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Dear Readers,


Not Safe for Work was inspired by the early years of my career when I worked as an engineer in my twenties. Being a biracial woman of color in a male-dominated environment was interesting, to say the least, and a few scenes in this book have some very real-life inspiration.


As a result, this is the most personal book I’ve ever written. If you ever find yourself thinking, “People wouldn’t do or say that,” I can assure you they do, and they did.


With that all in mind, I’m listing the content warnings you can expect in this book. There are some serious themes woven into the narrative. You’ll find instances of sexism and racial microaggressions, along with nonconsensual touching and an incident involving the sharing of an intimate image from a past relationship. None of these things ever occur between the two main characters.


However, this story is also fun and humorous, as well as spicy hot, and full of angst, because our lives contain multitudes, and ultimately, it’s about finding your happiness both in love and your career. If you’ve ever read one of my books, then you know how much I love a slow, agonizing burn, and this journey will be no different.


This book is a love letter to my past self, who knew within a few years that engineering was never the right choice for me. I took a lot of chances over the years to find myself here, writing this letter to you now.


I hope you love Tris and Rafe’s story as much as I enjoyed creating it.


They are my heart, and I hope they’ll become yours, too.


Love,
 Nisha









To the person I was and the one I became.


It’s never too late if you want it enough.
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To my fellow engineering girlies, circa 2001–2003.


We always said we’d write a book.













Chapter One
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On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate me?”


My attention snaps to Brian with a blink. He stands with an elbow propped on the wall of my fuzzy grey cubicle, wearing an expectant look.


“What?” I ask, not entirely listening, most of my divided attention reserved for the conversation that is currently distracting me.


“Between one and ten—what do you think?” He sweeps his hands down the length of his body like he’s the prize girl in a sequined dress on a game show.


Why is he asking me this? Brian is a sweet guy, but I’ve never seen him that way.


Even if I did, I maintain an ironclad policy against dating any of the humpbacked trolls who stagger WMC Purcell’s halls. Once upon a time, I vowed never to dip into the regressive shallows of a workplace gene pool ever again.


An atomic cloud of male laughter bursts from the office situated kitty-corner to mine. I roll my shoulders, trying to ignore it and focus on Brian. He’s white, in his early thirties, and wearing a blue polo and dark, baggy jeans.


My thoughts catch up to the present. Brian was telling me about his date last night, and I missed the part about how it went because I was too focused on what was happening across the hall.


“I’d say you’re a ten,” he says in earnest, and I cover my mouth as something resembling a laugh-snort muffles my embarrassment. I can always count on Brian for the gentle pets my ego laps up like a newborn kitten. “I’d say I’m a seven. I have a good job, make a mean lasagna, and I know how to treat a woman.”


As he’s talking, my attention wanders back to Rafe Gallagher’s office and the brief snippets of conversation floating across the hall.


“Trishara?”


Again, I look over. With his hands stuffed in his pockets, Brian is staring down at me with his brows furrowed in expectation. I shift as the rough fabric of my desk chair scratches the backs of my thighs.


He just referred to himself as a seven. I probably should respond to that.


“Don’t sell yourself short, Brian. You’re a great catch.”


He flashes me a smile. “I think we’ll probably go out again. She said I should call her.”


“That’s great,” I say, meaning it. “Then you should.”


Brian’s primary goal in life is to settle down with a sweet wife and have lots of kids who play team sports and grow up to find stable jobs and provide a gaggle of grandchildren. And if that’s what the future Mrs. Paterson also wants, then all the power to them. It sounds nice.


“You think it’s okay? I shouldn’t wait three days?”


As more laughter floats from Rafe’s office, I offer Brian an absent wave. His gaze remains fixed on me as though I hold every answer to the mysterious ways of women in the palm of my hand.


“If a woman likes you, she wants you to call. Don’t fall for that ‘rules’ garbage.”


He considers my words, his expression skeptical.


“Would I lie to you? Trust me. If she likes you, she wants you to call.”


His shoulders release, tension dipping out of his frame.


“Thanks, Tris. You’re the best.”


He scratches the tip of his nose, his gaze turning distant. I’m sure he’s already mentally rehearsing what he’s planning to say to his potential future bride.


“Have you been out with anyone lately?” he asks a moment later, and my somewhat average mood tumbles down a hillside.


Lately, the only out I’ve been is to the Chinese takeout place at the end of my block. Out is then promptly followed by a wardrobe change—flannel adjacent—and a USB-powered date with my Lelo Sona 2.


“Not really,” I say, my smile bland, hoping Brian takes the hint I’m spelling out with flashing red strobe lights. I make a show of checking my smartwatch. “Oh, looks like it’s almost time for the big announcement.”


Brian pushes away from the narrow opening of my cubicle. “Who do you think the lucky two will be?” He rubs his hands together as if this is a mystery worthy of Professor Plum.


“I couldn’t possibly guess.” Somehow, he completely misses my sarcasm as he considers my response, a furrow denting his brow.


My gaze drifts to Rafe’s office again, where he sits at his desk conversing with two other men. His is a real office, not this starched, achromatic cube. With walls and windows and a large faux-wood desk and a leather chair in which he is casually tipped, laughing at something Jeremy has just said. They’ve been discussing whatever male sportsing event is currently in season, not that I’m at all interested in what they’ve been saying for the past twenty minutes.


Months ago, WMC Purcell’s head office announced the launch of a new leadership program to identify the company’s most promising future stars.


Every branch across the country would select two up-and-coming engineers to spend three weeks on a training retreat at a mystery destination, where they’d rub elbows with senior executives and be gilded as future WMC royalty.


A year-long executive training program for five lucky winners is also up for grabs.


It’s a golden corporate ladder descending from heaven.


Or a noose, depending on how you look at it, I suppose.


But nepotism and favoritism are the foundation on which this company was built.


Thus, the first name on that list will be Rafe’s. His uncle manages this branch, but more notably, his father is one of six senior VPs at WMC.


They are the kings, and Rafe is their swaggering crown prince.


“You coming?” Brian asks with a jerk of his thumb.


“You go. I’ll come in a minute.”


The muffled thunder of footsteps echoes through the building’s pebble-carpeted halls as everyone descends on the atrium in a swell of excited chatter, thrilled for an excuse to get away from their desks for an hour.


Also, there are rumors of cake after the announcement.


After Brian leaves, I turn to my computer, minimizing my LinkedIn page with a discontented sigh. I’m considering applying for a new job with a sustainability consulting firm, but my inertia mimics the consistency of hardened lava.


I’ve been at WMC Purcell for almost five years, and I’ve completely stalled out. My future stretches before me, but the road I’m traveling is blank.


A loud thud ricochets from across the hall, and I spin around, curling my lip.


Rory has his face plastered against the narrow half-window, his ruddy cheek rendered into featureless putty. Where did he come from?


“What the hell, man? That hurt,” Rory growls as he pushes himself from the glass and whips around to glare at Jeremy and Scott, the two men sitting in Rafe’s office. They’re laughing so hard, I’m surprised they haven’t choked up a lung.


Rory lunges, but Rafe leaps up, snagging him by the arm.


“Relax. It was an accident,” Rafe says as Rory shrinks back.


Rafe isn’t laughing, though. In fact, he looks pissed.


It’s evident from his hunched shoulders that Rory’s also furious, but honestly, it’s hard to tell the difference from his typical Homo habilis posture. He wipes a hand under his nose, glares at Jeremy and Scott, and stalks out of the office with his hands curled into fists.


As Rafe’s cousin on his mom’s side, the second WMC leadership retreat spot is already earmarked for him. What does it feel like to know you’ve earned nothing yourself? Maybe they think it’s rightfully theirs.


Jeremy and Scott file out after Rory, still laughing about whatever boneheaded man thing caused the window crash. These men are the Khakis—white hetero men of mediocre competence and undeserved confidence who wouldn’t know their way to a clitoris if someone strung them over a swamp rife with testicle-eating crocodiles.


And they rule this place from bottom to top.


As I slide on the flats I kicked under my desk earlier, a sensation prickles the back of my neck. I peer over my shoulder to find Rafe watching me through his office window.


If I had to rate him on a scale of one to ten, I’d have two very distinct answers.


Considering the question from the objective viewpoint of a completely disinterested bystander with absolutely no emotional attachment, I’d give him an eight.


He dresses marginally better than the other Khakis, and there’s that curling thing his hair does when he’s due for a haircut—okay, maybe a nine.


But he’s my Lex Luthor. My gateway to the Dark Side. My nemesis.


And that feeling is mutual.


Maybe a 9.5.


His deep brown eyes burn like caramel, brittle but fiery, definitely leaving layers of scar tissue if you get too close. Maybe a 9.75.


It’s casual Friday, and his navy Henley fits him in all the right ways, skimming over broad shoulders, curved biceps, and the tantalizing hint of defined abs.


Fine, a 10.


He turns to grab his phone off his desk, the tendons in his forearms flexing in a way that borders on erotic. Dark jeans cling to the most magnificent ass I’ve ever seen. He’s a sculpture with a discus competing in the Olympics circa 800 BC.


Fine.


Rafe Gallagher is a fucking eleven out of ten.


The catch—and isn’t there always one?—is Rafe’s personality.


When he opens his mouth, his stock plummets, landing him squarely in the neighborhood of a floundering two. He’s overconfident and smug, and we’ve spent the last several years locked in a battle of professional wills.


He tucks his phone in his back pocket and strides past my cube, throwing me a smirk that conjures up images of fairy tales, villains, and maidens locked in high stone towers.


I frown because despite our offices being so close together, Rafe and I haven’t interacted much beyond professional necessity (including several work-related disagreements) for a while. But lately, I’ve caught him looking at me more than once with an expression I don’t understand.


And that smirk.


(Admittedly, there are days when that smirk makes him a twelve.)


“It’s cake time, Trishara!”


Again, I’m caught off guard when Molly Ackerman appears around the corner with a huge smile on her face. She’s one of my best friends and the only thing that makes this place tolerable. She has pale white skin dusted with freckles. Standing barely five feet tall, she’s wearing a denim jumpsuit, bright pink Chucks, and her usual retro cat-eye glasses. Her red hair hangs to her shoulders in a wild mess of curls. She’s adorable, and I love her.


With a roll of my eyes, I stand and smooth down the front of my outfit. I’m wearing a vintage-inspired peplum dress in hunter green and a pair of cherry-red ballet flats. I don’t believe in things like casual Friday. “Let’s get this charade over with. They better have sprung for bakery cake and not that cheap grocery store crap.”


“You love the cheap grocery store crap,” Molly says, linking her arm through mine.


“I know, but it’s the principle.”


We join the flow of humans as we coalesce like swarms of locusts infesting the central atrium filled with grey tables and grey plastic chairs. It seems we’re two of the last to arrive. A hand waves as we enter, and Brian gestures us over, pointing to the two empty seats he’s saved at the front.


Amid the din of chatter, I glance across the row at Rafe sitting at the far end.


Every department in the building is here: procurement, accounting, and human resources.


Clearly, they all heard about the cake, too.


Thanks to these other departments, the gender ratio is a little more balanced. Me, Molly, and a handful of others make up the small but mighty contingent of WMC’s non-male engineers. There was a time when the idea of smashing through glass in a male-dominated field was thrilling. But over the years, it’s just left me as wrung out as a threadbare dishcloth.


Someone has set up a small stage at the front of the room consisting of large wooden blocks covered in pebbled grey carpet. Grey. Everything is grey. I used to love this color. It represented my future. The color of corporate America. The color of high-rise offices and boardroom tables. Of inked contracts and binding handshakes.


But as the years have passed and I’ve been skipped over for every promotion I’ve been more than qualified to fill, grey represents something else. The color of a wheel that spins endlessly, only stopping for a chosen few. Now, it’s the color of my faded future.


David Gallagher—Rafe’s father—steps onto the stage and clears his throat. He’s deigned to visit the peasants today.


Our branch lies sprawled like a concrete octopus in the suburbs, where the parking is ample and the surroundings are sterile. In contrast, WMC’s glossy executive team perches at the top of one of the highest skyscrapers in downtown Chicago.


David looks just like his son—only older and more refined. Handsome, painfully so, and I glower at the annoying gift of the Gallagher family genes. He wears a perfectly tailored suit, probably cut from the souls of past WMC employees.


Rafe’s uncle Charles joins David on the stage. Charles is also constructed from the Gallaghers’ gorgeous DNA blueprint but lacks the swagger to drive the point home.


He’s more down-to-earth and prefers to join everyone for 99-cent wings and beer at the Swan and Rooster—the nearby pub favored on Friday afternoons—where we all pretend happy hour with our coworkers is a viable substitute for meaningful relationships.


Charles wears a loose white button-up shirt, baggy medium-wash jeans, and white gym shoes. David eyes his brother with cool detachment, as if he’s judging his informal attire.


Apparently, David Gallagher doesn’t believe in casual Friday, either.


Charles taps the microphone in his hand, a screech erupting into a collective flinch as a thousand eardrums rupture. His nervous laughter echoes through the room, and part of me pities his gene’s rejection of that Gallagher charisma.


The room has grown warm, the sun beating through the glass ceiling. I fan myself where sweat condenses in the hollow of my throat, shifting as the backs of my thighs stick to the plastic surface. When I glance across the room, my gaze catches Rafe’s, who’s again peering in my direction. I narrow my eyes, trying to summon my most damning manifestation of resting bitch face.


His response is another evil smirk that’s suddenly leaving me conflicted in ways I don’t care to examine too closely.


He’s Lucifer, wearing the disguise of a Ralph Lauren model.


“Hello, everyone,” Charles says timidly into the microphone. The crowd ignores him, too absorbed in their conversations.


David Gallagher arches a dark, judgy eyebrow full of such disdain that I’m surprised Charles doesn’t melt into the floor. It’s then I notice Rafe watching his father with his jaw clenched and his eyes sparking with what seems like anger. What I suddenly wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall at the Gallagher Thanksgiving dinner.


“Everyone, please!” Charles says louder this time, and an audible hush descends over the crowd. He waits a few more seconds before taking a deep breath and powering on. “I’m very excited to welcome you all here today to announce the candidates representing the Chicago branch at WMC Purcell’s first-ever Rising Stars Leadership Retreat. This is a very special opportunity for two of our most promising engineers.”


He pauses as if waiting for applause and turns tomato red when it fails to materialize.


We’re all just here for the cake.


“Anyway,” he squeaks, then drones on for a few minutes about WMC and its corporate mandate. I tune out as I stare around the room for something interesting to occupy my attention.


It’s growing warmer, the air stifling as the sun rises higher. A trickle of sweat runs down my back, and I shift as my skin peels off the plastic.


Molly looks equally uncomfortable, her pale skin flushed as she pushes limp curls out of her face.


“I know you’ve all been wondering where the retreat will be held,” Charles says. “I’m pleased to say it will take place at the Naupaka Resort on the beautiful island of Maui.”


A collective sound, part groan and part gasp, rushes through the crowd, and I can’t help but join them. Three weeks in Hawaii sounds like a dream. I know I’m not going, but I allow myself the briefest fantasy of pink umbrella drinks and crystal-clear water, anyway.


“The first rising star”—Charles takes a dramatic pause—“is Rafe Gallagher.”


A polite round of clapping ensues, and I look over at Rafe, expecting a smug smile. Instead, I see a heated look pass between father and son, the senior tipping his chin so slightly I nearly miss it. Rafe blinks slowly, then pushes himself up and strides onto the stage, where he stiffly shakes hands with his uncle and father.


Charles clears his throat, and I watch Rory, sitting a few rows back, his knee bouncing in anticipation. He’s the very worst kind of Khaki. Not just drab but outright corrosive. The office lech, he’s a repulsive pig who has more than one count of sexual harassment against him, and that’s just the tip of his crimes. His very presence makes my skin crawl off my body.


I keep dated notes about him saved in a password-protected folder on my personal cloud drive—just in case. Of what, I’m not sure. But I have to believe that someday, they might prove useful.


I return my attention to the front, where Charles is still talking. He glances nervously at David before they both inexplicably look at me.


Then, in a move I never saw coming, Charles Gallagher draws a wildcard and flings it hard enough to slice an artery.


“Please congratulate our second Rising Star of Tomorrow, Trishara Malik.”










Chapter Two
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An uncomfortable tension twists in my lungs. My brows squeeze together, and I’m convinced that I’ve misheard my name. I’ve blacked out, and I’m going to wake up staring at the glass ceiling.


I’m imagining Rafe standing over me, an eyebrow arched in disdain. Molly trying to revive me as she gently slaps my cheeks. Brian yelling about how he’s a seven and asking if he should text his date from last night.


“Tris,” Molly hisses. “Tris!” Her fingers dig into my arm as she shakes me loose. “Go! Charles just called your name.”


My mouth parts with a surprised breath. “That can’t be. That makes no sense.”


“Miss Malik,” Charles says. “Will you please come to the front?”


Heads are turning, people peering through the crowd, wondering why the second lucky contestant hasn’t floated up to accept her tiara.


“Tris,” Molly hisses again. “Go!”


“He said my name,” I hiss out the side of my mouth, my eyes never leaving the towering forms of David, Charles, and Rafe Gallagher, who study me like a snarling three-headed beast, ready to tear me limb from limb.


“Yes! That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” Molly shakes me again, placing her hand in the middle of my back, attempting to dislodge my ass from my chair.


“But why?”


Molly is panicking as hundreds of curious stares find me in the crowd. “Go!”


It feels like I’ve just done something very, very wrong.


“Miss Malik,” comes a different voice. This time it’s David. He’s taken the mic from his brother, and his gaze bores into me like he wants to tear out my spleen and feed it to his pet hyena. I see where his son gets it. “Please. Will you join us at the front?”


Finally. Finally, my brain catches up with my body, and I push myself up, wincing at the sting as my thighs tear away from the rough plastic. I place one foot carefully in front of the other. It’s a good thing I’m wearing flats today. My legs feel as hollow as plastic straws as I reach the front.


The room is awkwardly silent. They must wonder why I’m acting so strange.


Why am I acting so strange?


Because this shouldn’t be me.


Because I graduated with a 4.0 GPA, and I was supposed to do things. I was supposed to make something of myself. And I tried. I really did.


After finishing college at the top of my class, I snagged a great job at an environmental start-up—one of those cool, hip places with an espresso lounge, unlimited PTO, and a pool table in the middle of the floor. I thought I’d make a difference working directly with large corporations to minimize their adverse environmental impacts.


But that turned out to be a complete disaster, some of it my fault and some of it not.


When an opening at WMC presented itself, I was desperate. The job involved project management and engineering design for clients in the energy and mining sectors. It wasn’t what I ever saw myself doing, but it felt like I had no choice.


I was shocked when they offered me the position, and I accepted it on the spot.


So, I tried to put the past behind me and decided this would be my dream instead. I settled in to assemble the next thirty-odd years of my career with my sights set on the corner office and the hairline cracks in the thick glass ceiling over my head.


But I hadn’t counted on just how deeply the stagnant stick of sexism remains rooted in the mud—even if they built the engineering building where I finished my degree without a single women’s bathroom.


First, I was passed over for a supervisor promotion in favor of a man with less experience and fewer projects under his belt. That was three years ago. Then there was the operations manager job that went to a man less than a year from retirement and a string of reprimands on his employment record. Then there was the department head job that went to a man—nay, a boy—who had arrived fresh from college and whose dad worked alongside David.


Little by little, each of these insults chipped pieces of me away. Battered by the elements, the edges of my ambition slowly eroded into a shapeless, worn surface.


Then, a year ago, an opening came up for team lead of the environmental division.


I’d worked in each of the five departments that formed the division. My record was impeccable. I’d exceeded all of my KPIs. I’d demonstrated my ability to lead over and over, stepping up to help solve every problem we ran into. I poured my heart and soul into the application. Done all they’d asked of me. And they gave the job to Rafe.


To make matters worse, Rafe then found my presence so objectionable that he asked to have me moved to a different team so I wouldn’t be reporting to him. And though I can’t really explain it, that hurt more than I’ve ever been able to admit out loud.


It was the final dart straight to the center of my chest. I went into myself for weeks until Molly finally dragged me out. But the fight died in me then. None of it seemed worth it anymore.


Now, I come to work and do what I’m asked, but I’ve stopped trying to excel. I am no longer one of this company’s bright young stars. My shine wore off long ago.


So, what am I doing up here?


Somewhat tentatively, I approach the center of the platform, where Rafe waits with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his designer jeans. Casual Friday suits him—of course it does. Everything looks good on him.


“Excellent,” Charles says, gesturing me closer with a hand hovering an inch above my shoulder. He positions me next to Rafe, a foot of space separating us. Charles is saying something else about the retreat, but I’ve stopped listening, white noise roaring in my ears.


“Let’s get a picture,” Charles says, gesturing to his executive assistant, Belinda. She’s on the floor, perched in a squat, her phone aimed at us like a medieval crossbow.


“Stand together,” she orders, waving her hands. I don’t move, I can’t move, but Rafe shifts an infinitesimal inch.


“Closer!” Her high-pitched screech is so unnerving that I finally do as she asks and move a fraction closer to Rafe.


Belinda sighs and stands up with her hands on her hips.


“What is wrong with you?” She walks towards the platform, lays her hand on my calf, and shoves. Surely, this is some kind of HR violation. I stumble, and Rafe’s hand catches my waist, steadying me. That simple touch burns through the fabric of my dress as a sharp inhale scrapes the back of my throat. What the hell was that?


Tossing a dark look over my shoulder, I find Rafe looking down at me with a devious smirk. I don’t think I’ve ever stood this close to him—has he always been so tall?


“Careful, Malik,” he says.


It’s so low it’s a whisper, but his voice stamps itself between my shoulder blades, sending the worst kind of shiver down my spine. I narrow my eyes before turning back to Belinda.


“Slide in just behind her,” Belinda orders, and Rafe must also feel the pinch of her screech because he concedes.


Now he’s standing so close I can feel the warmth of his body. He smells like soap and fresh laundry. No cologne. It’s casual day, and this is Rafe’s natural smell. Why am I even noticing this? I can’t stand Rafe Gallagher. He’s a jerk, and I’ve never met anyone more full of himself. He’s eye candy. Nothing more.


To prove my point (solely to myself), I flip a thick lock of my black hair over my shoulder, lashing it against his chest with the ferocity of a lion tamer’s whip. I hear him emit a small grunt, but he says nothing in response.


My own smirk is triumphant. Score 1 Trishara.


Belinda returns to her crouch, pointing her camera at us. I feel the curiosity of every eye in the room and applaud my rigid stance on casual Fridays. I look amazing in this dress. It makes my waist look tiny and my butt look high and round. It was worth the hours spent hunting through the racks of my favorite discounted designer shop.


Belinda takes approximately three thousand photos as I breathe through my mouth, trying not to ingest a single stray particle of Rafe’s aroma. She stands, nods at her phone, and taps on the screen. “This will be perfect for the company newsletter.”


Finally released from her web, Rafe and I break apart. I shake off the lingering effects of my body’s traitorous physical reactions. Even if he wasn’t the world’s biggest asshole, Rafe has a girlfriend, Hannah. I think. Molly and I actually have a theory they’ve broken up because I overheard him on the phone in his office ages ago discussing rings with what I assumed was a jeweler, but an announcement never came.


I fully expected her to show it off at the office summer barbecue last month, but Rafe attended alone. Maybe she was just busy.


Regardless, she’s thin and tanned, with long blond hair and blue eyes. The kind of woman practically every straight man lusts over. Gorgeous and sexy and supermodelish. I’ve only met her a few times at various company functions, and she sort of treated me like I was beneath her notice. But I also only briefly interacted with her, so who knows? She might have simply been expressing herself because she finds work parties boring. I know I do.


“How about a round of applause for our lucky pair?” Charles says into the microphone, and the room erupts into clapping amid demands to get to the cake. “Please enjoy some refreshments and have a great rest of your day.”


At that, the room erupts into chatter as the herd lumbers towards a long table where an army of tidy frosted white cake squares have been set out on tiny paper plates. Giant coolers sit at the end, where lemonade is poured into clear plastic cups.


Molly runs over and hops up on the stage. “This is going to be amazing!” Her eyes shine with zero sums of jealousy. I’m so lucky to have her.


“It doesn’t make any sense. Why me?”


“That’s a good question.” Rory stands on the other side of me now, his shoulders stooped, glowering at me with a pair of dull green eyes. He steps forward, lips twisted into an ugly sneer. “How did you—”


“Don’t,” Rafe practically snarls, a large hand clamping onto his cousin’s shoulder and jerking him back. “Shut up before you say something stupid. As usual.”


Rory pins Rafe with a glare. “How did she swing this?” He points an accusing finger as though I’m the one responsible. Molly bristles, her chest puffing up like an angry peacock.


“Just shut up, Rory,” Rafe says again, his jaw hard and his eyes flashing. “Go have some cake.” His command oozes with authority, and my stomach tightens just a little bit. But why is he defending me?


“Fine. Have fun in Hawaii,” Rory spits with a stream of venom before turning and heading for the front of the cake line, shoving his way in like the asshole he is.


“Sorry about that,” Rafe says, assessing me up and down as though he’s also searching for an explanation written on my skin.


“I don’t need you speaking for me,” I bite out.


Rafe’s mouth flattens into a line as Molly tugs on my hand. “C’mon. Let’s get some cake too.”


I scan the room, looking for David or Charles Gallagher, but they’ve already escaped.


I turn to Molly. “Get me a piece, will you? I need to do something first.”


Without waiting for a response, I toss a glare to Rafe and then hop off the stage, heading towards Charles’s office.


“Tris! Where are you going?” Molly calls.


“I just need to talk to them,” I shout back as I exit the atrium and beeline for Charles’s office.


Belinda’s desk sits empty outside the wide double doors. She’s probably in the cake line. One door sits slightly ajar, and I hear David and Charles talking. I don’t bother to knock as I burst into the room.


Both men turn at my entrance, their eyebrows raised. David Gallagher, in his flawless suit, is so damn intimidating that I clutch my stomach and regret my decision to come storming in. But I gather the shreds of my courage and straighten my shoulders.


“What is it, Miss Malik?” David asks with a chilly gaze.


Miss Malik. Women in this office are always referred to as miss like we’re all in a regency period drama. Only the men are granted the dignity of their first names. I plant my fists on my hips and adopt my most put-upon look.


“Why was I selected for the leadership retreat?”


A brief pause hangs in the room before David answers. “As one of the company’s bright young minds, we felt you earned the opportunity to represent the Chicago branch.”


His face is so straight you could hang a fireplace mantel by it.


“Bullshit.” The word erupts from my mouth—nearly five years of disappointment launched at him in two acidic syllables. “I’ve been passed over for every opportunity I’ve ever applied for at this company. I’ve barely advanced in the almost five years I’ve worked here.”


At first, I’m unsure if I imagine the guilt crossing David’s face.


The two men exchange an uncomfortable look I can’t parse.


“We’d like to give this opportunity to someone who represents the future of this company,” David says, leaning against Charles’s desk as he folds his arms and crosses one ankle over the other. “You are correct that we’ve been remiss in recognizing your talents and those of many others. WMC is taking the necessary steps to correct that.”


The skin on the back of my scalp burns hot. “Excuse me?”


“We understand that WMC is lacking in certain areas, Miss Malik. And we’d like to do something about that, starting by offering you a spot at the retreat.”


I blink, unsure about how to feel about this. He isn’t wrong. WMC should be doing more to encourage a more diversified workforce, and something like the leadership retreat is a perfect way to do that. Attending will open doors left and right.


But something about this conversation feels off.


“Is this for me or to make you look good?” I ask.


David levels me with a confident look, his eyes the same fathomless brown as Rafe’s. The color of deep dark holes drilled into the center of the earth.


“We’re sending you because we see a lot of potential in you, Miss Malik.”


“So, you admit I should have been awarded at least one of those promotions?”


His expression gives away nothing, and I make a mental note never to agree to a game of poker.


I already know he’s the kind of man who votes left every four years because he likes the idea of a world built on equality, but he’s also never had to consider what that really means beyond his limited worldview.


There’s doing the right thing, and there’s doing the right thing for the wrong reasons.


“Do you want to go or not?” he asks, clearly deflecting my question.


“Of course I want to go.”


I do want to go. I do want this chance, but I can’t help but feel like this is also some sort of trap.


“Then what is the problem here?”


I’m not sure where to begin. I weigh salient arguments and articulate scathing points in my head, prepared to spear him with my logic and fire his detestable privilege at him like a cannon. I want it to hurt. I want it to burn.


Instead, what comes out of my mouth is “I want to fly first class.”


This isn’t my proudest moment.


David blinks. It’s the only chink in his suit of Armani armor.


“Very well.”


He glances over his shoulder at Charles, who wears a worried expression, his hands clasped on his desk as if wishing he could hide under it.


“Have Mrs. Hunt book a first-class flight for Miss Malik.”


Charles nods slowly.


“And I want a suite,” I continue. “On the top floor. A big one with a balcony and a view of the ocean.”


“Fine,” David says, the cool edge of his tone faltering just the tiniest bit.


I fold my arms and cock my hip. “And new luggage.”


I’m on a roll now, and I can’t seem to stop myself.


“Put it on your corporate card. Charles will approve the expense.”


I try not to let my surprise show at how well this is working. He definitely has something to gain here, too.


“And I want a raise.”


“Miss Malik,” David says, a warning nestled in his voice. I raise my hands in surrender. Fine, that was one ask too many.


I’ll return to this later because I’m sure we’re wading into murky legislative waters.


But I also know HR departments exist to protect the companies they work for, not their employees, so today, I’m deciding on the path of least resistance. I don’t like it, but maybe this retreat—despite everything—is a chance to start fresh and regain what I lost. One last gasp before I finally concede that this place isn’t a part of the future I want for myself.


“Okay, fine. No raise.”


“Are we good here?” David tilts his head and pins me with a dark look that rivals his son’s. I wonder if they practice together in front of a mirror, out-glaring one another.


I nod. For now, we are.


He dips his chin in response.


“Then have a nice time, Miss Malik.”










Chapter Three
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Molly’s eyes widen when I drag my new suitcases from my closet. She blows out a low whistle as I flop one on the bed and flip it open. After my run-in with David and Charles, I took the afternoon off and headed straight for the nearest Louis Vuitton.


There, I purchased a complete luggage set, including a ridiculously overpriced makeup bag and tote. These gorgeous creations are now the most valuable thing I own. I’ve been deeply considering the logistics of having myself buried inside the largest one.


“Gallagher is going to flip,” she squeals, running a loving hand along the smooth monogrammed leather. “Look at this stitching. And the hardware. It’s so shiny. I can see myself in it.” She crosses her eyes and sticks out her tongue at her reflection.


I scoff. “Let him flip.”


She kicks back and leans on the headboard as she watches me pack. Last night, we went out for dinner as a bon voyage before I leave this afternoon. After too many Moscow mules, we stumbled to my apartment, where Molly spent the night curled up on the other half of my bed.


I open my drawer, pulling out a myriad of items with price tags still attached. I’ve been shopping nonstop for the past week, curating the most ideal tropical-meets-party-girl-meets-business-casual wardrobe anyone has ever beheld.


“Maybe you’ll meet someone interesting,” Molly says as she eyes up the sexy red dress I’m holding. It was much too expensive, but the color is perfect against my light brown skin, and the cut makes my boobs look amazing. I couldn’t resist. I’m not sure if I’ll need it, but I’m hoping a reason presents itself.


“I’m supposed to be there for work,” I say as I carefully roll it into a tight bundle and place it in the suitcase.


Molly rolls her eyes, “Oh yeah, that dress definitely screams ‘work.’” We both giggle before her expression turns sly. “That dress has nothing to do with your obsession with Rafe, does it?”


She says it so casually that there isn’t anything casual about it.


I pause my packing to shoot laser beams with my eyes. “I’m not obsessed with Rafe.”


I’m totally obsessed with Rafe, but not in the way Molly is implying.


No, my obsession was forged in the hellfires of acrimony. My obsession is purely professional, and I operate on the premise of keeping an eye on your enemies. I should embroider that on a pillow or tattoo it on the inside of my thigh. “As soon as we land in Maui, I’m ditching his ass. Rafe Gallagher isn’t ruining this trip for me.”


“Mm-hmm,” Molly says, not looking at me as she flips through a magazine, avoiding my gaze.


“Even if I didn’t loathe him, he has a girlfriend.”


“Except he doesn’t,” she says, looking up. “I know you keep trying to convince yourself of that, but there is no way they’re still dating.”


I know she’s probably right, and my stomach responds with this weird spinning thing I don’t like.


So, I scoff as I slide open my underwear drawer. “It doesn’t matter. You know I don’t date at the office.”


Molly sighs, and I avoid looking at her, knowing I’m about to be scolded. “Everyone isn’t Leo, Tris. Stop projecting what he did on every man you meet.”


Finally, I meet her gaze, clutching a fistful of silky thongs.


Leo.


The reason I flamed out at my first job with Sustain—the one I actually wanted.


Two charismatic brothers owned the company—they were both brilliant and gorgeous, and Leo took an interest in me during my first few months. Starry-eyed and flattered by his attention, I leaned into it. He had that whole tortured artist vibe, even if he got his start by puzzling out water quality calculations. He was in his thirties and too old for me, and I already knew he would probably break my heart, so I started dating him.


It lasted a year, though I didn’t see him often, considering he split his time between Chicago and LA. But he had a way of making me feel special, and so I fell in love with him, too.


Then I found out he had another girlfriend on the other side of the country. All the signs had been there, but I ignored them, overwhelmed by his focus (when I had it) and an extreme lack of youthful judgment.


When I confronted him, he didn’t take it well. He thought I was overreacting, which tells you everything you need to know about him right there. I broke it off, and I was sure he would fire me.


Instead, he did me one better and shared a private photo of me with his brother. Before I knew it, everyone in the office had enjoyed an eyeful of me in my underwear, and I had no choice but to quit, enter the witness protection program, and change my name to Susan.


Molly is the only person outside those days who knows the entire story.


“I… know,” I say, responding to her comment, though even I hear the lack of conviction in it.


“A vacation fling is exactly what you need,” she insists.


We’ve had this conversation before. Many times.


And I’m grateful that she cares enough to worry.


But she also doesn’t get how dark those days were for me.


After I left Sustain, it became clear everyone in the “environment scene” is a hypocritical gossip, and no one else would hire me. Leo knew everyone and essentially had me blacklisted. I’ll never forget an interview in which the firm’s partners claimed they couldn’t hire someone with my image problems—as if wearing underwear is a crime and I wasn’t the victim of a gross breach of trust. I could practically see the word whore written in speech bubbles hanging over their heads.


“Why do you think I bought the dress?” I ask, hoping to assuage her concerns.


I know she’s right, and I do want to move past it, but much like my career, my love life has also gone stale and dry.


“Good,” Molly says. “Then make sure you wear it.”


Once I’m finished packing, I call my Lyft, and Molly scoots off the bed and goes in search of her coat.


“Have so much fun,” she says. “I’ll miss you. Work is going to be so boring without you. Text me every day. I want to hear everything that happens.”


She wraps her arms around me and squeezes tight.


“I’ll send you a million pictures,” I promise. “It’ll be like I never left.”
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After checking in at the ticket counter and handing off my luggage, I head towards the airport lounge, intent on taking advantage of all the freebies afforded by my first-class ticket.


I’m wearing a sleeveless black jumpsuit and a pair of gold sandals. I can already feel the warm breezes and hear the crash of the ocean. I don’t really like sand—I hate how it gets inside everything—and I don’t particularly care for swimming, but three weeks with ice-cold drinks sipped in my own private cabana suits me just fine.


The airport lounge stretches into miles of black leather seating arranged around pale wooden tables. I flash my phone at the friendly woman sitting at the front desk, and she waves me through.


My first stop is the bar, where I order a glass of Prosecco. Then, I grab a small plate with a few tiny desserts and find a chair facing the floor-to-ceiling windows. I love watching the planes take off to far-flung destinations. I imagine the passengers heading on adventures to witness their first waterfall or sample their first bite of some new dish they didn’t even know existed. I imagine them falling in love with their new favorite place or, best of all, sharing a kiss on top of a mountain at sunset.


I love the endless possibilities of airports and the way anything can happen.


A moment later, my phone buzzes with a text from my dad.


My parents nearly exploded with pride when I told them about the retreat. They have only some idea of how much I’ve floundered since college. I never told them about Leo because I knew they’d disapprove of our relationship. And it was easy enough to hide since he wasn’t around much. When things went off the rails, I couldn’t bear to tell them, so I lied and said I left Sustain because it wasn’t the right fit.


When I couldn’t find work, I was terrified that I’d have to move back home and be forced to explain what happened. They would have been horrified. I love them to death, but they’re big on milestones and achievements. They’re only impressed if my younger brother and I are accomplishing something. I couldn’t bear their disappointment if they ever found out what I’d done to myself.


During my job search, they worried endlessly, calling me every day and inviting me over for dinner to stuff me full of samosas and send me home laden with plastic containers filled with vindaloo and roti.


If they knew about all my missed promotions, their quiet pity would crush me.


Finally, having good news to share about my job was a sigh of relief for all of us.


I slide open my phone.


Dad: You got to the airport? All checked in?


Me: Yep. I’m just waiting to board.


Dad: Do you need anything?


Me: No, I’m good.


Dad: Call your mother when you land. I’m proud of you.


Me: Thanks. Love you.


I smile at my phone and then place it on the table.


After a few minutes of watching the planes, I pull a book from my monogrammed tote and settle back with a new romantasy series I recently started.


“Is this seat taken?” asks a deep male voice about fifteen minutes later. I scowl up at Rafe Gallagher, who stands with a messenger bag slung over his shoulder. I can’t help but notice his hair is just the kind of messy that makes me want to leave him everything in my will.


“What are you doing here?” I ask, striving to look down my nose from a seated position.


“Going to Hawaii.” He pulls his bag over his head and sinks into the leather chair beside me.


“I know that. But what are you doing here?” I gesture to the room to encompass our surroundings. “Shouldn’t you be waiting out there?”


He shrugs his wide shoulders, and I also note how his burgundy button-up clings to the curve of his biceps. The sleeves are rolled to his elbows, and my attention briefly lingers on the flex of his forearms, the light dusting of dark hair, and the veins that pop against his tanned golden skin.


“Belinda said she booked our tickets together,” he says, his gaze focused out the window.


Dammit, Belinda. This is my blackmail.


I look around the room again. “Where’s your dad? Is he on this flight, too?”


Rafe shakes his head. “No, he left yesterday to meet with the other execs before the retreat begins.”


He shifts in his seat, his hips thrusting as he tugs on the legs of his jeans and settles back. Someone, somewhere, must have turned up the furnace as I stare at his denim-clad thighs, willing my gaze away from anywhere deemed inappropriate by the WMC Purcell HR manual.


Rafe glances at me, giving me a once-over. “A little early to be drinking, isn’t it, Trishara?” he asks, eyeing the delicate glass perched in my hand.


Pinning him with a defiant stare, I drain the rest of the contents in one gulp. I might regret that later. “It’s five p.m. in London.”


“We aren’t in London.”


I place the glass on the low table between us. “You’re almost as smart as everyone pretends you are, Rafe.”


A muscle tics in the precise line of his chiseled jaw, and he turns back to gaze out the window. Assuming that ends our conversation, I flip my book open.


“What are you reading?” He tips his head to the side and peers at the cover. I was just getting to the part where the main character was about to give a revenge blowjob to the hot fae prince who kidnapped her, but there’s no way I’m telling Rafe that.


“Why are you turning red?” he asks, a light dancing in his eyes.


My nostrils flare. I refuse to be embarrassed. I’m a grown woman, and thanks to my trust issues with the entire male species, it’s been almost a year since I’ve had sex. There’s nothing wrong with fulfilling my needs through the pages of a smutty novel. Rafe raises an arrogant eyebrow when I remain silent.


“You can borrow it when I’m done,” I answer. “Maybe you’ll learn something about how to please a woman.”


I don’t wait for a response. Instead, I ignore him and return to my reading, finding it impossible to concentrate thanks to his suffocating presence.


A moment later, Rafe stands and snags my empty drink.


“What are you doing?” I ask.


He peers down at me with the delicate glass dangling from one of his large hands.


“Getting you a refill.”


“Oh… thanks.”


He tips his chin and heads for the bar.


My frown deepens as I wonder why on earth he’s being nice to me.


Rafe and I don’t do nice.


The first time I met him was a few weeks after I’d started at WMC. I was distracted by my phone and nearly crashed into him in the hall. He grabbed me to keep me from falling, and then I looked up into the most beautiful, deep brown eyes I’d ever seen.


We stared at each other for several seconds, and it sounds ridiculous, but it almost felt like a movie. Like that moment when the crowd parts and you see someone across the room and zap—instant attraction.


But I immediately recoiled from it. After what happened with Leo, I wasn’t about to fall for another pretty face. And certainly not one at the office. I froze up, shook him off, and then walked away.


Over the next few months, I did my best to avoid him, though it wasn’t always possible due to the nature of our work. He was smart and charismatic, and he reminded me too much of Leo—not physically—but Rafe had the same effortless, confident aura. It scared me. He scared me.


It was about a year into my time at WMC when we were assigned to the same project and got into a heated disagreement about how to reroute a pipeline around a protected wetland. His method was cheaper and quicker, but I was positive it would result in an inferior outcome. We argued about it until we reached a begrudging compromise, but neither of us was satisfied.


From that moment on, we couldn’t seem to agree on anything. We butted heads at every turn. Slowly, we became something else. Slowly, we became adversaries. Everything became a competition between us. Who could work the fastest. Who could solve problems the most efficiently. Who could produce the best results.


And it’s been that way ever since.


A few moments later, Rafe returns with a fresh glass for me and a beer for himself. He’s also acquired a small ceramic plate with a few miniature desserts—I already devoured several before he arrived. I watch him pick up a tiny lemon tart and pop it into his mouth before he grimaces.


“Problem?” I ask.


He drops the plate on the table like it’s personally offended him and wipes his hands. “Tastes a bit like cardboard.”


“Oh,” I say because I thought it tasted fine. I didn’t realize Rafe Gallagher had such a picky palate. He goes for his beer, taking a long swallow, and I give him a pointed look when he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.


“Someone told me we’re on London time,” he responds, and I huff out an unexpected snort. I cover my mouth, my cheeks flushing at the undignified sound. The corner of Rafe’s lips twitch, almost like he’s clamping down on a smile.


It catches me entirely off guard.


Rafe smiles a lot. He smiles at his friends and his coworkers. He smiles at his girlfriend and his assistant. He smiles at the Khakis and Belinda. At Molly and Brian and Charles. Even at his dad, who I get the sense he doesn’t like very much.
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