
  
    [image: The Power of Love]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Special Offer from the Author

      

    

    
      
        
          Next in Line for Love

        

        
          
            1. Ali

          

          
            2. Jill

          

          
            3. Ali

          

          
            4. Jill

          

          
            5. Ali

          

          
            6. Jill

          

          
            7. Ali

          

          
            8. Jill

          

          
            9. Ali

          

          
            10. Jill

          

          
            11. Ali

          

          
            12. Jill

          

          
            13. Ali

          

          
            14. Jill

          

          
            15. Ali

          

          
            16. Jill

          

          
            17. Ali

          

          
            18. Jill

          

          
            19. Ali

          

          
            20. Jill

          

          
            21. Ali

          

          
            22. Jill

          

          
            23. Ali

          

          
            24. Jill

          

          
            25. Ali

          

          
            26. Jill

          

          
            27. Ali

          

          
            28. Jill

          

          
            29. Ali

          

          
            30. Jill

          

          
            31. Ali

          

          
            32. Jill

          

          
            33. Ali

          

          
            34. Jill

          

          
            35. Ali

          

          
            36. Jill

          

          
            37. Ali

          

          
            38. Jill

          

          
            39. Ali

          

          
            40. Jill

          

        

      

      
        
          A Swing at Love

        

        
          
            Preface

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            A Word from the Authors

          

        

      

      
        
          Seasons of Love

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

      
        
          Excerpt of If You Kiss Me Like That

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        A Note from Harper

      

      
        Get Three Books FOR FREE

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Harper Bliss

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Get three Harper Bliss books FOR FREE

        Sign up for the no-spam newsletter and get FEW HEARTS SURVIVE, a Pink Bean Series novella, and two other books for free.

        Details can be found at the end of this book.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Next in Line for Love

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Can the road to the top take you on a path to love?

      

      

      After ten years abroad, Alexandra ‘Ali’ Lennox’s father asks her to move back to Los Angeles to head the family company, Lennox Breweries.

      The company’s COO, Jill Gold, has dedicated twenty years of her life to Lennox Breweries and is not amused when she’s asked to mentor Ali, who she considers to be nothing more than a privileged trust-fund brat.

      Even though they don’t see eye to eye, Ali and Jill will have to learn to trust each other for the sake of the company—and each other.

      Can Jill change her mind about Ali’s smug entitlement? And will Ali be able to come to terms with the past hurt that drove her away from L.A. in the first place?
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      I always get a faint whiff of stale beer when I enter the Lennox Breweries offices, even though the actual brewing doesn’t happen in this building. I shake off the imagined scent and head toward the elevator bank. The lobby feels empty—too empty. What was I expecting? A welcoming committee? That would have been nice, actually.

      I make my way to the top floor unescorted, briefly wondering if I got the date wrong. But how could I possibly have gotten it wrong? This is the day I start my journey to becoming Chief Executive Officer of one of the country’s oldest breweries.

      When the elevator opens to the executive floor, I’m greeted by my brother Sebastian—the last person I want to see.

      “Hey, Sis,” he says. The smile on his face is already annoying me. “Ready for the big league?” I know the question isn’t one born from genuine concern. Sebastian’s just here to taunt me. We’re both in our thirties, yet insulting each other is still what we do most of when we are together.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, taking his bait.

      “I’m here for you, of course.” He brings a hand to my shoulder, making me believe, just for a split second, that he can be a nice guy if he really wants to be. “On your big day.” He flashes me a smile again—it’s only a fraction less annoying this time. “Someone has to make sure you don’t fuck up straight away.”

      “I’m touched.” My voice drips with sarcasm. As we progress toward my father’s office suite, a few people look up; some even give me a nod or quick wave.

      “You’d think the old man would be in an extraordinary mood today, what with his favorite daughter reporting for duty, but he’s just as cranky as ever,” Sebastian says. “Trust me. It’s good that I’m here.”

      Our father, Jeffrey Lennox, is the kind of man who can strike the fear of God into you with a single, withering look. A man who has gotten used to taking exactly what he wants. And now I’m here to take over his biggest prize.

      “If you say so.” We approach the glass box that makes up my father’s office. He’s standing by the window, gazing out over the Los Angeles skyline.

      Sebastian looks at his watch. “I do have a meeting that can’t be pushed back—not even for your arrival, Ali.” He gives a curt, ridiculous bow. “You’re on your own.” So much for my brother being there for me on my big day.

      You’d think it wasn’t my own father I’m about to greet, what with the way my heart is stomping in my chest. This is ridiculous. And all Sebastian has done is make me more nervous, which was probably his intention.

      “Hey, Ali. Right on time.” A voice comes from behind me. “Shall we go in?”

      “Jill.” I nod at the woman who has been Lennox Breweries’ Chief Operating Officer for as long as I can remember, although there must have been a time when it wasn’t her. My father makes the decisions, Jill Gold implements them.

      Unlike the rest of the SoCal population, Jill’s not the sort of woman to greet you with a hug. She raps her knuckles against the glass door, opens it, and ushers me into my father’s office.

      “Alexandra.” My father turns to me and opens his arms wide—as though I’ve just flown in from somewhere far away, instead of seeing him at the house two days ago. Maybe’s he’s putting on a show for Jill, but why would he? If not for Jill, then for me, perhaps? Where’s the crankiness Sebastian was talking about?

      “Hi, Dad.” I walk toward him but not too close.

      He keeps his arms spread, but it’s more a showy gesture than any actual desire to give me a proper hug.

      “The day has finally come. You’ve come to take the crown,” he says.

      “Hardly.” I can just about keep from rolling my eyes. “I still need to get my training wheels on.”

      “Yes, well.” He heads behind his large desk. “You know what I mean.” He waves for Jill to come closer.

      “It makes sense to take you under my wing, Ali,” Jill says. “I know everything that happens at this company. Stick with me for a while, and you’ll be ready in no time.”

      “She’ll be your boss in no time,” my father says, his voice gruff.

      Jill shrugs off his comment as though she won’t mind working for someone much younger than herself—as though she never considered herself for the part of CEO. But she’s not a Lennox. It was always going to be either me or Sebastian.

      “The first thing we need to do,” Jill says, “is make you a viable proposition for the board.” She gives a quick shake of the head. “They’ll be expecting Sebastian.”

      “That’s what you get when the board’s mostly made up of old men,” I say. If I’m going to be CEO, I shouldn’t mince my words.

      “Very true,” Jill says before my father can make a comment.

      “I haven’t exactly been sitting on my ass the past ten years,” I say. “You can order Lennox beer in more than a hundred countries around the world these days.”

      While this is true—I’ve been working in the family business for a decade now—even I expected Sebastian to be the one to follow in Dad’s footsteps, despite him being an entitled, obnoxious douchebag.

      But times have changed and suddenly share prices can plummet, even when the most logical successor is announced. When they present me as the next CEO instead of my brother, the share price should stay pretty steady. At least, that’s what my father told me when he gauged my interest in the position. It was a heart-warming way to sell me on the whole premise.

      “Once we’ve got the board… on board,” Jill says, not a hint of a smile on her face, “we’ll take it from there. But that’s the first objective. We need to create the idea of stable leadership. Someone who won’t rock the boat, but is fresh at the same time.”

      “No pressure.” I glance at Jill. Even though we’re in Southern California, she’s wearing a black turtleneck sweater.

      “Don’t worry, Ali. I’ve got your back.” There’s something sincere—and therefore very unusual—about her, so I believe her when she says it, although I can’t completely shake off the skepticism I was raised with.

      The least I can do is give her a warm smile in response.

      A knock comes on the door. It’s Evelyn, my father’s personal assistant. “Dr. Barnes is here,” she says.

      My father rolls his eyes and sinks into his leather chair.

      “Just follow Jill around.” He as good as waves us out of the door.

      Jill holds the door open for me. I’m at least five inches taller than her.

      “I managed to convince him to have his blood pressure monitored twice a day. He doesn’t like it, as you can imagine,” she whispers, “but needs must.”

      I follow her to her office. She points to the wall behind her desk. “We’ve set you up next door, close to all the action.”

      “Thanks.” I glance around. Jill’s office is a smaller replica of my father’s. Perhaps mine will be exactly the same as well, but a little smaller still, to represent the current pecking order.

      “How is he really doing? In the day-to-day?”

      “He’s an old man.” Jill says it very matter-of-factly. It’s good to know she doesn’t mince her words either. “He should have stepped down years ago, but he’s more stubborn than he’s old, so…”

      “Tell me about it,” I say as though I know all about it. I’ve only been back in L.A. a few weeks.

      “I have some calls to make.” Jill looks at her watch. “But how about lunch together?”

      “Oh, uh.” I slant my head. “I already have plans for lunch.”

      “With Sebastian?” she inquires. “He can tag along.” She grins at me. “If he must.”

      “Um, no. With my friend Madison. I didn’t think today was going to be, like, a whole thing.”

      “A whole thing?” Jill creases her features into an expression I can only interpret as extreme disapproval. “Why do I get the impression you’re not taking this very seriously? You’re going to be CEO of Lennox Breweries, Ali. This ‘whole thing’ is going to take up a lot of your time, if not all of it. I hope you’re aware of that.”

      “I’m well aware. It’s just that today’s the first day. I have the rest of my life to be serious about it.” I reach for my cellphone in the side pocket of my blazer. “But if it’s so important, I’ll have lunch with you instead.”

      Jill’s phone starts ringing. She shoots me one last glance—is that some mild disdain I detect?—and turns to pick it up.

      I slink out of her office, in search of my own. Maybe it’s good that we’ll have lunch, so I can manage Jill’s expectations of me. We already seem to have different ideas of what it means to become the big boss.
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      “I hope we didn’t get off on the wrong foot earlier.” I’m not sure why I’m being so nice to Ali—probably because she’s the boss’s daughter. And it’s my job to train her to become my next boss.

      The sushi I ordered sits untouched between us on the conference table in my office.

      “I’m the one who should apologize.” Ali doesn’t really sound as though she means it. For someone who has been out of the state—and out of the country—for so long, she sounds like a quintessential spoiled brat from Beverly Hills, irritating inflections in her voice included. “Tell me honestly, Jill. Am I nothing more than a figurehead here? Because that’s what I’ve been led to believe. Both by my brother and my father. They need me for the optics and that’s about it.” She glares at the food on the table, making no move to actually eat any of it. Maybe it’s not up to her standards.

      I’ve been dealing with Jeffrey Lennox’s children since I started my career at Lennox Breweries—although I haven’t seen Ali in a very long time. I’ve often lamented that if Jeffrey wanted his children to succeed him, he should have raised them a little differently, but he was always too busy building his business to put much thought into his offspring.

      “Lennox needs you. All of you,” I say, with feeling. “Not just your pretty face, Ali.” I want her to have a chance. She might have spent the past decade living the high life in various European and Asian cities, pretending to be export manager for the company, but if I have my way, Alexandra Lennox will become the next CEO of this company. I’d much rather have her at the helm than her brother, whose privilege has only been increased by the fact he was born male.

      “That’s the first I’ve heard of that.”

      “Look.” I open a bottle of overpriced Fiji water. “We have a chance here to usher this company into a new era. The only reason we even have this opportunity is because your brother screwed up one time too many. Because he thinks he can get away with anything. Well, he can’t anymore. This is a golden opportunity for us, for you and me, Ali. We can run this company together, if we want.”

      I hope I’ve read Ali correctly and that she dislikes her brother as much as I do. I’ve never seen any evidence to the contrary, but years abroad can change a person.

      “And let Sebastian know he cannot run things behind the scenes?” Her face lights up.

      “Exactly.”

      “Maybe we can even push him out in the process,” Ali says. “Shouldn’t he be in jail or something, anyway?”

      “He went to rehab.” Lennoxes don’t go to jail, I add in my head.

      “Fat load of good that did him.” She wrinkles up her nose. “Pity there are no rehabilitation centers for first-class douchebags…”

      “I take it there have been no grand reconciliations since you’ve returned?”

      Ali’s very different from her brother. I can actually have a conversation with her where things are articulated instead of insinuated. I can get to know a few things through her.

      “Sebastian wants to drink my blood.” Ali leans back in her chair and crosses her arms over her chest. “He won’t come out and say it, but he absolutely loathes that Dad has chosen me over him. Even though it’s his own stupid fault.”

      “It’s not something he’ll get over any time soon. You’ll need to watch your back.”

      “I thought you had my back.” Ali draws her lips into a smile.

      “I do.” I pluck a piece of salmon sashimi from the plate in front of me. “Do you have mine?” The slice of salmon hovers in front of my mouth as I wait for Ali to reply.

      “Are we forging some kind of sisterly pact over sushi?”

      “We can.” I chuckle to make light of it, but it’s exactly what I want. If I can get Ali accepted by the board, I can have virtual control of this company once Jeffrey steps down. Our first move, after Senior is out of the door, will be to get rid of Sebastian. All I need is Ali Lennox on my side.

      “Okay.” Ali doesn’t dismiss the idea. “I’ve always liked you, Jill. You’ve obviously steered this company through some rough patches, but… I’m not as young and naive as I used to be. And I don’t really know you. So I guess your other very important and urgent job is to make me trust you.”

      “Of course.” Perhaps I underestimated Ali a little. I had my guy do some research on her, because I haven’t seen much of her while she was gallivanting around the globe. From what I’ve heard, she likes to party just as much as her brother does, but the substances she uses are always legal, which already makes her a fair bit smarter than Sebastian. “Challenge accepted.” I have quite a few years on Ali, and a whole lot more experience in business in general, and this company specifically. Getting her to trust me shouldn’t be too hard—as long as I don’t make the mistake of underestimating her. She’s still a Lennox. After their mother died, Jeffrey might have allowed Alexandra and Sebastian to do anything they wanted while he escaped into work, but they were both born with Lennox smarts. It runs in their blood.

      Ali nods at me sternly, as if I’m her subordinate already.

      “Now tell me, how have you been, Ali?” It’s time to lighten the mood, and to get to know her all over again. The last time I saw Jeffrey’s daughter was at her twin sister’s funeral ten years ago.

      “Singapore was a hoot,” she says. “I wouldn’t have minded staying longer. They just really get extravagance there. Having a shit ton of money is, like, so normal in some countries.”

      She sounds a lot like Sebastian right now. They are siblings, after all. But I decide to focus on the other parts of her—and to unearth at least one positive trait I can work with.

      “How are you?” she asks, much against my expectations. Sebastian never deigns to ask me how I am. No one on this floor does. “Are you married with a couple of brats?” She squints. “Don’t tell me you’re a grandma already. I won’t believe you.”

      I chuckle. She couldn’t be further from the truth. There’s a reason why nobody here asks me how I’m doing. I’ve taught everyone that it’s a pointless question. I don’t discuss my private life at work, mostly because I don’t have one.

      “None of that. I’ve always been married to the job, which I know is a terrible cliché.”

      Ali examines my face, then nods as though she has suddenly understood something about me. I’m not sure why my palms suddenly feel moist.

      “Your dedication to my family’s brews is touching,” Ali says with a grin on her face. Then she finally picks up a pair of chopsticks and starts to eat.
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      “What are you drinking?” I ask Madison.

      The party has clearly been going on for a while. Just as I was leaving, my father called me into his office to explain his ideas for the future of Lennox Breweries in great detail, making me late. As he droned on and on, the way he does much more these days than he used to, I thought about how I had been looking forward to this party all week and how I had promised Madison I’d be there early, and definitely before any other guests arrived.

      “A non-alcoholic IPA,” she says. “It’s all the rage.” Madison doesn’t seem cross with me for being late. She’s her usual relaxed self.

      “Can I see?” She gives me the bottle. “This isn’t a Lennox beer,” I quickly conclude.

      “Lennox doesn’t do non-alcoholic IPAs. I’d be surprised if you produced any IPAs at all,” Madison says. “If you do, they probably taste like dishwater.”

      “Excuse moi.” I glare at Madison. We’ve been poking fun at my family’s business all our lives, but now that I actually work there—although not much actual work has been done so far—it feels somehow inappropriate. “That’s my company you’re talking about.”

      Madison shrugs. “Now you’re back in the motherland, are you still export manager? Can you actually perform your exporting tasks from the great city of Los Angeles? You know, without deserting your best friend for years? If yes, you could have come back to me sooner.”

      Father as good as made me swear an oath to not tell anyone about the real reason for my return. So far, I’ve obeyed. It feels weird to not tell Madison, who I’ve always confided in, even when I lived thousands of miles away. “I think we’re trying to figure out a new role for me,” I say. It’s close enough to the truth so I don’t feel like I’m lying to my best friend. I ignore her remark about my physical absence from her life for the past ten years.

      I take a sip from her alcohol-free beer. “Not bad.”

      “Maybe you can be in charge of non-alcoholic beer. Start by introducing it,” Madison says.

      “Maybe.” I don’t give the beer back. It has become market research as far as I’m concerned.

      We’re sitting on the patio overlooking the pool. A few people have stripped down and jumped into the water.

      “It feels like I’ve gone back in time about fifteen years.” I glance at Madison. “A pool party.”

      “Why not? This is L.A. This is what we do.” She bumps her knee against mine. “It’s hardly been any fun without you, Lennox.”

      Madison knows why I needed to get away when I did. I can hardly claim I came back a different person, but something inside me has changed. Calmed down, perhaps.

      A topless woman jumps into the pool, catching my full attention. When she emerges, her wet hair slicked back, I squint to get a better look at her face. “Is that Angel Ashby?”

      “It is,” Madison says, and follows up with a chuckle. “You’ll never guess who she’s dating.”

      “Wait…” I turn to Madison and study her face. “Not you, right?”

      Madison shakes her head. “Do you really think that if I was dating Angel Ashby you wouldn’t know about it?”

      “I’ve been away. You might be keeping things from me.” I smile at her. “Who?”

      “Wendy Nichols.”

      “Our Wendy Nichols?”

      “It’s allowed these days. At least for B-list actresses. A-list is still quite frowned upon.”

      “Wow.” I take another sip from the alcohol-free beer. It might be all the rage, but I could do with something stronger.

      “Look at you all caught up in the gay glitz of Hollywood.” I wink at Madison. She recently had a part in Everything Right Now, a critically acclaimed but niche Netflix show about a bunch of jaded West Hollywood queers. When I watched it, I joked she was basically playing herself.

      “I am the queen of gay glitz, darling,” she says.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Well, you were gone so what was I going to do?”

      “Take my throne.” I glance at her again. “You’re very welcome to it.”

      “So I sit here every weekend, surveying my queendom. It’s quite nice.” She looks at the people frolicking in her pool.

      “You know everyone here, don’t you?” I follow Madison’s gaze. My eyes are automatically drawn to Angel Ashby. Growing up in L.A. hasn’t made me totally immune to Hollywood star power.

      “Of course I do. No strangers in my pool.”

      “She’s hot.” I know I can say whatever I want in front of Madison.

      “Hands off, though. She’s with Wendy.”

      “What do you take me for?”

      “I take you for exactly what you are, Alexandra Lennox. A woman who always gets what she wants.” I feel Madison’s stare on me. “You haven’t always considered other people’s feelings, Ali. I’ve seen you put the moves on women who were not available plenty of times before.”

      “Only because they made themselves available to me,” I joke. Although Madison’s right. Before I left L.A.—and quite a few years after—I wouldn’t have had any qualms hitting on someone like Angel Ashby, even if I knew she was with someone else.

      “Obnoxiousness alert,” Madison says.

      “I was just kidding.” I give her a look.

      “Do you have a preferred type these days?” she asks. “Butch? Boi? High femme? Low femme? All or any of those?”

      “Christ.” I turn toward her again. “We do love a good old label in the US of A. I have found that overseas, people are much less boxed in.”

      “You know, even when you’re trying to say something profound, and maybe even potentially correct, you still manage to sound so fucking entitled.” Madison chuckles.

      “It’s part of my charm, Mads.” I say it with confidence, but, lately, I have begun to question my privilege somewhat.

      “You haven’t answered my question,” Madison insists.

      I gaze around the garden—scanning for prey, as we used to call it. “I quite fancy myself some of that.” I discreetly point at a woman reclining in a lounger on the other side of the pool. She has legs for days and is wearing only a skimpy bikini. Her skin glistens from a recent stint in the pool. “Who is she?”

      “A girl I know,” Madison says enigmatically.

      “Oh. Does that mean hands-off?” I look her in the eye.

      “Nah. It’s over.”

      “You were with her?”

      Madison nods. “Just for a little while.”

      “You stayed friends, obviously.”

      “Sort of. I didn’t really think she’d come tonight and… flaunt her wares like that.”

      I giggle at how she puts it. “You’re not over her? What’s her name?”

      “Bethany,” Madison says wistfully.

      “Is there anything I can do to make Bethany like you again?” I bring my face close to hers. “Do you want me to kiss you to make her jealous and realize what she’s missing out on?”

      “We’re not in our crazy twenties anymore.” Madison pulls away from me.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that I don’t play games like that anymore. Either someone likes me, or they don’t. And if they don’t, I’m mature enough to deal with it in an adult way.”

      “What you’re really trying to say,” I look into Madison’s eyes again, “is that you’ve gone off kissing me.”

      She scrunches up her lips. “You were gone a long time. We both had some growing up to do.”

      “I guess.” Nodding, I look over the garden again, at all the women I can’t have—well, at least two of them. If I’m being completely honest, it gnaws at me a little. But I try to resist the impulse of, as Madison just put it, taking exactly what I want. I’m trying to actively resist my family’s sense of entitlement, which, try as I might to ignore it, is part of the fabric of my being.
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      “How’s the boss’s daughter working out?” Linda asks.

      She’s worked at Lennox as long as I have, and lost her reverence for the people in charge a long time ago. She’s also the only one in my department I trust with all my confidential documents.

      “The jury’s still very much out on that.” Ali’s only been back a week.

      “She’s late.” Linda taps her watch ostentatiously.

      “Only an hour.” I know better than to get upset about one of the Lennoxes being late. Although, even in his eighties, Jeffrey’s often at the office before I arrive.

      “What’s the old man thinking, putting someone like that in charge?”

      “Ali has potential.” I have to believe this. “It’s my job to bring that out.” I allow myself a small sigh. “You can’t really blame her for being who she is. She’s never had to take responsibility for anything in her life. She and her brother basically grew up without any formal parenting so…”

      “It’s a tough job you’ve got,” Linda says. “Trying to transform a trust fund brat into someone capable of running this company.”

      “You and me both.” I smile widely at Linda.

      “Leave me out of it, please. I’m very happy working for you, as long as I don’t have to deal with the top brass directly. It’s not my scene, you know that.”

      “Ah, and I was going to have her follow you around today.”

      “It’s bad enough that Sebastian walks into my office as though he owns the place at least once a day…”

      “Well, technically, he does.”

      Linda sighs as well now. “Don’t you wish for universal basic income sometimes?”

      I roll my eyes. “That would barely cover the monthly bill for my parking space.”

      “You get off on it,” Linda says. “It’s the only way I can explain you.”

      “Explain me?” I start pacing. Ali’s blatant lateness is beginning to annoy me despite what I said to Linda. “Since when do I need to be explained?”

      “You’re quite a normal woman, Jill. You shouldn’t really fit in with the Lennoxes so well, yet you do. It’s always been a bit disconcerting.”

      I need some time to process Linda’s perception of me. “You’re basically saying I’m too average to mingle with the one percent?”

      “Clearly not.” Linda flashes me a big mischievous grin. There’s some stumbling in the hallway and then Ali barges into my office.

      Linda quickly slips out, giving me a meaningful look as she does.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Ali says. “Bit of a rough weekend.” She pushes her shades higher up her nose. “Madison threw a party on Friday evening and it never really ended.” She slumps onto the cracked-leather sofa at the far end of my office.

      “Are you hungover?” I ask.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it hungover. In fact—” She slaps her palms onto the top of the coffee table. “Did you know that alcohol-free beer is all the rage these days? It’s, like, everywhere, Jill.”

      I suppress a sigh. “It doesn’t look like you partook of much of it.”

      “Well, no, of course I didn’t. It gets tiresome after a while and you know how much I adore an expertly mixed cocktail, but—” It’s as though Ali only now realizes she’s at work. “Anyway, how was your weekend, Jill?” she asks.

      “That’s none of your business.” I stand behind my desk, wishing I was in possession of a more towering presence. I need to find some sort of authority to wield over Ali if this is going to work. I can’t let her walk all over me—and turn up hungover on a Monday morning.

      “Ouch.” Ali slings one long leg over the other. Her hair is pulled into a high ponytail. She’s wearing a tailor-made light blue pants-suit that shouldn’t really look good on anyone, but it does on her. For all the time I’ve been around rich people, I’ve never been able to fathom the secret to them looking so good all the time, as though it takes no effort at all.

      “Your father and Sebastian are at the brewery today so at least you haven’t incurred their wrath.” I sink into my chair. I might as well. When I was first told that Ali would be transferring to head office, I was excited at the opportunity I saw ahead of me. Now, it feels more like I’m babysitting a thirty-something child who’s refusing to grow up. But I always knew it would be a challenge—and I’m always up for one of those.

      “But I do seem to have incurred the wrath of Jill Gold.” Ali slants her head. “How about I take you to brunch to make up for it?”

      “How about, instead of playing truant at ten o’clock on a Monday morning, we put some rules in place. Otherwise, I don’t really see how this is going to work out.”

      “Ah, Jill, you’re such a spoilsport. The male Lennoxes are out of the house. I’m the only Lennox left. Let’s do something fun. Something female and fun.”

      Next, she’ll propose we take a spa day. I shake my head.

      “I’m having a party at my new house this weekend. You should swing by. If we’re going to work together in all the ways you propose, we should get to know each other better.”

      “I don’t think so, Ali.”

      “My dad invites you to his house all the time. Why won’t you come to mine? Is it because I don’t live in Beverly Hills?”

      “I’ll think about it, but… believe it or not, some people actually have a job to do. That includes you now.”

      “Hey.” She lowers her shades and glares at me from over the rim. “As far as I’m concerned, I’ve done my job for today. Hell, for this week. Alcohol-free beer! Let’s rake in the cash.”

      I can no longer hold back my sigh. “It’s already in development. We’ll be launching it soon. What do you think we do here all day long?”

      She hides behind her sunglasses again. “Shit. Who came up with that idea? Please don’t tell me it was Sebastian?”

      “We have an actual market research department.” An idea takes root. “We have many departments in this company.”

      “Duh,” is all she says.

      “How about I arrange for you to spend a few weeks at each one?”

      “What? Like work experience?”

      “Yes, exactly like that.”

      Ali shakes her head. “Nah. I don’t think I’ll be a huge fan of that.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you think. I think it’s important for you to experience first-hand how each department works.”

      “Does my father think it’s important?”

      “He will if I tell him that it is.”

      She deflates a little. “Let’s make a deal,” she says. “I’ll do my tour of all the departments without complaining, to you or my father, if you come to my party next weekend.”

      This is what my life has consisted of since I started work at Lennox Breweries: endless negotiations with people like Ali.

      “Fine,” I say, having no actual intention of going to her house. In my job, I can always come up with a last-minute excuse to get out of something. In fact, over the years, it has become my specialty. “I’ll come. But for now, it looks like the market research department really needs you.”
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      I’m not sure how I’ve found myself in my brother’s apartment, but here I am. It’s large and starkly decorated with lots of white and black—no room for any grays, it would appear.

      “There’s a helipad on the roof,” he says.

      “Of course there is.”

      “You could have moved into this building.” He drops a few ice cubes into a cut-glass tumbler. “I bought the floor below as well.”

      “As much as I would have adored living underneath you, it wasn’t to be.”

      Sebastian hands me a glass of Scotch on the rocks. Either he has forgotten I don’t drink Scotch or he’s messing with me. I don’t react and just put the glass on the table.

      “Your loss.” He sips from his drink and then leans back into the white leather sofa.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes. I glance at him from the corner of my eye. Sebastian is two years younger than me and sometimes, if I look at him from the right angle, I can still see a shadow of the little Sebastian I remember.

      “Why did you invite me here?” I ask when I can no longer bear the silence.

      “You’re my sister. You lived abroad for ten years. Maybe I feel we should spend some time together.” He doesn’t look at me when he speaks.

      “In contemplative silence?”

      “You can speak if you want to.” He reaches inside his blazer and produces a small translucent bag with white powder inside.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. You’re not going to do your drugs in front of me, Seb. Fuck that. I won’t have it.”

      “What? Now you’re not even drinking anymore?” He eyes my untouched glass of Scotch. “You’ve come back having fully processed all the Lennox traumas and you don’t need an easy escape anymore? Because you’re going to be CEO and that makes you better than me?”

      “What are you even talking about?”

      Sebastian throws the little bag onto the table. I’m no expert, but it looks like coke. How very nineties.

      “You left. You just fucked off, Ali. To someplace where you didn’t have to deal with my or Dad’s grief.”

      He’s going straight for the jugular. I have to give him kudos for that.

      “It was my right to leave. I had my own grief to deal with.”

      “Maybe, but you could have come back once in a while. Leah dying aged Dad beyond his years.”

      “Beyond his years? He’s eighty-three. He’s old. He was old when she died and he’s ten years older now. That’s how it goes.”

      “It’s all fucked, anyway. It doesn’t matter.” He eyes the baggie of coke.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay. Leah and I…” I stop explaining myself. Seb knows. He’s my brother, he should know. Then again, there appear to be plenty of things I don’t know about him. Like my leaving fucking him up as well. Next he’ll tell me I’m responsible for his coke habit.

      Because it’s all I can think of to do, I reach for the glass of Scotch and pretend to take a sip. The mere scent of it is enough to make me queasy.

      “Now you’re back, and all Dad can see is you,” he says.

      “He asked me to return.”

      “So? That doesn’t mean you had to come. Why did you?”

      “Because… It was time.”

      “It’s really bad timing for me.” He empties his glass and pulls a face as the liquor slides down his throat. “If I’d had another year, a few months even, to get my act together…”

      “Dad doesn’t have another year. He should take it easy. He looks frail.”

      “He’s Jeffrey fucking Lennox.” Sebastian shakes his head. “I always thought he’d live forever.”

      “Maybe the next generation of Lennoxes will.”

      “Look.” He sits up. “I’m throwing my cards on the table. I know Dad wants to appoint you as his successor because…” He nods at the coke. “Well, you know why. For some reason, I have to be squeaky clean if I want to be the face of LB and I had the bad luck of getting caught. Anyway, it’s what he wants. For now. And that’s fine. We can give him that. I can give him that, if it makes him feel better. But it’s not how I want things for the long term… So, I have to ask. What do you want for the long term?” He stares straight into my eyes.

      “The way I understand things, in the long term, I’m going to be CEO of Lennox Breweries.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of the length of that term,” Sebastian says. He gets up and pours himself another drink. “Do you want a beer? I have a fridge full of Lennox lager that will never be drunk by anyone.”

      “How very kind of you.” I go to the kitchen—a clinically stark, white affair also—and grab myself a beer. It gives me some time to think about Sebastian’s comment. I will have to tell Jill about this, but for now, I need to make a quick decision on my own. “I know you want to run the company as well as be the face of it, but you’re going to have to step back for a bit. It’s the way things are. That being said…” I take a sip from my beer. “Nothing is set in stone. You’re my brother. We can work together.” I quash the memory of the conversation with Jill—the one where I said I’d like him to go.

      Sebastian nods. He seems to have forgotten about the coke on his coffee table. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      A silence falls again. My thoughts drift to Leah, and I wonder if Sebastian’s thinking of her as well. Is she still his first thought in the morning, before he opens his eyes, before he’s fully awake to the reality of our lives without her—forever?

      When we were kids, after Leah and I graduated from finding our cute little brother super adorable, our favorite pastime was to gang up on him. Sebastian had no recourse against his pair of older sisters.

      “Are you seeing anyone?” I ask. There are no signs of any regular female presence in my brother’s apartment.

      “Yeah. Sure,” he says absent-mindedly, as though I’ve just asked him if he wants to order some food.

      “Tell me about her.”

      He looks at me and, for a split second, I spot the forlorn look in his eyes, the same one he used to get when Leah and I went too far with him when we were kids. His gaze turns hard again. “There’s nothing to tell. She’s just… It’s nothing serious. I don’t seem to attract a lot of serious girls.”

      Same here, I want to say, but it has never really bothered me. And it’s not something I want to bond over with my brother.

      “Dad was fifty years old when I was born,” Sebastian says. “I figure I have some time to start a family.”

      “He hasn’t put pressure on you to produce some Lennox grandkids?”

      Sebastian shakes his head. “Grandkids don’t really seem to interest him that much.”

      “Figures,” I say. “He never had much time for his own children when they were growing up, either.”

      “Harsh.” Sebastian briefly arches his eyebrows.

      “Do you want to grab some dinner or something?” I ask.

      He shakes his head again, looking more dejected than I’ve seen him in a while. “I have a date,” he says.

      “I’ll get going then.” I don’t finish my beer. I used to pretend Lennox beer was the best in the world, but there’s no need for such pretense here. Sebastian just stocks it in his fridge for show.
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      “He’s not going to go down easy, if that’s what you were expecting,” Ali says.

      I’m surprised she’s relaying her conversation with Sebastian in such detail. I’m also very pleased with how she’s confiding in me.

      “I wasn’t expecting that at all.” I give Ali a thorough once-over. The overly colorful floral pattern of her blouse is making my eyes hurt, but at least she doesn’t look hungover today. Her large brown eyes are on full display.

      “I was thinking,” Ali says. “Although I love your idea of me spending time in this company’s various departments, I shouldn’t neglect my time with you, Jill. After all, you can teach me the most.”

      “Don’t worry, you won’t be neglected.” Sometimes, when I look at Ali, I wonder what her sister would have looked like at this age. For fraternal twins, they always looked very alike.

      “I was also thinking…” Sounds as though Ali has been thinking non-stop. It makes a nice change. “Not to sound overly morbid, but, you know, Dad’s not in the best shape… what if something happens to him, say, next week. What happens then?”

      “If you’ve already been announced as his successor, then you’ll take over as CEO.”

      Ali scoffs. “But how would that even be possible? I don’t… you know, have enough… information.”

      As she is now, in the grip of doubt, her Lennox obnoxiousness toned down, I can even summon some compassion for her. “I’ll be here. I have all the information you need.”

      She nods and as she does the look in her eyes goes from hesitant to confident again. “What’s on your schedule today?”

      “Why?” I’m already not liking the sound of that—Ali’s tone is too provocative.

      “I think it’s time for an exercise in trust. You know, me learning to trust Jill Gold.” She paints on a big smile. It’s broad and mellow, yet I still can’t tell whether it’s genuine.

      “That’s going to have to wait until after work. I’m far too busy today.”

      Ali squints and holds my gaze. “I do wonder how many times per day you avail of the ‘I’m busy’ excuse just because it’s convenient.”

      “I am really busy, Ali.” And you following me around, asking questions like this, isn’t reducing said busyness, I think. Perhaps I should be able to say it out loud, but Ali is still the boss’s daughter.

      “Fine. Tonight then?”

      “Tonight what?” On a good day, I don’t leave the office before eight. On a regular day, I’m here until ten. On bad days, which are frequent, I often see the clock turn to midnight.

      “I’m not sure yet, but I’ll think of something. Shall we say seven?”

      “Can you be a bit less vague?” I hear footsteps outside the door. Linda is probably waiting to update me on the latest.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t yet. All I can say is that it will be a trust-building activity.” She waggles her eyebrows. “Shall we meet in the lobby?”

      “Ali, I’m really busy today. Seven is just not doable.”

      “How about…” She walks toward me. “You make it work? It’s important that we trust each other, wouldn’t you agree?”

      I’ll have to return to the office for another late-night shift after whatever Ali will plan for us, but it’s not as if I have to cancel any exciting non-work activities for it.

      “Fine. I’ll be there.”

      “I look forward to it.” Ali cocks her head. “Am I still in market research today?” She fills her cheeks with air. “Market research is turning out to be excruciatingly boring.”

      “You are. Now go. I’m sure someone there is waiting for you.” I make a mental note to check in with Jim, the head of the department, to see how Ali’s doing.

      “See ya.” She gives me a quick wave goodbye.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “We’re having dinner?” I ask. It sounds like a silly question because she’s just handed her car keys to the valet of a restaurant called Matriciana’s.

      “It’s not what it looks like.” She nods her head in the direction of the door.

      I follow her inside. It looks like a restaurant to me, and not even a very posh one. Not one I had expected Ali Lennox to frequent. Instead of asking for a table, she escorts me to the hallway that branches off the main room, and then down a flight of purple-painted wooden stairs.

      When we are in the basement, she knocks on a closed door. I hope she’s not taking me to a high-stakes poker game—I’m severely out of practice.

      The door swings open and a man with his hair tied into a shiny bun on top of his head gives her a quick once-over.

      “The password’s Ali Lennox,” she says, shooting man-bun a smile.

      “Come on in.” The man opens the door wide and ushers us in. He takes us to a booth with leather benches that’s tucked into a snug alcove.

      “It’s a speakeasy,” Ali says. “It’s all the rage. Like alcohol-free beer, although there’s no shortage of alcohol here.” She wrinkles her nose. “I bet they serve virgin cocktails here as well. Whatever tickles your fancy, Jill.”

      “A speakeasy.” I glance around, although my view is half obstructed, which is probably the intention. The space is roomy but with low ceilings. As far as I can see, there are only five other booths like ours. “What’s with the password?”

      “You normally get it from some social media account, but me being me, I can usually just say my name to get in. It opens many a door.” She says it as though it’s the most normal thing in the world. To her, it probably is. Doors have always opened for Ali without her having to make any effort.

      “You brought me to a cocktail bar?” I peer at her over the frame of my glasses.

      “You do still like a tipple?”

      Oh yes, I do. I nod. “It’s just not what I had expected.”

      “Let’s order and then I’ll tell you more of what I have in mind.” She beckons the server over with the slightest nod of her head. “What do you like in your mixed alcoholic beverages, Jill?”

      “Something strong.” I have a feeling I’m going to need it. “Bourbon.”

      “It’ll be the best bourbon-based cocktail you’ve ever had.”

      Ali places our order, then fixes her gaze on me. “I hope you weren’t expecting one of those weird trust-building exercises where we fall backward into each other’s arms. I think it’s too soon for that, actually. Also, I’m not sure you could catch me.”

      “I can assure you that I could.” She has me on edge already. None of the staff at Lennox Breweries who are Ali’s age have her almost-grotesque confidence. They don’t even come close.

      “Maybe we can try that later, then.” She grins at me. “Full disclosure, I googled trust-building activities and the first thing that I found was that we should tell each other a secret. That’s why I brought you here. Wouldn’t you say the vibe is very conducive to the sharing of secrets?”

      For someone interning in the market research department, Ali’s research skills haven’t reached great depths just yet. What I am impressed with is the unwavering straightforwardness with which she addresses me. She’s nothing like the skinny pile of sadness that left L.A. after Leah died—a blow as hard for Ali as the car crash that killed Leah. Somehow, she pulled herself up by the bootstraps and remade herself, without her twin.

      “Secrets,” I say. “Okay.” I can tell Ali plenty of things she will consider to be a secret, but will have zero repercussions on either of our lives if she knows them.

      “First, we drink, of course.” She glances around. The server is just coming over with our drinks. If he hadn’t been on his way, I suspect Ali might have made a condescending snapping noise with her fingers to hurry things along.

      She waits until the server has deposited our drinks on the table, informed us my cocktail is called a ’Divided Sky’ and has left. Ali lifts her glass and tips it toward mine. “To the future of LB. May it be in female hands.” She casts a glance at my hands, as though to make a point as to whose she’s referring to—alongside hers, of course. Currently, I don’t hold any future in them, only a very enticing-looking cocktail. It has the thinnest slice of burnt orange carefully placed over the rim of the glass.

      “To your return.” I smile at Ali. For all the years I’ve worked alongside her brother, he has never invited me for an after-work drink.

      “It’s good to be back.” She shrugs. “You can’t run away forever.”

      I’m taken aback by her sudden candor. But if we’ll be exchanging secrets soon, perhaps it shouldn’t surprise me.

      We sip from our drinks. Mine is indeed exquisite. It’s dangerous because I can barely taste the alcohol even though any bourbon-based cocktail I’ve had has always left me a little giddy.

      “Sebastian’s stint in rehab hasn’t worked,” she half-whispers. “I don’t know if him going there was purely for PR reasons or whether Dad expected it to actually have an effect.”

      “Mainly PR,” I say, noticing how jaded that sounds. Perhaps I’ve spent too much time with this family. “I mean, it would have been great if it had worked, but I imagine Sebastian isn’t feeling too great at the moment with the way things are going.”

      “He threw a bag of coke on the table last night. As though it were a packet of mints. He didn’t offer any to me, nor did he use it in front of me, but for some reason, it was important to him that I see he had it.” She knits her brows together. “I can’t really read him on that front. He wasn’t an addict when I left.”

      “Sebastian’s biggest problem is that he thinks he can do whatever he likes. Until your father sets him straight. Then he’ll be good, or pretend to be good, for a while, until it spirals out of control again.”

      “If that’s the case…” She pouts her lips. “Instead of trying to fuck him over, shouldn’t we be helping him? I don’t much care to have another sibling die on me.”

      Again, Ali’s candidness stuns me into momentary silence.

      “We will help him. Of course, we will. But we can’t have him leading the company, not in the state he’s in.”

      “He basically said I was a coward for leaving him and Dad to deal with Leah’s death without me.” She gives that one-shouldered shrug again.

      “We all deal with a tragedy like that differently,” I say. “For what it’s worth, your father doesn’t think you’re a coward.”

      “Let’s get to the order of business.” She sits up straighter, ignoring the direction our conversation has taken. “I’ve had a few more hours to think about this, so I’ll go first.”

      “Sure.” Despite having had no time to prepare, I already know the secret I’m going to tell Ali. I try to guess what she’s going to say, or if she can surprise me at all, only to realize, with a shock, that I’m quite excited about this whole thing she has set up.

      “When I was a kid… maybe eight or nine—Mom had been dead for a few years—I used to sneak out of the house at night and go looking for her. Spoiler alert: I never found her.” She gazes into her half-empty cocktail glass.

      If I was taken aback by her frankness earlier, I’m currently floored by her vulnerability on display.

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, Ali.”

      “At least I had Leah. Until I didn’t.”

      I’m beginning to see that Ali hasn’t brought me here to pry some secret out of me. I’m here, in this dark, underground bar, to see her pain. She’s trusting me for some reason. Or her pain is still so big that she can’t keep it inside, despite her image, built-up while abroad, of being forthwith and carefree.

      This is a situation I don’t know how to deal with. Give me a difficult contract negotiation any day of the week. Heck, put me on the losing end of a killer deal over this. Now, I just sit across from Ali wishing I could take away only a fraction of the loss she has come back to face.

      “You two were inseparable,” I manage to mumble.

      “To tell you the truth, she got on my nerves a lot as well. She was always… there, you know. Like she couldn’t do anything without me.”

      And vice versa. When Leah died, so unexpectedly and way too early at twenty-five, it must have felt like a limb was ripped from Ali’s body, leaving nothing but painful emptiness in the space it used to occupy.

      “Ali.” I find myself half-whispering as well, as though these things can’t possibly be said with a full voice. “It must have been so hard, but if only you could see yourself now.”

      “Do go on…” She has pulled one side of her mouth into a grin.

      “Your presence is…” I speak slowly so I can choose my words. “Very imposing. You’re elegant and smart and well-spoken. You look as though you’re doing really well.”

      “Thanks,” she says, as though I just complimented her on a piece of jewelry. She downs the rest of her cocktail. “Shall we get another?”

      “Sure.” I can’t say no now, not after Ali has let me in like that. A small part of me can’t help but wonder if she’s playing me in some way. Vile as it may sound, in my job, I need to be vigilant about these things. For all I know, she and Sebastian could have had a reconciliatory night and forged their own plans to oust me. But would Ali really use her grief like that?

      The fact is that I don’t know. This is not the same girl who left at the age of twenty-five. No person is the same ten years later, and especially not someone who lost their twin sister in a completely senseless road accident.

      She does that thing again where she beckons over someone to wait on her without me noticing, like she has a secret, invisible language going on with the staff. The server doesn’t even come over to take our order. The mixologist just goes to work pouring liquor.

      “Okay,” Ali says. “I feel like we’ve veered off course a bit. It wasn’t my intention to be so, um, open about things with you. I don’t know why I did that. Maybe because I feel like I’ve known you forever. I don’t know. How long have you worked for my dad? Twenty-five years?”

      I chuckle. “No. I’m not that old.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Just turned fifty-three.”

      “Oh,” she says. “Five-three, the opposite of my three-five.”

      “I’ve been with Lennox twenty-one years, but I haven’t always worked so closely with your father.”

      “Yet, I seem to remember you always being there.”

      “That’s probably because I was there from the time you started showing interest.”

      She shrugs again, indicating she doesn’t much care to delve deeper into my history at Lennox.

      “Anyway.” She looks me straight in the eye. “Would you say that I’ve earned the right to ask you a direct question?”

      I’m saved by man-bun bringing over our freshly mixed drinks, but then he’s gone, and I have to admit that, yes, she has earned that right.

      “Shoot,” I say, and hold up my drink.

      “Are you a lesbian?” Ali’s voice is smooth and bright, not a hint of hesitation lurking in her tone.

      “That’s hardly a secret.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Well, yes. I’m a lesbian. Always have been.”

      “You say it so casually, yet it’s not talked about at Lennox.”

      “Why would it be? It’s my personal life. Therefore, it’s private.”

      “Has my father ordered you in some way, direct or not, to never mention it?”

      “What?” Not even Jeffrey would stoop that low. “No. It’s just not something that I shout from the rooftops.”

      “It seems more than that. It almost feels like you want to keep it very much hidden.” She tilts her head. “What’s the big deal? I’m a lesbian. I wouldn’t be surprised if Sebastian had slept with his fair share of men. No one of my generation really cares about those boundaries anymore.”

      “So?” I’m not entirely sure what I’m being interrogated about.

      “I just—I don’t know. I don’t get your stance on the whole thing.”

      “I don’t get what you’re asking me, Ali. Yes, I’m a lesbian. There’s nothing further to say.”

      “I must have known that about you before I left, yet it only occurred to me the other day when you were pouting because I was late. It just came back to me, in a flash. And it just seemed so… undisclosed.”

      “It’s not a secret. I don’t know what more I can say.”

      “You’re not one of those self-loathing lesbians, are you? You know, because of your generation or something like that?”

      “My generation?” I shake my head.

      “Do you have a partner? A wife you keep hidden in your Hollywood mansion?”

      “Firstly, I don’t live in Hollywood. Secondly, I’m single.”

      Ali regards me in silence. “There’s so much I don’t know about you, Jill.” She narrows her eyes. “Have I offended you?”

      “Was it your intention to offend me?”

      “No. Absolutely not. I just wanted to know.”

      “Now you do.” I return Ali’s gaze, still unsure of what this is. Maybe she wants to know about her father’s reaction to it, but I told him years ago, as a quick and simple aside one late night, and we never discussed it again. It’s not the sort of relationship we have. And I’ve never had much to discuss. As far as I’m aware, Jeffrey never made a big deal out of anyone’s sexuality, aside from the occasional joke in poor taste. I’m guessing that even Jeffrey knows when to count his lucky stars when it comes to what is left of his family.

      “Now I do.” Ali pulls her lips into a full-blown smile, as though the sole purpose of her evening has been fulfilled.
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      I have no idea what game I’m playing with Jill. All I know is that I’m enjoying it immensely. I don’t even know why I said those things about Leah and my mother. Although I’ve always made a point of mentioning them—of honoring their lives instead of pretending that their deaths didn’t change mine forever.

      Jill’s wearing a turtleneck again. Today, it’s navy. It seems overly rigid and formal in the looser atmosphere of the bar. While living in hot and humid climates in the east, I recognized the importance of protecting yourself against the continuous blast of air-conditioning, but it feels, somehow, as though Jill is hiding something underneath that abundance of clothes. I’d expected her to change from her office wear before coming out with me this evening, but no. It’s like she wants to hide her body. And she’s already so tiny. Standing next to her, I feel like a giant. It makes it hard to follow her instructions at the office, yet she gets to boss me around. Maybe that’s why I’m doing this. It’s always fun to mess with the boss. I’m also doing it, I realize when I take in the rest of her features, just because I can.

      If my sister’s untimely death has taught me anything, it’s to do as much of what I damn well please as possible. For all I know, I might crash my car tomorrow, and die. Life is nothing more than something ultra-fragile we can barely hold on to.

      Jill’s features are delicate, her skin smooth. When she gestures with her hands however, which she does a lot, it’s always measured, as if even the movements of her hands shouldn’t take up too much space. She’s compact and to the point, making me wonder if she modeled her demeanor after her stature or whether it happened naturally.

      “Thanks for telling me,” I say, while trying to gauge what she’s thinking. What must she think of me? This spoiled brat swooping in on her turf. Because management of Lennox Breweries is very much her domain. But I’m not done yet. I have one more pressing question that demands an immediate reply. “You are planning on coming to my party this weekend, aren’t you? You’re not allowed to duck out.”

      She chuckles. “Wow. You are relentless. Cocktails in the middle of the week. House party on Saturday. I’m not three-five anymore, Ali. At the weekend, I need my rest.”

      “Bullshit.”

      To Jill’s credit, she doesn’t flinch at my colorful use of language. She’s been my father’s number two for too long to mind.

      “How would you know? You don’t know what my life is like,” she says. The fight in her comes out more when she’s had a few. Or maybe she’s relaxing more around me as times goes on.

      “You’re right, but… don’t forget what’s at stake.” I send her a smile. I only notice now how very blue her eyes are.

      “Look, Ali.” She sips from her cocktail. “I understand that your trust is something that I have to earn, but I don’t see how I could possibly do that by showing up at a party of thirty-somethings getting wasted. That’s not my scene. That’s not relaxing to me.”

      “And yet… you said you’d come.”

      “I did,” she admits.

      “Do you mean you’re not a woman of your word?”

      She shakes her head. I don’t detect any wariness in her glance yet. Maybe she’s enjoying this as much as I am. Surely, Jill knows how to play this game—this plying of the boss’s child. God knows what she’s had to do to keep Sebastian happy all those years I was gone.

      “No. In fact, you won’t find many people at Lennox who are truer to their word than I am. What I’m saying is there are other ways for you to learn to trust me—or get to know me if you will. Because that’s what it comes down to in the end.”

      “Fair enough.” Jill can sound very convincing. “How about if I promised you it would be a small, intimate gathering? Not some wild, pool-party extravaganza. You can even wear one of your turtleneck sweaters.”

      She brings her hand to the collar of her navy sweater, as though she had forgotten she was wearing it. “I’m always cold for some reason.”

      “Even in L.A.”

      “I thought when I moved here from the east coast, I’d always be pleasantly warm, and I am much warmer than I used to be, but this wretched air-conditioning everywhere…”

      Maybe, I think, these are the moments in which I’ll get to know more of Jill Gold. These interludes when she lets her guard fully down and just articulates what’s running through her head at the time.

      “How about,” Jill says, “instead of having me over at your house for a party with other people, I take you to dinner tonight. I’m starving and these”—She taps a short but manicured nail against her cocktail glass—“are starting to go to my head.”

      “Tempting,” I say, holding her gaze. “Unfortch, I have plans.”

      “Really? You’re going out after this?”

      “I’m young and single and I just got back to L.A.” As though that’s enough of an explanation. But I don’t owe Jill any explanations.

      “No hangover in the office tomorrow.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      “Don’t you need to eat something before you go on elsewhere?” she asks. Is she so keen to take me to dinner? It’s not that I don’t want to have dinner with her—the evening has been pleasant enough so far. But I want to see how she’ll hold herself at my house, being forced to mingle with my friends. It’s important for me to observe her out of her comfort zone.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll eat something.” I take a deep swallow, finishing the last of my cocktail. “And I won’t be hungover tomorrow, I promise. As long as you don’t renege on our quid pro quo.”

      “Fine, Ali. I’ll come to your house if it’s so important to you.” She stares into my eyes, as though she can find the answer as to why I want her there so badly in them. “But that’s it. The quid pro quo ends there. I will prove to you in other ways that you can trust me—in fact, I’m quite convinced you’ll learn to do so by working with me. And, well, there’s also the matter of me trusting you, of course.” She cocks her head. “As far as I know, you and Sebastian might be plotting to remove me from LB.”

      “Yeah, right. Have you met my brother?” I suppose she has to live with a certain degree of paranoia in her job.

      “I know him all too well. He’s had some issues, but he’s bright and he can be ruthless. Don’t underestimate him, Ali. I don’t.”

      I just nod. I don’t need a lesson on my brother’s personality. I grew up with him. But Jill has spent more time with him these past ten years.

      “Has he screwed you over at work?” I have to ask.

      “He has most certainly tried.” Jill doesn’t elaborate.

      “I’m not planning anything with Sebastian,” I say matter-of-factly. “But you’re right. Trust is a two-way street.” I gesture to the server to bring me the check.
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      Just getting to Silver Lake has already been a pain in the ass. And after Ali’s comment about my sweater the other night, I’ve tried to make a sartorial effort, eschewing my trusted sweaters and wearing a light blouse instead.

      It’s not difficult to find Ali’s house. Although modest in size for a Lennox property, it’s lit up brightly and loud music is thumping through a battery of speakers. So much for small and intimate. She must have decided to not go with that plan then.

      Also very un-Lennox-like is the absence of any security. I can just waltz into Ali’s house without my name being checked off any list. Maybe she has invited the entire neighborhood to this shindig and everyone can just walk in and out as they please.

      In a way, I do admire her lack of paranoia. Maybe living abroad has done her a world of good. And of course, there’s no shortage of staff milling about the place, serving drinks and canapés. Ali wasn’t going to do that herself. Maybe they’ve been asked to keep an eye on things. As I walk through the front yard, I realize I’m the one with paranoia issues. I grab a glass of champagne from a passing tray and lurk outside for a bit.

      None of the servers are offering Lennox beers, although I do see some people sipping from bottles. I decide to circumvent the house and make my way to the back yard via the side. The instant I see the pool I want to turn around and flee.

      I think of my apartment downtown. The reading chair I like to curl into on a Saturday night, when, at least sometimes, I’m free of work expectations. When I was getting ready, I amped myself up by repeating that this was just another work thing. Now that I’m here, though, with all those half-naked bodies in the pool, and the average age of the people around me less than half of mine, it feels more like psychological torture.

      And where is Ali, anyway? I just want to say hello and get out of here. I sip from the champagne—Ruinart, her father’s favorite as well—and move a little farther into the garden.

      “You must be Jill.” A young woman in shorts and a painfully colorful shirt has sidled up to me. “I’m Madison. Ali’s BFF.” She holds out the hand that’s not holding a bottle of beer. Inadvertently, I check if it’s one of ours—it isn’t.

      I shake her hand, which seems very formal for the occasion. “I am.”

      “The guest list got a little out of hand at the last minute,” Madison says. “You know how it goes.”

      “Do I?” Oh, I said that out loud.

      Madison just sniggers. “Ali likes a party. She likes to celebrate life, you know? What with all she’s been through.”

      I just nod. I have no opinion on Ali’s partying ways. And Madison might be the nicest woman in Los Angeles, but I don’t feel much like making small talk with her. Unless Ali has told her to look out for my arrival—assuring her I would stick out like a sore thumb—and has tasked her with submitting me to some sort of test.

      “Where is Ali?” I ask.

      “Playing the hostess with the mostest, I think. She can get a bit hyper when she throws a party.”

      “Being her… BFF,” I turn fully toward Madison so I can read her face, “do you have any idea why it’s so important to Ali that I be here? You and I can both see that I don’t really fit in.”

      Madison shrugs. She looks like the kind of girl who sleeps in, drives her truck to the beach, and catches waves all day. In the evening, she goes to parties like these.

      “Knowing Ali, she’s probably just fucking with you. Is she trying to get back at you for something?” She pulls her lips into a lop-sided grin.

      “Not that I’m aware of, but the fucking-with-me part makes sense.” I drink some more champagne.

      “Now that you’re here, why don’t you make yourself comfortable?” She looks around—perhaps for a space where she could make me feel more comfortable. “Come with me.”

      She guides us to a cluster of deck chairs far away enough from the pool to avoid splatter. She sits on one and I do the same. As soon as I finish my glass of champagne, it’s replaced by another, making it feel like a quintessential Lennox party, where every detail has been agonized over. On the other hand, it’s very far removed from any party I’ve ever been to since I turned forty.

      “Can you do me a favor, Madison?”

      “Of course.” She flashes me a grin again.

      “Can you tell Ali I was here? I think I might leave now.”

      “Say what?” Madison narrows her eyes. “You only just arrived.”

      “I’m well aware, but now I’d like to leave.”

      “Nah, come on, Jill.” Madison fixes her gaze on me. “Stay a while.” It sounds more like an order than a suggestion. But I won’t let myself be bossed around by Ali Lennox’s BFF—or minion, more like. I don’t want to be here and that’s the end of that. “At least finish your drink before you order a ride. Give us five more minutes of your time.”

      I sit next to Madison in silence for a while. I have no clue what to say to her and she seems content to let her gaze swoop over the impossibly beautiful people in the pool. I feast my eyes on what’s going on in front of me as well. It’s not just the effortless beauty of youth that strikes me about the throng of people huddled around an inflatable unicorn. It’s their ease, their almost blatant self-confidence, something I see in Ali as well. And, now, also in Madison. They all look as though nothing in the world can ever hurt them.

      “How long have you known Ali?” I ask, eventually. I feel like I need to reward Madison in some way for sticking with me and conversation is all I have to offer—a few questions to indicate that I’m interested in finding out more about her.

      “Forever.” She giggles. When I see a man in the far corner of the pool taking a long drag from a joint, I realize Madison is probably under the influence herself.

      All the more reason to get out of here. I hope Sebastian wasn’t invited. This isn’t the kind of party that would be conducive to his recovery, although both Ali and I know that his recovery is just a front to keep his father happy.

      I let a few minutes go by, then get up, and try to slip away. Madison grabs me by the wrist, and says, “It was lovely meeting you, Jill.”

      “Likewise,” I mumble, and take a deep breath. Even though I can’t trust Madison to assure Ali I was actually at her party, I have the visual imagery of it etched into my brain. An exact description of what her back yard looked like at twenty to ten should convince Ali I was actually here. I briefly consider heading into the house and trying to find her, just to say a quick hello—I did come all this way—but decide against it when I see the flock of people hanging out in the kitchen.

      As I retrace my steps to the front garden, I get a few funny looks from people, but nothing I can’t deal with. I’ve almost made it to the front gate when I hear a familiar voice behind me.

      “Hey,” Ali says. “Where do you think you’re going, Jill?”
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      I’ve managed to convince Jill to come inside and we sit in the living room, away from most of the guests. There’s not much point in scolding her for trying to slink off without even saying hello to me. Her body language screams that she’d rather be anywhere else but here. I thought I’d get more of a kick out of seeing her like that, but as it turns out, I feel a little bit sorry for her. She’s not the only person present here who’s above a certain age, but this is not about age. This is about personality and this party couldn’t suit Jill Gold’s personality less. She’s not a go-with-the-flow kind of person, it would appear.

      She has dressed in a silk blouse instead of her usual sweater. It should make her look more relaxed—less in work mode—but it doesn’t.

      “I should have taken you up on that dinner invitation,” I say.

      “I get that you’re very, very used to getting what you want, Ali. And you needed me to show up here tonight to exert some imaginary dominance over me. And it’s fine, you know. I’m here. It’s just some time I’ve lost. But don’t go making a habit out of doing this because I will soon have had enough of it.”

      It’s not the first time Jill sees right through me—even better than I can see through myself. Her ability to do so intrigues me. If she’s such a connoisseur of people, why has she been working for a heartless bastard like my father for more than two decades? Or perhaps, although she’s learned to read people for who they really are, she’s also learned not to judge them. Maybe that’s Jill’s secret superpower.

      “Got it.” No use playing coy now. And Jill is such a good sport. She let me take her out last Wednesday and she showed up tonight. I can’t ask more of her. In a way, it’s more than I’ve been given by someone Lennox-related in a very long time. “Now that you’re here, do you want a tour of the house?”

      “Sure, but let me order a car first,” she says. “I’ll let them know to pick me up in fifteen minutes.”

      I don’t protest.
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      “This is where the magic happens,” I say, foolishly, when I show Jill my bedroom. Not a lot of magic has happened since I moved back to L.A., despite me sometimes telling Madison otherwise.

      Jill doesn’t look very impressed. I assume it’s my words that are underwhelming and not the decoration of my bedroom, in which no other guests are allowed tonight.

      “Oh wow,” she says when she sees the childhood picture of Leah and me, taken on the deck of the Malibu beach house my mother loved so much.

      In the picture, Leah and I look as though we love our surroundings as well. We still had a mother then, after all. Leah still had more than twenty years to live.

      “It’s the first thing I see every morning.” I always say good morning to my sister, as if she’s still alive and just woke up in the bed next to me.

      “Does it… help?” Jill keeps her eyes glued to the picture.

      “I guess. Otherwise I would probably move the picture.”

      “It’s strange.” Jill leans against the wall. “I’m so much older than you are, yet I’ve not had to deal with a major loss like that.”

      “You’re not that much older.”

      “Still,” Jill says. “A lot of people my age have had family and close friends pass away. I’ve been spared that.”

      I realize I know nothing of Jill’s family and I’m also left to wonder if she has many close friends. All she does, from what I gather, is work.

      “That being said, I do know…” She doesn’t continue.

      “What?”

      She looks at the picture again. Leah and I must have only been three years old. Our smiles are wide and goofy. Sebastian had just been born. All those years that have passed, I think. Sebastian had to fake his way through rehab and I’m somehow getting my kicks luring Jill to a house party she would never have enjoyed, perhaps not even in her twenties or thirties. She seems a bit too uptight for that, although I could be wrong. Maybe she hasn’t always been a turtleneck-wearing workaholic.

      “What were you going to say?” I sidle closer to her.

      “Nothing.” She waves off my question. “I think it’s very moving that you keep this picture here. It says something about you that isn’t always obvious.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think you know, Ali.” She doesn’t smile, just tilts her head a little and stares at me in a peculiar way. It’s an expression I don’t really know what to do with.

      The DJ in the garden turns up the bass and it thumps through me. It’s as though the revved up music intensifies the heat of the alcohol in my blood and I lose my balance for a fraction of a second. I steady myself against the wall and find myself face-to-face with Jill.

      “Are you taking care of yourself, Ali?” Jill asks. “All these parties… is that really what you want?”

      I scoff. She may be able to read me correctly half of the time, but the other half, she can be so wrong. “What are you talking about? I love this.”

      “Okay.” She puts a hand on my bare shoulder. It takes me aback because I can’t remember the last time my father has hugged me—maybe when my mother died, but that was so long ago, I hardly remember. Certainly not when Leah died. Then, he just wrapped himself in a stone-cold silence. And yet Sebastian wondered why I had to leave. “Remember, I have your back, okay? If there’s anything you need, you let me know.”

      I’m touched by her outpouring of concern. Maybe that’s why I really wanted her here tonight. Because I know that, in her own way, she cares about me. And she’s easy to talk to. I confide in Jill easily. She represents something that I’ve missed. Something a friend can’t give. She’s close enough to my family to understand, yet removed enough to not be part of the stubborn silence us Lennoxes adhere to when it comes to our emotions. And she’s a woman. A familiar woman. Someone who has always been there. Someone, I know, without having to play any games or put her to some foolish test, I should instinctively trust.

      “Thank you,” I say, and I mean it from the bottom of my heart.

      I take a step closer and, under my sister’s celluloid gaze, I lean forward. Without giving it any further thought, my mind blank and hotly spurred on by her kind words, I press my lips to hers.

      She pulls back immediately. “What the f—”

      “Oh, shit. Oh, no, Jill. No, I didn’t mean to.” Oh, fuck.

      Jill shakes her head. All the kindness that was present in her gaze just moments earlier has left. I see nothing but disdain for the spoiled brat who always just goes after what she wants without taking others people’s feelings into account.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter.

      Jill’s phone beeps. “My car’s here.” She sends me one last disapproving look, then dashes out of the door and down the stairs.

      Why did I do that? It’s not a question I can answer without the help of a few bottles of champagne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Jill

          

        

      

    

    
      How dare she? The three words keep flashing through my mind, thumping through my veins. How dare she invite me to her garish party with too much booze and drugs, lure me to her room, where I was sure to see that picture of Leah and her, and feel subsequently sorry for her, and kiss me?

      Thank goodness my car has arrived. I slide into the back and sit there fuming as the lights of the Los Angeles night flicker outside.

      This can only be explained by Ali’s unbelievable, grotesque privilege. I was nice to her—genuinely nice. Perhaps a sensation she doesn’t get to experience very often. And her confused, still-grieving mind took it for something else. For goodness’ sake. How am I going to work with her now?

      Maybe we should pretend it never happened. No. That’s the Lennox way. We will talk about it. She will apologize more. And we’ll move on. I was too shocked to examine her features, but she did look very sorry. She’d probably drunk too much. Or shared the joint that made Madison high.

      Just one of those nights, I mumble to myself. The worst of the shock has subsided and, as we hurtle down Sunset, I realize I’m actually not that shocked by Ali’s inappropriate behavior. Not only because she’s a Lennox, but because of the generation she’s part of. The I’ll-have-that-right-now generation.

      I tell myself that I can easily shake this off. This doesn’t have to impede our plans to take the reins at Lennox. But it does make me realize that I need Ali more for that than she needs me. Although she needs me too, if only to ward off Sebastian. It’s only together that we can beat him for control over Lennox.

      I take a few deep breaths and then allow myself to follow a different train of thought. Regardless of her psychological motivation behind it, her obvious vulnerability and sensitivity, why would Ali, who could go out into the night and kiss any woman she wanted, kiss me?

      I have no response to that, except circumstance and context, which will have to do for now.
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      On Sundays, I always try to ban thoughts of anything work-related and, instead, enjoy what I call my private life. Perhaps I should make more effort to turn it into something vibrant and joyful, but that will have to wait until at least next week. This particular Sunday, I can’t get Ali out of my head. So much for trying to move on.

      Because I’m agitated, I scroll through the Financial Times newsfeed. Equally, on Sundays, I try to avoid the news, because it always sets my thoughts off into a direction that’s the opposite of relaxed. I should go for a hike. Or go see a movie. Or maybe I should do some cooking. I find myself walking around my apartment, not knowing what to do with myself.

      When my phone rings, I hope it’s work. Who else could it be?

      It’s Ali.

      I consider not picking up at first, but the ring is so insistent, so pleading, a bit like the look in her eyes last night. The girl whose party was raging downstairs while she was looking at a picture of her dead sister. So of course, I pick up.

      “Jill.” Ali’s voice is hesitant. There’s nothing of her millennial self-possessed confidence in it. “I—um, can I see you? I just… I don’t know. I’m so sorry. I feel I need to apologize to you as soon as possible so we can put this behind us. I don’t—”

      “Ali, calm down.” This is a girl who hasn’t had a mother since she was five, I remind myself. “It’s fine,” I lie. “It never happened. Okay?”

      “Can we meet before we see each other at the office tomorrow?” she asks, suddenly eloquent again.

      It might not be a bad idea. This is not the kind of energy I want to waltz into work with. Best to get rid of it as quickly and swiftly as possible. “Sure. Let’s meet today.”

      “I’ll come to you. Can you text me your address, please? I’ll leave within the next half hour.”

      Now it sounds as though I no longer have any say in the matter. “Okay. See you in a bit.”

      When we hang up, I do as instructed and text Ali my address. It should take her at least half an hour to get here from Silver Lake. I glance around my living room but, most days, I don’t spend enough time in it to create any sort of mess. I do see the irony in working for a large paycheck to afford a beautiful home but working too much to spend any significant time enjoying it. At least Ali threw a party at her house. When was the last time I had people over? I have to strain my memory and I still can’t come up with an answer—that’s how long it has been. Ten more years of this, I tell myself, like I always do. And then I’m through. I’ll have plenty of cash stowed away to maintain my standard of living until I’m well past a hundred years old. I’ll take up a hobby. Perhaps get a dog and go for long walks. I chuckle. I have no idea what I’ll do when I retire. Maybe I should start looking for someone to share my retirement with. But that’s the deal I made with myself. For now, work comes first.

      I straighten some things around the apartment and then, before I know it, Ali rings the bell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            Ali

          

        

      

    

    
      When Jill opens the door, I hide my face behind my hands, to show her exactly how sorry I am. And sorry isn’t even the worst of it. I mainly feel shame that sits like a heaviness in the pit of my stomach.

      “Come in, Ali,” she says.

      I peek through my fingers first, then let my hands fall away. Jill’s not wearing her office turtleneck sweater today—it is Sunday after all. Instead of examining her outfit, my gaze is drawn to the view from her living room window.

      “Well fuck me. You can almost see all the way to the ocean.”

      “Hm,” is all she says. I haven’t come here to discuss the unexpected expanse of her view. “Can I get you anything? I was expecting to see you more hungover.”

      “I’m fine. I just, uh, want to get this over with.” I sit in the armchair by the large window overlooking the Financial District and beyond it.

      “Sure.” Jill lowers herself into the couch, which is the same as the one she has in her office. “While it’s probably good that you came, let’s not make a big deal out of this. I can see it for what it was, you know. We all do crazy impulsive things sometimes that we regret instantly.”

      “Really? Do you?”

      “I most certainly have done. Of course, I have.”

      As Jill looks at me, her face awash with kindness and understanding, the sensation that overtook me last night threatens to engulf me again. But today, in the daylight, I’m sober and able to not let my emotions guide me. “I’m sorry. It was just so out of line—and out of character. You must think that because I’m a Lennox I just do whatever I want without taking other people’s feelings into account. That does happen sometimes, I’ll be the first to admit that. I’ve certainly kissed people who, in hindsight, I shouldn’t have gone near. I suffer from poor judgment sometimes, I guess. But last night was just… temporary insanity.” I try a smile. “Thanks for being such a good sport about it.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. As far as I’m concerned, it never happened. Okay?”

      I nod. But as I do, my eyes are drawn to her lips. They suddenly appear very kissable—again.

      “You were emotional,” she continues. “And vulnerable.”

      “And I’d had too much to drink. Way too much.” I glance out of the window, away from Jill’s pillowy lips. “I just don’t want you to think that’s why I invited you to my party. It was never my intention.”

      “Okay. No more party invitations like that, please. I hope we can agree on that.”

      “I thought we already had.” I can feel myself relax a little—as long as I don’t look at her face for too long.  “No more untowardness from me, I solemnly swear.” I let my gaze sweep along her living room. “This place is amazing. Have you lived here long?”

      “Must be coming up to seven years now.” Jill leans back and folds one leg over the other.

      I try to focus on the apartment, which blends modern features with classic furniture so effortlessly, but I do have to look at her once in a while. What will she think if I don’t? That I’m not capable? I guess it would illustrate my shame. But, as I sit here, I feel my shame making way for something else.

      Jill’s dressed in jeans and an even more casual blouse than she wore last night. It’s nice to see her neck, I think. Why does she always hide it at work? Is it a symbolic act of protection against corporate vampires?

      “Madison was quite taken with you, by the way. She stayed over and this morning you were the main topic of conversation.”

      “Did you tell her about the kiss?”

      Hearing her say the word kiss out loud sends a frisson of something up my spine. She named it. She made it more real. “No. I’m not telling anyone. I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      “Agreed.” Jill leans forward, placing her elbows on her knees. “Look, Ali, if there’s ever anything you need to talk about, I’m here. That hasn’t changed. I want you to know that.”

      “For someone so high up at Lennox, you are very kind, Jill. How did you claw your way to the top being like that?” A thought flashes through my head—one I have to push away immediately.

      “Contrary to Lennox belief, being nice to people can get you places.” She grins at me, but I can’t respond.

      The thought flashing through my head is so persistent, that my imagination takes over and a slew of very disturbing images is projected in my mind.

      “This is going to sound extremely inappropriate and I apologize if I’m off the mark.” I shuffle in my seat. “But, um, you and Father haven’t, like, you know, had any dalliances over the years?”

      “How do you figure that?” Jill says matter-of-factly. “You know I’m a lesbian.”

      “Well, yes, but sometimes, when certain things are at stake, people can become surprisingly fluid.”

      “What are you suggesting? That despite being a lesbian, I slept with him so I could become COO?” She arches up her eyebrows. “Sometimes I do worry about what goes on in that head of yours.”

      “When you put it like that, it sounds very offensive. Let’s just say my father never honored my late mother’s memory. He brought a boatload of often much-younger women into our home. Leah and I used to give him so much flack for it, but in the end, we were just glad that none of them ended up being our stepmother.”

      “Who cared for you when you were children and your father was at work?”

      “Nannies.” Jill doesn’t seem too offended by what I’ve just said. I’m pleasantly surprised. She seems to have equal measures of compassion and toughness in her. “Let’s see if I can remember… There was Elizabeth. Juanita. Rachel. Connie. Connie Number Two. We even had a Manny once. I think Dad was getting desperate. There were so many. For some reason, they never stuck around.” Leah, Sebastian, and I were so spoiled, one of us always found some fault with the person charged with our care. It’s hard to please three bereft but privileged children all at once.

      I only now notice a series of picture frames on the sideboard next to the window. “Do you mind?” I ask, but I don’t wait for her to reply. I get up and walk over to the sideboard and examine the pictures. I feel like I’ve told Jill quite a bit about myself already. Maybe this is my chance to learn some things about her—perpetually closed book that she is.

      “Parents?” I ask. Jill couldn’t look more like the two people in the picture. She has her mother’s bright blue eyes and her father’s asymmetrical mouth.

      Jill walks up to me. “Yes.”

      “Still alive?”

      “Oh, yes. Very much so. They’re in remarkable health. They live in Montauk. Must be all the sea air that keeps them young.”

      “We live close to the ocean.” I examine the picture further. “How old are they?”

      “Eighty and eighty-two,” Jill says. She takes the picture from me and a new kind of tenderness burns in her glance.

      “They’re my father’s age. That’s so funny… and weird.”

      My gaze scans over an array of pictures of other people—maybe they’re cousins or something—until another picture catches my attention. “Who’s this?” In the picture, a twenty-something woman looks candidly into the camera, a bright smile on her face. Her hair is long and black, her eyes mysterious and dark.

      “An old friend,” Jill says, in a tone that doesn’t promise more elaboration.

      “What’s her name?” I push.

      “Melissa.” Jill walks away from the sideboard, to the dining table. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?”

      It sounds more like: shouldn’t you be leaving now?

      I know better than to ask more questions about the mystery woman. Although I feel like lingering at Jill’s gorgeous apartment a while longer—when sober, I feel so calm and balanced in her presence—I don’t want to overstay my welcome.

      Before I leave, I have to keep myself from asking if we’re still on for dinner sometime soon, but I swallow that question as well. I came here to apologize, after all, not to relentlessly push my luck.
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      I’m not sure why Ali would be so drawn to Melissa’s picture, unless she has a secret gift for sniffing out people’s weaknesses. I’ve tried putting the picture away, but it never made me feel any better. On the contrary. It’s as though I get satisfaction from punishing myself a little by the sight of her every day—every single time I walk into the living room. That frame has been placed in that spot to catch the maximum amount of attention. Usually, I’m the only one here, though.

      Then there was the way Ali looked at me at times, the unintended sparkle in her glance undoing her words of apology. I was more convinced of how sorry she was about kissing me before she turned up at my house.

      But I have to take my share of the responsibility as well. Grandiose as it may sound, I’ve come to believe my presence elicits something in her. It sparks a feeling that has been missing. Perhaps I’m the one who should keep my distance.

      I think all of this as I stare at Melissa’s picture. It was taken near the end of our affair. Sometimes, I bring the photo close to my face and examine it, looking for the signs that she had already stopped loving me in the tilt of her head, the pull of her lips. But I can’t see it. Not now and certainly not then.

      I glance at the chair in which Ali sat and an unbearable jumpiness comes over me, an unrest crawling underneath my skin. I need to get out of the house. There are a few places I can go where I won’t feel so alone—or should I say lonely?

      Insignificant in the grand scheme of things it may be, but one thing Ali’s kiss has reminded me of, is exactly how long it’s been since a woman pressed her lips against mine. Eighteen months. I don’t know where the time has gone since then. I’ve been working more, perhaps. As Jeffrey’s health has declined, my responsibilities have grown. But still. I bet it hasn’t been eighteen months since Jeffrey was last kissed.

      The thought of that reminds me of Ali’s question, which was, in hindsight, extremely inappropriate, yet still understandable. She knows her father and she knows how some women in the company were fast-tracked through promotions, only to be given a generous golden handshake once Jeffrey got fed up with them. For that reason, I can’t begrudge her the question. But I like to think Jeffrey has always respected me enough to keep himself from trying anything.

      Because I know I’ll be drinking, I order a car to pick me up. While I wait, I consider changing into something more glamorous, but it would only make me feel less like myself, which is not how I want to feel when on the prowl.

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m on my way to one of my favorite bars. When I first moved to L.A. there were a few lesbian bars left. I’ve witnessed their demise one by one—not that I frequented any of them regularly. Dolly’s is not a lesbian bar, but it’s as close as it’s going to get in this town. It’s also a place where I know I can walk in, no questions asked, and sit by the bar, nursing a drink for as long as I like. And sometimes, I even get lucky. It hasn’t been eighteen months since I was last here—and the last time I got lucky, wasn’t here either. So maybe my chances for tonight are slim. But that’s okay. At least I’m doing something that’s not work or sitting at home waiting for a miracle.

      Cindy, the owner of Dolly’s, greets me with a familiar nod of the head. In the back, a few women are playing pool. Along the bar, all stools are empty except one. I sit on the one as far removed from the other patron as possible.

      As I order, I think of the fancy bourbon cocktails I had with Ali last week. There’s none of that here. Just bourbon neat or on the rocks.

      I place my order and sit, minding my own business. I sit and I wait for something to happen. Once in a while, someone heads to the bar to order some drinks, but nothing else is going on.

      The first shot of bourbon relieves the sting of my depressing calculation to eighteen months ago. Her name was Annette. I met her at a cocktail party thrown by one of the shareholders. We ended up in a hotel in mid-town and I try to remember the exact blend of circumstances that made that happen. I’m not one to mix business with pleasure like that, but perhaps, once in a while, even I have no choice.

      The second shot of bourbon makes me relive something else. And because of that—because of the sensation of Ali’s lips against mine—I order a third shot immediately. Three is always my hard limit, so I savor the last one, while I inwardly berate myself for even thinking about it. It didn’t happen, I repeat to myself. But my subconscious doesn’t agree. It keeps pushing up new snatches of memory, tiny events it has held on to. First, the surprise when she bent herself toward me, towering over me, really, with her long frame. The scent of flowers coming from her hair. But mostly, and again and again, the softness of her lips. Even though wholly unexpected, there was nothing insistent about the kiss. It was only gentle and probing, as though she was merely trying something out on a whim.

      Only until I’ve finished my third shot of bourbon do I allow myself these thoughts. After that, the only appropriate reaction to them is disgust. This is not a memory to rejoice in. The reasons for that are myriad and I repeat them in my head like a mantra: too young; too damaged; too much the boss’s daughter. It’s a no-brainer, yet my brain doesn’t seem to agree that much.

      Once it’s clear to me that no one is going to turn up whose affections I can win for the night, I pay my bill, and go home, where there’s no one, and nothing waits for me, except more memories of that kiss.
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