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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE ASSISTANT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey! Watch out!”

      Too late. The side mirror of the SUV clipped my hand, and the coffee I was holding flew through the air. A second later, my cappuccino with caramel syrup splattered over a candy wrapper, a crinkled flyer advertising Dr. Jo’s Therapy Services, and the sorry remains of a fancy beaded shoe. If that wasn’t a metaphor for my life on this gloomy January day in Los Angeles, I didn’t know what was.

      At least the cup wasn’t broken. The insulated travel mug had been a gift from my best friend, and although the lid bounced off, it had survived the fall with only a small dent. But the coffee… I’d needed that coffee, and I couldn’t afford a refill.

      The driver’s tinted window rolled down smoothly. At first, I only saw dark hair, and my insides seized because my older brother drove the same vehicle—a dark-grey Porsche Cayenne—and I feared that my family had finally caught up with me. But the window continued its downward journey to reveal intense blue eyes, smooth white skin, high cheekbones, a straight nose, and a well-defined jaw that definitely didn’t belong to any of the men I was related to.

      “Maybe if you’d looked where you were going, you wouldn’t have walked into my car.”

      Okay, he and Raj did have one thing in common—they were both assholes. And you know what? I’d had enough of jerks like them. They thought that having money gave them a licence to do as they pleased.

      “And maybe if you hadn’t been driving your gas-guzzling penis extension so fast in a parking lot, you would have seen me before you hit me.”

      “You just appeared from nowhere.”

      “What if I’d been a child, huh? Would you still be using that excuse?”

      “I’d like to think a child’s parents would have taught them to look both ways before crossing the road. And for the record, I don’t need a penis extension.”

      “Screw you.”

      “Not an option, my darling.” He held out a hundred-dollar bill between thumb and forefinger. “Here—get yourself another coffee and a pair of glasses.”

      “You can’t just buy me off like that.”

      He let the bill fall to the damp asphalt. “Suit yourself.”

      A second later, he roared away in his dick-mobile, leaving me fuming. Were arrogance and condescension coded into the Y chromosome? If I’d been allowed to continue my medical career, I could have done a study on it.

      The hundred-dollar bill fluttered in the breeze, and I trapped it under my foot. Much as I didn’t want to take the stranger’s money, a hundred bucks was a hundred bucks, and I really needed caffeine. These days, I was too poor to be proud. My pride had gone the same way as my designer shoe collection, my top-of-the-line Mercedes coupe, and my gold jewellery—I’d left it behind when I escaped Massachusetts.

      I picked up the bill and clutched the cup Meera had given me tightly as I hurried back to the coffee bar. The cup said “Not today, Satan,” but nobody down there seemed to be listening. What was the time? Ten thirty-seven. Which gave me twenty-three minutes to refuel and walk the half mile to Dunnvale Holdings for my job interview.

      And I needed the job almost as much as I needed the caffeine. My Toyota’s fuel pump had stopped working, the tyres needed replacing, and last week, my landlord had announced he was putting up the rent on my shared apartment by twenty percent. Twenty percent! Even with the amount split four ways, I’d still have to find an extra two hundred bucks each month. When we’d questioned the increase, the landlord had merely shrugged and told us we were free to leave if we wanted to because there were plenty more people waiting to take our place, and he was right. The cost of living in LA was skyrocketing. If I couldn’t find a good-paying job, my only option would be to move somewhere cheaper, but I liked the anonymity of a big city. The neighbours didn’t know my name, and nobody cared about my business as long as I coughed up my share of the rent money.

      The line for coffee took forever, and I scalded my tongue as I headed out into the parking lot for the second time this morning. I’d have to hustle to get to Dunnvale on time. The job was a personal assistant position, hardly my dream career, but it was better than tending to the every need of a man I didn’t want to marry. At least in this role, I’d be able to do as I pleased in the evenings and—most importantly—sleep alone at night. I mean, I just wasn’t wife material. I was a terrible cook, everything I ironed still ended up with creases, and the idea of submitting to a man the way my mother did made my skin crawl.

      But in a professional capacity, I could deal with being told what to do, and this position paid better than most.

      Dunnvale’s headquarters came up on the right, a sprawling Art Deco-style building that stood four storeys tall. The lady I’d spoken with on the phone said to use the side entrance, and the offices were on the third floor. So far, so good… This place looked far nicer than the last company I’d worked at. Clifton Packaging had been based in a soulless brick building in the Warehouse District, the air always filled with dust from the manufacturing processes and too hot because the AC rarely worked. Dunnvale Holdings was closer to Beverly Hills. Farther to commute to but safer, and as an added bonus, the building would look great on Meera’s Instagram page.

      I buzzed the intercom, and somebody answered almost immediately.

      “How may I help you?” a female voice asked.

      “Meera Adams to see Braxton Vale. I have an interview.”

      “Come on up. The staircase is on your right.”

      The lock clicked, and I found myself in a small lobby. A coffee table and couch sat to the left, shaded from a twinkling chandelier by a potted palm. I tucked the empty cup into my purse and took the staircase to the third floor, my footsteps soft on the thick carpet. I’d long since given up wearing heels. Now that I had to rely on bus rides and my own two feet to travel anywhere, ballet pumps were far more comfortable.

      This office… It wasn’t like an office. Granted, my experience was limited—I’d only worked for two other companies since I moved to LA, and one of them was a gym, but I’d spent time at my father’s business. Regular offices had rows of desks and filing cabinets with noisy printers providing a soundtrack, cubicles decorated with drooping plants and pictures of pets and kids as their occupants desperately tried to pretend they were elsewhere. Sad employees gathered around water coolers, and people sometimes cried in the bathrooms. Okay, that was me. I cried in the bathroom.

      But this was more like a luxury hotel, minus the bellhop and the noisy tourists. Gilded mirrors gave the place an airy feel, the velvet Chesterfield opposite the ornately carved reception desk was richly padded, and there was a bowl of chocolate truffles on the coffee table. Paintings decorated the walls, not corporate propaganda and health-and-safety posters.

      “You must be Meera?” The lady behind the desk was my mother’s age, dressed in a burgundy shift dress and a pearl necklace. Her hair was cut into a sleek bob, a shorter version of the style I currently sported. My waist-length hair had been the first sacrifice I’d made before coming to the West Coast.

      “That’s right.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you. Can I get you coffee? Tea? A glass of water?”

      Coffee? That fight in the parking lot had been for nothing? Well, not nothing—I’d come out of it ninety-six dollars richer, which made the bruised hand worth it. That cash would pay for two weeks’ worth of groceries, although I was so sick of eating rice. One of my roommates had suggested ramen, but that didn’t taste much better.

      “Coffee would be wonderful.”

      “Do you take milk? Sugar?”

      Low-calorie caramel syrup with foam was probably out of the question.

      “Just milk, thank you.”

      I was one minute early, and Braxton Vale was ten minutes late. A power play to prove that his time was more important than mine? Probably. My father used the trick regularly. Meera called it a dick move, but at least I had time to drink my coffee and use the bathroom. The bathroom that was stocked with expensive perfume and unused Chanel make-up, just in case I got the urge to go back to my old ways. Would the receptionist think it strange if I came out with scarlet lips when they’d previously been pale pink? I left them as they were.

      “Mr. Vale will see you now. Take the hallway to your left and go through the double doors at the end.”

      “Thank you for the coffee.”

      The hallway was lined with photos, artful black-and-white shots of the Los Angeles skyline, the ocean, Sunset Boulevard. Santa Monica Pier. The Hollywood sign. A naked woman staring out across the city.

      Wait.

      What?

      I paused to stare, and apart from the barely there panties, she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. I mean, the picture was certainly artistic, and I was no stranger to nudity, but was it really suitable for the workplace? The taut ass of the man in the next print was no less risqué. What sort of company was this? I’d googled, of course, but little had come up, just a vague paragraph on some business website noting that Dunnvale Holdings had backed a new indie movie starring Violet Miller, this year’s hottest Hollywood property. Did she know about this objectification? I stepped closer. The pictures weren’t tasteless—quite the opposite, in fact—just…unexpected.

      Maybe Violet did know? After all, she had filmed a gloriously dirty movie last year, an erotic thriller with Kane Sanders. I’d seen it in the movie theatre with Meera on one of our final nights out together in Boston, and I’d had to fan myself on more than one occasion. My father would have lost his mind if he’d found out what I’d been watching.

      There’s something strange about this place…

      A part of me wanted to spin around and run out of the building. There was an odd vibe in the air, an undercurrent of energy that left me twitchy. But the rent wouldn’t pay itself, and nobody else would even give me an interview. So many employers wanted ten years of experience in return for minimum wage these days, and I lacked the first and couldn’t afford to live on the second. Not with no support network whatsoever. Living alone was every bit as hard as I’d feared it would be, but despite the constant setbacks, I knew I’d made the right decision in leaving my old world.

      I might have been tired, and poor, and a little bit scared, but I was free.

      And freedom was worth more than a healthy bank balance.

      Silence reigned as I approached Braxton Vale’s office. The doors ahead of me were as opulent as the rest of the building, carved wood with gold handles. Should I knock? The receptionist hadn’t said anything about knocking, but if anyone walked into my father’s office unannounced, even at home, his annoyance was all too evident.

      I knocked.

      “Come in.”

      The doors were as heavy as they looked, but when I pushed on the left-hand one, it swung open silently on well-oiled hinges. I took one step forward and nearly threw up.

      Why?

      Because the man sitting at the desk in front of me was the same man whose penis I’d insulted in the parking lot less than an hour earlier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            BRAX

          

        

      

    

    
      Braxton Vale sifted through the stack of résumés on his desk. Dozens and dozens of them. Getting applicants was never a problem—he paid well over the market rate—but finding the right person for the job always presented a challenge. Some of the candidates had included headshots, and he weeded out all the pretty ones and filed them in the trash. Too tempting. They definitely had to go.

      Perhaps he should try hiring a male assistant again? Although that was a minefield too—the first one had tried hitting on a married chef, so Brax had picked out a gay guy as his replacement. Scottie rearranged everything in Brax’s office, his home, and even his car, then started redecorating. Emails went unanswered. The phone kept ringing. Interior design had been Scottie’s passion, not admin. Two years later, Brax was still finding miscellaneous items in strange places. Who stored Scotch in a white wine refrigerator? Horizontally?

      Hmm, what about an older candidate? A possibility, but in Brax’s experience, they rarely lasted long. Jealous husbands, family commitments, a dislike of last-minute travel… Although he’d once hired a terrific lady in her sixties, fun yet quietly efficient, a former actress with an adventurous streak and a deliciously warped sense of humour. But Luisa had suffered a heart attack when one of the shows in the basement—the space nicknamed The Dark—got a little wild, and after she recovered, she’d retired to Acapulco.

      Brax had adored Luisa.

      He missed Luisa.

      Today’s candidate was twenty-four, but she’d passed the telephone interview, and Rhonda, his HR manager, thought she had potential. Brax scanned through her résumé. Meera Adams had been educated at Harvard with a concentration in environmental science and public policy and a secondary in European history, politics, and societies. Since she graduated, she’d held two positions in LA, the first as a receptionist at a gym and the second as a PA at a packaging company. She’d lasted two months at the first, four months at the second. Brax’s assistants averaged two and a half months. The record was thirteen months—Luisa—and one girl had quit within five hours.

      Rhonda had tagged the corner of the résumé with a sticky note.

      Well-spoken, uptight, would turn her nose up at a man like you. A possible?

      Bless Rhonda’s heart. She knew exactly what he was looking for in an assistant, and she was Team Brax all the way. Loyalty was invaluable, especially in Brax’s unfortunate situation. Every so often, one of Carissa’s stooges slipped through the net, so he had to remain constantly vigilant, watching for any signs of betrayal.

      A sigh escaped. How had it come to this?

      Because you let your guard down, asshole.

      Eight years ago, Brax had gotten distracted and fallen victim to an ambition greater than his own. When he married Carissa Dunn, signing a prenup with a vicious adultery clause hadn’t seemed like such a problem. Just a mere formality. They’d been young and in love, and she’d appeared as eager to make a success of Dunnvale Holdings as he was.

      Appeared as eager…

      It turned out that Carissa was allergic to latex, costume jewellery, shellfish, and work. Possibly dogs too, although Brax suspected they just didn’t like her very much.

      Fast-forward the better part of a decade, and Brax had come to realise that Carissa had one love in life, and it wasn’t him. No, it was money. Shopping came second, and luxury vacations took third place. He wanted a divorce. So did she, but only if she got the lion’s share of the spoils. And therein lay the problem. Clause eight of the prenup said that if one party to the marriage cheated, they were entitled to one million dollars or ten percent of the joint assets, whichever was smaller. Brax hadn’t spent his adult life building an empire just for Carissa to take ninety-nine point eight percent of it.

      Mediation had failed, as had couples counselling, so now they were engaged in a game of sexual chicken—no bestiality involved because even he wouldn’t stoop that low—and Carissa had a definite advantage. Her sex drive had never been as high as his, which had been yet another problem in their marriage.

      Brax had taken cold showers, swallowed pills, bought every sex toy known to man, and even spent two weeks in a Peruvian monastery, but he was still trapped in his worst nightmare. Some of the most beautiful women in America worked in his clubs, women who were up for anything, and he wasn’t allowed to touch any of them. And if he hired an assistant who was in any way attracted to him, it would be game over. Hell, she didn’t even have to be beautiful. He could just close his eyes and sink into that warm—

      A soft knock stopped him from going down that hole.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened, and all his prayers were answered.

      Halle-fucking-lujah.

      Because Meera Adams and the woman he’d nearly run over this morning were one and the same person. In truth, he’d been feeling slightly guilty about that—yes, she’d walked out from between two stationary cars, but he probably shouldn’t have been checking his phone behind the wheel, even in a parking lot.

      This was perfect.

      He wanted to ask her to start right away, but if he made things too easy, that might soften her attitude toward him. So he leaned back in his obscenely expensive swivel chair and studied her. Stared long enough to make her fidget.

      Funny, she wasn’t so talkative now.

      Meera was slender, with shoulder-length black hair and light brown skin that suggested South Asian heritage. Luckily, Brax preferred blondes. Her features were fine, dainty, but her big brown eyes still held a flash of fire. Good. The ballet flats were another check in the “pros” column. Brax liked his women in heels, the higher the better. At home, Carissa had started wearing Crocs just to spite him, even though they made her feet sweat. No, Meera definitely wasn’t his type. Although somehow, she still managed to appear regal while at the same time looking as if she wanted to vomit onto his Persian rug.

      “So, you majored in environmental science? Now I understand the ‘gas-guzzling’ comment. Why aren’t you busy measuring ice in the Arctic?”

      She hesitated for a moment. Surprised he hadn’t kicked her out right away?

      “I’m actually more interested in ecosystem restoration.”

      “From restoring ecosystems to office work—that’s quite a change.”

      “There are more jobs available in offices.”

      “And yet you only lasted four months in your last position. Why did you quit?”

      Her hands balled into fists at her sides, and she glared for a second before she caught herself.

      “Do you want the real reason or the one they gave me?”

      “Let’s hear both.”

      “Officially, I was fired after I called in sick.”

      “I see. And the real reason?”

      “My boss exposed himself to me in his office.”

      “And that was a problem for you?”

      “Of course it was a freaking problem! I reported him to HR, but he was the CEO’s son, so guess who took the fall.”

      She objected to seeing her boss’s cock? This got better and better. That jackass’s loss was Brax’s gain.

      “An entirely predictable result. If a man raises his son to believe that non-consensual sexual activity is acceptable, he’s going to protect him when he harasses a woman.”

      Brax’s father had done the opposite—punished him for every indiscretion, real or imaginary. His mother suffered too. Brax had turned twenty by the time she finally left him, and by then, her psyche had been damaged beyond repair. Vernon Dupré might have been a pious son of a bitch, but the devil lived inside him.

      The backbone of Brax’s business portfolio, his sex clubs, had been born out of that troubled childhood. When he escaped to college, he’d wanted to experience all the sins his father deemed abhorrent, in private, with no judgment. And later, as he explored the darker side of Washington, DC, he’d discovered that there were plenty of wealthy individuals who shared the same desire. Each branch of Nyx—there were eight now—made Brax a lot of money and gave others a lot of pleasure.

      “So you’re saying it was my fault?” Meera asked. “That I shouldn’t have reported him to HR?”

      “If you’d thought things through, you would have realised that introducing his genitals to a paperweight would have led to a similar result with infinitely more satisfaction.” Brax took another glance at her résumé. Strong academic record, little in the way of extracurricular activities. A good work ethic. “Do you make a habit of shouting at strangers?”

      “Only when they deserve it.”

      A fair answer. The woman tried to smother a yawn, not very successfully.

      “Am I keeping you up?”

      “One of my neighbours had a party last night. All night.”

      “Then you should go back to bed and get some rest. I don’t tolerate laziness here. See Rhonda in HR on your way out, and she’ll provide you with a contract, a non-disclosure agreement, and details of our working arrangements.”

      “I’m sorry? A non-disclosure agreement?”

      “Many of our clients are high profile. We need to ensure their privacy.”

      “Wait, are you offering me the job?”

      “Unless you don’t want it anymore. In which case, what are you doing here?”

      “I…”

      “I’m sure a smart girl like you can work out how to pick up my dry cleaning.”

      Those pretty brown eyes narrowed. “But—”

      “That’ll be all. You can start tomorrow morning.”

      For a moment, Meera just stood there. Despite the fact that there was a chair positioned in front of Brax’s desk, she’d remained on her feet, fidgeting. No doubt she hadn’t been expecting to stay long. Another moment, and she turned on her heel and marched out, leaving the door open behind her. Book smart but a tad ditzy, Brax assessed. Hopefully, she wouldn’t get lost running errands. One time, an assistant had collected several shirts from the tailor, and he’d never seen her again. He’d begun to suspect something nefarious, been on the verge of reporting her missing, when he’d received the shirts in the mail, cut into tiny pieces with a note telling him to go fuck himself.

      Brax rose to close the door himself, his mind on the future as he strolled across his office. How long would Meera last? If past form was anything to go by, he gave her three weeks.

      What the…?

      His new assistant walked right into him, and he grabbed her arm as she stumbled. Why had she come back?

      “You need to learn to look where you’re going.”

      “You just appeared from nowhere.”

      “Isn’t that my line?” he asked, referring to the earlier parking lot incident.

      She bit her bottom lip as she looked up at him, and somewhere deep inside, Brax began to wonder if he might have made a terrible mistake in hiring her. Later, he’d wish that he’d paid more attention to his subconscious, to that little voice telling him to wake the fuck up. Maybe he was the one who needed more coffee?

      “I thought the door would close by itself.”

      When Meera tried to take a step back, Brax realised he was still holding onto her arm. He released her, and one step turned into a dozen.

      “We start work at eleven a.m. tomorrow,” Brax called after her. “Don’t be late.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, just closed the door and headed back to his desk. His laptop was open, and he typed out an email, copied to five of his oldest friends and one new one.

      
        
        From: Brax

        To: Dawson, Zach, Justin, Nolan, Alexa, Ari

        Subject: Assistant #27

        Her name is Meera. So far, she’s told me to go screw myself and called my car a gas-guzzling penis extension. Place your bets, folks.

        B

      

      

      The first response came from Alexa. As far as Brax could work out, she never slept.

      Two weeks. And I’m going to need her surname, date of birth, and social security number.

      Brax could get those from Rhonda. He hadn’t asked Alexa to start running background checks, but three or four years ago, she’d taken it upon herself to help and discovered that his former finance director was embezzling funds, so Brax wasn’t going to stop her. She also read all his emails. Some might have resented the intrusion, but short of disconnecting from the internet entirely, there was no way to keep her out, and in her own strange way, she cared.

      Dawson’s answer came next. Ten days. If she doesn’t like your car, she’ll hate your boat.

      Quickly followed by a message from Justin: Three weeks. Did she see your dick already? I thought that was against the rules?

      Brax tapped out a quick reply. Ha-ha. Very funny.

      And the boat was only a small cabin cruiser, not a super yacht. He needed a hobby to distract him from the Carissa nightmare, so he’d begun escaping to the water.

      Nolan: Five weeks. Why don’t you grow some willpower and hire an assistant who doesn’t hate you?

      Willpower? He thought Brax hadn’t tried that? Even the hypnotherapist had given up on him.

      Ari: One month. Women are tough, but should we really be betting on them this way? Why don’t you look for a guy like Chase instead? P.S. Zach says six weeks.

      Ah, Chase. Alexa’s assistant was a true unicorn. If there was the slightest chance he might be looking for a new job, Brax would offer the man any salary he asked for. But Chase would never leave Alexa. Their arrangement had grown from employer-employee into a deep friendship that had withstood the test of time. Plus there was the fact that Alexa would erase every last byte from Dunnvale’s network if he tried to mess with her.

      Brax: If you stumble across Chase’s twin, let me know. I’ve given up hope.
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            THE ASSISTANT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Indi

      

      
        I got a new job! Call me when you can x

      

      

      

      

      

      Most of the day, Meera didn’t have a phone signal. She was living her dream in Portugal, working on a farm and planting trees in deforested areas to increase carbon uptake and encourage the return of wildlife, all while spending time with the man she loved. She also taught the occasional yoga class, plus she was learning to play the guitar. Meanwhile, I was living the life her family wanted her to have. The life they thought she had.

      When she first suggested the arrangement, I thought she’d lost her mind. I’d pretend to be her while she went backpacking around Europe? That was crazy, right? But as the date of my marriage approached, the idea had become less wishful thinking and more my only chance of escape. And after the engagement party, I knew. I knew I couldn’t marry Karam Joshi. He was self-centred, opinionated, and lazy, plus his idea of a wife’s role was very different from mine. If we tied the knot, I’d become my mother, forever destined to rise at five a.m., ready to clean the house and make breakfast precisely the way my husband liked it. Basically, I’d be an unpaid housekeeper, nanny, and cook, but also be expected to keep in shape and look lovely on his arm at parties.

      The day our engagement was formally announced, I’d been on my way back from the bathroom in the lavish hotel when I overheard Karam asking his father whether it would be acceptable to ask me to have a boob job before the wedding. Or should he wait until afterward? That was the moment I’d texted Meera and told her I’d do whatever it took. Whatever it took to not become Mrs. Indali Joshi.

      In the end, it had been quite simple. Meera and I spent our last seven months at Harvard plotting. She and Alfie, her fiancé, planned their trip overseas while I figured out my half of the guest list for an event that was never going to happen, agreed on a venue, hired a wedding planner, and bided my time. Then, the night after my final exam, she’d cut my hair to look like hers, and I’d slipped away in the early hours with one carefully packed suitcase to catch a bus. Destination? As far from Massachusetts as possible.

      I’d made it all the way to California.

      Today, I took a picture of Dunnvale’s beautiful Art Deco building before I left, the outside giving no hints as to what lay beyond. Why was there no signage? Maybe the clients weren’t the only folks who liked privacy, and judging by the decor, business was booming. There was a restaurant and a spa on the first floor, Rhonda had told me as we went over the paperwork, and since it was lunchtime, she’d asked the chef to send up a few snacks. The food was as good as anything I’d eaten with Papa, and he only went to high-end establishments. One time, he’d seen a charge from McDonald’s on my credit card statement and called to lecture me on the danger of saturated fats. Did he think I wasn’t aware of that? I’d been in my second year at Harvard Medical School at the time.

      Medical school. I should have been halfway through my first year of residency by now—overworked, underpaid, and enjoying my job—but Karam believed a woman’s place was in the kitchen, not the hospital. Although if he tried eating my masala dosas, he might change his mind. On the plus side, at least I’d be able to treat him for food poisoning.

      Was I bitter about having to abandon the career I’d worked so hard for? Of course. Who wouldn’t be? But I couldn’t change my father’s mind, and the second place he’d send the private investigators that he’d hired would be hospitals. At least there were plenty of medical facilities in the United States, so they’d take a while to not find me there. How did I know he’d hired investigators? Because the first place they’d gone had been Meera’s family home. Her mom had given the PI Meera’s number, and Meera told him that she hadn’t heard from me since I left Massachusetts, but she’d noticed me researching rental properties in New York and so maybe I’d headed there?

      A sigh escaped. Life in Los Angeles was miserable, but far better than the alternative. And at least I had a temporary job now. That was how I thought of it—temporary. Braxton Vale was a rude, cocky, abrasive, pushy, hot jerk. No, no, no, not hot. Objectively handsome, possibly. Definitely not hot.

      Looks didn’t matter to me anyway. If they did, I’d be marrying Karam and spending his money on expensive clothes. Oh, and cosmetic surgery, apparently. C-cups weren’t enough for him. He wanted watermelons.

      Anyhow, I had a job, and if I lasted one month, I could fix my car. I missed my dented old Toyota in a way I’d never thought possible. Not only did riding the bus cost more than buying gas, but the journey to work took twice as long. Until I moved to LA, I hadn’t realised how incredibly expensive it was to be poor.

      Should I add a picture to Meera’s Instagram now? I had one ready to go—a close-up of the geometric stonework above the entrance to the Dunnvale building that was pretty without giving anything away. No, better to speak with her first. While I waited, I flipped through the file Rhonda had given me. She’d called it Braxton’s Bible. Except according to page one, I wasn’t allowed to call him Braxton or Brax or anything other than Mr. Vale. He liked his coffee made with Hawaiian Kona beans and served at 140 degrees Fahrenheit, no more, no less. A note said the beans and the thermometer were in the cupboard beside the refrigerator in his kitchenette. The instructions went on and on and on… The type of car air freshener he liked (nothing pine scented), his favourite cologne (Hugo Boss), his preferred kind of underwear (briefs, not boxers, and certainly not thongs). I had to buy his freaking underwear?

      Working at Dunnvale Holdings promised to be an ordeal, but if I’d known just how dramatically it would change my life, perhaps I’d have taken the bus to Santa Monica Pier, jumped off the end, and kept on swimming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a start as Frank Sinatra sang “My Way.” The song had been Meera’s little joke because that was what we’d chosen—to do things our way. What time was it? Five in the afternoon, which meant it was…one a.m. in Portugal. Why was Meera calling me at that time?

      “Hey, you’re up late.” I heard a sniffle. “Is everything okay?”

      “We had a fight.”

      “You and Alfie?”

      “He says he’s sick of digging swales and chopping down trees.”

      “What’s a swale? And I thought you were planting trees, not removing them?”

      “Swales are shallow channels that help to prevent flooding. And we’re getting rid of the eucalyptus trees because they’re harmful to the environment. In springtime, we’ll replace them with native species.”

      In truth, I did understand Alfie’s point, but he had volunteered to go on this trip. Enthusiastically, as I recalled. This was the first issue Meera had mentioned, so hopefully any problems would soon blow over.

      “Maybe he just had a long day? What was the weather like?”

      “It poured again. That’s six days in a row.”

      “He’ll mellow out when the sun’s shining. Anyone would be miserable after nearly a week of rain.”

      “I’m not. The swales are working so well.”

      “Okay, almost anyone. You’re just weird.”

      Meera didn’t argue with that. “So, you got a new job? Grandpa’s gonna be happy.”

      “You’ll need to manage his expectations—I don’t think it’ll last long.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, first my new boss hit me with his car…”

      “What?”

      I filled Meera in on the day’s events, starting with the coffee incident and ending with the salary offer that put my expected earnings as a new doctor to shame. Although I realised now why Mr. Vale paid so much—the extra was for putting up with his obnoxious temperament.

      “So I just need to stick it out there for a month,” I said. “That’s all.”

      “I’m telling you, the guy at the auto shop is ripping you off.”

      “I tried three different ones.”

      “Want me to ask Alfie to call? He speaks fluent mechanic. His brother used to race motorcycles.”

      “You think he would? If he’s in a foul mood…”

      “The weather’s meant to be better tomorrow. And if your new boss is nasty, you should quit. Life’s too short for shitty men.”

      That phrase had become our mantra in those last months of college, much to Alfie’s amusement. Although Meera’s family definitely disagreed with her taste in boyfriends, which was another reason for our subterfuge. So many lies… They thought she was single now, while she’d actually gotten engaged to Alfie before we graduated. He’d gone down on one knee after her final exam, and of course she’d said yes.

      Meanwhile, her grandfather spent way too much time watching British crime dramas, and he thought that Englishmen in general and Alfie in particular were ignorant yobs. The fact that Alfie had no ambitions beyond working as a barista and hanging out with his friends didn’t help matters. Work to live, not live to work, that was his ethos. Didn’t Grandpa Adams understand that not everyone needed a high-powered career to be happy? Clearly not. Meera could do better, he said, and if she chose not to, he was going to leave his home to the local cat sanctuary instead of her when he died. No—and I quote—lazy little pillock was going to get his hands on the cash.

      Given Grandpa Adams’s penchant for fried food, that bequest would come sooner rather than later. I suspected he was only one partially blocked artery away from a heart attack, but he refused to have his cholesterol measured. Or his blood pressure. And Meera loved cats, she really did, but do you realise how hard it is to get on the property ladder? A year ago, I’d had no idea, but now I knew the difficulties all too well. My dream was to own a tiny apartment, but at this rate, I’d have roommates for the rest of my life.

      Meera’s parents weren’t keen on Alfie either, although they hadn’t been quite as outspoken as her grandpa. I’d overheard her dad telling her mom that Alfie was a bum, and while it was true that barista work paid minimum wage, he did well with tips, and his folks—who both taught at Harvard—were happy to support him. Wealth wasn’t measured in money, I knew that better than most. Happiness was priceless.

      “‘Nasty’ is the wrong word,” I told Meera. “I think Mr. Vale will be demanding.”

      “Not a pervert like Clifton junior?”

      “I don’t get that vibe from him.”

      Although in that awkward moment when he stopped me from overbalancing, he had held onto my arm for longer than was strictly necessary. Or had I imagined it? Dealing with men wasn’t exactly my forte. My father scared most of them off. Or paid them off. Did it really matter which? They never stuck around.

      “If he starts to unzip his fly in front of you, run. Don’t hang around to look this time.”

      Meera made it sound as if I’d peeked out of curiosity, when the truth was, I’d been stunned. Until Lance Clifton whipped out his genitalia, I’d assumed he was just scratching his balls the way his father always did.

      “Believe me, I’m out of there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            THE ASSISTANT

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is cold.”

      I’d gotten to work at a quarter to eleven. Braxton Vale had shown up at ten past. By then, his coffee had cooled to 135 degrees, and of course he noticed.

      “Sorry, Mr. Vale. I’ll reheat it.”

      He pulled a face. “No, make it again.”

      If he hadn’t been paying me so well, he would have ended up wearing it.

      “Right away, Mr. Vale.”

      Even my father didn’t complain about microwaved coffee.

      “And pick me up a croissant. And the new shoes I ordered from Lewis Jefferson. Plus I need more moisturiser.”

      Moisturiser? Well, he did have a smooth complexion. “Uh, which brand?”

      “Make a dinner reservation—a table for six—on Thursday evening at the place I like on North Cannon Drive. I forget the name… The one with the blue sign outside. A private table, nothing near the window. Send a bouquet to my mother, and get Herve Weisberger on the phone.”

      “How do you spell—”

      “And find me strawberries. I fancy having strawberries. Don’t forget to ensure they’re organic.”

      Croissant, shoes, moisturiser… Crap, what was the fourth thing? This was like one of those game shows where you had to memorise the items on the conveyor, except I wouldn’t be going home with any prizes at the end of the day. If I was lucky—or perhaps unlucky, depending on how you looked at it—I’d manage to keep my job. I should have brought a notepad and pen with me. Or better yet, recorded my new boss, although that would probably be in contravention of the NDA I’d signed.

      “Could you just—”

      Mr. Vale turned his chair away from me. “That’s all, Meena.”

      “Actually, it’s Meera.”

      He didn’t bother to answer, and I stood there like a fool until I finally realised I’d been dismissed and ran for the door. Not the heavy set of double doors I’d come in yesterday, but the regular door to the left of Mr. Vale’s giant desk—another sign of tiny-dick syndrome. My own workstation was in a smaller anteroom that came with a luxurious couch, a kitchenette, and a large closet. According to the manual, I should put Mr. Vale’s dry cleaning and any new clothes he purchased into the closet, and he’d take them upstairs later. Apparently, he lived on the fourth floor, but I wasn’t to enter his apartment unless specifically requested. That suited me just fine. He’d probably modelled his penthouse on a dungeon, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if he had a refrigerator full of blood bags and slept in a coffin.

      A notepad, I needed a notepad. And a pen. My desk was a smaller version of Mr. Vale’s, an ornate thing carved from dark wood, and I pulled open the top drawer. It was empty except for a greeting card decorated with a shiny four-leaf clover. Curiosity got the better of me.

      
        
        To his new PA,

        Good luck—you’ll need it.

        Monique (#26)

      

      

      Was the message meant for me? Was Monique my predecessor? What did the number twenty-six mean? Was I the twenty-seventh assistant? Surely not—Mr. Vale couldn’t have been more than thirty, and even my father had only gotten through nine assistants in the last decade. I knew that because I’d spent more time talking with them than I had with him. He, on the other hand, barely remembered their names—when I’d tried to include them all on my wedding guest list, he’d asked who they were and then vetoed that plan.

      I opened the second drawer and hit pay dirt—a brand-new Moleskine notebook and an expensive-looking silver pen nestled in a velvet-lined box. I turned to the first page and began scribbling frantically.

      
        
        Croissant.

        Shoes.

        Moisturiser.

        Dinner.

        Bouquet.

      

      

      Had he asked for strawberries or raspberries? And bhains ki aankh, who was that person he’d wanted me to call?

      I thumbed through the manual, looking for key words. Where should I buy the croissant from? Did it matter? Mr. Vale had a favourite brand for everything, it seemed—what about pastries? The “food” section gave me my answer. Pastries came from the kitchen downstairs or the patisserie half a mile along the road. Guess I’d better get used to walking. At least the exercise might help me to shift the six pounds I’d gained during my time at Clifton Packaging. Boredom had given me a cookie habit.

      Since I didn’t know how to call the kitchen, I took twenty dollars from the petty cash box (located in bottom desk drawer, keep receipts, email spreadsheet to finance department monthly detailing expenditure) and headed to Bakeology. Croissants came plain, garnished with almonds, or filled with ham and Gruyère. I sucked in a calming breath. Just ask for one of each, Indi. If Mr. Vale had a problem with that, then he should have been more specific, shouldn’t he?

      A grocery store nearby sold organic fruit, so I bought strawberries and raspberries to cover all bases. Back in the office, I arranged three croissants on a china plate I found in the kitchenette, put the fruit in a matching bowl, and knocked on the connecting door.

      “Come in.”

      “Here’s your breakfast.”

      Should I have added a “sir” at the end? The manual didn’t specify.

      “Put it on the desk. Why haven’t I spoken with Herve Weisberger yet?”

      Herve Weisberger. That was the name I’d forgotten.

      “I’ll get right onto that. Would you like more coffee?”

      “No, but I’ll have water.”

      Sparkling, three ice cubes—I knew that already.

      “I’ll bring it in a moment.”

      “Meena, why do I have raspberries?”

      “Because they looked nice, and it’s important to eat healthily.”

      I hurried out before he could complain, although I felt his gaze searing into me as I closed the door. The raspberries were sweet and delicious—I’d tried one—so maybe they’d take the edge off his sourness.

      Or maybe I’d get a lecture later.

      Herve Weisberger’s number was in the contact list on the computer, and he had an assistant too. She promised to have Herve call Mr. Vale as soon as he finished his meeting. I figured I should probably inform Mr. Vale of that, but the raspberries hadn’t had time to work their magic yet, so I sent him an email instead. My email address was BValeOffice@dunnvalecorp rather than my actual name, which was yet another indication of the transient nature of Mr. Vale’s assistants.

      Joyfully, I crossed three items off my to-do list. What was next? Shoes?

      Shoes were easy as the file contained the address of Lewis Jefferson, a high-end shoe boutique in Beverly Hills. I could head there after lunch. Moisturiser? What type of moisturiser did he use? I scanned the “personal grooming” section three times, but all it listed was shampoo, conditioner, shower gel, and beard balm. He didn’t even have a beard.

      Why couldn’t men just say what they meant?

      My father was the same—he’d give a vague instruction, then grow upset if it was interpreted incorrectly. Moisturiser… Okay, Mr. Vale had a private bathroom attached to his office, so the manual said. All I needed to do was sneak in and take a look at the products he used, then update the manual so the next poor schmuck who ended up with this job didn’t have to go through the same process. Mr. Vale’s schedule was computerised, and I studied the entries. Lunch was scheduled for two thirty today, so maybe he’d leave the office then? Or was I expected to bring him lunch? The “food” section didn’t specify, although I did find three restaurants located on North Cannon Drive listed as “favourites.” Should I call each one and ask if they had a blue sign? Wait, wait… Google was my friend here. I typed in the first address and switched to street view. No blue sign on that one, but I found it on the third attempt. Mr. Vale wanted to go to Aperitivo for Italian cuisine with a twist.

      What time did he want the table? Of course he hadn’t said. I checked his schedule, and he was free from six, so I booked the table for seven and blocked the extra hour out as travel time. LA traffic was a nightmare.

      Once the booking was confirmed, I breathed a sigh of relief. Four tasks complete, three to go.

      I flipped to the “family” section of the manual, which seemed thinner than the others. Mr. Vale’s mother was listed on the first page, Leonora Vale, with an address in Virginia. The Cardinal Center. What was that? It didn’t sound like a private residence. So I googled—I had a feeling that in this job, Dr. Google and I were about to become the best of friends—and oh my gosh. She lived in a psychiatric facility? The Cardinal Center offers the highest standards of care in a luxurious and private setting. Five-star service from an internationally renowned team of doctors. One of my predecessors had added a note—Leonora likes freesias, lilies, and carnations. Avoid roses.

      The numbers of three local florists followed, and one of them had an asterisk. What did that mean? Use it or don’t use it? This was the most frustrating job I’d ever had. At least Lance Clifton had been straightforward in his vulgarity.

      Out of curiosity, I flipped the page, and my jaw dropped. Mr. Vale was married? But…but…who would marry a man like him? Had her parents made the decision for her? Or had she tied the knot voluntarily? A gold digger, perhaps? Marrying for money, I could understand—it was a valid choice, just not one I would make—and she sure couldn’t have chosen him for his sparkling personality.

      Carissa Dunn. She’d kept her own surname, and now I understood where the name of the company came from. Dunnvale Holdings. Had the marriage been an extension of a business arrangement? She lived in New York, on the Upper East Side. A handwritten note said not to call her under ANY circumstances, underlined in triplicate.

      This job got stranger and stranger.

      A message popped up from Mr. Vale. Where is lunch?

      Oh, crap. What time was it? Two thirty-one, and I didn’t even know what to bring him.

      What would you like to eat?

      His reply was almost instant. Was it weird, emailing each other when he was in the next room? Yes, but also preferable.

      The chef makes lunch. You have to collect it.

      Collect it from where? Downstairs?

      Gingerly, I exited my office and headed along the hallway. Rhonda had given me a whistle-stop tour this morning (finance, facilities, operations, legal, oh here’s your office, good luck) before she abandoned me to the big bad wolf. The finance department was closest, and I poked my head around the door. The theme for this room seemed to be silver and turquoise with plenty of fan palms. They didn’t have filing cabinets; they had padded ottomans.

      “Excuse me?”

      The four people working there all turned to stare. Two more desks were empty.

      A petite blonde my age spoke first. “Are you lost?”

      In every way possible.

      “I’m looking for the chef.”

      “You’re on the wrong floor. Are you Brax’s new assistant?”

      Unfortunately. “That’s right.”

      Two women sitting behind her exchanged a look. Pity mixed with “Boy, she’s an idiot.”

      “Good luck.”

      “You’re not the first person to say that. Which floor is the kitchen on?”

      “The first floor. Want me to show you?”

      At that tiny kindness, my eyes began to prickle. My emotions had been all over the place since I left Massachusetts.

      “If you have the time, I’d be grateful.”

      “Follow me. I’m Charlotte, by the way.”

      “Meera.” I rolled my eyes. “Or Meena, according to Mr. Vale.”

      Charlotte giggled. “Oh, he always gets his assistants’ names wrong. He called Terri ‘Kerri’ for a whole month.”

      “And then he started getting it right?”

      “No, then she quit. Come on, I’ll show you where to find the chef.”

      Charlotte led me to the stairs rather than the elevator, and we headed down to the kitchen. I’d expected something far more modest, but the expanse of stainless steel and industrial appliances wouldn’t have looked out of place on one of those TV chef shows. It was quieter, though. People talked rather than shouting over the whirr of a mixer, the hum of an oven, and the hiss of food frying.

      I counted four staff—three men, one woman—all wearing white tunics and blue-and-white checked pants. Charlotte pointed out the tallest of the men.

      “That’s Fabien.”

      “He’s the chef?”

      “Yes, and his food is divine.”

      She waved, but he didn’t smile, just put down the bowl he was holding and strode over.

      “This is the new assistant? She’s late.”

      “Give her a break. It’s her first day.”

      “The caramelised onions are dry,” Fabien grumbled. “The dish has been sitting on the pass for ten minutes.”

      “Just stir them or whatever.”

      Muttering ensued, in French, not English. Stirring clearly wasn’t an acceptable suggestion.

      “Je suis vraiment désolé, je suis toujours en train de trouver mon chemin,” I said.

      When in doubt, apologise.

      Fabien stopped dead. “Vouz parlez français?”

      “Oui, un petit peu.”

      When I was fifteen, I’d been offered the chance to join a French exchange program, and I’d taken the blessed opportunity to get away from my parents for a while. In Paris, I’d learned how life could be if your father acted like a dad instead of CEO of his own family and if your mother wasn’t a little mouse who never stood up to him. Celeste, my French sister from another mister, was the only person apart from Meera who knew how to contact me in an emergency. And like Meera, she’d been sworn to secrecy about my current circumstances.

      Now Fabien beamed at me. “C’est merveilleux! I will fix the onions.”

      A minute later, he handed me a tray with two plated caramelised onion tarts served with vegetables, plus two crème brûlées. Either Mr. Vale had a big appetite, or I was missing something.

      “Who is the second portion for?”

      And, more importantly, where did I find them?

      “For you. You need to eat, non? If you have allergies, you should tell me so we avoid those foods.”

      I could get lunch at work? On a scale of one to a hundred, with a hundred being head of the ER and one being head toilet unblocker (bare hands only, no gloves), I’d rated this job as a solid six. But with the addition of five-star food, it might just inch up to a seven. French cuisine certainly beat the leftover pasta I’d planned to microwave.

      Upstairs, Mr. Vale barely acknowledged me when I placed the tray on his desk, but the instant I returned to my own workstation, an email arrived. A dinner party? I had to organise a dinner party? In the middle of March, for nine people, which was a weird number. I also needed to procure him a bow tie for a charity gala being held on behalf of the Finlay Foundation this Friday. Something “fun.” Really? Mr. Vale didn’t strike me as a man who knew how to have fun. Oh, and Floss’s birthday was next week—I had to buy her a gift (budget three hundred bucks) and send it care of the San Francisco office. Who was Floss? There were no clues, and Dunnvale Holdings didn’t have a staff directory, at least not one that I’d managed to find. Floss could have been a seven-year-old child or a seventy-year-old woman or anything in between. Or even a pet?

      Mr. Vale’s Porsche needed a service (and possibly a new side mirror), plus his dishwasher was leaving streaks on the flatware. The tree in his living room had yellowing leaves—why? A man named Joe Fulton was coming in for a preliminary meeting, and I should book a room and arrange refreshments. Senator Gold’s wife had passed away, so I needed to find out the details of the funeral, schedule Mr. Vale to attend if he was free, and send flowers and a sympathy card if not.

      Okay.

      Okay, I could do this.

      For years, I’d watched my mother catering to my father’s unreasonable demands, so I understood the strategy. Stay out of the way whenever possible, smile and say very little when crossing paths was unavoidable. Don’t antagonise him. No more outbursts like the one outside the coffee bar. I still couldn’t believe Mr. Vale had hired me after that.

      In one month, maybe two, I could quit and find a less stressful job. Yes, leaving three positions within a year would look bad on my résumé, but if I had a nervous breakdown, that would look worse. I just needed to get through the next year or three. In time, Karam would marry somebody else, and I’d slip off my father’s radar.

      Short-term, survival was my only goal. As time stretched, I hoped for financial stability and possibly companionship, but right now, they seemed so far out of reach. And as for the happiness I craved, I was beginning to think it wasn’t a part of my destiny.
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