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1

DOMINIC

A junior editor chirped in my ear about canary yellow sundresses and Cuban photoshoots while the January wind worked its icy fingers through my layers. I navigated the curb buried under foot-tall piles of what used to be snow. Now it was gray slush frozen into dirty, depressing clumps.

I identified with those frozen clumps.

There was a guy, homeless by the looks of his ripped-up sneakers and worn coat, huddled into the corner of an abandoned storefront. He had a dog wrapped in one of those cheap fleece blankets department stores practically gave away at Christmas.

Goddammit. I hated when they had dogs.

I’d never had one myself, but I had fond memories of my high school girlfriend’s black lab, Fonzie. My only fond memory from that particular relationship.

I tilted my head in the guy’s direction, and my driver, Nelson, gave me a nod. He knew the drill. It wasn’t out of the kindness of my heart. I had neither kindness nor a heart.

I considered it atonement for being an asshole.

Nelson ducked behind the rear of the SUV and opened the hatch. He did the shopping and “distribution” while I funded the ongoing operation.

When I came back, the guy would have a new coat, a pocket full of gift cards, and directions to the nearest shelters and hotels that allowed animals. And that furry little mutt, looking up at his human with blind adoration, would be in some warm, ridiculous dog sweater.

I headed toward the damn pizza place that my mother had insisted upon. Coming all the way to the Village from Midtown on a bone-chilling Tuesday evening was not my idea of fun.

But making me do things I didn’t want to do was my mother’s idea of fun.

If there was anyone in the world for whom I’d willingly do shit I didn’t want to do, it was Dalessandra Russo. She’d had a rough year. I could give her greasy pizza and my uninterrupted attention before having Nelson haul my ass home to the Upper West Side, where I most likely would glare at a computer screen for another three hours before calling it a night.

Alone.

Saving a family name and rescuing a family business didn’t exactly leave a lot of time for extracurricular activities. I wondered if I should get a dog.

My coat flapped in the frigid wind as I stalked toward the restaurant’s dingy orange sign, and the art director chimed in with her thoughts on designer pieces for the May cover.

Winter in Manhattan was depressing. I was not a sweaters-and-hot-chocolate kind of guy. I skied because that’s what you did when you were born into a wealthy family. But instead of ski slopes, I preferred to spend two weeks in the Caribbean every January.

At least I had in my old life.

I yanked open the steamy glass door of George’s Village Pizza. A little bell tinkled above me, announcing my arrival. The heat hit me first. Then the scents of garlic and freshbaked bread, and maybe I didn’t hate that Mom had dragged my ass down here.

“What are your thoughts, Mr. Russo?” the junior editor asked.

I hated being called Mr. Russo. I also hated the fact that I couldn’t yell at anyone about it. That was the worst part. Not being able to let out the temper that had been building for over a year.

My attention was caught by curves and curls.

The woman straightened away from the table closest to the door, stuffing the cash tip into her flour-sprinkled apron. Her eyes locked onto mine, and I felt something… interesting. Like the ghost of recognition. Like she was the one I was here to meet.

But we were strangers.

“That sounds fine,” I hedged into the phone.

“I can put together a board for you,” the junior editor offered helpfully.

“I’d appreciate that,” I said, relieved that she’d offered and I hadn’t had to ask this time.

They were all finally getting used to the idea that I needed to see things together before I could tell if they worked or not. I hoped that they were also getting used to the idea that I wasn’t my fucking father.

Curves and curls was a server, according to the GVP polo she wore over a long sleeve thermal. Her jeans were generics. Sneakers were at least two years out of functionality, but she’d done something artistic with Sharpies to the white space on them. She was inches shorter and miles curvier than most of the women I’d spent time with recently.

In the last year, I’d become immune to leggy, waif-like models in their early twenties. Which, to be honest, was about damn time considering that I was forty-four. There was something arresting about the woman eyeing me and now pointing to the No Cell Phones sign posted on the corkboard just inside the door.

Interesting face. Softer, rounder than those diamondedge cheekbones that graced the pages of the magazine. Full lips, wide brown eyes that looked warm. Like honey. Her hair, more brown and chestnut there, was jaw-length and styled in lazy, loose waves that made me think of putting my hands in it while she breathed my name under me.

I couldn’t stop staring at her.

“I’ll have it for you first thing in the morning,” the junior editor promised.

I couldn’t remember the editor’s name—because I was an ass—but I did remember her earnest, eager-to-please face. She was the kind of employee who would stay at the office until midnight without complaining if asked.

“By noon tomorrow is fine,” I told her, enjoying the glare Sex Hair was sending me as I continued to ignore the sign.

Sex Hair cleared her throat theatrically and, reaching around me, tapped the flyer fiercely. A trio of cheap, colorful beaded bracelets wrapped around her wrist. I smelled the bright, happy tang of lemons as she leaned in.

“Take it outside, buddy,” she said in a throaty, no-nonsense voice.

Buddy?

Clearly, she wasn’t intimidated by an asshole in Hugo Boss with a haircut that cost more than her entire outfit. I basked in her disdain. It was miles more comfortable for me than the terrified glances and “Right away, Mr. Russo”s I got in the hallways at work.

I covered the mouthpiece of the phone—I hated those earbud things and staunchly refused to use them. “It’s cold. I’ll be a minute,” I told her briskly, leaving no room for debate.

“I didn’t create the weather or the phone policy. Out. Side.” She said it like I was a truculent three-year-old and hooked her thumb toward the door.

“No.” I didn’t sound like a whiny toddler. I sounded like an annoyed, inconvenienced patron who had the right to expect respect.

I uncovered the phone and continued my conversation.

I was a spiteful son of a bitch.

“Get off the damn phone, or I’ll make you wish you had,” she warned.

People were starting to look at us. Neither one of us seemed to care.

“Don’t you have tables to wait on?” I asked. “Or do you specialize in shrieking at customers?”

Her eyes were nearly gold under the fluorescent lighting, and I swear she almost smiled.

“Oh, you asked for it, buddy.” She leaned in again, too close for New Yorkers who prized our personal space. The top of her head came to my shoulder.

“Sir, are you here for STD panel results or hemorrhoids?” she shouted in the vicinity of my cell’s microphone.

You shithead.

“I’ll call you back,” I said into the phone and disconnected the call.

Sex Hair beamed up at me, all faux charm. “Welcome to George’s Village Pizza. Dining alone tonight, I presume?”

“That was a work call,” I said icily.

“Isn’t that nice that you can hold down a job and be that rude?”

It had been too long since I’d squashed a disrespectful underling. I itched to do it now. She looked not only like she could take it but that she might even enjoy it.

“Dominic.”

I glanced over Sex Hair’s shoulder and spotted my mother waving from a green vinyl booth in the corner. She looked amused.

Sex Hair looked back and forth between me and my mother. “Oh, she’s way too good for you,” she announced, slapping a menu to my chest and walking away.

“Mom,” I greeted her, leaning in to kiss her on one flawless cheek before I slid into the booth opposite her.

“That was quite the entrance,” she said, resting her chin on her palm.

She was the picture of confidence in an off-the-shoulder ivory sweater and red leather skirt. Her hair was its natural sterling silver, cut in a short, hip cap. The haircut—and the chunky emerald on her right middle finger—had been her gift to herself the day after she’d kicked my father out of their Upper East Side townhouse a few decades too late.

My mother was a beautiful woman. She always had been. She’d begun her career at fifteen as a doe-eyed, long-legged socialite-turned-model before deciding she preferred the business side of fashion. Now sixty-nine, she’d long ago abandoned doe eyes in favor of wielding her sharp mind and tongue. She was comfortable being both loved and feared in the industry.

“She was incredibly rude,” I insisted, watching as Sex Hair made small talk with a table across the skinny restaurant.

“You were incredibly rude,” my mother countered.

“It’s what I do,” I said, snapping open the menu and scanning. I tried to ignore the temper that was bubbling up inside me like a sleeping dragon awakened. I’d spent thirteen months locked down, on my best behavior, and I was starting to crack.

“Don’t start the ‘I’m an asshole’ spiel again.” She sighed and slid her reading glasses back on.

“Sooner or later, you’re going to have to give up on the hope that I’m a human being with a heart of gold underneath it all.”

“Never,” she insisted with a saucy smile.

I gave up. “Why are we here?”

“Because I wanted to spend time with my only son—the light of my life—away from the office.”

Our working relationship was as old as her new haircut.

It wasn’t a coincidence.

“Sorry,” I said and meant it. “I’ve been busy.”

“Darling.” She said it wryly, and it was warranted.

No one was busier than Dalessandra Russo, former model and current editor-in-chief of Label, a fashion magazine that had not only survived the onset of the digital age but spearheaded the transition. Every month, my mother oversaw hundreds of pages of fashion, advertising, interviews, and advice, not to mention online content, and delivered it all to readers around the world.

If she were photographed in a pair of shoes or sunglasses, they sold out within hours. If she sat front and center at a show, the designer’s collection was picked up by every buyer in attendance. She made designers, models, writers, and photographers important, successful. She built careers. Or destroyed them when necessary.

And she hadn’t asked for or earned the chaos of the past year.

For that I had to atone as well.

“Sorry,” I said again, reaching across the table to squeeze her hand. The emerald winked at me under the fluorescent lights.

“Can I get you a drink?” Rude Sex Hair was back.

“I don’t know. Can you?” I shot back.

“We’re fresh out of the blood of children, Satan. How about something that matches your personality?” She was saying the words nicely. Sweetly even.

“I’ll have a—”

“Unsweetened iced tea,” she filled in for me.

Bitter. Boring. Bland.

“Is this one of those places where you pay people to be assholes to you?” I asked my mother.

“Oh, honey. I’m doing this for free.” Sex Hair batted thick lashes in my direction.

I opened my mouth to destroy her.

“He’ll have water. Tap is fine,” my mother cut in.

“Absolutely. Now, how about dinner?” Sex Hair flashed my mother a genuine grin.

“I’ve heard rumors of your pizza crusts far and wide,” Mom said coyly.

Sex Hair leaned in, a friend sharing secrets. “Every word is true,” she said. “It’s perfection.”

I smelled lemons again.

“In that case, I’ll have the personal with green onions and black olives.”

“You are a woman of excellent taste,” the mouthy server announced. “How about for you, Prince Charming?” she asked.

“Pepperoni. Personal.” I closed the menu and held it out without looking at her.

“Very creative,” she quipped.

So maybe it wasn’t fair of me. She obviously didn’t know she was pushing a button. That I still wasn’t confident in my ability to be creative, to be good at the job my mother needed me to do. But she said it. And I reacted.

“Shouldn’t someone your age have a real job by now, Maleficent? Because obviously you’re not good at this one.”

The entire place went silent. The other patrons froze, gazes fixed on our table. Sex Hair met my eyes for one long beat. God, it felt good to let out some of the fight I’d been bottling up for so long.

“Since you asked so nicely, I’ll be sure to give your order extra special attention,” she promised. The wink she gave me was so insolent, I almost got out of the booth to chase her into the kitchen.

“Don’t you dare,” Mom said, grabbing my hand before I bolted.

“She can’t get away with that. We’re paying customers,” I told her.

“You are to sit there. Be polite. And eat whatever she sees fit to bring you,” Mom ordered.

“Fine. But if she poisons me, I’ll sue her and her entire family. Her great-grandchildren will feel my wrath.”

My mother sighed theatrically. “Who hurt you, darling?”

It was a joke. But we both knew the answer wasn’t funny.
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ALLY

Decorating Charming’s pizza was the most fun I’d had in… Ugh. Never mind.

Let’s just say life had been a shit show lately. And messing with a grumpy guy—what was it with assholes today anyway?—who looked like he’d waltzed right off the pages of some men’s magazine was definitely a highlight. Which said a lot about my current situation.

I didn’t have time to worry about the consequences of being stretched too thin. This was the kind of life crisis that you muscled through.

When it was all over, I would book myself a vacation on a beach where the only thing I had to worry about was if my straw was long enough to reach the bottom of my frozen cocktail.

“Table Twelve wants their check, Ollie.” George, my boss and the grumpiest Italian grandpa I’d ever met in my life, announced brusquely as if I’d spent the last four hours ignoring diners instead of waiting on them. He hadn’t bothered to learn my name when I started three weeks ago. I hadn’t bothered to teach him. The guy went through servers like new parents went through baby wipes.

At least the checks were made out correctly by Mrs. George. That’s what mattered.

“On it,” I told him.

A mango margarita, I decided, hefting the plates and pushing through the swinging kitchen doors.

By the time I had that mango margarita in hand, I might be in my sixties instead of a ripe old thirty-nine—thanks for pointing that out, Charming—but I would fix what needed fixing. There was no other option.

The dining room, though in desperate need of a complete makeover and maybe an industrial scrubbing, was warm and cozy.

Maybe I could offer to do some after-hours cleaning for a couple extra bucks?

“Here you go,” I said, sliding the pizzas in front of them.

The woman with the to-die-for leather skirt and I’m-abadass haircut seemed to approve my topping smiley face on hers. She laughed in that way that born-rich people did. Not too loudly and with absolutely no snorting.

Charming, on the other hand, scowled down at his pizza. He had a face for scowling. That strong jaw was even more defined with his teeth clenching like that. Those icy eyes that couldn’t decide if they were blue or gray narrowed.

Ugh. He had those yummy little crinkles at the corners of his eyes.

Was grumpy and rude suddenly the new hot? My vagina seemed to think so.

It hadn’t been that long since I’d given her some action. But apparently she was into well-dressed douches now. Great. Thank God I was working myself to death for the foreseeable future and wouldn’t have time to explore her new inappropriate preferences.

“Can I get you two anything else right now?” I asked, a paragon of helpfulness.

“That’s it,” Charming said, tossing his napkin on the table and sliding out of the booth. “You and I are going to have a little screaming match about how to treat your customers with respect.”

He stood and closed his long fingers around my wrist.

I knew he felt it, too. That unexpected jolt. Like taking a shot of whiskey or sticking a finger in a light socket. Maybe both at the same time. For one moment of pure insanity, I wondered if he intended to take me over his knee and if I’d let him.

“Dominic, for the love of God. Behave yourself,” the woman sighed in exasperation.

In answer, he spun his pizza around so his mother could read it.

FU spelled out in greasy pepperoni.

“Is there a problem, sir?” I asked with sugary politeness.

“Oh, my,” the woman said, pressing her fingers to her mouth and trying to stifle a laugh. A real one this time.

“It’s not funny,” he snapped.

“It is from where I stand,” I said.

“You are a server. Your job is to act like one and serve,” he said.

Ass. And. Hole.

“You’re a human. Your job is to act like one,” I countered. Any other day, I probably would have let it all go. I knew better than to jeopardize a paycheck. But I’d come in after the lunch shift to find the nineteen-year-old server sobbing into paper napkins in the back because a dick in a suit had unloaded his bad day on her.

Freaking George the jerk caught me trying to comfort her and screamed, “There’s no crying in pizza.”

“I want to speak to the manager,” Dick 2 in the suit announced.

“Dominic, must you?” his date sighed.

“Oh, he must,” I said.

I had him pegged. This guy was one of those people. He believed that everyone under him existed just to serve him. I bet he had a personal assistant and that he had no idea that they were human. He probably called them at 3 a.m. and made them run to the convenience store for lube or eye of newt.

“I’m so glad you agree,” he said dryly. He was still holding my wrist. That electrifying zing was still sizzling its way through my veins. His eyes narrowed as if he felt it too.

Table Twelve, a couple of early twenty-somethings, looked like they were thinking about dining and dashing. Shifty-eyed and uncomfortable.

“Let me get this table their check, and then we can continue our battle royale,” I offered, yanking my hand free.

“Sit back down,” Charming’s lady friend insisted, pulling him back into the booth. “You’re causing a scene.”

I left them, grabbed the check for Twelve, and made serious eye contact with them while I thanked them profusely for coming in. It wasn’t going to be a good tip. I had an instinct about these things since waitressing and bartending had become my main source of income. But at least they weren’t going to walk out on the check.

“I can take that for you now if you’re ready,” I offered.

The guy reluctantly pulled out a wallet on a chain and opened it. “Keep the change,” he squeaked.

Two dollars. It was probably all they could afford, and I totally got that. But I needed to find real work… like six months ago.

“Thanks, guys,” I said brightly and shoved the money in my apron.

Charming was sitting, arms folded, staring down at his untouched FU pizza while his date daintily cut hers into bite-sized pieces.

“George, Table Eight wants to talk to you.”

“Now what the fuck did you do?” he snarled, dropping his fork in the double helping of pasta primavera he’d made himself. He acted as if I’d been nothing but a troublemaker, and I considered making him his own pizza. I wondered if the twelve-inch pie was big enough for “dumbass” spelled out in sausage.

“The guy was being a jerk,” I told him, knowing full well George wouldn’t care. He’d side with the ass. Asses liked other asses.

He hefted his bulk off the rickety stool that was going to give up the fight against his 300 pounds any day now. At five and a half feet tall, he was a grumpy beach ball of a human being. “Let’s go. Be fucking polite,” he said, wiping his hands on the sauce-stained apron. George lumbered through the swinging doors, and I followed.

“Thank you for coming to George’s Village Pizza. I’m George,” he said, all olive oily charm now. The guy was a dick to his employees, his vendors, hell, even his wife. But to a diner with a fat wallet? George was almost sort of friendly. “I understand there’s a problem.”

Without saying a word, Charming spun his pizza plate around.

George’s eyes narrowed.

“Is this supposed to be some kinda joke, Ollie?”

Great. I could see the vein in his neck.

That wasn’t a good sign. I’d seen it twice before. Once when he’d fired his delivery driver for stopping to help direct traffic at an accident scene and again when a server had slipped on a grease spill in the back and sprained her wrist. He fired her on the spot and said if she tried to collect workers’ comp he’d burn down her mother’s house.

The server was his niece. Her mother was George’s sister.

I shrugged. “Maybe that’s just how the pepperonis arranged themselves.”

“This kind of service is unacceptable,” Charming insisted.

“Of course. Of course,” George agreed, all apologies. “And I promise you the situation will be rectified.”

“She should be fired,” Charming said, leveling me with a cold look. “She’s a detriment to your business. I’m never coming back here.”

And there it was.

I knew I was out of a job.

“Good,” I said. “You should stick to torturing servers uptown.”

“’Ay! Not in my restaurant,” George bellowed. His third chin vibrated with rage. If I didn’t get out now, I might cause a coronary, and I didn’t really want that on my conscience. I also really didn’t want to have to give this guy mouth-to-mouth. Wisely, I zipped my lips.

“I really think this is an overreaction,” the woman said smoothly.

“No. It’s not,” George and Charming said together.

They could get Team Asshole jerseys.

“Ollie, get your things. You’re fired.”

The son of a bitch wasn’t even going to let me close out my tables. I had at least another thirty bucks in tips coming. Maybe I should burn his mother’s house down. But the woman made a hell of a cannoli and caught me up on General Hospital when she came in. I’d burn down George’s house instead.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” the woman said.

“Yes, it is,” Charming snapped.

“She’s fired, and I’ll bring you another pizza. On the house,” George insisted. “Good?”

Charming, still looking at me but now with the slightest, victorious curve to his snarly lips, nodded briskly. “Fine.”

I already knew George would be taking the cost of the two pizzas out of my last paycheck. Jackass.

Without a word, I headed back into the kitchen. I grabbed my coat off the rack, scooped the money out of my apron, keeping my bank and the tips and throwing the rest on top of George’s primavera. Take that.

“You fired?” The cook called from behind the stainlesssteel worktop where he was rolling out dough.

“Yep,” I said, shrugging into my coat.

He nodded. “Good for you.”

I gave him a wry smirk. “Yeah. Fingers crossed, you’ll be next. George would love to have to make and serve his own pizzas.”

He gave me a floury two-finger salute as I slipped on my backpack and went back into the dining room. I could have gone out the back door into the alley, but I was already fired, so there was no harm in making a scene.

“You two could learn something about how to treat people,” I said, pointing my finger in their direction.

Physically they couldn’t have been more different. George with his barrel-shaped body, greased hair, and toosmall polo shirt. Charming with his tailored suit and fancy boots. He probably got manicures and facials and then accused the spa staff of looking him in the eye.

“This might come as a surprise to you both, but we’re all people. We’re not here just to serve you. We have lives and families and goals. And your lives might start looking a hell of a lot better if you remembered that.”

“Get outta here, Ollie,” George hissed. He made a shooing motion with his beefy hands.

Charming was smirking at me.

“Maybe I was wrong. Maybe there’s no hope for you,” I said to him. I knew his type. Well, not personally. But from a safe distance where I could armchair quarterback it. “Rich, miserable, empty. Nothing and nobody ever lives up to your expectations. Including yourself.”

That chiseled jaw clenched, and I knew I’d hit a bullseye. Good.

“Get out!” George screeched. “And don’t come back!”

“Don’t even think about stiffing me for my paycheck, buddy,” I told him. “I know where your mother lives.”

He turned a worrying shade of purple, and I decided it was time to exit. I swept toward the door and felt pretty damn good about my speech.

“Here. You deserve this.” The girls at Table Two pressed a crisp twenty into my hands. “We used to work in food service.”

I wanted to not need it. I wanted to sweep out of here with my dignity intact and my head held high. But I needed every damn dime.

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

The young couple from Table Twelve held the door for me. “Here. We were going to the movies, but you earned it,” the guy said, holding up a few crumpled dollars.

“Take it,” his girlfriend insisted. She beamed at me. And I realized that them giving me their last seven bucks was going to make them feel better than me refusing it.

I couldn’t afford to have any pride.

“Thanks, guys.”

“Pay it forward,” the guy said.

I swallowed down the rage, the fear, and that bite of Stromboli I’d managed an hour ago.

I would. Someday.
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I gave up my seat on the steel bus bench to a shaggy guy in a puffy red ski jacket with the size sticker still on it and a dog in a pink turtleneck sweater.

I had three hours to fill before my next shift. A night gig on the bar at a mediocre hotspot in Midtown. It was mostly tourists buying fifteen-dollar Cosmos, but the tips were good. It wasn’t enough time to run home to Jersey and take a nap like I wanted to. But I could hit the library and look for a new server gig or check the freelance site and see if I’d landed any projects.

Pretty please, sweet baby Jesus.

When I’d first arrived here, I thought landing a job as a graphic designer would be easy. I’d run my own small business back in Boulder and done well. But it turned out New York firms didn’t enjoy taking a chance on a self-taught designer who needed a flexible schedule for “family emergencies.”

Restaurants and bars, however, didn’t give a shit what hours you took as long as you showed up when you were on the schedule. I took freelance projects when I got them and held down five regular part-time gigs.

Make that four. Thanks, Charming. And George.

I indulged myself in a little fantasy.

Mogul Entrepreneurial Me storming into Charming’s corner office, because of course he had one, and firing him on the spot because I’d just purchased the company after he pissed me off. If I were wildly wealthy, I’d do shit like that. Sure, I’d give back. Rescue dogs. Eradicate cancer. Take care of the elderly. Buy nice interview outfits for women who needed better jobs. I’d start a spa where women could get massages along with gynecological exams, mammograms, and dental cleanings. With a bar.

And for fun, I’d buy up corporations and fire assholes.

I’d wear a Satan-red dress and heels and have security drag him out of his chair. Then I’d give everyone an extra week of paid vacation just for dealing with him.

Fantasy complete, I put my mental energy into picking out the best bus route to the library. I needed to replace my pathetic pizza income ASAP.

The wind stabbed at my exposed skin like a thousand tiny daggers.

It was effing cold. My righteous anger kept me as warm as it could. But January in Manhattan was arctic. And depressing. The last snow had been pretty for all of five minutes. But the traffic snarls and gray slush defied whitewashing. Plus, it had made my commute into the city an even bigger nightmare.

I shifted the straps of my backpack, hiking it up higher. My ancient laptop had the dead weight of a sleeping toddler.

“Excuse me?”

I debated pretending like I hadn’t heard her. New Yorkers didn’t strike up conversations at bus stops. We ignored each other and pretended we lived in soundproof, eye contact-proof personal bubbles.

But I recognized the red leather under a very nice ivory wool winter coat.

“Ollie?” Charming’s date asked tentatively. She was tall, and not just because she was in a pair of suede boots that I’d sell a kidney for.

Long-legged. High cheekbones. Killer haircut. Emerald the size of a postage stamp on her middle finger.

“Ally,” I said warily.

“I’m Dalessandra,” she said, reaching into an impossibly chic clutch. “Here.”

It was a business card. Dalessandra Russo, editor-in-chief Label Magazine.

Whoa. Even I’d read Label before.

“What’s this for?” I asked, still staring at the linen card.

“You just lost a job. I’ve got one for you.”

“You need a server?” I hedged, still not understanding.

“No. But I could use someone with your… personality. Show up at this address on Monday morning. Nine a.m. Ask for me. Full-time. Benefits.”

My stupid, optimistic heart started to sing a diva-worthy aria. My father had always warned me I was just a little too Pollyanna and not enough Mr. Darcy.

“I just show up, and you give me a job?” I pressed, trying to squash the hope that bloomed inside me.

“Yes.”

Well, that was vague.

“Hey, lady. You maybe got another job in there for me?” a burly guy in ripped cargo pants and a hunter-safety-orange ski cap asked hopefully. He had a spectacular beard and wind-reddened cheeks. His smile was oddly beguiling.

She looked him up and down. “Can you type?”

He winced, shook his head.

“How about sort packages? Deliver things?”

“Now that I can do! I worked in a mail room for two years in high school.”

High school looked like it had been about thirty years ago for him. I recognized a fellow Pollyanna.

Dalessandra produced another card, and—using a ballpoint pen that looked like it was made from actual gold—scribbled something on the back. “Go here Monday and give them this card. Full-time. Benefits,” she said again.

The man held it like it was a winning lottery ticket. “My wife ain’t gonna believe this! I’ve been out of work for six months!” He celebrated by hugging every person at the bus stop, including our lovely benefactress and then me. He smelled like birthday cakes and granted wishes.

“See you Monday, Ally,” she said before walking down the block and sliding into the backseat of an SUV with tinted windows.

“Ain’t this the greatest day?” Guy Pollyanna asked, elbowing me in the ribs.

“The greatest,” I repeated.

I didn’t know if I’d just hit the lottery or if this was a setup. After all, the woman had been on a date with Charming the Doucheweasel.

But I literally couldn’t afford to not take the chance.
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“Morning, Greta,” I said, handing my assistant her daily cappuccino.

“Good morning,” she responded, doing her customary scan of me.

She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “What’s wrong?” she demanded, raising a Nordic eyebrow. She was in her early sixties, suffered no fools, and was obstinately loyal. I was fully aware of the fact that I didn’t deserve her.

The one and only time she’d mentioned the word “retirement,” I’d given her a raise so obnoxious she’d agreed to stay with me until she hit sixty-five. We’d cross that bridge in less than six months. And at that point, I was prepared to double my offer.

I didn’t want to have to break in a new assistant. Get to know someone.

I kept my circle small, tight. Greta was a part of that circle and had stayed by my side through thick and thin. Scandal to stable.

She’d worked for me at my old firm, a carryover from my former life and the days when I’d assessed risks and enjoyed the freedom to yell at people. No one took it personally. There were no eggshells under my feet. I was me. They were… well, them. And everything worked just fine.

Now nothing worked, and the eggshells here were sharp enough to draw blood.

But Greta was here. And with that continuity, with someone I could trust implicitly, I was fumbling my way through my father’s former job description. Doing my damn best to prove that Paul Russo’s blood wasn’t poisoning me from the inside out.

“Nothing is wrong,” I hedged. Nothing besides my mother laying into me and filleting me over the incident at the pizza place. In her criticism, she hadn’t said the words outright, but I knew she was thinking them.

It was something my father would have done. Abusing his position of power to have someone who dared stand up to him fired.

That made it worse.

I already hadn’t felt great about it, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. A year’s worth of pent-up frustration had finally boiled over. Not that the woman had been an innocent victim. There was nothing “victim” about the opinionated, curvy Maleficent.

Minus the firing, I thought we’d both enjoyed the sparring.

“Liar,” Greta said fondly.

We were close but not that close. As a rule, I didn’t spill my guts to anyone. Not to my mother. Not to Greta. Not even to my best friends. It was part of being a Russo. We did what was necessary to protect the family name.

Even if it meant never admitting anything was wrong.

A leggy woman in a fitted sheath dress trotted by, a tray of eye-searing juices in one hand and four Hermès shopping bags in her other. She was making a beeline for the conference room when she spotted me. Her eyes went wide in that deer-in-the-headlights, fearful adrenaline kind of way. She stumbled, the point of her shoe grazing the carpet.

I looked away as a putrid green juice tumbled into one of the bags.

She yelped and sprinted away.

Another day, another terrified employee.

I’d assumed they’d all get used to me. Apparently I’d assumed incorrectly. I was the beast to my mother’s beauty. The monster to the heroine. When they looked at me, they saw my father.

“Maybe if you smiled once in a while,” Greta suggested to me.

I rolled my eyes and pulled out my phone. “If I smile, they think I’m baring my teeth at them.”

“Rawr,” she teased.

“Drink your poison, woman,” I said gruffly.

“Maybe someday you’ll grow up to drink coffee too,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes.

“When hell freezes over.” I was a staunch tea drinker, and the preference had nothing to do with the beverage itself. It had been the first of my many rebellious stands.

She nodded in the direction of the windows. Outside, New York shivered and froze. “Looks like it already has.”

I leaned against her desk, thumbing through my inbox on my phone. “What’s up first today?”

“You’ve got advertising at ten, proofs for approval due by noon, Irvin asked if you could take his place in a budget meeting at two, and Shayla would like five minutes of your time right now.”

Greta nodded behind me, and I knew the beauty editor was standing there. I felt her perpetual cloud of low-level annoyance.

I turned.

The terms statuesque and stern came to mind. Shayla Bruno had earned the Miss Teenage America title at age seventeen and enjoyed a brief career in modeling before moving behind the camera. She was a few years my senior, had exquisite taste in jewelry, mothered three children with her wife, and—in my opinion—her talents were being wasted as beauty editor.

Too bad for her that the position she wanted was the one I currently occupied.

“Good morning, Greta. Is now a good time, Mr. Russo?” she asked, her tone making it clear that she didn’t care if it was or wasn’t.

“Dominic,” I reminded her for the one-hundredth time. “Of course.” I gestured toward my office.

At least with Shayla I didn’t have to pretend to be something I wasn’t. Like kind or caring. Or interested in her life in any capacity. She recognized me as the uncaring bastard I was.

While I hung up my coat, Shayla crossed to the lightboards in the corner and clipped a page layout in place.

So it was going to be one of those meetings.

“These aren’t right,” she said, slapping a long-fingered, ebony hand to the board. Brushed gold rings glittered against the glowing glass.

“In what way?” I joined her in front of the board and crossed my arms. It was a series of product images organized around a shot of two models in a studio. Something did feel off, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. And I certainly wasn’t going to show off my ignorance by playing a guessing game.

“The model shot. It’s too small. It needs to be the anchoring piece, not the cardigan and the belt. The people are always the point, even if it’s the products we’re talking about,” she lectured. “The people are the story.”

I made a noncommittal noise. I’d delegated—dumped—the artistic details to the page designer and let him run with it because I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.

If there was one thing I hated more in this life than being wrong, it was not knowing what the hell I was doing in the first place.

“It needs to be laid out again. Dalessandra won’t okay it as is,” she said.

“Do you have any other suggestions?” I ventured.

“I would think the creative director of the world’s second-largest fashion magazine wouldn’t need any input.” She didn’t say it snidely. Didn’t have to. It was fact.

We glared at each other for a long beat.

“Say what you need to say,” I told her.

“You shouldn’t be in this office,” she said. “You didn’t earn it. You haven’t spent years of your life working in this industry, reading these magazines, and living and breathing fashion. Now, someone else has to make it their job to babysit you.”

“And that someone is you?” I ventured cooly. “It’s in your job description to advise on fashion layouts?”

“No. But it’s in yours. And if you can’t do it, then it falls on someone who can.”

I wished that she was wrong. Wished that she hadn’t landed a direct hit to my already dented ego. I was struggling with this job, and it irked me that others could tell.

I hated not being good at something.

I hated failing.

And I really hated being called out on it.

“I do a thousand things a day that don’t fall within my job description. We all should,” she continued, her words coming out at a fast clip. The cool finally giving way to the angry heat beneath. “We’re a team with the goal of making every piece of content as valuable and as eye-catching as it can be. You shouldn’t be making these decisions when you’re not equipped to make them. You shouldn’t be at that desk.”

I met fire with ice. “I’ll take that under advisement. Is there anything else?”

I got the feeling Shayla was fantasizing about pushing me into my chair and shoving it through the windows at my back.

Ambitious. And rightfully angry. But being pissed off didn’t change what was. I was Label’s creative director. And I would find a way to do this job.

“Redesign this before your mother sees it.” She’d added the “your mother” as a jab.

I knew it because I would have done the same.

I was about to press her for suggestions or at least a recommendation on a designer who would have better instincts than the first when there was a knock on my open door.

“Dominic, my boy. Have you got five minutes for an old man?”

Managing editor Irvin Harvey strolled into my office in suit and tie, a smile on his face. The man was the sole surviving crony from my father’s unceremonious ousting. He’d been with Label for fifteen years after my mother—heavily influenced by my father—poached him from a fashion house. At sixty-five, he was the stereotypical Manhattan executive. Well-compensated, he excelled at schmoozing and golf and was a master at maintaining relationships. He knew everyone worth knowing in the industry from designers to photographers to buyers and advertisers.

My father had been Irvin’s best man in his third wedding.

The only reason he was still here was because there had never once been a complaint made against the man, and he’d sworn to my mother that he had no idea what his old pal Paul had been up to.

I wasn’t as inclined to take him at his word. But I understood that replacing another title so high on the masthead would have only added to my mother’s nightmare.

“Are we done here?” I asked

“Sherry, get me a coffee, will you?”

“Shayla,” she said crisply.

I felt the punch of anger that radiated off her.

The man probably snapped his fingers at servers in restaurants.

I flashed back to my pepperoni pizza and the woman who’d served it, then winced.

“Help yourself to the machine,” I said to Irvin, nodding in the direction of the beverage bar just inside the door. Until recently, its primary function had been to display bottles of champagne and scotch. It was now home to a tea station and espresso machine. Though, I still kept it stocked with my mother’s favorite white wine and a bottle of bourbon for particularly frustrating days.

“Never could figure those monstrosities out,” Irvin said cheerfully, winking at Shayla then grinning at me.

“I’ll speak with you later, Shayla,” I said, dismissing her. I’d make the damn coffee if it meant I didn’t have to figure out how to get blood stains out of the carpet.

She gave us both a cool nod and left.

“What can I do for you, Irvin?” I asked, starting an espresso for the man.

“I had drinks with the buyers from Barneys last night. Catching up, gossiping like teenage girls.” He wandered over to the windows to study the skyline. “You know how Larry is,” he said conversationally.

I didn’t know who Larry was. But this had been the hallmark of my relationship with Irvin since taking over the position. I was his stand-in for my father. I imagined the two of them had shared many a scotch in this very room.

But I wasn’t my father, and I didn’t have time for gossip. I handed him the coffee.

He seemed to recognize that I wasn’t Paul. “Anyway, after a few gin martinis, Larry gets loose. Runs his mouth. He mentioned hearing some rumors about your mother, the divorce. Is she seeing someone new?” His silver-tufted eyebrows raised suggestively.

I had no idea. I wasn’t sure if I should know if she was seeing someone or not.

“I see,” I said, pointedly ignoring the question. Whether I should know if my mother was dating again was entirely different than if Big-Mouthed Guess-What-I-Heard Irvin should know.

My mother, this magazine, didn’t need the shadow of Paul Russo to cause further harm. Every inquiry, every interview question about the situation had been met with stoic silence. The Russo Modus Operandi. Protect the name at all costs.

Even if it meant sheltering a villain.

“Anyway. Thought you’d like to know. They’re just rumors,” Irvin said, taking a dainty sip of his coffee. “They’ll blow over as soon as something more scandalous comes along.”

“I’ll take it under advisement,” I said.
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Thank the goddess of Wi-Fi signals. There was internet in Foxwood today.

Triumphantly, I plucked my frozen fingers out of the sleeves of my two-layered sweatshirts and logged into FBI Surveillance Van 4.

It was Saturday morning, and I had three whole hours until I needed to catch the train into the city.

I’d already spent an hour throwing debris out of the second-floor window into the dumpster that took up the entirety of my dad’s square inch of front yard.

Then another hour working on a freelance logo design project. It was for a family-run butcher shop in Hoboken and it paid a grand total of $200.

But $200 meant I’d be able to bump up the thermostat a hedonistic degree or two for a few days. That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, I might be able to strip down to just one layer of clothing! So Frances Brothers Butcher Shop would get the best damned logo I could design.

With my borrowed Wi-Fi, I typed “Dalessandra Russo” and “Label Magazine” into the internet search and scrolled past the results I’d already visited. Turns out Label had been going through a “transition” period recently. There was plenty of information on formidable and fabulous Dalessandra. Former model turned fashion industry mogul and editor-in-chief of one of the largest surviving fashion magazines in the country. Her husband of forty-five years, Paul, had “stepped down” as creative director for the magazine as of about thirteen months ago.

The official line was that they were parting ways personally and professionally. However, gossip blogs hinted at a more sinister scandal, citing the exodus of several other employees around the same time. Mostly women. The blogs were careful to tap dance around it, but one or two of them hinted that Paul’s extramarital affairs played a role in the demise of both the personal and professional relationships.

I found comfort in the fact that a woman as smart and sharp as Dalessandra could be hosed too.

My gaze flicked over the screen of the laptop to the fortyton porcelain clawfoot tub still lodged in the living room floor. Then up to the gaping hole in the ceiling.

Yeah. Even smart and sharp got hosed on occasion.

“Knock knock!” A cheery woman with a thick Romanian accent chirped as she pushed her way in through the front door.

I really needed to replace the lock and actually use it.

“Mrs. Grosu,” I said, snapping my laptop closed and mentally resigning myself to picking up the rest of my research after my two bartending shifts. If the Wi-Fi held.

“Hello, neighbor,” she said, bustling inside, a yellow casserole dish in her hands.

Mrs. Grosu was a widow who lived next door in a tidy brick two-story with a hedgerow so precise it looked as though it had been trimmed with lasers. She had four children and seven grandkids who came for Sunday lunch every week.

I adored her.

“I brought you Amish country casserole,” she said cheerily. My dear, adorable, elderly neighbor had two great loves in this life: Feeding people and Pinterest. She’d deemed this year to be her cultural culinary exploration, and I was along for the ride.

“That’s very sweet of you, Mrs. Grosu,” I said.

As bad as literally everything else was in my life, I’d hit the lottery with my father’s neighbors. They were delightfully entertaining and absurdly generous.

She clucked her tongue. “When are you going to get that tub out of your living room?”

“Soon,” I promised. The thing had to weigh three hundred pounds. It was not a one-woman job.

“You say the word, and I have my sons come move it for you.”

Mrs. Grosu’s sons were in their late fifties and in no shape for heavy lifting.

“I’ll figure it out,” I insisted.

With an eye-roll, she headed toward the kitchen. “I’ll put this away. Instructions are on the sticky note,” she called in her thick accent.

“Thank you,” I yelled after her, tunneling my way out of my burrow of blankets.

“This is a thank you,” she insisted, returning to the living room as I climbed off the couch. “You got my groceries when my feet were swollen like watermelons last week.”

We were in an endless reciprocation of favors, and I kind of enjoyed it. It felt nice to be able to give something, anything really, when resources were depleted.

She tut-tutted when she looked at the thermostat. “It’s colder than a snowman’s balls in here,” she complained.

“It’s not so bad,” I insisted, stirring the fire in the brick fireplace my father had rarely ever used. I had one more log allotted for the morning, and then I’d turn on the furnace to heat the house to a balmy fifty degrees while I was at work.

I’d never been poor before, but I felt like I was really getting the hang of it.

“Why do you not take my money?” the woman pouted, crossing her arms in front of her gigantic bosoms. Everything about Mrs. Grosu was soft, squishy. Except for her motherly tone.

“You already paid for the dumpster,” I reminded her.

“Bah!” she said, waving her hand as if it had been nothing to shell out a few hundred dollars to cover the cost of an eyesore that was lowering her own property value.

“This is my mess. I’m going to fix it,” I told her. “You need your money for your grandkids’ Easter baskets and for your single lady cruise.”

“Did I tell you that we’re going to a male cabaret in Cozumel?” she asked, throwing her head back and roaring with laughter.

She had. And I still couldn’t get the vision out of my head. Mrs. Grosu and five of her closest girlfriends took a girls’ trip once a year. I was amazed they’d never been arrested yet. But there was always Cozumel.

“I think you mentioned it,” I said, stuffing my hands into the pocket of my sweatshirt.

“Okay. Good. Let’s go then,” she said, hooking her arm through mine and towing me toward the door.

“Go? Where?” I asked. “I don’t have shoes or money.”

“Get shoes. You don’t need money.”

That was a laugh. I desperately needed money.

“I have some work to do,” I said, trying again.

“No. You always have work. Your calendar on the refrigerator says you work at three. It takes you forty-five minutes to get to work. Therefore, you have time to come with me.”

I’d argued with her before and always lost.

“What you are doing for your father is a very good, beautiful thing. We’re not going to let you go through this alone,” she said, shoving me into my winter coat.

I stuffed my feet into boots and fumbled for my purse.

“I don’t know what that means,” I admitted. “And who’s we?”

“You start a new job on Monday. Mr. Mohammad and I are taking you shopping at that thrift store you like for some work-appropriate clothes.”

I dug my heels into the ruined plywood, making sure to avoid the strip of carpet tacks. “No, you’re not.”

Mrs. Grosu often talked about her older brothers and their wrestling prowess. Apparently they’d taught her a thing or two because I found myself outside. Mr. Mohammad, an Ethiopian immigrant who arrived in America several decades before I was born, waved from his twentyyear-old sedan.

“Oh, no. He has the car,” I said.

“You see how important this is?” Mrs. Grosu said.

Very few things could convince Mr. Mohammad to actually take his car out of the garage. The car had somewhere in the neighborhood of eight hundred miles on it because its smiling, mustachioed owner loved to walk. Before he retired, he’d walked the two miles to his job as a grocery store supervisor. Since his retirement, he still walked. But now it was to church every Sunday and to bridge at the community center on Wednesdays.

My dad had been Mr. Mohammad’s bridge partner. Together they had ruled the community center with subtle nods and indecipherable body language.

So many things had changed in such a short time. Now, instead of looking out for my dad, his neighbors were looking out for me.

“Don’t fight us on this. We’ve got social security checks burning holes in our pockets, and it’s Senior Citizens Day at the thrift store,” Mrs. Grosu said, stuffing me into the backseat.

“Hello, Ally,” Mr. Mohammad sang. He was the happiest person I knew.

“Mr. Mohammad, I can’t let you two do this.”

“You just relax, girly,” he insisted. “We want to do this.”

It was true. They really did. Dad’s entire neighborhood seemed to thrive on the “love thy neighbor” principle. When I sold Dad’s house, when this was all over, I’d pay them back. And I would miss them fiercely.

“Fine,” I sighed. “But I’ll pay you back.”

Mr. Mohammad and Mrs. Grosu shared an eye-roll in the front seat.

“Do not make this weird, Ally,” Mr. Mohammad said and cranked up the Billy Joel cassette tape.
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Label’s offices took up the forty-second and forty-third floors of a shiny metal tower in Midtown. It was a fancy building in which fancy people worked fancy jobs.

I was rocking a thrift store pencil skirt over bargain-buy lace leggings that made my legs itch. But I’d managed to add my own flair with the thick, colorful hair ties I’d stacked up both wrists. Functional and fashionable. Coincidentally also cheaper than a diamond tennis bracelet.

As the elevator zoomed skyward, nerves had my heart flip-flopping in my chest. I was a pro at starting new jobs. I was great at people-ing. But stepping into that elevator with women who were six inches taller than me and thirty pounds lighter was an eye-opening experience. So was the guy pushing a cart with two dozen Chanel gift bags.

The air smelled expensive in here like subtle brandname perfumes, luxury creams, and lotions. Meanwhile, I smelled like bargain-brand lemon-scented shampoo.

The gazelle next to me bobbled the tray of coffee cups she was holding. She caught it, but her phone went flying.

I grabbed it off the floor since I was the closest one to it. It would probably take any one of the glamazons a full ten seconds to bend gracefully from their heights to reach the floor.

“Here,” I said, handing the phone back to her.

“Thanks,” she breathed. “I’m such a klutz, and they still make me do the coffee runs downstairs.”

She was closing in on six-feet in her suede ruby heels. Her heritage looked like it was somewhere in the Native American meets Japanese range. In any bar in the city, she’d be considered stunning. Here, she was a coffee getter. I wondered if I was about to learn that my new job involved scrubbing toilets.

I didn’t care. I’d still take it.

Besides, clearly none of these people ate or drank. The bathrooms were probably unused and spotless.

“You’re a model who does coffee runs?” I asked.

She looked at me, blinked, and then laughed. Until she bobbled the tray again.

As a safety precaution, I took it from her.

“That’s adorable,” she said, grinning at me. “I work in the admin pool for Label.”

“But you look like… that,” I said, waving my free hand in the direction of her face. “Does Label have a surplus of cover model-worthy women so they just redistribute them to other departments?”

“I’m a hella fast typer, and organization is my religion. And if someone put me in front of a camera, I’d fall on my face. Plus, I can’t smile on command.” She held up her company ID. In the grainy photo, she looked as if she were retracting her head into an invisible turtle shell. “Do you work in the building?” she asked.

“I’m about to. First day.”

“Cool. What company?”

“Label,” I said.

“Coworkers,” she chirped. “I’m Gola, by the way. What department?”

“I’m Ally, and I’m not sure. Dalessandra just told me to show up and ask for her.”

Gola blinked. “Dalessandra Russo?” She said the name with equal parts awe and fear.

“Yeah.”

“I have so many questions,” she confessed.

“That makes two of us.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened on the forty-third floor. We both got out. “Here, I’ll take you to the front desk,” she offered, taking back the tray of coffees.

“Thanks. That’s really nice of you.”

I opened one of the glass doors for Gola.

“First lesson, we’re not all models, and we’re not all super mean. But some of us are both,” Gola said, leading the way to a horseshoe-shaped counter of glowing white quartz. The woman standing behind it was an ivory-skinned redhead in a chic, plaid sheath dress.

I felt like I’d shown up to the prom in pajama pants.

“Ruth, this is Ally. She’s here to see Dalessandra about a job,” Gola said with an eyebrow wiggle.

“What kind of job?” Redheaded Ruth asked, cupping her chin in a dainty hand.

“That’s the best part. She doesn’t even know!”

“Pretty sure it’s not a cover model gig,” I joked. “She gave me this card and told me to ask for her.” I fished Dalessandra’s business card out of my coat pocket and handed it over.

“This is exciting!” Ruth insisted. “This is the second new random hire today.” She pointed to a small waiting area. Low, white leather chairs looked more fashion-forward than comfortable. Gold planters held glossy green ferns in front of windows that framed the gloomy Midtown skyline.

Bus stop guy was sitting gingerly on one of the artsyfartsy chairs. His leg was jiggling to a nervous beat. He’d trimmed his hair and beard and was wearing an orange sweater that stretched tight over his belly, making it look a little like a pumpkin.

He looked so happy I was actually scared for him.

“Hey, bus stop buddy!” He waved at me.

“Hey,” I waved back and sent every good vibe I could muster his way. Mean people ate sweethearts like him for breakfast.

“You two know each other?” Gola asked. “Even more intriguing.”

I turned back to the women. “So what you’re saying is this doesn’t happen often?” I hadn’t been sure if Dalessandra made a habit out of playing employment fairy to strangers.

“Never,” Ruth said. “Maybe this is some kind of mid-life crisis.”

“The woman is sixty-nine,” Gola reminded her.

“If anyone can live to 140-ish and still be fabulous, it’s Dalessandra,” Ruth insisted.

“I gotta go,” Gola said, juggling the coffees. “But maybe we can do lunch today? You can give me all the deets on how you met Dalessandra.”

“There aren’t many details. Her dinner date got me fired.”

Gola and Ruth exchanged another look.

“Dinner date?” Ruth whispered gleefully.

“My extension is on the company list. I’m the only Gola.”

“Call me too,” Ruth said. “I need to know about the dinner date!”

Lunch buddies. Okay. This wasn’t so bad.

“Sounds good.”

Gola backed through a second set of glass doors, and I breathed a sigh of relief when the coffee survived.

“Let me just call back to Dalessandra’s office to let them know you’re here,” Ruth said, picking up the phone.

I watched a grim-looking woman in a dove gray suit walk up to my bus stop buddy. He rose and beamed at her. She frowned at him.

“Follow me,” I heard her say without enthusiasm.

My buddy gave me a thumbs-up with one hand and clutched his brown bag lunch to his chest with the other.

“Please let the mail room be friendly,” I whispered.

“Ally? Dalessandra is ready for you,” Ruth said, hanging up the phone. “You’re just going to go through those doors and follow the hallway all the way around. It’s the last office on the left, and you’ll see two terrified assistants sitting out front.”

Oh, goodie.

“Thanks, Ruth.”

“Good luck! I’ll see you at lunch.”

If I survived that long.

[image: images]

I FOUND THE OFFICE—AND the two assistants, only one of whom looked terrified—without needing to ask for directions. Which was good because everyone I passed in the hallway looked like they were running off to war. There was an urgency that permeated the entire floor. People seemed on edge.

Or I was overanalyzing everything, and this was a typical office environment. Label was a big business, and that meant a lot of money, power, and influence. Also, probably a high instance of stomach ulcers.

“Hi. I’m Ally,” I said, startling the closest assistant into nearly falling out of his chair. He caught himself but sent a pen cup flying.

He clutched at his chest. “Holy macaroni.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Johan,” the second assistant complained. “You knew the front desk was sending someone back here.” She stood while the Jumpy McJumperson scrambled to pick up his pens.

“I’m Gina,” she said. “You can come with me.”

She led the way into the glass-walled inner sanctum behind her.

Dalessandra Russo stood behind a sleek worktable with bowed metal legs in a blue so deep it was almost black. The walls were papered in some exquisite fern and leaf pattern in soft creams and greens. Silver framed photos of the woman in question with celebrities and other importantlooking people were hung in a pattern too pleasing to the eye to be accidental.

She and a thin, bespectacled man were studying something on her desk.

Dalessandra looked up over delicate reading glasses. Her dress was an ivory and sterling knit wrap dress with long sleeves that played off her gray hair. Her necklace was what someone more educated in fashion would probably call a statement piece, a thick gold bar with tiny gemstones sprinkled over it.

If I wore something like that, I’d chip a tooth hitting myself in the face the first time I bent over.

“Ally. So happy you could join us today,” she said.

“I’m happy to be here,” I said warily.

I was still waiting for the “I’ve changed my mind” conversation.

“Ally—what is your last name?” she asked.

That got the attention of the man beside her. He looked up, puzzled.

“Morales,” I said.

“Ally Morales, meet our production manager, Linus Feldman.”

Linus gave me the once-over, and I knew he was wondering what the chick in the thrift store skirt was doing in Dalessandra Russo’s office.

“Hi,” I said.

Linus was short, slight, black, and—from the heights his cute, furry eyebrows climbed—a teensy bit on the judgmental side.

I couldn’t fault him. I had no idea what I was doing here either.

“Hello.” He drew out the word like he was waiting for an explanation.

“Ally is joining our admin pool,” Dalessandra said.

Whew. Okay. There really was a job after all.

Linus looked relieved by that explanation too.

“Best of luck to you,” he said, briskly stacking the papers. “I’ll get these over to the editorial team.”

“Thank you, Linus. Please close the door on your way out,” Dalessandra said, sinking into the chair behind her desk.

She gestured at one of the ivory armchairs opposite her.

Linus’s eyebrows were nearing his hairline again when he did as he was told. The look he shot me as he closed the glass doors was more “beware” than “good luck.”

I sat, gluing my knees together. It had been a while since I’d donned a skirt. I felt like I was mid-crash course relearning how to sit like an adult.

“So, Ally,” Dalessandra said, interlacing her fingers. “Welcome to Label.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Why am I here?”

She didn’t laugh, but her smile was warm.

“That is why,” she said, pointing at me.

My hair? My charming confusion? Maybe I reminded her of a long-lost best friend from summer camp?

“I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific.”

She did laugh then, and I could hear the assistants’ chairs outside spinning in our direction.

“I’m hiring you for our admin pool. You’ll have new administrative tasks every day. You might help with research or fact-checking. You might be called upon to take notes in meetings or run scheduling on a specific project. You could liaise with a designer’s team to help coordinate photo shoots. You may fill in for personal assistants or you may be asked to organize catering, pick-up coffee, et cetera.”

“Okay.” That sounded reasonably doable.

“But.” She let the word hang in the air between us.

I waited for the very luxurious stiletto that was about to impale me from above.

“I’m interested to know what you noticed about our offices so far,” she said.

“You mean in the three minutes I’ve been here?”

“Yes.”

Great. There was already a test. I knew there was an answer she was looking for. I just didn’t know what it was.

“Everyone seems…” I trailed off, not sure how honest I should be.

“Say it,” she said.

“Terrified. Like deer in headlights.”

She sighed and tapped her pen on her desk. “We recently went through a… difficult transition.”

“Mmm,” I said, not ready to admit that I’d internet stalked her and her company.

“In the transition, we removed, lost, and replaced several key employees. The ones we removed were no longer the right… fit,” she decided, “for our values. They had become liabilities of sorts. Unfortunately, we also lost several valuable team members.”

There was a whole hell of a lot that she was dancing around about behind the public relations vocabulary.

“My husband took advantage of my generosity and abused his power here. I was aware of some of his… flaws. But I was not aware of just how inappropriate he’d become.” Her tone was steely and anger all but crackled off her. I hoped she got the guy’s balls in the divorce.

I stayed silent and forcibly choked down the kajillion questions I had.

“I was so focused on growing a brand, transitioning into digital-first, and enjoying the perks of being a powerful woman in an exciting industry that I didn’t look closely within my own family, my own company. Maybe I didn’t want to.”

“But it’s over now,” I guessed.

She nodded. “Years too late. So much damage could have been avoided. But the past is in the past. It has no bearing on the present and future. I brought my son on to take his father’s place and tasked him—perhaps unfairly—with cleaning up his father’s mess. As you saw last week, the strain is getting to him.”

I was busy wondering exactly what Dalessandra wasn’t saying when that last bit of information landed.

Oh, shit.

“Charming is your son?”

She looked bewildered. “Who did you think he was?”

“I thought he was your date. I told him you could do better than him,” I said.

Dalessandra laughed again.

Again, I heard the swivel of chairs from the other side of the glass.

“Dominic is my son.”

Maybe I could empathize just a tiny bit with the man being called in to clean up a family mess. But still, I wasn’t an asshole about my situation.

“So, why, on my first day as an admin, am I in your office?” I asked. I felt like I was missing a few very large, important puzzle pieces.

“Because my son owes you a job, and Russos always pay their debts.”

More mystery. The woman seemed like a vault of secrets.

“Okay,” I said, drawing out the word Linus-style.

Dalessandra leaned on her elbows. “And if by some chance you manage to take the temperature of our staff and find out if there’s something I can do to make our environment more stable…” She held up the palms of her hands. “Then I hope you’ll feel inclined to discuss it with me.”

And there was the ask.

A vague one.

I felt like we were communicating in code… and only one of us had the code… and the other one of us was me.

“I’ll do what I can?” It came out more like a question. But it was the answer my new boss was looking for.

“Good. If there’s anything you need, please tell me,” she said, picking up her reading glasses and sliding them on.

“I do have a few questions.”

She peered over the frames at me. “Yes?”

“Can Charm—your son fire me?” I asked.

Her smile was feline. “No. Dominic can’t fire you.”

“Okay, then. Do I have to be nice to him?”

She leaned back in her chair, considering. “I think you should have the relationship you feel most comfortable having with my son.”


7

DOMINIC

My mother’s assistants were glued to whatever was going on in her office and didn’t see me approach.

I muttered a greeting, startling the guy so badly he sloshed water down the front of his checkered shirt.

“Oh, Mr. Russo, your mother is in a meeting,” the less terrified assistant—Gina or Ginny—said, rising as I reached for the door handle.

My mother laughed at whoever was sitting across the desk from her.

I frowned. “Who’s in there?”

“Uh. Um. A new hire,” the damp assistant squeaked, patting himself dry with napkins.

I hadn’t heard Mom laugh like that in a long time.

They were standing now, and I decided it was as good a time as any to interrupt.

“Speak of the devil,” Mom said when I stepped into her office.

The other woman turned around. She was smiling.

She was… here?

“No,” I growled.

I heard a thud behind me and assumed the nervous assistant had fallen over trying to eavesdrop.

“Oh. Yeah,” FU pizza girl said smugly.

“No,” I said again, shaking my head.

“Dominic, meet Ally. Ally is joining our admin pool. Ally, Dominic is our creative director here at Label.”

“A word, Mother,” I said. She couldn’t just dole out jobs to people who were too rude to keep them. She’d already hit her quota with me.

“I’m sorry, darling. I don’t have time. Be a dear and show Ally to HR,” she said, picking up the phone. “Get me Naomi.”

We were dismissed. But I was going to have several words with my mother at her earliest convenience.

I stopped by the assistants’ desk and took a stab at her name. “Gina, schedule me an appointment with my mother at her earliest convenience. Tell her it’s a budgetary meeting so she doesn’t try to cancel it.”

She blinked at me. Her mouth opened and then closed. Shit. I should have gone with Ginny.

“Is there a problem?”

“You know my name.”

“Of course I know your name,” I snapped, secretly relieved.

“You’re a real man of the people, Charming,” Ally said dryly behind me.

I turned on her. “Don’t bother getting comfortable here,” I warned her.

“Or what? You’ll ruin another job for me?”

“You and I both know that you deserved to lose that job,” I insisted. “You can’t be that rude to customers and then be surprised when you’re called out on it.”

“And you can’t be that rude to people and not get called out on it,” she countered.

“You started it,” I snarled.

“And you thought you were above the rules.”

Okay. She may have had the thinnest, most microscopic point.

“It was an important call,” I lied.

“Was it?” she asked, wrinkling her nose in theatrical disbelief. “Everyone else in that restaurant had no problem following the rules.”

“The rule is bullshit.”

“Of course it is!” she threw her hands in the air. “George also had rules like servers can only have half a slice of pizza per six-hour shift. Toppings were extra! And you could only take one pee break per shift!”

“If it was so miserable, why are you so upset he fired you?”

“You got me fired,” she yelled. “And I need the money, you buffoon!”

No one in my entire life had ever called me a buffoon. At least not to my face. I would guess it hadn’t been bandied about behind my back either. Asshole, yes. Motherfucking bastard, definitely.

“Buffoon?” I repeated, smirking.

“Shut up. I’m mad.”

Good.

“You should be thanking me,” I insisted, pushing the button I knew would set her off.

“Are you completely delusional, Charming?”

My mother’s easily startled assistant whose name I definitely did not know gasped behind me, reminding me that we had an audience.

I gripped her by the elbow and pulled her away from the office and our audience into a small conference room. It was the same feeling as when I’d held her wrist in the restaurant. An awakening, a hum in my blood.

“Are you dragging me in here to dismember me?” she demanded, swatting at my hand.

Reluctantly, I let go.

We were toe-to-toe just like we’d been in the restaurant. I could smell lemons again. And as angry as I was, I realized it felt pretty damn good to have someone looking me in the eye even while they hurled insults my way.

If I had to have one more conversation with a woman in this office while she spent the entire time looking at her shoes or at some distant spot over my shoulder, I was going to freak the fuck out.

“Because of me,” I explained, “you landed a full-time job with benefits that doesn’t make you smell like garlic and allows you as many restroom breaks as you require.”

“Gee. Thanks, Charming.” Her sarcasm was so thick I was surprised it didn’t drip onto the floor.

“You’re welcome,” I shot back.

She leaned in. “I really don’t like you.”

“I’m not a fan of yours either.”

We were too close. Much too close for boss and employee. And I wouldn’t put it past her to produce a knife and stab me with it.

I took two self-preserving steps back.

“Good,” she said.

“Great,” I agreed. It looked like Ally, the disrespectful pain in my ass, was the only woman in the building besides my mother who was brave enough to make eye contact with me.

Lucky me. And what in the hell was my mother thinking?

“Listen, Charming. How about you try acting like a grown-up? It’s a big company. We’ll probably never see each other.”

I tapped out a staccato rhythm with my thumb against my leg. “You’re fired.”

She smiled evilly at me, and I was taken aback by how attractive I found that. “That’s something you’re going to have to discuss with your mother. I don’t believe you have the authority to fire me.” She tapped a finger to her chin.

“That’s something I will be remedying, Maleficent,” I promised her.

“See how well we’re getting along already?” she said. “We already have cute nicknames for each other. We’re practically mani-pedi buds. Now, if you can point me in the direction of human resources, I’ll get out of your hair, and if we’re both very, very lucky, we’ll never see each other again.”

I would have liked to point her in the direction of an open window.

At least, that’s what I thought that urge was. I was confused by the fact that my dick seemed to be waking up.

“You stick to your ring of hell, and I’ll stick to mine,” I agreed.

“Perfect solution.” She yanked the conference room door open.

“HR?” she said, in a much friendlier tone to my mother’s assistants who just happened to be lurking outside.

“I can show you,” Gina volunteered. She ushered Ally away but not before the woman shot me a look of pure contempt over her shoulder.
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