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      Baltimore, 2021

      

      Alis

      No one can disappoint you more than those closest to you. I stare at my father wondering why—and how—I continue to expect better of him. Not even on my brother’s happiest day can he manage to not be a complete asshole.

      Maddie’s soft fingers wrap around my chin and pull my face until I’m snared into her hazel eyes. Her blonde hair catches the soon-to-be-setting sun’s rays and reflects them over her head. Here, standing under the atrium with her face illuminated by the skylight and her hands touching me, the world is picture-perfect. She’s perfect in every way. And she’s mine. Finally. Soon, I’ll have the two things I’ve always wanted: Madison Summerville in my arms and Ellison Corp under my leadership.

      She leans in and whispers in my ear, “Best man, don’t listen to the negativity. You’re going to do great.”

      She’s positive and sensitive, making it easier for me to deal with my colder-than-granite parents. I trap her hands with mine and smile back at her. “I’m already a winner. Be back.”

      My Aunt Leila winks at me as I head to the wedding party table. I lift my knife to tap my wineglass.

      With two hundred sets of eyes on me, I begin. “Everyone is looking for someone who can speak fluently to his soul. We want a connection with a lioness, a copilot, and a second self. Weston and Dahlia have found that in each other.” I look at my brother and new sister-in-law and smile. They’re happy and in love. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Alis Ellison, the doctor’s brother. Weston’s not just my twin, he’s also my big brother. On the day we were born, I snoozed, and he raced out of the womb ahead of me.”

      Everyone in the reception hall laughs.

      “He had fifteen minutes to soak up extra knowledge, and he used them wisely. No hard feelings, but I’ve slept with one eye open ever since.”

      Laughter again.

      “Since that fateful day, Wes has conquered a long series of firsts. Weston found someone beautiful, inside and out, who completes him while shining in her own light. My brother is lucky to have found someone who matches his spirit and complements him perfectly. You all see the way they look at each other, right?” I point at them for emphasis. “Go ahead, Wes, kiss your wife.”

      The room breaks into kiss-kiss-kiss chants but my gaze lasers to meet Maddie’s again. She’s in conversation with my Aunt Leila, whose jaw tightens as she leans in closer to grab my girlfriend’s hand. Maddie closes her eyes and nods at whatever Leila is whispering to her.

      My stomach dips, Leila’s rarely that forceful with anyone. What did she see? The room breaks into applause, forcing my gaze back to the union we are here to celebrate. “Their love is strong, beautiful, and everything a love story should be. Join me by raising your glasses to Dahlia and Weston.”

      The newlyweds stand. The bride hugs me first. “That was beautiful, Alis. I love you.”

      “Love you, too, sister.”

      Weston hugs me after. “Love you, Al. You and Maddie are next.”

      My gaze searches for hers again. She’s watching us, but the smile holds none of the warmth of minutes ago. It’s surgical, like she cleaned it and pasted it on.

      A prickling breaks out at the base of my neck, and I shake my head. “Love you, too, Wes. But it’s too early to think about that.”

      After the maid of honor’s speech, the venue explodes into music, more laughter, and dancing. I set out to look for Maddie, but she’s not at the table we shared with my parents and Leila. I spot her walking to the courtyard. I set out to follow but get intercepted by Aunt Leila. “You did a wonderful job.”

      “Thank you, my love. What happened between you and Maddie?”

      She looks toward the door Madison just exited. “We had a little girl chat.”

      “About?”

      “Girl stuff. Keep your eyes open.” Her tone is serious and so is the pained look in her eyes.

      “Okay, what the hell happened? Where is she going?”

      Leila sighs. “She had a phone call.”

      Lately, she always has a phone call.

      “Maybe it’s important.” I say it without inflection because Leila will pick up on any hint. As she loves to say, I can lie to my mom but not her.

      “You changed your speech. There must be a reason.”

      I don’t look into her eyes. Leila was the person I practiced my speech with. I was supposed to say that I hoped to follow in Weston’s footsteps, but those words had dried in my throat. “It’s Dahlia and Weston’s day, not mine.”

      “There’s no shame if the relationship is not what you thought⁠—”

      “It is,” I insist, with more conviction this time. “The right time will come.”

      She places her hands on my shoulder. “It will, and when it does, you’ll have no doubts.”
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      Six months later

      

      Alis

      “I’m stealing away your soon-to-be Chief Marketing Officer,” I say, gambling—watching the man across from me, examining his features—analyzing for a tell.

      Madison has been worried about the selection process for that position. If I can get a confirmation, or a hint, that she got the job, I can set her mind at ease.

      Or eliminate what I’ve been suspecting is an excuse.

      Spencer Grayson’s face is impassive, that famous poker face living up to its name. He gives me nothing. Instead, he points at the paperwork in front of him and smiles. “This project idea is amazing. It will make a world of difference in people’s lives and elevate what both our companies have already been doing.”

      In two sentences, he summarizes the intent behind this project, states its central importance, and pulls my thoughts away from Madison.

      “Thank you. At Ellison Corp, we are trying to get into the business of helping people as we help ourselves.” I don’t add that the trying has been…well, trying. Not everyone gets it like he does, especially those who love the status quo.

      “I can’t tell you how much I love it. I will take one more look and then move it over for review. Thank you for including Grayson Global in this initiative. I’m looking forward to this alliance. I’ll be in touch.”

      I nod. “Thank you for being open to it. I’ll get out of your way now.”

      He stands. “I assume you know the way to marketing. I would walk you there myself, but I have a noon meeting that just arrived.”

      “Working through lunch? Not even the devil does that anymore, Grayson,” I say, alluding to Big Apple Magazine’s newest article about him, where the reporter stated the devil works hard, just not as hard as Spencer Grayson.

      His eyes narrow, but he laughs. “The second I get a chance, I’m going to beat the shit of that writer. Winter has gotten such a kick out of that ridiculous article.”

      His wife’s name reminds me of something I wanted to ask him. I point at the portrait behind him. A man sits on the floor in a business suit as a baby crawls her way to him. His face is blank, but his posture and arms are open. If you stare long enough, you can almost see the baby moving and the man smiling.

      “Please tell her I said hi and still want one of her originals for my house.”

      I leave his office and make my way to the elevators. The hallway is a visual voyage, with walls lined with images of the businesses Grayson Global is promoting. Right by the elevator doors is a bold splash of red with Lash n’ Gloss scribbled through the middle. Inside the elevator, my eyes go directly to the opposite wall, where the words Autumn Lush are the last thing you see on each floor before the doors close. I know it’s one of his pride partnerships. I’ll have to ask Madison some more about it.

      The receptionist in the marketing suite welcomes me and tilts her head to the door. I cross the threshold into Maddie’s office, and there she is, standing in front of her desk. She’s wearing a deep green blouse with all that gorgeous blonde hair tumbling down her shoulders. I don’t rush to her like the boyfriend who hasn’t seen her in three weeks because she’s been way too busy. I stop short and wait until she notices me.

      “You’re early.” Her smile is bright as she steps out from her spot behind her desk.

      “Yeah. Grayson and I finished ahead of schedule.”

      She glances over at the reception area. “Cool. I’m ready.”

      Her gaze now shifts to the other side of the office. “Let me introduce you to my colleague. Alis, this is Mila.”

      I have to do a 180-turn, but when my eyes connect with her friend, my heart punches against my chest.

      The woman on the other end of the room is all curves in a red fitted dress and glossy parted lips. But it’s the smile that gets me. It’s wide and bright, like the morning sun settling over your skin. She glides toward me, my eyes catching every move until she extends her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      I shake her warm, smaller hand, and electricity flows through my skin. And for a second, there’s a catch in those pretty russet-brown eyes.

      “I finally got the two of you to meet,” Madison says.

      Mila quickly withdraws her hand, forcing my attention back to her.

      Shit, I was still holding on. “I’m sorry. Nice to meet you too.”

      Maddie moves to stand closer to me, brushing a hand over my arm. “Mila’s also a marketing director here. Her concepts and vision are poignant and human-centric. She always wows the boss.”

      “Thanks, Maddie,” Mila says, looking from her to me. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you the powerhouse Madison is. She can sell a furnace in Miami in the middle of August.”

      I laugh at the analogy. “That, I know.”

      “Well, I’m going back to my desk. Mr. Grayson assigned me something to review⁠—”

      Maddie’s phone goes off. She looks down and smiles. “Oh, excuse me, I need to take this.” She rushes out of the office.

      Now?

      When my gaze returns to Mila, I peek at the document in her hand. It’s the proposal I sent Grayson.

      “You’re working on the Gift of Life project?”

      “You know about it?” She’s already putting her hand down at her side. Grayson Global is famously tight lipped about the projects they embark on until they’re ready to go public with it.

      I lean in a little. “My company started the project. We are asking Grayson to partner with us to expand it.”

      “Oh. I just got his email. I like to print and highlight so I can understand where my emphasis should be and where to focus my recommendations.”

      I smile at her. “Do you normally get these projects?”

      “My specialty is brand and social awareness campaigns.” Her gaze shifts quickly to the door and then back. “Do you mind not sharing you saw me with these? This is a close hold.”

      Just as I thought. But why didn’t Grayson assign it to Maddie? “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Thank you. I’m excited just from the email. I love when we give back, especially to places where the need is so palpable. People rarely think of education as a dire need, but it has such an impact on economic growth and quality of life.”

      “You get it,” I say. “It’s a simple concept that so many cannot grasp. I know you’ll do it justice and can’t wait to see the new ideas. I hope you can involve Madison in this.”

      “Me too. Not to toot our own amazing collaboration horn, but Maddie and I are A++ when we work on something together. We make magic.” Her laugh is soft, but there’s a fire in her eyes that doesn’t lie. She loves her job.

      “We should go,” Maddie says, stopping by her desk and grabbing her bag.

      Mila clears her throat. “It was nice to meet you. Maddie, don’t rush back. The meeting with the team is not until three.”

      Mila’s smile is sweet and very enticing, sending a flash of warmth down my chest.

      I look at my watch. “Weston and Dahlia will meet us at noon.”

      Maddie’s smile wavers briefly. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”

      We wave at Mila and turn to leave. A man in a striped shirt and glasses blocks the door. He nods at me and smiles at Maddie. “Hi. Checking in on my perfect alliteration.”

      “Hi, Greg. We’re just leaving for lunch.”

      His gaze snaps toward Mila and back to us. “I figured you would go out. I came to see if I can rescue our miraculous Mila. Knowing her, she will stay chained to that desk until quitting time. She’s all work, all the time.”

      “Oh. Good idea.” Maddie hooks a hand on my arm and tugs. “We should get going.”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding at the man.

      Greg walks to Mila’s desk but looks at us over his shoulder. “Have a great lunch.”

      We move toward the elevator, but Maddie keeps turning back to look at her office door.

      “Everything okay?”

      She turns to me and smiles. “Yeah. I hope he doesn’t start giving Mila a hard time.”

      “Is that her boyfriend?”

      “No.” She snorts. “He’s a nervous Ned. I don’t want her annoyed ahead of today’s meeting and our presentation in two days. She’ll get on me.”

      “About what?”

      She flicks her hair from her forehead with her fingertips. “We have different styles of doing things and it’s better when we work on our own. How was the drive up from the island?”

      Yet Mila insisted they made magic together. “The drive wasn’t too bad.”

      “Good.” But her fingers are moving fast over her phone screen.

      “Hey, what’s the perfect alliteration?”

      She rolls her eyes. “The two M’s. Mila and Maddie. He’s called us that since we started working here.”
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      Mila

      Greg’s heading to my desk and I put away my printout before he gets closer. He’s in his usual Clark Kent get-up—crisply pressed striped shirt and a jacket over it—ready to save me from my workload with some gossip or an invitation.

      “Hi.”

      “Some of us are going to get tacos for lunch. You’re coming?”

      He’s so sweet and adorable. I wish he gave me more than just homeboy vibes.

      “Can’t. Got some stuff to work on.”

      He rolls his eyes but smiles. “Remember what Grayson always says: the work will be here later.”

      Except Mr. Grayson works through lunch, middle of the night, and on weekends. I do as he does so I can be successful.

      “Next time,” I say.

      His smile doesn’t waver. “You always say that. I’m not even going to insist. Text me if you want me to bring you something back.”

      He pivots on his heels and leaves. One of these days, I need to join the group for lunch. I don’t want to keep being the one that rejects the invitation. That day, though, is not today. I’ve got too much going on. But first, I need to have a conversation with God because, as they say in the streets, ‘The math ain’t mathin’.

      I chuckle at my own thoughts, but it’s true. Mami didn’t raise an envidiosa. No, I’m not the envious type. I’m the first person to be happy for my friends when good things happen to them. Yet instead of doing that, I’m sitting here wondering how fair life is. I need to understand balance. Mami always says what God doesn’t give you, he compensates.

      Except God gave Madison Summerville…EVERYTHING.

      She’s skinny without working out. If I only look at a piece of cake, it settles in my thighs for years. She was born rich with gorgeous sun-kissed hair. She has the same job I had to compete with thousands to get. And she’s fantastic at it too. She walks into a room with her long legs and impossibly high heels, and people buy what she’s selling without her having to utter a word. Meanwhile, I need to prove I’m smart before some people even acknowledge my presence.

      If all that wasn’t enough, she has the type of boyfriend I would set aside all my vergüenza for. Yes, I would set aside all shame and inhibitions to climb all over someone like Alis.

      God, I think he was checking me out. His eyes did that quick scan over me that all the fine Papis know how to do from a young age.

      Alis Ellison is an expensive cologne ad personified. He’s pretty enough to evoke the feelings in a Ralph Lauren commercial where you can see yourself melting right into him while music plays in the background. But his body and how he moves is all Armani, manly, athletic, hot.

      And he’s got a girlfriend, your friend. Didn’t you see he couldn’t wait to get out of here with her?

      So, stop Mila. Go back to work because this brief will not finish itself.

      I have so many questions about him, though. Girl, he is none of your business.

      I sigh and jump right into the brief. The Autumn Lush X Lash n’ Gloss magazine proofs and the ads are everything I could ever want. There are five versions using diverse women in various settings. It vividly reflects the concept that came to my mind as I tried to burn lunch on the treadmill. The women were working out, targeting different areas of their bodies, some on ellipticals, others on treadmills or StairMasters. It’s the perfect metaphor for how we all may have issues we focus on, but we are in this together.

      I hope that Mr. Grayson loves it as much as I do. Who am I kidding? I want him to make me the head of marketing. It’s been weeks and he hasn’t decided yet. I must keep up my work quality, and his trust. These ads could go a long way to reinforce my portfolio and credibility with him.

      I ping the graphic designer and request a few quick edits to the ads. I ask him to make Autumn Lush as big as Lash n’ Gloss. Our boss has a soft spot for this collaboration campaign. It may be one of his favorites, and it should be. It’s a smashing success that makes so much money for GG. I even subscribed to Autumn Lush Boutique since the service opened. I love the mixing of high-end and affordable. Though I make good money, I’m not a baller yet. Someday I will earn enough to dress like Madison without worrying about paying my rent and bills.

      My desk phone pings.

      “Mila.” Sandy’s Baltimore twang is verbal candy to my ears.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “He asks if you can come to his office. He says you can finish your lunch first, but I assured him you’re not eating.”

      She means our boss. The man who took a chance on me and the one I’m now trying to convince to promote me.

      “You know me so well, Sandy. I’m on my way.”

      I smooth my skirt, check myself on my phone camera to make sure my hair hasn’t gone rogue, and close my laptop screen. I hope everything is okay, and this is not one of those instances where Greg or Mary messed up on something.

      No, we would’ve gotten an email first.

      I ride the elevator up to the CEO suite. Sandy doesn’t chitchat as usual. She points to his door as soon as I walk into the suite. It’s her code for there’s no time to waste. Is this about the Gift of Life project? I square my shoulders and walk up to the door. Mr. Grayson is sitting behind his enormous desk. He has that no-nonsense face and is paging through a folder. He’s the embodiment of the boss who can fire me and flush my career down the toilet.

      I knock on his door, and he looks up. “Come in, Mila, and please close the door behind you.”

      The drop in my stomach is instant. Everything from this moment clicks into place. It’s lunchtime, and he summons me, has me close the door, and is not looking thrilled. Oh shit.

      I do as he says but don’t move from the door.

      “Sit down, please.” He waits until I sit. “Would you like something to drink?”

      I shake my head. “Thank you.”

      “I know you’re probably wondering why I called you here at lunchtime.”

      “Yes.”

      His small smile reminds me of the day he hired me. He was the last one on the panel, the hardest interviewer, and the one who told me at the end that he looked forward to “seeing you do all those things you spoke about at Grayson Global.”

      “Mila, I didn’t mean to make you nervous.”

      I’m ready to deny it, but I can’t. “You called me at lunch and told me to close the door. This sounds way too much like a firing.”

      He chuckles. “I would need an HR rep present, and since you’re a phenomenal employee, probably a lawyer. It’s quite the opposite. I asked you to close the door because I’m going to make you an offer, and it must be a close hold for now.”

      My chest squeezes tight because I may know why, but I don’t dare speculate. “What kind of offer?”

      “It was a long process with excellent candidates, but I am happy to say: Milagros Rosario, I am officially offering you the Chief Marketing Officer position here at Grayson Global.”

      I stare at him, unable to speak, but my heart takes off, galloping along the walls of my chest. I press a hand trying to ease the pounding.

      “You’re surprised?”

      I bob my head up and down because I can’t form words and my eyes well. I have to take quick, shallow breaths because there’s no crying in corporate. The last thing I need is for my boss to think I’m unstable when he just offered me the job of my dreams.

      I’m going to be the CMO.

      “Since you came into this company, you have never ceased to wow me and everyone on the board. Your marketing campaigns are everything we could wish for and more. They’re always thought-provoking, diverse, and relatable. Our partners are more than pleased. I can’t tell you how many calls I’ve gotten about them, including from the owners of our signature collaboration brands. You captured their audience and what they want their brands to show the world perfectly.”

      I swallow to clear the knot in my throat. “My entire team is amazing. I can’t take credit for that alone.”

      He nods. “I like that you give credit where it’s due, but allow me to give you advice as a mentor.”

      A mentor? He’s going to mentor me? I’m not going to make it through his meeting.

      He smiles as if he can read my thoughts. “First rule of corporate is to be grounded but stop being so modest. The men in your team would take credit for everything if they could, but I know what you do. I’ve seen you here late at night. You are still in your office when I work late. I also know when you’re logged on from home. I see the email threads. You follow a concept from inception to the final product and beyond, keeping tabs on all the campaigns you touch.”

      I’m floored. This is everything I’ve wanted since I learned about this company. I can’t wait to tell…

      It hits me. My coworkers, all of whom applied for this job, will be disappointed. “Madison.”

      “I have not had the chance to speak to her yet. That’s why I want you to keep this to yourself. I want to tell each applicant myself and on my time. There are a lot of things that go into this part, such as feedback. I know you and Madison are friends, but for your protection, I would like to ask you to let me tell her.”

      That part doesn’t feel great. I don’t want to lie to her, but I understand what goes into this. If I tell her and she gets upset, it could lead to a scene and cause strife in the team. Turmoil, when I’m about to take over, is the last thing I want. “I’ll keep it to myself.”

      “Thank you. Congratulations, Mila. I want you to celebrate because this is more than well-deserved. When we announce you as the new CMO, we will have a meet and greet in your honor⁠—”

      His phone goes off and he grabs it from the desk, but not before I see the image of Winter Grayson and the words my love appear on the screen. His smile widens. “Excuse me for a second.”

      He answers and it’s a video call.

      “Hi, Princess.”

      “Dada. Here.”

      And then there’s a slight knock on the door, and it swings open.

      Avelyn Grayson runs in as fast as her little legs take her, but she stops short when she sees me. Mr. Grayson rushes to scoop her up.

      A woman with wild curls, jeans, and a sexy boho sheath top follows behind her. His wife.

      When her gaze meets mine, she winces. “I’m so sorry. They didn’t tell me he was in a meeting. We came to bring him lunch.”

      “When Winter and my Avy come, the staff would stop anything to let them in.” He kisses the baby’s cheek, but she’s staring at me wide eyed.

      “It’s okay,” I say and wave at Avelyn.

      Winter steps in and closes the door. “Congratulations,” she whispers to me.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “I saw your brief the other day. It was incredible. So beautiful and touching. You hit so many things that are important to women, single, married, and mothers, no matter the class or race. I knew it would be you.”

      “Oh,” I say, placing a hand to my cheek. “That means a lot to me. You’re so talented.”

      “Thank you.” She looks at her husband, and the way they stare at each other is loaded with unspoken emotion.

      It’s time to go.

      “I’ll let you guys have lunch. Thank you so much, Mr. Grayson.”

      “Mister?” His wife laughs.

      He shakes his head. “I keep telling her it’s just Grayson. Especially now. You’re a senior exec.”

      I nod and try to downplay how giddy I’m feeling. “Grayson it is. Bye, Avelyn, bye, M⁠—”

      “Winter.”

      I nod. “Winter. Good to see you.”

      I mouth “goodbye” to Sandy on my way out because I’m walking on a cloud. Also, I need to keep this quiet, and I would be too tempted to tell her. I’m back at my desk within minutes.

      I grab my phone and dial the one person I can tell. I need to share it, or I’ll think I dreamed it.

      “Mami, guess what?”

      “You got the job.”

      It sends chills down my arms. “Yes, how did you guess?”

      I swear my mom has a crystal ball.

      “You’re the best one for that job. I know the talented genius I birthed and raised. My miracle baby.”

      There’s nothing like the support of my mother. “I got it. I did it.”

      “Si. Y lo hiciste sola. No se lo debes a nadie mas que a Dios.”

      “I didn’t do this by myself. Yes, I owe it to God… and you. If it weren’t for you, for everything you sacrificed for me, I wouldn’t have been able to do any of this.” Then I remember Maddie. “I’m worried about Maddie, though. I hate knowing and not telling her. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “Amor, there are things we keep to ourselves until the right moment. She will understand. She would do the same if the job were hers instead of yours. Concentrate on your presentation. Tonight, we’ll celebrate virtually.”

      “Okay, I’ll take advantage of the silence while she’s out with her boyfriend.”

      “Which one?” my mom deadpans.

      “Mami…”

      “What? She told me about her two guys when I was there last time.”

      Yeah, she did.

      “Nurse Rosario to reception.” The intercom voice at her job signals the end of our call.

      “I have to run. Te amo, mi niña.”

      “Love you too. I’ll call you tonight.”

      I turn back to my portion of the brief and put on the final touches. All we need is Maddie’s part. We’re cutting it super close now and she’s not that fast of a typist. I flip through our shared document and find her portion blank. My stomach pitches. Don’t panic. She stopped putting her notes and documents in the shared folder months ago. She likes to keep her ideas close to the vest until fully fleshed.

      I’m the same way, but I never leave her waiting until the last minute.
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      Alis

      I press Madison closer to my side as we walk through the door of The Birthmark. Sierra, the hostess, smiles. “Hi, Alis. They’re waiting for you at your usual table.”

      “Thanks. Good to see you again and congratulations,” I say, looking at her belly. She recently posted her pregnancy news on Instagram. We move past her. “You remember her, right? She was at Weston’s wedding.”

      “Oh… yeah,” Madison says. “You danced with her.”

      My brother waves at me from his table. Dahlia is sitting next to him, and both are chatting with Saona, Sierra’s sister and the owner.

      Madison’s stiff as a granite column against my side and just as warm. It’s been a year since she dated my brother. We’ve been together for a while and she was at their wedding six months ago. Things should not to be awkward between her and Dahlia.

      Yet she’s wound tighter with every step we take toward the table.

      “Hi, you two,” my brother says with his usual smile. He and Dahlia stand to greet us. My sister-in-law comes around the table and hugs me. She squeezes me like we’ve known each other all our lives. Then she goes to hug Maddie as well.

      “You always look straight out of Vogue,” Dahlia says to her. “That color does everything for you.”

      “Thank you,” Maddie says. “You look great too.”

      Her smile is polite and casual. Dahlia, in contrast, is beaming from ear to ear. Marriage agrees with her, just like it does with Weston. They’re fucking and it shows.

      My brother draws Dahlia closer to him. “We are lucky this overworked detective pried herself from her workload to have lunch with us.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Says the doctor who has worked 72 hours straight.”

      They stare at each other as the seconds tick by. They lean toward each other, but Dahlia peeks at us and Weston settles for a kiss on the side of her forehead.

      Madison’s blue eyes meet mine and her mouth strains into a grimace. I’m starting to believe the tightening my gut. This is not normal. If this was a business deal, I would’ve cut my losses months ago. Why am I still holding onto this?

      “How are things going at Grayson Global, Maddie?”

      “Good. My counterpart and I are working on a campaign brief. Team meeting at three to prep. We’re going to present it the day after tomorrow.”

      Mila with the radiant smile and silky smooth hands.

      “She’s also going to be the Chief Marketing Officer,” I say.

      Madison brightens. I want her to look like this at me all the time. If she did, I wouldn’t have so much time and space to second guess everything between us. I want her to be present.

      “Thank you. We’re still waiting to hear, but my submission was flawless. I’m confident.”

      And she should be. The hours she’s been putting into her work have kept us from being able to spend time together the past few weeks. “You’ve been working way too hard lately, and you’re the best at what you do.”

      She beams. It’s almost blinding, and I get caught up in it. Never mind that she’s never wanted to show me her work. We talk about it but she’s always insisted we keep things separate because I know Grayson and developed a friendship with him. I love to see her smile, to know that she’s this pleased with me. It blurs the moments when I think this is going nowhere.

      “So, Dahlia, how’s the Baltimore Police Department treating you?” I ask.

      She groans. “Busy, crazy. I don’t know if you saw the article in the Gazette, but we had over three hundred people quit. It’s all hands on deck right now with violence that won’t stop.”

      “What does that mean for you?” She was already working too much. I can’t imagine now.

      “Way more cases than usual. Even cases that would not usually come to us are landing on our desk. There’s a hiring initiative but you know that because of recent history, the vetting and clearance for detectives is now enhanced.” She shrugs and takes a sip of her water.

      Weston squeezes her close. “After the big scandals, only the cream of the crop gets in.”

      I lean in a little. “I’m glad the city is investing in more hires. Fresh blood is going to help clear the contaminated ones. I think the department is marching in the right direction.”

      “Hope things level out for you soon,” Madison adds, earning a smile from Dahlia.

      The waitress comes and takes our drink orders. And I’m feeling better. I put my hand on Maddie’s leg and she covers it with hers.

      “Let’s talk about great things. Alis, I love your sustainability and adopt-a-village projects. Weston had me read the report. I’m in complete awe.”

      I wave her away. “Says the overworked detective who’s also training an entire department on racial sensitivity. She’s even got Mom talking about advocacy in our town.”

      “God. Mom is trying to plan another fundraiser,” Weston adds, scratching the back of his neck.

      Dahlia and I exchange an amused look. We tease him about how much Weston dislikes our mother’s use of Dahlia’s work as a pet project with her friends.

      “She should spotlight Gift of Life. Leila and I were talking about it and gushing last night. Don’t you agree, Madison?” Dahlia asks.

      Maddie stops fidgeting with her bracelet to take a sip of her drink. “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Dahlia’s eyebrows squish together, and then she shakes her head. “You don’t know, because this one is way too modest.” She points at me. “But you know what? I’ll tell you all about it. Alis has a sustainability program he’s started with the company. He’s spending a lot to make sure their materials are recyclable and not going to spend a lifetime in a landfill.”

      “It wasn’t my idea originally. Weston brought it up.”

      “Weston’s always thinking about others, isn’t he? It’s been like that since we were kids,” she tells Dahlia.

      My brother rolls his eyes. “I complained about one company. He created a whole initiative, got buy-in from the board, and developed an implementation plan we can now brag about.”

      “Can you tell him to stop being modest?” Dahlia looks straight at Madison. “He refuses to take credit for the great things he does. Adopt-a-village is brilliant. So are his efforts to bring clean water and make sure the children have what they need to go to school, supplies, food, and uniforms. Folding it into the Gift of Life and bringing in partner companies is going to be such an accomplishment. We are proud of him.”

      “That’s great. You should have told me.” She looks down at her purse, pulling out her phone. “Oh, excuse me. I have to take this. It’s work. I’m also going to order lunch for my coworker.” She gets up from the table and walks outside the restaurant.

      The minute she’s out of earshot, Dahlia’s gaze lands on me. “I didn’t mean to make this awkward. I think she’s upset.”

      She is. I just don’t know why.

      “I didn’t tell her because I didn’t want her to think I was a bragging asshole.”

      “You didn’t want her to think you’re bragging... she already knows what you are,” Weston says.

      I laugh, like I didn’t just utter the most pathetic of lies.

      I had told Madison about the project. I wanted her to know about it. I wanted her to act like Dahlia just did, but that day, like most of the time, Madison’s not present. She clearly has no memory of our one-sided discussion.

      “Be right back. I need to ask Sierra something.” Dahlia gets up and goes to the hostess booth.

      My brother leans closer. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” I shrug, as if I can fool him. I’m also jealous of the nonverbal language between him and his wife. They don’t even have to look at each other, and she gave us time.

      Weston just stares at me.

      “I think this is all for nothing,” I blurt out.

      “What do you mean?”

      Now that I said it out loud, I cannot stop savoring it. “It’s not working. I don’t think she wants it to work.”

      “Maddie?” he asks.

      “Yeah, don’t you see how weird she’s acting?” It’s a question but it doesn’t matter. I already got my answer.

      Weston looks up toward his wife. “Dahlia thinks she doesn’t like her. It may just be that.”

      I scoff. “How can she not like Dahlia? She goes out of her way to make us feel welcome.”

      Weston smiles. “She likes you and we’re close, so she wants to have a good relationship with Maddie. They just need to get to know each other better. Maybe we should make this more regular…”

      His voice drops at the end of the sentence. He must realize it’s what we’ve been trying to do for months, but Maddie is always the point of contention. I can’t deal with this much longer. I’m tired of making excuses for her. We could both do our own thing.

      “This is like a slow brush-off.”

      My brother shakes his head. “Sometimes it’s hard work. Give her some time. Maybe she’s stressed or there’s some other reason.”

      Or there’s someone else…

      The thought sneaks in fast, but this time I can’t push it away like I normally do. It lingers and festers. On the drive back, it hangs tight and before I realize it, we are a couple of blocks from her job.

      Neither of us has said a word since we left The Birthmark, and a moving car is probably the worst place in the world to break up, but I don’t want to keep dragging this out.

      “Maddie, listen. You’re a great person, and I care about you a lot, but this is not working for us. Your head is not in this, so let’s not waste each other’s time. I respect you too much for this to become⁠—”

      “I know I’ve been distracted. My brain is on the job and it’s just stuck there. I didn’t want it to be weird back there. It’s just odd going out with them. I don’t know what to say to her and we have nothing in common. I care about you, too. Let’s talk things out.”

      The doubts linger, and so do Weston’s words about giving her time. Maybe I’m too quick to pull the trigger. She’s just too preoccupied and I just need to give her a chance.

      “Okay. Let’s talk over dinner tomorrow night.”

      Her smile wavers but I don’t relent.

      She opens her mouth and then closes it. She finally says, “It’s a date.”

      I kiss her before she gets out of the car, and she clings to me. Her hands press me closer, but she pulls away too quickly, almost abruptly.

      “Okay, got to run. Mila is going to kill me if she sees how behind I am on our project. I’m going to distract her with this.” She lifts the to-go bag from The Birthmark.

      I walk Madison to the door, get back in the car, and speed away, trying to escape the thoughts. All I see is Mila all over again, swaying toward me, like a vision.

      Damn.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mila

      The ding of the elevator door segues into the clip clop of stilettos. Not just any high heels, Louboutins. I know the sound like the back of my hand. Madison is rushing to finish her end of the brief ahead of the team meeting.

      I look down at my computer like I’m reading. I’m not ready to face her. I don’t want to be fake knowing I got the job, and she didn’t. The last thing I want to do is hurt her.

      She blows through the door like a tornado and heads to her desk. I can see her through the corner of my eye. I have my AirPods on so it looks like I’m listening to something but she doubles back, and before I can take a breath, she’s standing in front of me.

      “Have you been here the whole time?”

      I look up and shake my head. “I took a mini walk.”

      To the CEO suite…to be told I’m CMO…

      “I should’ve insisted you come with us.”

      I concentrate on her face and frown. She’s flustered. The red is climbing high on her cheeks and there’s an odd look in her eyes. She’s so upset that she forgot to put her purse and shopping bag down.

      “On your double date? No, thanks.” After almost two years of friendship, I know teasing is the best way to get out of her funky moods.

      She sighs and drops her butt on the corner of my desk. It’s her usual signal for a bitching session and I’m so relieved I jump and come around the desk to sit next to her. One thing about Maddie, if we make it about her, I won’t have to talk about me. “Why do you not look happy?”

      “We went out with his brother and wife.”

      I wait for her to elaborate, but when she doesn’t, I elbow her lightly. “Was that not the plan?”

      “Weston is Alis’ brother.”

      My jaw goes slack. I know the entire saga about the amazing Dr. Weston like the Princesita Azul lullaby my mom used to sing to me. He’s the guy she was seeing, and it stopped because he was hung up on his ex. And she’s been dating his brother? No wonder she never talked much about Alis. This tea is on a new level of messy. “Whaaaat? You’re dating the doctor’s brother?”

      She nods. “His twin brother.”

      Not just messy, but straight off the nine o’clock telenovela.

      “OhmyGah. There’s two of him.” The words slip out of my mouth.

      She smiles, wide and knowing. “I knew you thought he was hot.”

      I’m not a punk. “You know he is.”

      “Both of them are. In high school, they had the whole school crazy.”

      She takes any opportunity to talk about the doctor in that same forlorn voice.

      “That’s got to be awkward to date him after his brother.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s the worst with the wife being there.”

      “Is she a jealous bitch? Does she mean-mug you because you’re so pretty and stylish?”

      She smiles briefly. “The total opposite. She’s always nice and friendly with a huge fucking smile on her face. And she should be. She won. She fucks him every night. You should see how she takes any opportunity to touch him when we’re all together.”

      It’s shady as hell to date two brothers, but still be this resentful of the doctor’s wife is on another level. “Are you still in love with him?”

      She freezes for a second and shakes her head. “No, I’m with Alis now. It’s just weird to be around her because Weston didn’t even give me a chance. We went out a few weeks and he told me he was hung up on her. He didn’t care what his parents or anyone said. He married her. It’s incredibly so awkward and I think Alis notices it too. I don’t want him to think I’m hung up on his brother.”

      “Are you sure you’re not?”

      “No,” she says loud and then sighs. “You have to know Weston to see what I mean. He’s good, and warm, and helps people."

      I don’t know what to say. “And Alis is not any of that?”

      “He is, in his own way, I guess.”

      “He’s got nothing to envy his brother about in the looks department.”

      She smiles. “Or any other department. He fucks like a wild animal. I just wish I was in a better place to enjoy that.”

      I press the back of my hand against her forehead. “Are you sick? Since when do you have to be in a particular mental place to fuck?”

      She laughs. “Don’t slut shame me, bitch.”

      I narrow my eyes and lean closer. We both end up laughing.

      She sobers up. “This shit is too complicated. Like WTF, I can’t deal with that right now.”

      I frown. “Why are you dating him?”

      She shrugs. “We’ll probably get married someday. I just want to have fun with Elias. There’s so much of him I still want to explore.”

      Her eyes sparkle when she says his name and I don’t groan like I want to. The mentor-mentee cliché sexual situationship between her and Elias Saunders is number one on her playlist. She cannot stop talking about this dude. Honestly, I don’t know what she sees in him. Maybe it’s a power balance thing, but his personality is drier than a pair of winter boots in July.

      “I get it.” But I never will. He’s not at her level physically, financially, or personality wise.

      “I know you don’t, but he’s so good when we’re together.”

      There’s that word again. Good. The doctor is good. Elias is good when they’re together.

      “I don’t get how you still plan to marry Alis. Is Elias going to become your side piece?”

      She giggles, her eyes glowing, and I know her. She’s picturing it. “Our families are pushing for it. And he’s not the guy I thought he was before. He’s fucked his way through our town, but he’s been really solid with me, not one rumor since we’ve been together.”

      “But you’re not that into him.”

      She scoffs. “Of course, I am. You saw all of him. He’s delicious all over.”

      I’m grasping at straws. “What is it then? Does he have a three-inch dick?”

      She gasps. “Are you crazy? He’s hung like my dad’s racehorse.” Her eyes roll back like she’s feeling it. “Who wouldn’t be into that? I just can’t get serious with him. My mind is not on it. I need to give it some time after the whole Weston fiasco.”

      And the Elias situationship.

      Yeah, she’s a loca. Then again, I’ve always had a crazy friend on deck. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “It won’t to you,” she says. “You grew up different from me. And that’s not a knock. Being born to wealth comes with all these ties. You always have to think about your money and who you marry it to. I wish things were simpler, like it is for you. Your mom is not trying to marry you off to make the family fortune grow and you guys are happy, even with no money.”

      Okay, this chick has officially lost it. “I guess?”

      She links her arm through mine. “I’m not trying to offend you. You know I never would.”

      “I know.” She can be a little clueless and bitchy sometimes, but she’s solid. “But listen, let’s set your first world problems aside for a minute and talk about work.”

      Her perfectly lined upper lip curls. “First world problems?”

      “Yes, Miss I got-a-rich-hot-boyfriend-with-a-huge-dick-and-a-lover-I-can’t-stop-fucking-plus-more-money-than-God-so-now-I-don’t-know-what-to-do.”

      Her laughter rocks her whole body, and she slaps a hand over her mouth.

      “Seriously, let’s finish this brief for the presentation—I don’t have your part of it—and we can go back to your boyfriends.”

      She sobers up and nods. I go around my desk, but she tugs at my arm. “Before we concentrate on work, I need a big favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “What are you doing tomorrow evening?” she asks.

      Working on my creative brief for my first campaign as CMO.

      “I’m supposed to meet with my trainer to work out,” I lie.

      “Cancel it. I want you to come to dinner with me and Alis.”

      With the hung boyfriend she’s not into? No, thanks. “I don’t do third wheels.”

      “You won’t be. He’s bringing a friend and I’m going to be late, and I need you to distract him for me.”

      Oh fuck. Now she wants me to cover for her? Hell no.

      “Madison. No. Why don’t you just raincheck with him?”

      She shakes her head hard. “Because I’ve been cancelling a lot, and after today, I think he’s having doubts. I don’t want him to think I’m not interested.”

      I don’t scream 'cause you’re not like I want to. “He would understand.”

      “He won’t. You had to see the look on his face after lunch today. He’s always flirty and talkative. He was mostly silent. When he finally said something he was all like, I don’t think this is working and blah blah blah. I needed to make it better, so I told him my mind was on the CMO job.”

      An itch breaks out on the back of my neck and I anchor my hand to my side to avoid scratching. She’s worried about the job, not knowing she already lost it. “Maddie⁠—”

      “Tell me you’ll help me. You just have to have a couple of drinks until I get there and then we’ll have a nice meal, and after, I’ll make it up to him.”

      You don’t need this drama. It’s not like it will help when she finds out about the job. You don’t want to do this.

      “Please, Mila.”

      I keep thinking about all the hours we spent working on our portfolios and how we commiserated as the interviews neared. She has so much talent and presence. She’s a lot more polished than me. I know she will bounce back, but she’ll hate it at first, and I hate that she’ll feel that way. We still have to work together. I don’t want her to hate me.

      “Okay.”

      She hugs me. “You’re the best. Just make sure you don’t let anything slip, okay?”

      I stare at her. “I live strictly by girl code. Don’t worry, I got your back.”

      She brims. “That much I know. Love you.”

      I feel like an idiot. “Can you get to work now?”

      “Aye aye, captain,” she says and offers me the bag. “I bet you didn’t eat lunch. I got you a steak and lobster with veggies. No carbs, so you’re not sleepy after.”

      I push aside my doubts and smile. She’s always so sweet to me.
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      Alis

      I look down at my phone and I have messages from my office, my mother, Aunt Leila, and Weston. But none from Maddie. The time stamp of my last message, telling her I left Luciana Island for Baltimore, confirms it’s been over an hour. Despite the insane rain, slippery roads, and traffic, I managed to reach the restaurant on time. She has not bothered to answer me.

      I search through my texts and get caught up, answering my secretary, then my brother and aunt, and by the time I look up, Mila appears at the door, by the hostess booth. I have to do a double take.

      The blue body-fitted dress looks way different from her work attire, in a more casual way, with the kind of straps you can see yourself sliding over her delicate shoulders. Her hair hangs loose, brushing over her skin as she makes her way toward the table.

      Where did that come from?

      I should’ve cancelled last night when Maddie told me she’d invited her friend to dine with us.

      “Go out with your friend? Absolutely not. Why?” The last thing I needed was to sit across from someone else when Maddie and I are breaking up.

      “Alis, she doesn’t have many friends here and I know it’s supposed to be just us, but when she told me she needed to go out, I couldn’t say no. She can really use a friend.”

      Just when I was about to protest, she stopped me with a question.

      “You liked her, right?”

      “I did. I liked her, but you and I need to talk alone. It’s time. We can’t keep putting it off. Maybe we don’t even have to talk right now. Let’s just agree to go our own⁠—”

      “No, you’re right. We should talk. We can hang out at my place after we drop her off…I have so many things I want to do to you.” She used the same honeyed tone that usually got her whatever she asked of me.

      I knew then all my instincts have been right. Her disregard was just more proof that she’s not as into me as she says, but I figured we would go home to her place and talk, maybe fuck one last time. I should’ve said the words then, but I didn’t want to break it off over the phone. Either way, it’s going to end tonight.

      And, of course, she’s late. This was never going to be easy.

      But thank God for that. How could I hide the way my body goes taut at the sight of her friend? I manage to stand as Mila reaches me.

      “Hello,” I say, mostly to make sure I haven’t swallowed my tongue.

      “Hi.” She reaches me, climbs on her tiptoes, and presses her cheek to mine.

      It’s a cultural hello, and thank you, Aunt Leila, for teaching me about other cultures, so I don’t assume she’s coming on to me. Her scent invades my nostrils. It’s full-bodied and decadent with touches of spice and earth. It’s sexy as hell.

      I step back and pull the chair out for her. “How have you been?”

      She smiles, not too wide. “Happy to be out of the crazy rain outside and ready for a great evening. How about you?”

      So, you’re not down, depressed, and in need of friends? Got it.

      “Same,” I say and fish for something to talk about with her. “Are you all set for your presentation tomorrow?”

      She blinks a few times. “Madison told you. Yes, I think we are almost all set. I can’t wait.”

      “You’re not nervous? It’s a big presentation about your fiscal plan.”

      “It is, but I’m confident about this one. We’ve done so much work to prepare, and I think our plans can propel our marketing for our clients to a new level.”

      The waitress comes to take our drink orders.

      I stick to my favorite, Macallan. But she surprises me.

      “I’ll have a Vieux Carré.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s different. I can’t remember the last time someone ordered that around me.”

      “My uncle was a bartender. A few years ago, he moved back to New York, and he would make this drink for me. He used to tell me I needed to learn how to drink so I wouldn’t get drunk on the first cocktail someone gave me.”

      “That’s really wise. Is he still in New York?”

      Her small smile is a little sad. “He died last year, but not before he shared his repertoire of drinks with my mom and me.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I say.

      “Thank you. He wouldn’t want us to be sad, so we’ll drink to him.”

      “Deal. Next drink you’ll order for both of us. We can try another one of his favorites.”

      “Yeah.” She looks around. “Madison and your friend should be here soon. They’ll have one, too.”

      Madison. Christ.

      “I’m sure she’ll love that.” But how the hell would I know? She only drinks wine around me. Did she say friend? What friend?

      “Yeah.” She stares into my eyes and then looks away, tucking an errant strand of hair behind her ear.

      I lose my train of thought. Is it just me? Does she feel the electricity between us, too?

      “So, you’re from New York?” I ask.

      She fidgets with her bracelet. “Dominican from Jersey actually. My uncle lived in New York.”

      “Ah. I see the Latina part, but you don’t look like a Jersey girl.”

      “What does a Jersey girl look like? And please tell me you’re not basing that comment on Jersey Shore or the show with the housewives?” She leans forward and I strain to keep my eyes from drifting to her chest.

      I raise a hand. “Guilty of Jersey Shore. I went to Italy one summer and caught a stomach bug. It confined me to my room for two days. It was the only thing on TV I could understand. Macaroni Rascals is what they call them there. I don’t know what was worse, the pain of the stomach bug or the one from watching them.”

      She laughs and it’s so contagious my lips follow along. She looks less lethal when she smiles, even as the top of her chest shakes.

      I press my palm on the table and move closer to her. “Tell me what real Jersey girls are like.”

      “Confident, tough. We can get down when it counts. We don’t pump our own gas, but that’s because we know how to let people treat us like we deserve.”

      I find myself smiling harder. “Is that right? I always thought it was because of the self-service ban.”

      She shakes a slow and delicate finger. “Clearly, you know nothing about Jersey girls. I’ll need to educate you.”

      God, please do.

      I’m saved by the waitress, who places our drinks in front of us.

      “Are you two ready to order?” She lights the candle in the middle of the table. “Also, we’re about to dim the lights on the chandeliers.”

      Her tone is cheery, and she winks at me. She thinks we’re a couple. Mila doesn’t look up right away, but when our eyes lock, she’s a little rattled.

      I shake my head. “We are waiting for our…friend. Can you give us a few more minutes?”

      The waitress looks puzzled, but nods.

      “I’ll text Maddie. She must still be stuck in traffic,” Mila says.

      “She is?”

      She looks down at her phone but nods. “Yeah, she called me when I was on the way here. She said she would call you.”

      “She didn’t.” Anger flares up my chest. I pull out my phone and send her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Where are you? Mila and I already got our drinks and what is this about a friend? Did you tell her I was bringing someone with me?

      

      

      

      

      

      I look up and Mila’s watching me intently. She offers me a small smile. “Evening traffic in the Beltway is crazy when there’s an Orioles game.”

      Nice try. “Is it the same when the Orioles are not in town?”

      Her eyes widen a little, but she chuckles. “We had a hectic day at work. I was upside down most of the afternoon and was almost late myself.”

      Except you weren’t. You showed up gorgeous and fresh. You turned the head of everyone you passed on the way to the table. Every man was staring at your body. Yet you’re here, covering for your friend like she didn’t lie to both of us.

      “You’re a good friend,” I say.

      “I’m just being honest, Alis.” Her lashes drift down, and she reaches for her drink.

      It’s the first time she says my name, and Jesus, everyone should say it like that. Her accent flared out and colored it.

      I need to get the fuck out of here because nothing good will come of this. But I can’t make myself move. I lift my scotch. “Cheers.”

      “¡Salud!” She clinks her glass with mine.

      The shadow of the candle flickers on her chest, and there’s a droplet of her drink lingering at the corner of her smile. It drives home the danger of this moment and as it turns out, it’s the final drop.

      “Excuse me.” I open my messenger app and blow up Maddie’s text messages like I never have before.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I’m at the restaurant like we agreed. You’re somewhere else, not answering me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s obvious that this is not working for either of us.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I don’t know why you’re trying to avoid this. It’s not like you want it. At this point, honestly, neither do I.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I didn’t want to do this by text but I refuse to keep this up…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I refuse.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll always care about you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But I’m done. We’re done.
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        * * *

      

      Mila

      
        
          
            
              
        Madison

      

      
        Flirt with him a little. He’s mad, but I’ll get him over it.

      

      

      

      

      

      This fucking bitch lied to me. There’s no friend to keep me from being a third wheel. Alis looked confused when I brought it up. It took everything in me not to dial Maddie’s number and tell her to get her ass here. And now she texts this shit?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Are you crazy? I can’t flirt with your boyfriend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Except I have. We’ve been doing so without meaning to.

      
        
          
            
              
        Madison

      

      
        Come on. He’s trying to break up with me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I don’t want to.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, that’s not true. Flirting with him is easy and I love it when he smiles. It sends delicious shudders over my body. But I shouldn’t. This kind of stuff doesn’t lead anywhere good. And I’m trapped. It’s not like I can tell him she’s with another guy and I came to buy her time. I can’t get up and leave. It wouldn’t be fair. He got played. Like I did. So I play along, knowing I can never hang out with him again because we don’t have the right to smile at each other like this is real and we’re going to fulfill the promises our eyes are making.

      “Maddie told you about what I do. Tell me something interesting about what you do.”

      His frown is brief. “I work for my family’s company and the work we do is not as interesting as it is necessary.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true. What about Gift for Life? It’s such a wonderful idea.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I can’t believe you did
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