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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bradley Waring-Smith is a knobhead.

      A fact confirmed by him dropping my draft design docs on my desk with a big red Try Again scribbled across the top. Like I’m an underachieving high school student. He doesn’t even say anything as he strides away, his long legs carrying him back to his glass-walled office, where he surveys us all. We’re the peons and he’s lord of the manor.

      I clench my hands and resist screaming. Barely.

      “Scarlett St Julien, don’t you dare give in.” Tom pushes half of a Cadbury Dairy Milk chocolate bar across the two-inch gap separating our desks. “It will only bring you the wrong kind of attention.”

      “You mean I’ll come across as angry as opposed to incompetent?” I take the chocolate bar and break off a square. “I don’t even understand why he moved me to this team if this is what I get from him. Do you know how long I spent on this design?”

      Tom does know because he’s sat at the desk across from me for the past two months since I’ve joined the workplace design team. He’s seen me go through what I call the Stages of Employment: Up Before the Alarm; Two-Coffee Mornings; Four-Coffee Mornings; Running late. Again; Attending the Company Picnic; and Organizing the Company Picnic. It’s kind of like the stages of grief but without inner peace at the end.

      “Read Brad’s comments before you lose it. They might not be that bad.” Tom’s a two-coffee morning kind of guy. I’ve hardly ever heard him swear.

      Which doesn’t make me the ideal colleague. “Do you believe that? Because scrawling Try Again across designs I’ve spent two weeks on is supposed to be fucking motivational?”

      “No, but you know when he does compliment your work he means it.” Tom smiles. He has a good smile, straight white teeth that glow against smooth ebony skin. Most of the time I can’t help smiling in reply.

      But today I won’t be swayed. “The distance between encouragement and downright demoralizing is pretty great. I’m not asking for praise here, just a speck of support.”

      Tom nudges the chocolate bar towards me again. “Have some more chocolate. It might make you feel better.”

      “It won’t.” I take another square anyway and flick through the sheaf of papers. “Tell me again how you’ve been his business manager for five years? You moved here for this company.”

      “Eh. New York isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” Tom glances up at my expression and shrugs. “The truth is, Brad’s built an incredible company and even though he’s tough, he’s fair. You prove yourself and the world is your oyster as far as WS Consulting is concerned.”

      Proving myself obviously means something different than what I’ve been doing. But what? I’ve been working twelve hours a day, six days a week for the past two weeks and it’s not enough. I sigh and take another square of chocolate, eyeing Tom across his desk. “When I have a fat arse, I’m holding you responsible. Or him.”

      I twist around to glance at Mr. Waring-Smith. He’s on the phone, looking out over the street below, his back to us. I admire the pull of his dark gray suit jacket across his shoulders. Although Bradley Waring-Smith is a twat – my name-calling game is strong – he is something to look at. Black wavy hair, perpetual five o’clock shadow dotting his olive skin, dark brown eyes, and an undoubtedly killer physique beneath those tailor-made suits. He’s not movie-star handsome – his nose is a tiny bit too hawkish and he could use a brow trim – but he’s sexy as hell. If he had half a personality to match, I’d work my twelve hours a day happily.

      Because, of course, he logs all the hours I do and then some. I come in before eight, he’s already on the phone. I pack up after the cleaners have come and gone, he’s focused on the giant computer screen in front of him or scrawling in a notebook. Sure, he disappears to the gym most afternoons, but it’s probably the only time he sees daylight.

      It’s also the only time the office lets its collective hair down. People laugh, linger over the kettle in the kitchen, and talk about footie scores or weekend plans. From two to four p.m., we’re free to be human. Not that there’s an explicit rule against it, but it’s implied. WS is one of the top architectural and interior design firms in the U.S. and it’s not going to break into the London/European market with a bunch of slackers sailing the ship now, is it?

      I turn to Tom, who’ s back to his keyboard. “So, proving myself? How does that work? Because I thought I was doing that.”

      Tom stops typing and looks at me like he’s trying to decide how honest he should be. “Review the notes he’s made on your designs, then ask for a meeting so you can discuss his comments and how they align with your vision. Brad moved you up to the workplace design team and gave you responsibility for the meeting rooms because he thinks you’re capable, but if you incorporate his feedback at the expense of your unique perspective, then what’s the point of having you on the team? He could have done it himself and next time around he will.”

      Well. Tom decided to be very honest. Ouch.

      He lowers his voice. “Look, you have a real opportunity here. Take it.”

      I let out a long breath. I know Tom’s right. But every fiber of my being protests Bradley’s approach. I’ve read books on management and have had other bosses – including my own mother – but none have made me as frustrated as Bradley Waring-Smith. It’s not like I’m fifteen and cowed by authority. Hell, Bradley Waring-Smith is less than ten years older than me. I’ve slept with men older and more powerful than him. But they weren’t men I wanted to impress.

      Which is the crux of it. Even if I don’t earn his praise, I want Bradley Waring-Smith’s respect. Or at least enough of his respect to get promoted. I pick up the sheaf of papers on my desk. I’m going to follow Tom’s advice to the letter, which means cooling off and addressing these suggestions one by one.

      Starting with ignoring the red Try Again at the top and diving into his actual comments, which, after an initial scan, focus on aesthetics like materials and practicalities like cost and supply. His comments, though red-penned and plentiful, are straightforward, and by the time I’ve gotten through the whole document I’m nodding in agreement.

      A fact that doesn’t escape Tom, who grins at me when I look up and says, “Feeling better, Snow White?”

      I stick my tongue out at him. “I told you not to call me that.”

      “Skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood, and hair as black as ebony. The shoe fits.”

      “Which dwarf are you today then? Dopey?” Tom and I almost have a script for this and, while I usually play along, now I need to focus on other things. “Never mind. Question for you, where would you get silk from if you were the one sourcing it?”

      Tom goes straight into work mode. “A lot of people would go to Peregi because they’ve got the name recognition, but I’d check out the Textiles Co. over in Shepherd’s Bush. They’re not as upmarket, but they’re competitive and they’ve got an incentive scheme. What are you using it for?”

      “I think it will add a certain flair as a wall covering in the conference rooms.” Tom opens his mouth but I continue. “Especially if it’s hand painted.”

      “You’re going to paint silk?” Tom asks. “That sounds expensive. What makes it a better option than wallpaper?”

      “Clients come in expecting a level of luxury and if we take them to meeting rooms with flowered wallpaper and rosewood tables, they’re going to go somewhere else. I know I would.” I glance at my computer screen. “The WS logo is green and white. Not my favorite color combo, but when it’s cream-colored silk with leaves and blossoms, it’s not so bad. Plus, it’s very Japanese, which lends itself to more interesting furniture and accessories.”

      Tom nods. “Is that how you’ve positioned it in your design brief?”

      Well, no. And having talked it through, I see what my original was lacking. I still don’t think it warrants a red-penned Try Again, but what I’ve got could be a lot better.

      I stick my lower lip out a little in a pout. “Don’t you dare say ‘I told you so’ or I’ll tell Tara you lurve her.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Tom’s tone is guarded and I’m not sure if it’s because he thinks I’d do it or he doesn’t like me teasing him about his crush on my roommate in our open-plan workspace. At the pub on a Friday night is one thing, and I immediately look around. No one’s listening or paying us any attention that I can tell.

      “I wouldn’t. I’m just being hateful.” I give a simpering smile. “Please accept my apologies.”

      “On one condition.” Tom raises a brow. “You and your gorgeous roommate come to the protest march tonight.”

      “The protest march?” I know what he’s talking about. I’d have to be deaf and blind not to. Social media is in an uproar about the contracts the U.K. government has with a company that’s taking a lot of heat for human rights violations. Six p.m. outside Downing Street. “I won’t be done with work by then.”

      “This is important. Make an exception.” Tom raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Why? I mean, I think the whole thing is terrible, but it’s not my problem.” I shrug.

      Tom stares at me. “Not your problem? Please say that again so you can hear how self-centered that sounds.”

      “You know I didn’t mean it that way.” My words come out in a rush and I feel the pink rise in my cheeks. Talk about acting like a knobhead. “I’m not that awful.”

      “Prove it, Snow White.” Tom gives me an evil grin and he taps his fingers on his desk.

      My lips twist with the effort not to smile. Damn Tom and his ideals. And the fact that he’s been nice to me from the minute I walked in the door and doubly nice since I took up residence across from him. He’s senior to me, part of Bradley’s inner circle, and way more competent than I’ll ever be. He could make my life hell, but he hasn’t. He wouldn’t. Because of course he’s also a better person than I am in at least ten different ways.

      Eleven, counting tonight’s protest.

      Dammit.

      I flick my phone on and text Tara. Hey, what are you doing tonight? Want to come shout at the PM with me and Tom?

      I hear her phone ding across the room and she glances up, nodding as she catches my eye. Two seconds later her thumbs up comes through and I sigh.

      I glance up at Tom and nod. “Looks like we’re going to a protest march. I guess it’s good I wore flats today.”

      “Almost as if it were meant to be.” Tom’s smile widens.

      Finally, I laugh. In the long list of things that are meant to be, this is so not one of them. It’s not even on the list.
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      Tom holds my elbow and I link my other arm through Tara’s. It should be Tom holding onto Tara, considering the crush he has on her, but it’s so crowded, I don’t dare shuffle around.

      “I told Claire we’d meet her and Greyson by Horse Guards Parade and we can walk down from there.” My voice is loud, almost yelling over the sound of steel drums and chanting. Normally I keep quiet about my closest friend and her hot Hollywood actor boyfriend, but if they’re here, they’re not concerned with privacy.

      “You do realize there are thousands of people here?” Tom looks dubious and I don’t blame him. Finding anyone, even Greyson Vaughn, is going to be like looking for a polar bear in a snowstorm in this crowd.

      “Look for a gorgeous guy being hounded for his autograph,” I say.

      “Are you kidding? I’m a huge Star Fleet fan. I know who Greyson Vaughn is, but I’m not sure that will help,” says Tom.

      Tara yanks my arm. “Is that him?” She points to our right.

      I strain to see, but all I see are heads bobbing up and down to the beat as the crowd works its way down the street. “I can’t tell. Let me call Claire.”

      I slip my phone from my bag and dial Claire. She answers on the third ring. “Hey. Where are you? We’re right near the gate.”

      I swivel my head around. “We’re right near the gate, too.”

      “Okay, I’m waving. Can you see me?” Claire’s voice muffles. “Hey, love, wave so Scarlett can find us.”

      “So it’s love now? Oooh la la.” I smile and look up, seeing two hands raised about ten meters in front of us. “I see you. Stay there and we’ll be right over.”

      “Where?” asks Tom.

      “Over there.” I follow Tara’s lead as she weaves through the crowd, dragging Tom forward until he’s by my side. “You know, I’ve been thinking, in exchange for coming here tonight, are you going to help me finalize my designs?”

      Tom narrows his eyes at me. “I thought you were here out of social consciousness and the goodness of your heart.”

      “I am. But I’m mostly here for you.” It’s the truth, even if I’m not supposed to say it.

      Tom looks like he wants to say a million things, but he settles for, “Well, I appreciate it.”

      “Hey, no work talk, you two,” Tara says, poking me in the ribs with her elbow. “I had a shit day and I’m looking forward to screaming my lungs out. I don’t need any more ammunition.”

      “We’re not talking about work. We’re talking about Scarlett’s lack of social conscience.” Tom smiles, but there’s no joking in his tone.

      Tara, my old friend, roommate, and now coworker, has never struck me as very socially conscientious either. But then she says, “It’s her privilege showing. It was going to come out sooner or later.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” My tone is straight up defensive.

      “You’re white, upper middle class, and there’s a whole host of things you’ve never had to worry about because of it.” Tara shrugs. “It doesn’t mean there’s no hope for you, but awareness is kind of the first step.”

      “Wow.” I stop in the middle of the crowd. “Have you always had such a low opinion of me or is this something new?”

      “I don’t have a low opinion of you or we wouldn’t be friends, let alone roommates. But truthful things are truthful.” Tara shrugs again and says, “A lot of people see someone with brown skin and make assumptions. When you grow up with those assumptions, you recognize pretty quickly when someone hasn’t had the same experience because their set of assumptions are totally different.”

      “Like what?” I wish I didn’t sound scornful, but I did. I do.

      “Easiest example, when you get on an airplane, people nod and smile. When I get on an airplane, people assume I might blow it up, and if not me, then one my brothers.” Tara’s eyes dare me to challenge her.

      But I can’t. She’s right. I still remember our Art History trip to Italy when we were in sixth form. Tara and her twin brother got pulled aside at passport control and questioned for so long we thought they’d miss the flight. Tariq had gotten on the plane madder than a bee in the bottom of a wellie, but Tara had just been resigned.

      “I know.” I sigh and nod. “Point taken. I’m an asshole.”

      Tom, who’s been quiet during this whole exchange, pipes up and says, “Nah. If you were really an asshole, you’d have stopped listening by now.”

      “And you wouldn’t be here fighting the good fight.” Tara yanks me forward. “Buck up, sister. You could still be at work.”

      True that.

      “Who says ‘buck up?’ Have you been taken over by a sixty-year-old man? Because, if so, I’m going to have to rethink our roommate situation.”

      “It’s Tara-speak,” says Tom. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You know I speak English better than you do.” Tara laughs. “I am fully versed in the Queen’s English as opposed to that rubbish from the colonies.”

      “I have nothing against the Queen’s English. It’s the Queen’s spelling I object to,” says Tom. “As for the colonies, let’s just note which side of the pond I’m on.”

      Tara laughs. “Indeed. Long live the Queen.”

      I don’t want to get into a long political discussion – ironic, I know, given where we are – so I nudge Tara in the side. “Greyson and Claire are just there. Do you see them?”

      She nods and pushes a strand of hair behind her ear. “I still can’t get over that you know Greyson Vaughn. Do I look all right?”

      Point A – Tara looks way better than all right. Her long black hair hangs in messy waves to the middle of her back, and with her full lips and slightly hooded eyes, she always looks like she’s just finished a super-hot make-out sesh. She could be a model if she were taller, but at just under five feet, she’s shorter than most twelve-year-olds.

      Point B, which I say out loud, “Greyson’s with Claire. Trust me, he’s not going to notice you.”

      “Well that’s depressing.” Tara makes a face. “If she wasn’t your friend all bets would be off, you know. I don’t meet potential sugar daddies every day of the week.”

      My heart aches a little for Tom and I say, “What on earth do you need a sugar daddy for? You’re going to make your fortunes as an architect at WS.”

      “I know.” Tara rolls her eyes. “But it’s just so much work, especially given the WS part of that equation.”

      Because Tara and I are roommates and coworkers, we’ve had our fair share of bitch sessions about Bradley Waring-Smith and his insane expectations. But before I can agree, Tom says, “Hey, no work talk, remember? Besides, here are your friends, Scarlett.”

      Sure enough, there are Claire and Greyson three feet in front of us, looking adorable. Claire’s got an arm around Greyson’s back and he looks…relaxed? I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen them together in public and Greyson’s always on high alert. Like he’s expecting the paparazzi to descend and catch him with his hand down his pants.

      “Hey, you two,” I call, tripping across a guy’s foot to land toe-to-toe with Claire. “Sorry. Trying to make an entrance.”

      “We’ll just call you Grace,” says Claire, leaning over to kiss my cheek.

      Greyson smiles and leans down to kiss my cheek, too. “It’s good to see you. I was surprised when Claire said you’d be here. This doesn’t seem like your thing.”

      Seriously? On one hand, it’s good to know my reputation is consistent. On the other, my reputation is consistently kind of crap.

      Before I can respond – either in self-defense or sarcasm – Tom extends his hand and says, “Hi, I’m Tom George. It’s nice to meet you. I figure I should get the ‘I’m a big fan’ thing out of the way.”

      Greyson shakes Tom’s hand. “Great to meet you, too. Where are you from in the States?”

      I hear Tom say Long Island and turn to Claire. “Hey, lovely. You remember Tara? Beware, she’s got a thing for your boyfriend.”

      “I do not.” Tara bumps my arm and turns her attention to Claire. “I think we’ve met. You were at the flat a few weeks ago and I buzzed in to grab my purse.”

      Claire nods. “I remember. You had a date waiting at the pub down the street. Did it work out?”

      “They never work out, but I like to keep the door revolving.” Tara offers a fleeting grin and says, “Should we try to move up a little?”

      Number Ten Downing Street is almost right next door to Horse Guards Parade, and given the size of the crowd, I’m not sure there’s much moving to be done. Claire looks skeptical, too, and says, “I’m all for staying here until the actual march starts.”

      “Speaking of, what are you guys doing here? This seems like the kind of thing that would make Greyson break out in hives,” I say.

      “God, no. The minute he found out about this, he texted and asked me if I would meet him so we could come together. He’s so frustrated by the whole global political situation that having something tangible he can do is a win-win. Plus, I’m not too pleased with the way this has been handled. Who does the PM think we are?” Claire’s voice rises to a level usually reserved for talking about her grandmother.

      “The way I see it, if we don’t stand up, it’s the same thing as approval,” Tara starts. She continues talking as Claire nods and I tune her out.

      On the other side of me, Greyson and Tom debate the merits of various New York pizza places. All around me, people talk, gesture, and wave signs. The atmosphere is upbeat. It’s not a party, but it’s not a far cry from angry and angsty. Definitely not what I expected. Maybe this does beat being in the office?

      When a whistle sounds over the crowd, a cheer erupts. Followed by the group next to me starting to chant, “Human rights are not optional.” I peek at my watch. Six o’clock on the dot. Brits are nothing if not prompt, even in protest.

      The crowd surges forward and I stumble, grabbing the arm of the guy next to me. I look up to apologize and freeze. Shit, shit, shit, what are the odds? A million to one? Greyson Vaughn to Jack Black? That doesn’t even make any sense, which is a clear sign I’m flummoxed.

      Because the arm my silver-painted nails dig into as I try to regain my balance belongs to none other than Bradley Waring-Smith.
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      “Scarlett?” Bradley Waring-Smith looks down at my hand. “What are you doing here?”

      I’m not sure what to say, so I settle for the truth. “I came with Tom and Tara.”

      Bradley looks around and then back to my hand, which is still wrapped around his forearm. His very muscular forearm, if my grip doesn’t deceive me. I let go like he’s on fire and he says, “Well, good to see you.”

      That doesn’t sound convincing, but instead of saying something similar and moving away, I can’t help asking, “What are you doing here?”

      Let’s face it. If being at a protest march doesn’t seem like my thing, it certainly doesn’t seem like Mr. Workaholic’s. So, it wouldn’t surprise me if his being here were accidental. As in, ‘I was trying to get to Regent’s Park and took a wrong turn.’ I would believe that. Harder to believe? When Bradley says, “Taking a stand like everybody else.”

      “Against the U.K. government, the company they’re keeping, or both?” Bradley Waring-Smith is American, but he’s expanding his business in the U.K., which means he’s impacted by U.K. politics. I get that. But I still don’t get why he’s here.

      “If I had to choose, I’d protest your PM, specifically. Silence in these situations is the same as consent and I can’t condone that.” For a second I’m afraid Bradley’s going to start listing issues and I’m going to have to pretend to be more well-informed than I really am, but instead he says, “Where are Tom and Tara?”

      Oh crap. I don’t want to get separated from them. I look around, but I can’t see them. Or Greyson and Claire. They were talking and moving, and for all I know they’ve been swallowed up by the crowd. Which means I’m here with Bradley Waring-Smith or on my own. At least that choice is clear. “I don’t know, but I’m sure I’ll find them.”

      I move to step away, but then Bradley says, “Why don’t you stay with me until you do?”

      Um, because if I stay with you the chances we’ll have to speak go up by a thousand percent, which seems like a bad idea all around. Worse if I take into account we’re not in the office with a stack of papers in front of us, so what on earth do we talk about?

      It’s not like Bradley and I have never talked. We have. But not spontaneously. Unless you count the few times we’ve met in the kitchen and chatted while waiting for the kettle to boil.  But that’s a minute, maybe two, always with an end in sight. This? Not so much.

      However, there’s no graceful exit now. Besides the fact my friends have disappeared, I’m not keen on getting through this crowd. So I say, “Sure, thanks. Great idea.”

      Bradley shuffles forward with the crowd and I follow. I want to pull my phone out and call Claire or Tara, but what if that comes across as I don’t want to be here with you? I don’t want to be here with him, but I don’t want to look desperate to escape either. Then again, what if he’s waiting for me to phone them? He said he’d stay with me until I found them, but it wasn’t exactly an invitation.

      I’m second-guessing myself all over the place, so I’m distracted when Bradley says, “Pardon me for saying so, but this doesn’t seem like your scene.”

      “Wow. I’m glad to know I’ve made such a positive impression all around.” The words are out before I can stop them.

      Bradley raises his eyebrows. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “You’re right. Tom guilted me into coming, so here I am. Otherwise, I’d still be sat at my desk working on my designs.” This was beating that by a hair, but not anymore.

      Bradley raises an eyebrow at me. “Well, surely being here at this march you want no part of is better than still being in the office? It’s a gorgeous evening.”

      I swear there’s a smile lurking in his eyes, but it doesn’t make me feel any less flustered. I mean, yes, being here is better than being in the office. Sort of. But I can’t say that to the boss. I settle on, “Let’s just say it’s nice to be out of the office at six o’clock.”

      “If you want to be out of the office by six o’clock, why don’t you leave at six o’clock?”

      “I thought…” I don’t know what I thought. The truth is I thought putting in more hours would make me appear more dedicated, which I thought would help me rise through the ranks more quickly. I want to be part of the luxury accounts team within the year, which is next to impossible, I know. But I didn’t write my grad school thesis, “The Impact of Color and Art in the Workplace on Employee Satisfaction,” to be relegated to workplace design even if – as my mum is so fond of pointing out – my current job description could have been lifted almost word-for-word from my thesis. However, as my mum’s also fond of pointing out, if there’s anyone who’s got an eye and a taste for luxury, it’s me.

      I also didn’t park my dream of being a “real” artist to be stuck designing meeting rooms, but that’s another thing altogether. A thing I try not to dwell on.

      Bradley shrugs. “There’s no policy about working hours. Tom leaves at six most nights.”

      This is true, but I thought it was because he’s already paid his dues. “Has he always done that?”

      “Apart from client events or occasional crises, yes.”

      I’m about to ask what constitutes a crisis when the crowd around us erupts into chanting as we approach Downing Street. It takes me several rounds to figure out what they’re saying until I realize the chant is, “Worker’s rights are human rights.” When I look up, Bradley isn’t half-heartedly chanting along, he’s shouting. The veins in his forehead stand out and his tie looks too tight around his neck. It’s disconcerting, and not only because he looks angry, but because he looks so…passionate.

      I mean, sure he’s passionate at work. It’s his company after all, and you don’t achieve his level of success at such a young age without passion. But that’s work passion. This is boardroom-to-bedroom type passion. It’s…hot.

      My eyes dart away from Bradley Waring-Smith faster than if he just flashed his privates at me. Good God. It’s one thing to think he’s hot within his glass castle. It’s another when he’s next to me on the street without a design document in sight.

      I pull my phone from my bag and scroll to Claire’s number. Screw it. I don’t care if I look rude or self-involved. It’s better than looking interested.

      In my boss.
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      Unfortunately for me, Claire doesn’t answer. But Tom does when I call him next. “Where the hell are you?” I yell into my mobile.

      “Just past Number Ten,” Tom yells back. “What happened to you?”

      “I turned around and you were gone. I’m fine, but where am I going to meet you?” I need an escape plan. Fast.

      “We were talking about going over to Punjab in Covent Garden for a curry. Do you want to go or do you need to go back to work?” Of course Tom would ask this question. He knows my schedule as well as I do.

      I glance up at Bradley. He’s stopped chanting along with the crowd and is looking at me now. Shit, shit, shit. I’m going to have to invite him and his muscular forearms to join us. And his flushed face and straining neck muscles that, yep, are still hot. Dammit. I need to get that thought out of my head right now. Maybe I don’t have to invite him. But will it be awkward if I don’t?

      To Tom, I say, “I’m in. Text me when you’re leaving and I’ll find my way. It’s going to be madness to try to meet up with you here.”

      Tom says something and hangs up and I turn my brightest smile on Bradley. “Tom says afterwards they’re going over to Covent Garden for a curry. Do you want to join?”

      Bradley’s eyes go wide. “Join whom?”

      It doesn’t escape me that he uses proper grammar, which makes me want to giggle for some reason. Instead I amp up my smile. “Tom, Tara, my friend Claire, and her boyfriend.”

      “Why are you inviting me?” Bradley’s face is expressionless.

      Because I feel bad making plans in front of you that don’t include you. Aloud, I say, “Um, why not?”

      “We don’t normally socialize.” The way he says it is matter-of-fact, but I kind of want to sink through the pavement. “I wouldn’t want to make you and your friends uncomfortable because you had a moment of goodwill.”

      He also doesn’t say he’s not keen to come. Just that he wouldn’t want to make us uncomfortable. Which puts the ball in my court. “My goodwill is variable, but the offer stands. You’re out of the office early, too. May as well live a little.”

      “Depending on which dish you choose, your stomach may wish you’d stayed in the office.” This time Bradley does smile. It’s a small one, but it transforms him enough that I catch myself smiling back.

      “Tara and I hit this place pretty often. I promise we won’t lead you astray.”

      “What’s your favorite dish?”

      “I usually go for chicken tikka masala. Don’t worry, I know it’s lame.” A fact Tara points out every single time we go out for Indian food. A few years ago, chicken tikka masala was proclaimed the national dish of Great Britain. Tara says this is proof that it’s boring because you can’t have high hopes for the new national dish from the country that coined bangers and mash.

      “That is lame.” This time when Bradley smiles, it’s accompanied by a small laugh.

      “Oh, come on. What do you usually have?”

      “I like the tasting menu at Bhaati over off King’s Road. It reminds me of my mom’s cooking, but with exceptional presentation. Failing that, I like a decent lamb rogan josh or a vindaloo if I’m feeling up to challenging my digestive system.” Anyone else would sound like a total tosser saying that, but not Bradley. He sounds…real.

      “Is your mum Indian?” I’m not sure why I find this so surprising, but I’ve never thought of Bradley as even having parents. Of course, I’ve not thought about Bradley outside of work, period, but let’s focus on one thing at a time.

      “She’s Pakistani, but she cooks both Pakistani and Indian dishes. My father always preferred more traditional Indian food, so we had more of that.”

      So is his dad not around anymore? And is/was his dad American? Those are the questions I’m dying to ask, but what I ask instead is, “What’s the difference between Pakistani and Indian food?”

      Bradley turns to look at me, his mouth agape. “That’s like asking what’s the difference between Japanese and Chinese food. It shouldn’t even be a question.”

      His disdain is palpable, and I shrivel a little inside. “My bad. I didn’t realize.”

      “I’m no connoisseur, but perhaps I’m more of one than you, Ms. Chicken Tikka Masala.” Bradley smiles, but before I can retort, he continues. “Maybe you’ll join me at Bhaati one day and you can see what real Indian food tastes like?”

      Note: we’ve veered into the Twilight Zone when Bradley Waring-Smith is asking me to dinner.

      I’m smart enough to understand it’s not a real invitation, but I’m sure a river in hell is freezing over nonetheless. “That would be, um, great. There’s a good Thai place over there, too.”

      Bradley nods. “I like Thai food.”

      Oh God. He doesn’t think my invitation is real, does he? That would only happen in the Twilight Zone. “Tonight we’re still talking Indian. Are you coming with?”

      Bradley stops and stares at me like he’s trying to read my innermost thoughts. Problem is, my innermost thought right now is, “Rescue me.”

      Especially when he says, “Being asked to join you and your friends isn’t the same thing as being welcome.”

      For fuck’s sake. This is what I get for trying to be nice to my boss. Note to self: never do that shit again. “Shall I decide for you? Come with. Leave when you feel uncomfortable. The end.”

      Bradley gives me that long stare again and nods. “Okay. That would be nice. Thank you.”

      “Fabulous.”

      Who am I kidding? So not fabulous.

      Bradley and I shuffle along through the crowd and as we reach the end of the protest route, we veer off towards Covent Garden. The crowd thins and it becomes even more apparent we have nothing to say to each other. My mind spins, but everything I think of is either work-related or too personal and I don’t want to go in either direction. So we trudge along in silence that feels like being stuck in a sleeping bag with a broken zipper.

      Until it doesn’t. I’m not sure when the tension between us dissolves, but as we pass by the Royal Opera House, Bradley turns to me and says, “I forgot how busy it is over here. I don’t get out to this part of the city as much as I’d like to.”

      “I’m sure it’s more so than normal tonight because of the march. And you were right. It’s kind of a perfect summer evening.” The temperature is warm but not hot and there’s still plenty of sun, even approaching eight p.m.

      “I should get out of the office more.” Bradley smiles a little and rolls his eyes. “I may as well be in Cleveland for all I’ve seen of London.”

      “Don’t you go exploring on the weekends?” I ask the question before realizing it’s personal. I know nothing about Bradley Waring-Smith’s life, except he’s the boss, I’m the employee. He’s a demanding, perfectionist jerk, I’m a cog in the wheel of his company. Already tonight I’ve learned his mother’s nationality and his favorite Indian restaurant, which seem like two personal things too many. Bradley Waring-Smith is a means to an end, which does not include knowing or liking him. Or ogling him, for that matter. In my experience, that complicates things. A lot.

      “Weekends are a chance to get caught up on work.” This time when Bradley smiles, there’s a hint of sadness behind it.

      “Because working fourteen-hour days isn’t enough?” My brow furrows. I’m pretty sure that’s a conservative estimate.

      “I run a company. A lot of people depend on me, and if I fail, it’s not just me that crashes and burns. It’s Sarah in accounting, who’s paying for a private nursing home for her mom. Or Patrick in HR whose wife just had triplets and isn’t planning on going back to work. Tom moved here from New York, and even you.” Bradley pauses, but not long enough for me to say anything. “You reworked your entire grad school schedule to be a part of my apprenticeship program.”

      Well, yes. What started out as a six-month apprenticeship extended into a job offer I couldn’t/wouldn’t refuse. Which meant juggling the requirements to complete my Master’s program back in Atlanta from afar and missing graduation in May. But experience with WS Consulting will be worth twenty times more than any graduation ceremony could ever be, so it’s worth it as far as I’m concerned. As I said, means to an end.

      Still, I can’t hide my surprise as I ask, “Do you know everyone’s story who works for you then?”

      Bradley shrugs. “That’s my job, isn’t it?”

      Well, no. But the fact he thinks it is does something funny to my insides I’d rather not dwell on, so I say, “Either way, you should see more of the city if you’re going to understand the London market. Your clients will come to WS for the name, but they’ll stay for the personal touch and your understanding of the environment in which they work.”

      “I know.” Bradley sighs. “Which worries me. I’ve spent more of this year in New York than I’d have liked, and now that I’m living in London, I spend most of my time on the phone with New York. Each city has its own footprint and I pride myself on understanding that, but right now Greater London is as foreign to me as Tokyo.”

      “You can’t understand it if you don’t spend time in the city, though.” I gesture to the shop on the corner. “I mean, Covent Garden is great, but it’s touristy. King’s Road is amazing, but the whole area is wealthy. You’ve also got to go where normal people go. Go to Camden Market on a Saturday. Or Canary Wharf at 5:30 on a Wednesday. Take a water taxi to Greenwich and walk around on a Sunday when all the families are out. That’s understanding the so-called footprint of the city.”

      “You’re right.” Bradley nods, slowly this time. “Of course, you’re right.”

      “There are so many things about London that make it unique, and then when you figure in the population of people working in the city that aren’t even from here, that’s a whole different footprint, too. Those bankers who commute two hours each way or the weekday warrior types who cycle to work from God knows where. Tara and I are from the Lake District and that’s a different world, too.”

      Bradley stops in the middle of the sidewalk and gives me that stare of his again, although I don’t feel like he’s trying to read my innermost thoughts this time. It’s more a look of measured consideration, which lulls me into a false sense of security. So I’m unprepared when he nods and says, “I agree with you and I need to make this a priority. I’m wondering if you’ll show me this London of yours. If you make a list and a plan, we can start tomorrow.”

      What. The. Actual. Fuck? Did I offer? Because I don’t think I did.

      Aloud, I say, “Um, excuse me?”

      Bradley nods again. “I agree with you. Financial and economic conditions are only one part of market research, and if WS is going to thrive here, I need to understand the city. You seem to know London and I’m asking if you’re willing to share your knowledge with me.”

      “By doing what, exactly?” He didn’t stutter, but I’m going to need him to spell it out for me so I can say hell no.

      “Showing me the real city, as you say. If it’s impossible, I could make do with a list, but I have a feeling your perspective would make a big difference. Going to Greenwich to wander around, for example, is very different than going with someone who knows the hidden corners.” Bradley smiles. “And I have a feeling you’d disapprove of my version of wandering around in general.”

      I smile, too, against my every instinct because it looks like acquiescence. “If it includes a map or an app on your phone, I would. Because if you don’t end up in at least one dodgy kebab shop, it doesn’t count.”

      “Please tell me you don’t eat dodgy kebabs.” Bradley raises his eyebrows and looks so legit concerned I laugh.

      “Only after two a.m. It was more of a metaphor. I wouldn’t ask you to do it, don’t worry.”

      “So does that mean you’re up for giving me the Scarlett St Julien tour of London?”

      No, no, no, no, no. I’m not. It will be awkward and uncomfortable, and I can’t even imagine how it will work.

      But I also can’t imagine how I can extricate myself at this point, so I nod. Very, very slowly so it can’t be mistaken for enthusiasm, and I say, “Sure. I’ll make a plan and we can start tomorrow.”

      Bradley nods. “Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.”

      I side-eye him and keep silent, but what I want to say is, “Are you? Because I’m not. I’m really, really not.”
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