreed that was an old world practice meant to keep a woman in check. To make sure she remembers her highest purpose in life is to be the servant of her husband and, lord help me, kids?”
To my utter amazement, Kamakshi took every slight with grace. “Roz, when we said those things, we were nineteen years old. We’re older now, and hopefully a little bit wiser. That’s not what marriage has to be. It’s certainly not what it’s meant to be.”
I stared, slack-jawed and gap-mouthed, like Kamakshi was trying to explain the basic principles of astrophysics and not justify spontaneous matrimony. “I don’t get it.”
She took up my hand. “Why are you trying to make BetaHouse a success?” 
“Gah, that’s such a stupid question!”
“It’s not. It’s a simple question. So answer it.” Kamakshi pushed me down to sit again on the couch, took a seat next to me, and waited patiently. “And don’t try to tell me it’s for the money. I know for a fact that you were offered everything short of paradise by Google to stay, and that Facebook chased you like a rabbit when the rumor circulated that you were leaving.”
I folded my arms over my chest and huffed, “Because I didn’t want to be anyone’s lapdog!”
“We both know you would never allow yourself to stay in a position where you were being taken advantage of.” Her eyes narrowed. “The truth. Now.”
It all came out like a floodgate bursting. “Because I want to make something that’s mine! I want to hone, and strive, and labor, and grunt, and at the end of the day, turn around and say, ‘Look! I did that! I made that! My work, my time, and my idea, and it happened, because I believed I could.’”
At the end of my screed, Kamakshi cupped her chin and cocked her head to the side. “And you would be saying this to …”
I shrugged. “Everyone, of course.”
“Everyone doesn’t care. Maybe some will give you a pat on the back or a write up in Forbes, but the next day, they’ll be on to something else. Think back. Remember the night you got that first investor to come on board? You were so excited, and who was it that you came running to with the news?” 
“You,” I said shortly. When Kamakshi’s impatient glare continued to burn into my forehead, I added, “And Nichole. And Lani and Andrea, I guess.”
“Exactly, your friends, because that’s whose opinion counts. Today, quite likely the most important day in your career, and who is here?”
“You, my one remaining, still-her-own-woman friend,” I spat back. 
Still demonstrating tranquility, Kamakshi nodded. “Nichole, Lani, and Andrea are still true to themselves, but they’ve opened up their worlds to share it with another. I was doubtful too, but then I saw how happy they were. I saw how their marriages worked: how they supported their husbands and were supported by them. I was slaving away day after day, going home to my vast collection of Bollywood films and microwave chapatti. At the end of the day, I have no one to brag to, to get comfort from, or to give comfort to.”
“Your brother lives right over in Berkeley, call him!” I interjected. “And I’m still here. I would never turn my back on you. You know that! Okay, okay, maybe we were wrong. Maybe marriage isn’t always horrible, but I stand by it being debilitating to a career. Well, to a woman’s career, anyway. You can’t tell me that’s not true.”
“Blaming marriage for the shortcoming of the people in one is like blaming a sailboat for the inability of its crew. It’s like Nichole told me: she’d look at the really successful valley suits—men and women—and see empty castles. All facades, no internal structures. Yes, Rosalind Betters, you might be the next Meg Whitman or Carli Fiorina, but remember, they both are married, and I think the better for it. Everything you and I thought … was wrong. Marriage doesn’t make a woman weak. A good marriage makes a woman stronger. I want to be part of something like that.”
Self-righteousness flooded my mouth with fumes that lacked flame. “But … your job!” 
Now Kamakshi’s look turned admonishing. “I’m just as dedicated to my career as ever. I want my company to grow and flourish, but at the end of the day, I want my soul to grow and flourish, too. That’s why I’m getting married. Because I want what I do to count for someone who cares, who will be with me forever.” 
Soft fur brushed against my hand. I looked down to find Strudel’s big black eyes wide, as though issuing a challenge to argue that.
“And Prashant… is a…” What was the right word? “…wise decision?”
A smile spread across a beautiful sandstone-hued face. “Are my decisions ever else wise?” 
No, they weren’t. I trusted Kamakshi’s judgment implicitly. 
Focusing on my efforts to stroke Strudel’s neck just the way he liked it, I took a moment to collect myself. What choice did I have? Kamakshi was my last close friend, and if I lost her due to her decision to marry - when I lost her due to her decision to marry, there’d just be me. Me, and a dog. 
Wait, if Kamakshi always made good decisions, and if what she said was true...
Suddenly, I realized that my best friend had struck on something not only surprisingly true but absolutely brilliant. 
I looked up from Strudel and opened my arms out wide. “I guess, then, the only thing left is to meet him and congratulate you both.”
And after that, I had to get busy.






  
  three
~Xavier~


“Mr. Hommes, your two forty-five is here.” 
My assistant, Cory, hung on the edge of the doorway, awaiting my acknowledgment. I peeled my glasses off and looked at my watch. Was it so late already? Jet lag played havoc with the understanding of day and night. I was starting to wonder if I just shouldn’t open up a branch in Bangalore or Shanghai to make the recruiting from Asia less of a chore. Time zones would still play Ping-Pong with my sleep schedule, but the ocean hopping was killing me. If only I could solidify more work in San Francisco, I might be able to reduce my efforts.
Or at the very least, hire someone else to drag their ass half way around the world twice a month.
I clicked out of the full-screen view of the document I’d been editing and double checked the clock on the taskbar, confirming that a large part of the day had gotten away from me. I suspected BetaHouse would be coming to see me, but even I was surprised that it had happened so soon after their big deal with SeaTech went public. Usually, the staffing needs of a booming company with a new funding line required a few weeks of internal meetings and machinations to hash out. The urgency of the request suggested they’d be willing to pay top dollar for quick results. Even if that meant all my other work had to be compressed into less time to free up my schedule and meet with their reps, I was willing to do that. Word was that Rosalind Betters had visions of being the next Silicon Valley titan to claw her way out of the pits of industry. 
I could crawl right along with her and her company, if I played my cards right. 
“Sir? Shall I send them in, or do you need a few minutes?” 
“No, I’m good.” My fingers went to work massaging my eyes. “Show them in, please.”
Even with the anticipation, I hadn’t expected Rosalind Betters herself to want to meet with me personally. The position she had to fill must be top tier. Visions of multi-figure commission fees began to dance in my head. I wondered at the possibilities. CFO? CTO? An HR director? A division vice president? Vice presidents for multiple divisions?
Cory returned a moment later with Carmen in tow. The brown-haired, tan-skinned woman extended both a hand and a smile, though the gesture looked only skin deep. She walked a little bit too fast, and her eyes were a little too wide, to suggest her presence was totally devoid of apprehension.
“Mr. Hommes, good to see you again.”
“Ms. Flor, same. How are you?”
“Settling in quite nicely, and arrived on the job in the nick of time,” Rosalind Betters’ personal assistant noted. “I guess you heard our news?” 
I nodded. “It’s all a buzz in the tech circles. It’s good to see you again, but I thought Ms. Betters would be coming?”
Carmen motioned toward the door with a lift of her chin. “Phone call. Japan. She’ll be just a moment.”
As though to support the claim, a woman’s voice, demanding yet professional, leaked through the door. She was far enough down the hall to render her words indistinguishable, but close enough for her tone to be unmistakable. Firm as a fir tree. 
“Of course.” I dismissed Cory before motioning to the black Aeron twin chairs that sat across from my desk. “Won’t you sit?”
“Yes, thank you.”
I rounded the desk before settling in with a pen at the ready. “Must be exciting for you all.”
“That deal was a blessing and a curse. Our engineers are working overtime, trying to figure out how to integrate our tools into SeaTech’s operating system without handing over the code.”
My blank stare must have triggered Carmen’s concern.
“You do know what BetaHouse does, don’t you?” 
My shoulders bobbed. “Jack handled your placement, so my understanding is limited to ‘tech company.’ Can you explain it in Luddite terms?”
Carmen exhaled through a smile. “We design bits of code that let people with no coding skills design customized applications for PCs, smartphones, and other devices using a library of thousands of commands. Only, we gamify the design process to understand their desires, skills, and weaknesses, then match them with the right command and building tools.”
I mulled that over. “So basically, you do what I do for Human Resources.”
“I guess you could say that. Anyway, I don’t think Rosalind’s had two minutes in the past three days where she’s not either on the phone, in a meeting, or about to fall down.”
That didn’t explain what had Carmen so on edge. She might not notice how clearly she was telecasting her unease, but if she gripped the arm of that chair any tighter, several states would consider it and her in a common law marriage.
“I can imagine. What about emotionally? Is she holding up okay?”
Unlike many professions, a stressed-out client was usually better for me to work with than one at peace. When they felt the pressing need to hire new staff to relieve the pressure they felt, my job became more vital, better compensated, and easier to perform. A calm client could afford to be picky. For a stressed-out one, time was more costly than my fees.
Carmen shrugged. “Well, you know Rosalind.” 
“Actually, I’ve never had the pleasure, but I hear from Jack Bolton she’s a force of nature.”
“Like a hurricane in the middle of an earthquake.” Carmen looked at her watch. “And if I don’t get her in and out of here soon, she’s going to miss her next meeting. If you’ll excuse me for a moment.” 
I didn’t have time to rise or speak, though I managed the former after Carmen had shot up and out. A moment later, the demanding, feminine voice in the distance fell silent. Then, the cadence of what I’d always jokingly referred to as “power pumps” pounded up the black tile of the hall. The door opened. In walked Carmen, and following her, a woman I was certain had wandered in accidently from the modeling agency offices on the floor above. 
Even in the normalizing business attire, Rosalind Betters managed uniqueness. Rather than a standard jacket, skirt, and lavishly expensive blouse, which seemed to be issued out to female Biz School grads along with their diploma and briefcase, she looked as though she’d just walked off the set of a 1940’s noir drama, lacking only a turned down hat. White slacks and a cotton shirt complimented a matching duster that gave her a style of perfectly melded modern sophistication with Gibson Girl grace. Her dark blonde hair sat in a loose bun atop her head. Her ivory skin surprised me; most CEOs of a tech-driven company spent more hours a day in the sunless shelter of a boardroom or in the glow of a computer screen than the great outdoors in a month. The paleness of her ensemble suited her and almost made her look approachable, vulnerable. A fallacy, of course, for fools were few among the lot who had achieved so much with so little time at such a young age.
Rosalind had been holding out her hand without reciprocity for the better part of ten seconds when I realized that her lips were moving for more than just my entertainment. I pushed myself back into the here and now. 
“Sorry?”
Rosalind’s lop-sided smile delighted the eye. “It’s nice to meet you in person, Mr. Hommes. I’m Rosalind Betters.” 
Her skin felt like silk in mine. I resisted the urge to pull the back of her hand to my lips and press a kiss. That’s what I’d do if we’d met under social circumstances. But in that case, she’d also be in my bed come morning. I didn’t think fucking my clients over in the literal sense was good, long-term policy, however, and dropped her hand a moment later. 
“Likewise, Ms. Betters. Please, sit.”
Rosalind settled herself, Carmen following suit. Then—without pretense, precaution, or invitation—she launched into her agenda. 
“When I contacted your agency to find me an assistant a few months ago, you delivered. Carmen has become an indispensable member of my team. I’ve grown addicted to her.”
Carmen’s cheeks blushed as she fished out an iPad and stylus from her side bag. 
“I’m delighted to hear that,” I said. “We’re very particular about finding perfect fits. I’ve trained my team to analyze a client completely and understand not only their needs, but their personalities. I’m delighted to hear that Jack Colbon’s selection of Carmen was spot on.”
With all the warmth of a stone, Betters plowed on. “Indeed. And that’s why I’m here today, because I have a very… critical position that I need you to fill.”
I didn’t miss how Carmen shifted in her seat. “Of course, just let me know how I may be of assistance.” 
This time, it was a manila folder that Carmen pulled from her bag, which she passed to Rosalind. The latter woman opened it, removed a piece of fine linen paper, handed it to me, then proceeded to pace a path back and forth in front of my desk. Memories of lecture halls and college professors teased my recollections. 
“My expectations and requirements for this position are very high, but each one, very critical,” she began. “This individual will be working closely with me, on an intensely intimate level, for—well, hopefully—a very long time.”
She already had a PA. Did she need a second? It wasn’t unheard of for high-profile CEO’s to have a retinue of support staff reporting directly to them, but I wondered if BetaHouse had truly gotten that big just over the weekend. 
The list, handwritten, indeed included very specific requests. 
“Fluency in at least one foreign language?” Such a skill could be critical if she was looking to expand into overseas markets. “Any particular language?”
She paused, her head tilting as though confused. “I hadn’t thought that far. Something useful, I suppose. I mean, I don’t think fluency in Latin or Sanskrit will quite cut it, but
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