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About the Book

A lesbian office romance about rewriting the past and winning over the legendary ice queen who once inspired you.

When free-spirited artist Sienna Fisher is mistaken for an intern at a New York luxury goods empire, the last thing she expects is for the CEO to be aloof English art curator Jasmine Gemayel. Years ago in London, Jasmine shredded Sienna’s art and mocked her for knowing nothing of life, setting her on a path to wander the world.

Now Sienna has a second chance to impress Jasmine, and she’s not about to waste it. Even if it means becoming an intern at age thirty-four and trying to win an in-house design competition, all to dazzle the woman who changed her life…and doesn’t even remember her.

As if that’s not hard enough, there’s that strange business of the sparks that keep flying every time she argues art with her boss. Of course, that’s entirely one-sided given Jasmine’s straight and married…right?

Or…is she?
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Chapter 1

The Accidental Intern

Sienna Fisher was a firm believer in fate. So being essentially abducted from the foyer of a fancy New York building one Monday morning did not come as big of a shock to her as it probably should have.

Of course, embracing fate didn’t mean that being kidnapped by a short, husky Asian man in a sensational plum suit had been on her bingo card when she’d awoken in her loft this morning.

It was day sixty-two of being in New York and exploring the city she’d only read about as a girl growing up in England. Sienna’s world travels so far had taught her that every city had something special about it, something she would come to love, no matter how deep she had to dig to uncover it.

And on this brisk morning, ambling about New York, Sienna couldn’t believe her luck. She’d found herself in Noho—lower Manhattan—peering up at a Queen Anne-style building: ten floors of sandstone, terracotta, brick, and copper. It even had a cute little dome tower on top.

As she cupped her face to one grand, arched window, she spied artworks inside dotting the wall of an industrial chic foyer. She gasped. Sienna had to see those up close.

As if responding to the lure of a siren song, she strode inside, straight past a small blonde twentysomething receptionist, who looked up in confusion, and skidded to a halt in front of the wall of art.

Her eyes darted all over the collection of what seemed to be original works. Was that a…cheese-wrapper painting? Random! And, ohhh. A Hom Nguyen? She’d only seen the Frenchman’s talented scribbles in art magazines.

A clearing throat was followed by a “Miss, can I help you?”

No, not now! Not yet! Sienna needed to absorb the art before she was kicked out! She let the receptionist’s voice fade away, hoping to squeeze in a little more time with the canvases calling to her.

It was so captivating! The colors: reds, oranges, greens, and blacks, just scribbles, some people might think, people who didn’t understand the work. Sienna breathed in deeply.

She heard murmuring. One-sided. The receptionist was probably on the phone. Calling Security? She could hardly blame her. After all, Sienna was just some random blow-in dirtying up their fancy foyer; a stranger with no need to be in here at all. Except she did need to be here. Fate wasn’t wrong to pull her to this place.

Sienna inhaled. Maybe she should throw herself on the receptionist’s mercy and argue that as an artist she needed to breathe in new experiences like air. Except, stopping to argue her case would waste valuable seconds that could be spent admiring this revelatory wall of art.

She wondered who had chosen this eclectic selection. Someone bold and creative with an eye for the interesting. No, this definitely wasn’t a regular interior designer’s pick. It was from the mind of a passionate art lover.

A ding sounded from the lift behind her, and Sienna sagged, knowing her artgasm was at an end. She heard the doors slide quietly open and turned.

To her surprise, springing from the lift was an immaculately dressed Asian man with designer glasses, who didn’t have a lick of Security aura about him. He took her left bicep in a surprisingly firm grip.

“You are SO late,” he said with a harried huff as he propelled Sienna back into the lift.

“I’m…what?” she asked, turning to face the rapidly closing doors.

“Late. You must pay attention. That’s rule number one of what’s expected of you.” He slid his gaze over her, cataloging every inch of her. He pursed his lips with all the withering disapproval of a drag queen.

She wondered why she felt defensive and looked down at herself. Her ripped jeans, white T-shirt, tan duster coat, and hand-painted graphic trainers were perfectly acceptable New York wear. Hell, she’d seen some diabolical fashion sights in the two months since she’d been here that made her look practically overdressed.

“Well. You’re not what I expected,” the man said while punching the button for the ninth floor without even looking at it.

Sienna idly wondered how many times blindly pushing the lift button had gone awry for him.

Wait, she wasn’t what he expected? “Excuse me?” she said, glaring at him. “Judgy much?” He could talk. He was practically a kidnapper! “And you’ve made a mistake.”

The doors closed before she could make her exit. Shit! Still, she was rather curious as to what the universe was up to.

“Oh, honey, I’m not responsible for this.” He peered at her. “Mr. Latouf is.” He said the name with a sniff, as though she ought to know who that was. “And your fancy parents.”

My…what? Her mum, Susannah, at home in Cricklewood, London, was the least fancy person on the planet. She ate digestive biscuits with her Tetley tea, for heaven’s sake. And her meat-and-potatoes father had been a moderately successful landscape painter until his death ten years ago. The absence of a spike in prices for his works after he’d died was proof he wasn’t as special as he’d believed himself.

They lived in a modest red-brick house with so many odd angles that even the real estate agent could only describe it as rare in its lack of conventionality.

The lift lurched skywards at an expensively rapid pace. Now that she thought of it, everything about this building was expensive, from the unexpected foyer art to the amber resin wall glowing in the lift’s rear. It warmed the car like a backlit shroud of Turin (minus the Jesus outline).

The man glared at the flashing numbers of floors whizzing by. “Hustle, hustle!” he informed the lift, which was already flying as fast as any Sienna had ever seen.

“Oh, and I’m not judgy,” he said in the judgiest of tones, as if just realizing what she’d said. “I simply didn’t think you’d be so…” He swished a hand up and down her, then shook his head. “Old.”

Old? She was thirty-four, for heaven’s sake. Hardly middle-aged. And Judgy Guy seemed to be around her age, so she didn’t have a clue why he was giving her any grief.

Sienna ignored his dig and folded her arms. “Okay, and you are?”

“Oliver Ang, of course.” At her visible incomprehension, his tone turned patronizing. “The head assistant you were in the foyer waiting for? You did read my last text?” His voice dropped to a low mutter. “Lovely. Nepo babies. Always needing to be spoon-fed.”

Nepo baby? He thought she was a new employee who was a nepotism hire? A kid from some powerful family empire or something?

Before she could protest that he was wrong on so many levels, up to and including his ability to identify an actual employee, the man turned to face her, one hand dropping to his hip.

“Look,” he began, “the meeting’s probably already started. But maybe we can just slip in the back and She won’t notice.” A hint of fear darted into his eyes.

Oliver really did seem to uppercase the S in she.

“She?” Sienna prodded, fascinated by his verbal genuflecting.

“The Queen,” he said and, yep, he’d verbally uppercased the Q in Queen as well. Oliver supplied another sniff.

“Do you have a cold?” Sienna asked helpfully.

He rolled his eyes. “Did you even read the Latouf Luxury Emporium organizational chart I sent you? She won’t take kindly to you being unprepared. She has high expectations, even if you don’t.” He glowered at the lift lights again for not yet having reached the ninth floor.

Sienna probably should have corrected Oliver right then. Told him she’d just happened upon this gorgeous old building by chance on one of her wanderings. She should have told him this and gone on her way. But fate had brought her here for a reason, and now she was incredibly interested in meeting Oliver’s “queen.” How could she leave before that? Curiosity would burn in her forever if she did.

The doors opened, and Oliver reached for her arm again with those pincer fingers.

She dodged him.

He merely huffed at her and took off, announcing, “This way. Hurry!”

Oliver set a breakneck pace, and Sienna was glad she was wearing her trainers. Not just any trainers. These were her hand-painted Converse Chuck Taylors she’d labored over for hours, getting the exact shades of blues and blacks for her detailed abstract design. Up close, the abstract triangles gave way to a dog’s face that she’d sneaked into the pattern to amuse herself.

She occasionally received offers for them when she was out and about, but they weren’t for sale.

Her shoes were perfectly matched in hue to her long-sleeved white T-shirt that flattered her trim, five-foot-eight frame and distressed navy jeans. She’d encouraged the knee rips herself, not to be trendy but because she loved the stark white threads peeking from the tears, contrasting against the denim’s deep dark blue. Contrast was powerful in art.

The jeans probably looked top-end designer…which might explain Oliver’s nepotism comment, but they’d only cost her forty bucks and an hour with her scissors.

They rounded a corner and came up to a glass-walled conference room, filled with about two dozen people. All were immaculately dressed, with perfect hair, sharp suits, and shiny shoes. The assembled group oozed quality and wealth.

Then Sienna saw Her. And, yes, Sienna absolutely put the emphasis on the H. She stumbled to a halt just behind Oliver and peered over his shoulder.

Wow. Holy… It was Jasmine Gemayel. Art legend. Curator. Icon. And Sienna’s whole, sole inspiration when she’d been a young artist back in London. Her reason for loving art now. For being an artist. And for traveling the world.

Jasmine wore a midnight-violet suit dark enough to be almost black. The lapel was ebony, and it shone in a way that said silk and luxury and dry-clean only.

Beneath the jacket was a popped-collar, crisp white shirt with three buttons undone to her light-brown, flawless neck. Long and graceful, it flowed up to a strong jaw. That hadn’t changed either. Jasmine looked as stubborn as ever.

Sienna’s eyes drifted higher to rosewood red lips, angular cheekbones, an aristocratic nose, and that luxurious, sweeping dark-brown hair. Ever so slightly ruffled, her shoulder-blade-length hair looked as if she’d been absently running it through her hands. Her earrings were fancy—dancing strings of glass in assorted colors, Egyptian style.

Her mystique and charisma were just as intoxicating as they had been when Jasmine had launched a cutting-edge London experimental art gallery two decades ago.

It had been a fifteen-minute Underground ride from Sienna’s family home to Jasmine’s West End gallery, and Sienna hadn’t been able to stay away. She’d soaked it all up, the incredible art, the colors and textures of experimental artists from all over the world. The highlight was the monthly evening talks Jasmine would give to artists and patrons, while Sienna had lurked in the shadows at the back.

Jasmine had never seen her, and—until a teenaged Sienna had finally plucked up the courage to show Jasmine her art portfolio—she’d never spoken to her either.

She’d been so clueless back then. And…God. What an interaction. Her cheeks heated as they always did at the reminder of Jasmine’s clipped, faintly accented critique of her work. “Derivative. Unoriginal. Lacking character. Live before you create. My God, have you even left home? Seen anything of the world?”

Sienna had been crushed. Shredded. Shattered. Of course, that rebuke had probably just been Tuesday to Jasmine.

Would she recognize Sienna now as the teenager she’d torn apart with professional detachment? After one meeting so long ago? Unlikely. She had been of no consequence to the icon. The thought was a relief. Sienna was not about to remind her of her younger self’s humiliation. And she sure as hell wasn’t about to waste another opportunity to be in Jasmine Gemayel’s orbit. No wonder fate had brought her here: a second chance.

The art curator had to be just over forty-five now. Age had in no way made her less stunning. Her stillness in the way she held her head, and her graceful movements, were as captivating as they always had been.

She was also doing that thing with her hand she’d done years ago—a flick when she was done with something. It was dismissive and coolly applied to people too. No one wanted Jasmine’s disapproval. Her biting tongue when displeased was scathing. Worse was when she said nothing at all and simply walked away. When someone was beneath her notice, they did not die wondering.

Exhaling in wonder, Sienna could not help but stare. The woman was magnificent.

Oliver shifted back a step and whispered with a tiny curl at the edges of his lips. “You see? She is the queen.” His eyes glowed with adoration.

Jasmine’s eyes, hickory brown, and edged with black kohl, now swung in their direction.

Sienna’s breath hitched, fear and anticipation shooting through her. Her hands turned clammy and her mouth dried.

But there was not even the faintest recognition in the cold, even stare that intersected Sienna. “Ah, the intern has deigned to arrive,” Jasmine said, her voice a trademark low, throaty rumble. “Please look into time management in future.”

She might have said please, but the sentence was laced with admonishment.

Wait, what? She thought Sienna was an intern? No wonder Oliver thought she looked too old! She couldn’t seriously pass as an intern at her age, could she?

Under Jasmine’s brief, derisive glance, Sienna withered a little, even though this was in no way her fault. She wasn’t their intern! Yet she’d somehow already disappointed the woman.

“Everyone”—Jasmine glanced at the room—“take note of who will be dealing with your photocopies, deliveries, and coffee orders for the next six months.” She did the little hand flick in Sienna’s direction, not even looking at her.

All eyes swung to Sienna, but she was too busy digesting Jasmine’s words.

Six months?

Even if they really were offering this to her, she couldn’t intern for six months! Although it would mean working with her art hero. Sienna’s heart raced. She’d dug one hell of a hole for herself.

The room was waiting. Was she expected to introduce herself? Surely they’d realize she was not their intern the moment she said her name? Maybe they didn’t know her name? What to do?

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Sienna Fisher. Artist and wanderer.” She smiled. “I’m looking forward to working with you all.” She shocked herself with that last line.

Beside her, Oliver stiffened and tossed her a dismayed look. He glanced down at his phone, fingers moving frantically, as if he was looking up the intern’s details. Then he glared.

She gave him a shrug and a half grin.

Jasmine was now peering coolly at Oliver, asking a wordless question of her own.

His mouth opened, then shut again, and he flicked a confused look at Sienna, his cheeks darkening.

Jasmine’s eyebrows lifted ever so slightly at that. But then, as if deciding intern matters were beneath her, she flicked her fingers again, this time to a man next to her. “Antonio?”

Antonio looked as Italian as his name, and was dressed elegantly in a tailored suit, with a red tie the color of undried blood. In his early fifties, he exuded an air of a well-bred man of taste, with an aura that was somehow both luxurious yet strongly masculine. How interesting.

His expression was as neutral as his tone. “Three of the department heads have submitted their concepts for this year’s tiers,” Antonio said. “Some need work. We’ll be making feedback shortly.”

Jasmine nodded. “To reiterate, we need to be creative, people. Original. Do not recycle rejected ideas from previous seasons in whole or in part.” Her gaze swung to a bunch of six young men in their twenties and early thirties sitting in virtually cloned navy suits at one end of the table. “Do not think I won’t notice, gentlemen.”

They squirmed under her scrutiny.

“Antonio and I will be getting back to you all soon with our feedback.”

Antonio, who made an Easter Island statue look animated, inclined his head in agreement, no flicker of emotion betraying him.

“Our Tier One product will be announced shortly,” Jasmine went on. “As always, I trust that all departments will submit ideas for it, in addition to their own tier’s work. The chosen team’s design will be awarded a larger-than-usual bonus this year, because the task is more exacting. So it quite literally pays to put some passion into your proposals. Understood?”

The heads all bobbed.

“That’s everything.” Her elegant wrist flipped backward to punctuate her words, then she pivoted and stalked out of the room.

When Antonio began to speak, something about a deadline extension for the Tier One Thousand department, Oliver latched onto Sienna’s wrist and hauled her outside the conference room.

“Hey!” she protested. “Do you always drag people around?”

“Who are you? You are not Amy the intern!”

“No,” Sienna agreed. “Not me.”

“Why didn’t you say that in the lobby?” He all but stomped his foot.

“Why didn’t you ask? Not even once did you ask my name! Why did you assume I was this Amy person?”

He blinked and then pointed at her shoes. “Those, my dear, are designer sneakers. Handmade, cost a pretty penny. Since Amy’s from one of the richest families in New York and you were standing exactly where and when she was meant to be, why wouldn’t I assume you were her? Oh, and I got a call from the receptionist to say a young woman had arrived and ‘wasn’t I expecting some intern’?” He shook his head. “A better question is why you let a complete stranger drag you off into a business meeting without so much a whimper of protest?”

“Fate does what it will. If here’s where I’m meant to be, then who am I to argue?”

Oliver looked at her agape for half a minute and then said, “Well, why did you say you looked forward to working with these people when you don’t intend to work here? Or even know where you are? Or what we do here?”

“Who says I don’t intend to work here?” Sienna countered with a grin.

“Why do you assume we would take some random stranger off the street as an intern? You haven’t been vetted by HR.” He looked close to hyperventilating now. “You don’t know anything about anything!”

His phone beeped, and he snatched it out of his pocket, still glaring at her. Then his dark-brown eyes narrowed. “Amy the intern sends her apologies but won’t be joining Latouf Luxury Emporium. Apparently she’s had a better offer.” He scowled and dropped his phone back into his jacket pocket.

“Oh dear,” Sienna said.

“Nepo babies,” he complained again. “Don’t appreciate what they have. The opportunity to work with one of the greatest women in human history and the ungrateful creature has thrown it all away for some other internship because it’s paid.” He sounded disgusted.

“Greatest woman” was a bit of a stretch, but Sienna understood the sentiment. She paused. “This is an unpaid internship?” Why would Jasmine do that? It seemed unnecessary and unscrupulous, given how luxurious the building was. They didn’t look short of money. She didn’t exactly blame this Amy for wanting to be paid for six months’ work.

“Yes.” He smirked now, as if certain she’d backtrack on her interest in working here.

What he didn’t know was that Sienna didn’t have to worry about money right now. Between her savings and her mother keeping her bank account turning over from Sienna’s art sales—and waitressing jobs topping up any shortfalls—she was self-sustaining. It allowed her to keep wandering the world, creating art. She’d planned to be in New York for six months anyway, but did she really want to spend her time here as an intern?

An intern for Jasmine Gemayel?

No question. Hell, yes.

Oliver was still eyeballing her in agitation. She needed to convince him first.

“I don’t care about the internship being unpaid,” she said. “I mean, my tourist visa doesn’t allow me to do paid work while I’m here anyway. And as for why you’d want me?” She offered him her most charming smile. “I know one thing that Amy doesn’t: The woman running that meeting was Jasmine Gemayel.”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“I know her as the legend who created GOMEA,” Sienna said. “I totally agree she’s a queen. I know how good she is. Would your Amy know that?”

Oliver stared at her in bewilderment. “GOMEA,” he repeated.

“London’s Gallery of Modern and Experimental Art.”

“I know what it is. But how do you? Jasmine’s not a household name. And she hasn’t run that gallery in ten years! Not since she came to New York.”

“I’m an artist. I also dabble in graphic design.” Sienna waved at her hand-decorated trainers. “I’m originally from London. Jasmine’s name is one anyone in art circles would know there.”

“So those really are designer,” he said, looking thoughtful. “Only you’re the designer?”

She nodded.

“Interesting. You know, kitten, I was going to throw you out on your ear. I thought you were some charming grifter who doesn’t know how lucky she is to even be here. So close to…” He exhaled.

“A legend,” she finished for him. “I know. And you know. We see it. Not everyone does, but we do, right? It’s about respecting someone who’s earned it.”

He studied her for a moment. “I am sorely tempted.” He thought for a few seconds more. “Well, Miles is so boring, so that tips you over the edge.”

“Um, who is Miles, and what does he have to do with me?”

“Miles Rutherford is ten thousand years old, wears cravats for God’s sake, and runs Collections.” He gave an airy wave. “And until you fell over our chic doormat, that queer dear was the only other gay in the village.” His look was knowing. “It might be nice to have more ‘family’ around here who isn’t from the last century.”

Few people picked out Sienna as a lesbian. The long curly hair usually threw them. She stared in surprise.

“I have excellent gaydar.” He tapped his nose. “Besides, only artsy, queer men and starstruck sapphics look at Jasmine the way you did just now.” He snickered softly. “It’s a bit of a giveaway when your jaw thuds to the floor.”

“Smart aleck,” Sienna shot back, not denying it. She lifted her chin. “Don’t straight men look at her that way too?”

“Alas, no. They see a successful, powerful, elegant woman who drills a look right through them, and all their interest just shrivels up. Queer men recognize and respect her divine queenliness. Queer women in general adore her power and hotness and that fabulous hair. And some”—he eyed her pointedly—“just turn into a little lezzie puddle of awestruck goop.”

“I was that obvious?” Sienna muttered in dismay.

“Only to me, kitten. I get it.” He exhaled. “All right, we’ll do this. I’ll handle HR. If anyone asks, Amy bailed and you were second on the intern list. But they won’t ask. All anyone wants is for interns to do their bidding and not bitch too much.”

“Won’t Jasmine ask, though? I could tell she was not expecting my name. She’ll want to know, right?”

“God no. She has zero interest in the interns, disagrees with the very concept of them, and makes that abundantly clear every chance she gets. We all know not to even mention the intern scheme to her. On that note, don’t be offended if she ignores you entirely for six months. It’s not personal.”

“What? Why would she do that?” No!

“The interns are the sole domain of her husband, Mark Latouf. He picks them out carefully based on their family connections. Jasmine leaves well alone. But don’t fret, he won’t know you’re not Amy and throw you out. He has his own business that he runs elsewhere. He’s barely ever here.”

Jasmine had a husband? Curiosity rippled through her. How surprising. She’d never thought of her as the marrying kind. She was just so fiercely independent. Was he some famous, brilliant artist perhaps? Someone powerful, probably. Doubtlessly good-looking. Of course he would be, given how beautiful she was. She could have anyone.

Oliver stopped. “What was your name again? I have to look like I know you before we get to HR.”

“Sienna Fisher.”

“Right.” His eyes brightened. “You’re not an heiress by any chance, are you? That’d help your case. I’m being serious.”

“Afraid not.”

“Damn. Okay.” He straightened his outlandish purple glasses. “Let’s get you an internship.”

They walked on in silence for a few moments.

“You know you’re actually qualified,” Oliver told her. “In case you’re having doubts.”

“Even though I don’t know what you do around here?”

“Art, Sienna. We do art. Well, designer goods. We create concepts, give the designs to established high-end firms and pay them to create a special limited edition run for us. Sometimes manufacturers will approach us and beg us to partner with them because they want to be linked to our excellent name. But at the end of the day, we create luxurious goods with massively overpriced tags, and sold only to the richest of the rich who want bragging rights.”

“I’ve never seen your label anywhere. Do you sell your products in stores, or…”

“No. We’re far too exclusive for that. For Tier One, that’s our one-off biggest item, there’ll be an end-of-year auction. For the rest, it’s a subscription-only service, and there’s a wait-list to even be included in that. I’ll explain more later. Right now, we’re here.” He waved at a door with Human Resources written on it. But Sienna was more transfixed by what was next to it.

On an adjacent wall was a portrait of a man who looked like he should be on the cover of a steamy romance novel with the title Taming the Dark-Eyed Billionaire.

Sienna took in the sharp suit, expensive watch, and manicured hand holding a glass of spirits. He could be a model, but why would they have his framed photo on the wall? She already guessed the answer but asked anyway. “Who is that?”

“Mark Latouf, company founder. You’ll see his portrait all over the building.”

“The husband?”

“The husband.” Oliver raised his hand to knock.

“Jasmine must really enjoy looking at him if she’s put his portrait up everywhere.”

Oliver’s teeth flashed. “He is good to look at,” he purred as he knocked. “And she didn’t put his portraits up; he did.”

A voice on the other side of the HR door said, “Come in.”

He led them inside. An older white woman with a generous build was enhanced by an elegant navy suit. Everyone here was so well-dressed.

“Mrs. Burgess,” Oliver said, “I’d like you to help us get our newest intern settled and official.”

“Ah,” she said, glancing up briefly, then flipped through a manila folder. “You must be Amy Vanderbilt.”

Sienna started at Amy’s famous surname. Oliver wasn’t kidding about their interns being sourced from well-connected families.

The HR woman looked up again, a typed piece of paper clutched in her fingers, and frowned. “You do not look twenty-two.”

“No,” she said. “I’m Sienna Fisher. Thirty-four.”

“Amy bailed on us,” Oliver cut in. “I’ll explain later. Sienna’s our number two pick. Please process her for us.”

The HR woman held up a stilling hand. “Oliver Ang,” she said, her tone light censure, “we both know Ms. Fisher is not number two. I keep a copy of the interns list.”

His expression turned sheepish. “Well, Sienna’s here now. Ready and willing. That puts her one up on…” He paused, as if thinking of a name. “Whoever our number two was. And Sienna here has a design and art background.” He glanced at her. “Right?”

“Yes.” Sort of. She wondered if learning at her artist father’s knee counted as self-taught or expert taught.

“There, see?” Oliver tilted his head at Mrs. Burgess. “Think of how exciting it’ll be to have an intern who’s not telling us ‘Don’t you know who my parents are?’ every three seconds?”

“I admit, that would make a change,” Mrs. Burgess murmured with an amused twinkle in her eye. “All right, Oliver. As long as Ms. Latouf approves of Sienna, I’ll go ahead and process her.”

Ms. Latouf? Jasmine had taken her husband’s surname? Really? The woman she’d listened to in the Art After Dark talks in London had proudly mentioned her parents’ Iranian roots and their family tree that could be traced back centuries. This was not someone who’d give up the family name easily. How…puzzling. It seemed like there was a lot she didn’t know about Jasmine.

“Good,” Oliver was saying. “I’ll leave Sienna with you and then pick her up for the grand tour after you’re done. And that’s when the real fun begins.”

~ ~ ~

“You survived,” Oliver said with a warm smile as Sienna tucked her HR-issued security badge into her coat pocket.

“I did. You might have warned me beforehand how much she likes talking about her pet ferret.”

“Why do you think I didn’t stick around? Let me give you a quick tour, but later, we’re going to have lunch and you will spill on what She was like in the before times. In London.”

“It’d be my pleasure,” Sienna said honestly. “Although Jasmine and I never formally met.” Aside from the art-critiquing incident, which she was in no hurry to share. “But I did see her running her gallery a lot.”

“Good. You like sushi?” he asked. “We’re having sushi.”

“My agreement sounds nonoptional,” Sienna said in amusement.

“Sushi is life.” He waved to the large office area they’d just turned into. “This is called the main floor. It’s really just Jasmine’s floor plus a few support staff who buzz around her like earnest bees.”

It was a lavishly appointed space with every modern convenience, from state-of-the art photocopiers and computers to exotic tinted glass light shades in a ripple of colors. The walls, though, were what caught Sienna’s eye: The wallpaper was a pale cornflower blue with incongruous yellow vertical lines.

Sienna stopped to study it, running her fingers up and down the faintly raised lines. “Unusual,” she murmured. “You don’t see many offices with wallpaper these days.” She traced a slim sliver of gold. “And why this look? It doesn’t seem Jasmine’s taste. I mean, it’s the sort of wallpaper you’d slap up in a room filled with Louis XIV antiques.”

“You have quite the eye,” Oliver said, pausing. “The wallpaper was chosen by Bradley, who is Mark Latouf’s head designer. Back in the day, when Mr. Latouf was setting up the company for his then new wife to take over, this is what was chosen.”

Sienna didn’t care for either Bradley or Mark Latouf’s taste, but she didn’t say it.

She glanced higher to an array of framed artworks. “He did better here.” She pointed. “I love this collection. Bialke, right? Maybe Bradley the designer has some taste after all.”

“Hardly. That series was chosen by Jasmine her first day on the job,” Oliver said.

“Ah.” Of course it was. In matters of taste, Jasmine was second to none.

“Come on,” Oliver said, drawing her away. “Let’s get you set up. And then you can start the low-octane world of being a Latouf Luxury Emporium intern.”


 

Chapter 2

Worms and Strays

Jasmine leaned back in her office’s dark-purple, velvet chair and waited for the salesman/supplier from East Moroccan Fine Linens to stop monologuing about his importance. Occasionally, while droning on, he’d glance around at the pop-culture posters framed on her wall, or the curios in display cabinets, and his lip would curl down slightly. Or he’d glance over at Antonio, seated silently in one corner, as if expecting him to take over the meeting.

Antonio was having none of it, of course, saying nothing and refusing to indulge the irritating Samir Jabri.

Jasmine was too practiced, too experienced to react to his subtle insults or disdain. She’d worked out the moment he’d started speaking exactly how this would end.

Jabri was so far out of his depth, it was embarrassing. She caught the look of amusement in Antonio’s eye, as if he was anticipating what was about to follow.

This supplier claimed he’d just flown in from Rabat, Morocco, as a “courtesy” to her company. In fact, she knew he’d instead been relocated from his company’s Moroccan headquarters months ago to a tiny New York sub branch.

Her issue wasn’t that he had lied to big-note himself. Her issue was he had assumed she would not have extensively researched his company and him before this meeting. And her main issue was he thought she was a nobody, a woman far beneath him.

“It is an insult,” Jabri said with what seemed like faux outrage, “how small your order is. Perhaps if you quadrupled the order size, I can make our company available to do business.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Jasmine said. “We were very clear at the outset when talking to your head office about what our needs are. We sell an exclusive limited edition product…in this case, it will be a collection of quality throw cushions. We never mass-produce. We certainly don’t intend to sell four times what we already outlined with your CEO just to meet the minimum that you state we should buy in order to do business with you.”

“For such a small amount,” he tried again, “I don’t see that it is worth it for us.”

“Your company is trying very hard to break into the US market, Mr. Jabri, yes? It’s why they’ve set up a New York office and sent you here. Correct?”

He shifted in his chair now, clearly not liking how much she knew.

“Yes, but we will not go very far agreeing to such tiny orders.”

“The order may be limited, but it means your product will be showcased by the most high-class luxury emporium in the world.”

He slapped his armrest. “Except no one has ever heard of you! I could stop a thousand people on the street and say, ‘You there! Do you know of Latouf Luxury Emporium?’ and they would all say no!”

She arched an eyebrow. “Because we are not retailing to them. We sell only to the world’s top point-five percent of wealthy individuals.” How did he not know this? “Individuals who often appear in luxury lifestyle and architecture magazines, showing off their homes and, more often than not, products they have bought from us. What is a tiny thing to you, is a very large thing to your company’s reputation, especially in the US, where no one knows you.”

A wary look crossed his tanned face. “I already have told you what line of fabrics I may be willing to sell, but you refuse. You hold out for our best. And you want it exclusively! Not acceptable.”

“But the line you’re willing to sell is too commonplace to interest our clientele.”

“I doubt your clientele would know the difference,” he shot back. “Americans and culture? Please. These people would not know culture if it bit them on their fat backsides.”

Jasmine’s lips thinned. A great deal of America’s elite, in fact, knew more about culture than this…imbecile. They were collectors of quality. Rightly, they wanted to get what they paid for. And they knew every inch of what they were buying.

“It is irrelevant what a client’s knowledge is. Because I assure you, Latouf Luxury Emporium does not substitute cheaper materials for any reason.”

“We are going in circles. Good luck finding any luxury fabric supplier prepared to sell in such insignificant amounts. Why would they bother?”

She rose. “Clearly this negotiation is over. It’s a shame the requested line is not available to us despite initially being told it would be,” she said. “I appreciate your time.”

Like hell she did. Businessmen like him were just so predictable: Arrogant misogynists who were so sure they could bully a woman into compliance. He truly thought he could steamroll her into taking a lesser quality product for the same price? No doubt he wanted to dazzle his CEO with his business savvy. Except he would never have tried such an insulting or risky stunt with a male manager.

Jabri looked startled by the abrupt meeting end. He shot Antonio an astonished look that seemed to say, “You’re letting her throw me out?”

Antonio gazed at him and also rose. “Thank you for coming in, Mr. Jabri,” he said, lifting an arm to shepherd the man out.

“But…” Jabri blinked, “I thought…” He automatically stood. “We haven’t come to an agreement.”

“I’ll let your headquarters know the reason we’re not moving forward,” Jasmine said, tone curt. “Good day.”

He looked down his patrician nose at her as she led him to the lift, Antonio trailing them.

Jabri rallied. “My CEO will the same as me,” he announced. But the fear in his eyes betrayed him.

Jasmine already knew full well their answer. The Moroccan CEO had been so enthusiastic at her interest, he’d all but fallen over himself to arrange this meeting to finalize things.

“No doubt I will be hearing from you later,” she said with utmost confidence as she stabbed the lift button for Jabri and the doors opened.

He straightened his shoulders, stepped inside, and turned. “No, no. Our business is concluded.” He wagged a finger at her, trying to reclaim his bruised ego. “Your needs are not worth our while. Good day, Mr. Favero.” After a pointed pause, he added, “And Mrs. Latouf.”

She merely smiled evenly at his disrespect, which seemed to unsettle him even more.

The lift doors closed.

Antonio glanced at her. “Will we be seeing him again when his company realizes what he’s torpedoed? A chance at the American market’s most elite luxury sector? How often does a minnow like East Moroccan Fine Linens get promoted straight to the big leagues?”

“He doesn’t see us as the big leagues. He hasn’t done his research. If his CEO doesn’t fire him on the spot for incompetence, he’ll be back, begging us to take his fabric, no matter how limited the quantity.”

“So we’ll see him groveling shortly.”

“He can try.” She headed back to her office, Antonio at her side. “I’m just deciding how much I’ll take from his margin for inconveniencing me. Maybe I’ll insist he sells us some gold skalli samm at cost.” The thread did look so delightful woven into cushions. “You know Indira’s been dying for us to acquire some.”

Antonio’s eyes were amused. “You love this, don’t you? Putting the fools in their place.”

“Not the fools,” Jasmine said, settling back into her purple chair. She did not hide her scorn. “I can’t be bothered with the ignorant. The disrespectful.” She waved at him to sit, and he did so. “You saw the way he talked down to me. He doesn’t see a CEO. To him I’m just a woman who has no value and cannot have any real authority. As such, he thinks I’m just for show and you were the power in the room. He kept waiting for you to make the decision.”

“I noticed that,” Antonio said. “I’m surprised you’d still be willing to do business with him when he crawls back.”

Jasmine warmed at the thought of what lay ahead. “Oh it won’t go the way he expects. I’ll insist on all my concessions. He’ll agree probably, while limp with relief that a deal’s still possible. A contract will be drawn up. But then I’ll refuse to sign until his name is off it and he’s not involved in our account—now or ever again.”

Antonio chuckled. “I’d love to be there to see that.”

“That is why I like you. You understand.” She closed her eyes. “Winning is nothing without crushing the ones who deserve it. He’s an ill-bred worm.”

“Very evocative image.”

“What do you know of the new intern?” Jasmine suddenly asked, eyes springing back open. She flicked her hand in the direction of the outer office, and rotated her chair a little to properly face him.

“What?” Surprise was all over his face.

“That woman was not Amy Vanderbilt. Unless Amy Vanderbilt is really an eccentric artist who got lost from London.”

Antonio smiled at that. “I don’t know who she is, but I did notice that—unlike every other intern we’ve ever had—she didn’t check her phone once during the meeting. Her outfit caught my eye, though. Did you see her shoes? Unique. I don’t recognize the designer.”

“I did not.” She doubted somehow they’d be Balenciaga. The interloper wasn’t intern young. Mid-thirties probably. She was…appealing to look at, Jasmine supposed, with the doe eyes and sweet oval face.

Her long wavy hair that gave her a windswept look, as if she were a backpacker just blown in from some regional airport. “Oliver panicked when she said her name,” Jasmine continued. “He didn’t know she wasn’t Amy until then. Do you know any famous Fisher families that Mark would want to ingratiate himself with?”

“Only the tinning tycoon? From Texas?”

“Did that girl sound Texan to you?”

“No. But we both know plenty of heiresses get their educations abroad.”

“True.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “She doesn’t fit the usual stereotype Mark sends us. The trust-fund types we get are all bored and have a careless air about them. Fisher seemed excited to be here. So, who is she?”

“Why not ask Mark?”

Jasmine suppressed a shudder. “No, thank you. My ex-husband is too annoying to tolerate before my first tea,” she said. “Or my second. Or third.”

His lips came perilously close to a smile. “When you talk about him like that, I have no idea why everyone hasn’t worked out you’re divorced.”

“You know Mark won’t tolerate everyone knowing that dirty little secret. It doesn’t fit his image. He has important clients to impress with his aura of perfection.” She waved her hand. “Back to the intern. Who on earth is she?”

“I have a bold idea,” Antonio said. “Why not ask her who her rich and powerful parents are?”

“Don’t be absurd. You know I have no direct interactions with the interns. I won’t set a precedent now. I was more curious than interested. I don’t like unresolved issues.”

“For someone with no interest, you’re asking a lot of questions.”

She shot him a warning glare. “Don’t.”

He held his hands up in surrender.

“I repeat: I do not care. The parade of uninterested empty heads we get is exhausting. The interns don’t know design. They don’t know art. They don’t know creativity or originality. They don’t know hard work. All they care about is social media and their bank balances. And they quit the second they don’t like doing a moment’s hard work. Or until they spend a day in the Smart Machines department. Whichever comes first.”

God, they were annoying. Once again, she regretted her decision not to fight Mark in creating an internship scheme.

“Jasmine?” Antonio broke into her thoughts.

She looked up.

“The new girl’s right there.” He pointed through the glass wall, angling his body to not be obvious.

And so she was. Sienna was standing beside Oliver, their backs to Jasmine’s office, as Oliver pointed out various features around the main floor.

“So just ask her who she is,” he suggested.

“No.” Why was this so hard for him to grasp? She never bothered with the interns. To do so would mean she thought them worthy of stepping into her emporium, and they were far from it. However, that didn’t mean she couldn’t solve her minor mystery another way. She cleared her throat and called out, “Oliver? A moment.”

She was rather pleased at seeing his swallow of alarm as he pivoted toward her. Good. He should be nervous if he’d just allowed an unknown element to slither into her office. Although to be fair, Sienna Fisher was rather graceful for a slitherer.

Jasmine glanced at Antonio. “That will be all.”

Her head of Fashion rose and exited in a swish of perfect Italian pinstriping.

~ ~ ~

The moment Oliver scurried in, Jasmine leaned back in her chair and gave him a steely look. “That woman you’re showing around is not Amy Vanderbilt.”

“No.” He swallowed and tried a joke. “I noticed that too.”

Her look was hard. “Care to explain?”

“Amy Vanderbilt decided to take another offer at the last minute. She texted me that she had a…better position come up,” he added, looking uncomfortable.

“A paid one, you mean,” Jasmine filled in for him.

“I suspect so, yes.”

“And who is that little stray you picked up instead?” Jasmine arched an eyebrow.

They both glanced outside her glass office at Sienna Fisher, who was studying the Madeleine Bialke collection. She seemed engrossed, which was unexpected. Usually no one noticed the art Jasmine had so carefully selected for her building, except perhaps Miles. But he was head of Collections; he was paid to notice art.

“She was our second choice.”

Jasmine eyed him, her skepticism rising. “I see. Which famous Fisher family is she from, then?” she asked, turning her voice soft and dangerous. That usually yielded results.

“Uhm…” Oliver shifted from one foot to the other. “Doesn’t Texas have some multimillionaire tinning family?”

Answering a question with a question? What was he hiding? Another glance back at the woman revealed she was now peering so closely at a Bialke that her nose was almost touching it.

“Enough, Oliver,” she said, tone warning. “That young woman’s not some heiress, and she’s certainly not from Texas. Tell me right now who she is.”

“I don’t know,” he finally confessed, wringing his hands. “I truly thought she was Amy.”

“Did she tell you that?” Jasmine demanded. “Misrepresent herself?”

“God, no!” he said in alarm. “No! Reception said there was a young woman in the foyer and asked if I was waiting for an intern. And it was right when Amy was supposed to be here, and so I…assumed.”

“What was she doing in our foyer in the first place?”

He screwed up his face as if trying to remember. “I think she was admiring the Hom Nguyen.”

Interesting choice, given all the other art she had on display downstairs. “Which one?” she couldn’t resist asking, her professional curiosity piqued.

“Um…Young Man?”

“Youman,” she corrected. Many a morning she’d take a break with a thyme tea and sit on the sofa and admire the foyer art. In some ways it was like having her old gallery again. However, perhaps it was not alike in enough ways or she wouldn’t feel so cut off from her art now.

She shook herself and focused. “How did this Not-Amy wind up in a lift with you heading up for our start-of-year staff meeting?”

He looked down. “Well, as I said, I assumed it was Amy, so I grabbed her and…” his voice rose to a higher pitch, “dragged her in?”

Jasmine’s eyes tightened. “You abducted her? Bodily hauled her in here? Will we need to call our lawyers now?”

“No…it wasn’t a kidnapping. She kind of…went along with it?”

She stared at him, baffled. “Why?”

“She said she believes in fate. That fate brought her here and that everything happens for a reason.”

Jasmine sighed. “For God’s sake, that’s absurd! Show her the door.”

“But…” Oliver’s tone turned pleading, “we need an intern.”

“Our staff do know how to make copies and coffees. And those who don’t, well, we have you and all the other assistants. The intern is an indulgence we only allow because my husband wants leverage with wealthy clients.”

“But Sienna’s really into art.”

That much was obvious: The girl had now turned her head sideways to study the bottom of the artwork. “So?”

“Well, she seems qualified. And she already knows who you are.”

“How exciting for her,” Jasmine said dryly, then paused. “Wait, I thought you said she was here due to pure chance. How could she have researched me already if that was the case?”

“She’s from London and an artist. Wasn’t your old gallery popular among art lovers? I’m sure I read that somewhere.”

That was true, thanks in no small part to her gallery’s publicity manager. The ambitious young man, Dillon, had ensured for years she’d been interviewed by every magazine and TV show in Europe focused on art. By the time she’d left England, she was seen as a powerhouse influencer, the queen of contemporary art curation. An…art icon.

That was then. These days, she was someone else entirely. Apparently a business icon now, or so Forbes magazine claimed last year in its list of up-and-coming CEOs. You’d think US recognition would bring her joy. She was still waiting.

“Dismiss her,” Jasmine ordered Oliver. “I have never liked having unpaid interns in the building. And if I’m not forced to have any given intern underfoot, then I won’t.”

Before Oliver could move, Sienna Fisher stuck her head in the office.

“Hi!” she said, her face open and bright. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

Jasmine blinked at her in disbelief.

~ ~ ~

Sienna had never been very good at waiting. She had examined the Bialke artworks from top to bottom. Then she’d scanned the room, admiring all the various artistic flourishes, and had amused herself by guessing which had been sourced by the talentless designer Mark Latouf had hired and which had been chosen by Jasmine.

What had her on the fence was a raven holding a cable, from which dangled a light bulb. This black resin table “lamp” was striking and unusual, definitely bold, so in the end, she slid it into the Jasmine column.

She turned back to the nearest Bialke, admiring the bright colors and contrasting shadows. Of the four paintings on the wall, she liked Charmed Life the most. A naked woman was lying in bed on her stomach, asleep, partially covered by soft blankets, while a towering tree outside her window wrestled and merged with shadows inside her room.

Sienna suddenly noticed that the dawn’s cold, purplish blues and the bright yellows of the rising sun complemented the office’s wallpaper: blue with gold lines. Nothing was a coincidence in art, especially where Jasmine Gemayel was concerned. She was one of the most intentional people Sienna had ever encountered.

She tilted her head sideways to try to figure out a hidden meaning. It was so odd. Every curator knew walls were supposed to emphasize the art on them. Galleries would repaint whole walls in a particular color if they thought it would enhance a new series. So this choice of seemingly just making the best of a bad wallpaper was mystifying. Why not just replace the eyesore instead? Unless Jasmine actually liked the wallpaper? That would be a plot twist. Jasmine had taste.

Sienna had run out of things to examine. Oliver and Jasmine were still talking. She remembered Oliver’s comment that Jasmine might never talk to her in the whole six months she’d be interning.

Six months and no Jasmine conversation at all? That seemed like a crime against art lovers, frankly. Or a crime against awestruck lesbians. Oliver hadn’t been wrong about calling her that.

Maybe she could just stick her head in the door and say hi? Break the ice? Surely Jasmine couldn’t ignore that? Because new staff introduced themselves, right? After that, they weren’t new and couldn’t use it as an excuse. This was her only shot.

So she screwed up all her courage, pasted on her brightest smile, and entered the CEO’s office.

“Hi! I hope I’m not intruding,” Sienna said.

Jasmine’s expression darkened.

Oliver’s eyes went wide, and he started shaking his head out of Jasmine’s eyeline.

Uh oh. But she was here now. In for a penny and all that…“What a wonderful Bialke series you have. Gosh, I’ve never seen one in the flesh before. And I also really wanted to say I’m so excited to be working here. Thank you for the opportunity.”

After a long beat, Jasmine said, soft and deadly, “Do you often barge into meetings?”

“I…” Sienna’s cheeks flooded with heat. “Oh. Sorry.”

“Sorry? For what exactly?” Jasmine asked sharply. “Your poor manners?”

“No, I mean, I didn’t realize it was an actual meeting. I thought you were just talking. See, the last job I had was serving coffees in a really busy market in Croatia. I can understand coffee orders in four languages, but I’m obviously a bit rusty on office protocol.” She gave a self-deprecating laugh and hoped she’d be forgiven.

Forgiveness was not the expression on Jasmine’s face. The CEO swiveled to face Oliver. “Why is a Croatian waitress bothering me?”

A Croatian waitress? Nice. “You, uh, don’t like Croatia?” Sienna blurted out, trying to hide her hurt at the dismissal.

Oliver now shot Sienna a panicked look and mouthed, Oh my God, shut up!

She ignored him. What if this was her only chance to ever talk to Jasmine?

“My thoughts are none of your concern,” Jasmine replied silkily. But then she stopped and frowned. “Why…Croatia of all places?”

“Why not Croatia? It was on my itinerary.” Sienna’s smile was broad. “What better way to learn about life than to live it? So far, I’ve lived in eighteen countries, excluding England, where I was born. No, wait, nineteen. I forgot about Liechtenstein.”

“An understandable omission,” Jasmine noted, tone chilly.

“Hey, don’t knock Liechtenstein. It’s lovely. Gorgeous mountain ranges.”

Jasmine blinked, as if unused to being contradicted.

“Sorry,” Sienna rushed in. “I know everyone has their own opinions of places, good and bad. It’s just I’d hate for the little guy to get overlooked.”

“Perish the thought.”

“Like, for example, I know some people didn’t like GOMEA, but I thought your little gallery was wonderful. Groundbreaking.” She said it earnestly and honestly, but Jasmine’s expression went hard.

“If you’re quite done?” she snapped.

“I…” Ok-ay. So they weren’t going there. “Well, since I’m here, where would you like me to start?”

Oliver’s face dropped, and he stepped forward. “Look, Sienna,” he began, “unfortunately a decision has been made to—”

Jasmine held up her hand, silencing him, a laser-sharp gaze on Sienna. “Why should we hire you?”

“Fate,” she said immediately. “What are the odds of me being here exactly when Oliver was looking for an intern who had decided not to show? Meant to be.”

“Fate is not an answer. Fortune-cookie nonsense. Why should we hire you?” Jasmine repeated. “Give me a reason.”

“I work hard.”

“So do others. I could find some well-connected heiress who can promise to work hard.”

“I didn’t say I’d promise to work hard,” Sienna said holding her gaze. “I said I do. I have worked with, and waited on, people of every possible background all over the world. I can connect with anyone, I can multitask, I can think on my feet, and I can stand on my feet, for hours, if needed. Tell me: how many of your fancy heiresses can do that?”

With only a tinge of mockery this time, Jasmine asked, “Do you even know what we do here?”

“Oliver has told me some. It doesn’t matter. I’m a quick learner.”

“You understand the position is unpaid?” She slid her eyes up and down Sienna’s outfit, as if trying to assess her net worth. Her gaze landed on the Converse shoes, and she leaned forward for a better look. Her brow knitted.

“I know. I can’t be paid while I’m in the US anyway.”

“How can you afford to stay for six months in New York, one of the world’s most expensive cities, without being paid?”

“That’s for me to worry about.” She didn’t owe anyone a detailed explanation of her finances. She tangled her fingers in front of her stomach and added in a rush, “But Ms. Gemayel, please don’t get rid of me based on my wanting to keep my private business private.”

Jasmine’s head lifted. “What did you call me?”

Sienna started. “I-I do apologize. Do you prefer Latouf? Oh, you probably do, because you’re married.” She almost slapped herself. “Of course you do! I’m really sorry, Ms. Latouf.”

Jasmine’s jaw went tight, and she glared.

Sienna winced and stared down at her shoes as she waited for the ax to fall. Yep, she’d definitely embarrassed herself, given Jasmine’s disdainful expression.

“All right, Ms. Fisher. Let’s see if you can back up your words.”

Oliver’s head shot up, surprise darting into his face.

“Interns do a one-week rotation in each of our four creative departments, and then the cycle repeats until six months is up, or they quit.” As she said the word “quit,” she met Sienna’s eye. “You’ll start with Smart Machines this week.” Was there a gleam in her eye at that last sentence? Sure looked like it.

“Um,” Oliver said gingerly, “maybe…Collections for week one might be better?”

She spun to face him. “Did. I. Stutter?”

“No.” He shrank back. “Of course. Rip the Band-Aid off.” He glanced at Sienna and said in a light tone that did not reach his eyes, “Machines to meet, incels to greet.”

Jasmine’s expression hardened. “On the contrary, this will be a good test of Ms. Fisher’s…resolve…to work here. What’s the record?” she asked Oliver. “Briefest stint in Smart Machines?”

“One hour,” Oliver said. “Miranda Astor said she was too rich and too smart to put up with this, er, manure.”

“That long?” Jasmine’s eyes definitely gleamed now, as if curious as to Jasmine whether Sienna would rise to her challenge or flee the building. She glanced back at Oliver. “Show Ms. Fisher to Smart Machines,” she instructed. “And go via HR. Inform them I’ve signed off on the new intern.”

“Yes. Of course. Definitely!” He nodded extra hard.

Her eyes narrowed. She sighed. “You already took her to HR, didn’t you?”

Oliver reddened. Then he asked hopefully, “Could you consider it as me being extra proactive?”

Sienna laughed at his tiny joke—well, pleading more like—and said, “You are too funny.”

Jasmine pivoted and gave her A Look.

Oliver paled. “Gotta go!” he announced as he ushered Sienna out.

She felt Jasmine’s eyes on her the entire way to the lift.


 

Chapter 3

The Kobayashi Maru

Oliver gave Sienna a ferociously rushed rundown of Smart Machines as he led her there.

“They’re Tier One Thousand,” he said breathlessly. “That means they’re designing a product which could be a computer, smart device, phone, audio system, even a motorcycle, of which exactly a thousand will be made.”

“That seems like a lot of product if your business model is limited edition,” Sienna pointed out.

“It’s a cost thing. In electronics and automotive products, you can’t make your money back without a decent product run. A thousand is the absolute minimum.”

“How is one small team able to design for such a wide variety of products?” Sienna asked as they rounded a corner into a long hallway. “I mean motorcycles and computers? How can one team know how to do all that?”

“Don’t forget, all they do is create the cool look, and then consult with the best in that field on whether a feature they want to incorporate is doable. An expert will be the one to make it happen. While all of the team have design, mechanical, or engineering backgrounds, they’re really just savvy conceptual artists who know how things work electronically or mechanically. Or if they don’t know specifically if something’s doable, they know how they’d like it to work.”

“So they come up with showy concepts and make the products look pretty, then turn it over to someone smarter to make it happen?”

Oliver snorted. “Oh, girl, I’d love to be a fly on the wall if you ever tell them that!”

“Don’t think I won’t.” She grinned. “They don’t frighten me.”

“They should. They make it a point of pride in ridding us of interns.”

She shot a long look at him. “I thought the incels crack was just a joke.”

“It was and wasn’t. It’s true they test the interns and see if they’ll quit.”

“Why? Do they really hate women?”

“It’s not that. They respect Jasmine. They love Indira, who’s in charge of Homewares. They do not respect the interns who blow in with their rich-bitch attitude and connections. They don’t like how, if they’re pushed even a little bit, the interns just walk out, hitching their Chanel bags high. They don’t respect their lack of work ethic and, unfortunately, they can be dicks about it.”

“But I’m not rich or well-connected.”

“They won’t know that, though. They’ll give you some attitude to see what you’ll do. If you let it roll off your back, you’ll be fine.”

“I’m surprised they’re not some HR intervention waiting to happen.”

“Nah. They’re smart and know exactly where the line is, so no one intervenes. Consider it a low-level hazing.”

Sienna frowned. Hazing? “Does Jasmine know what they get up to?”

“She knows they stress-test the interns to see if they’ll flame out, but not the details. Mrs. Burgess hears all the complaints from quitting interns, and she would have told Jasmine if it was anything serious.” He stopped at some doors. “We’re here. Just don’t let those meatheads win, okay?”

“Are they really that bad?” Sienna asked incredulously.

“Only in packs.”

She eyed him, waiting to see if he meant that.

“Sorry, hon,” Oliver said. “I’m not trying to make you nervous. It’s simple: don’t take their BS, and they’ll respect you. Just don’t quit. We have a lunch date, after all.”

“Sushi is life,” Sienna quoted back to him.

“Yes! Good luck.” He directed her into the room and introduced her to them. “Sienna Fisher, meet Tier One Thousand: Smart Machines. Everyone, this is Sienna.” Then he left. Well, bolted, more accurately.

She glanced around. Dark-gray walls greeted her. The floor was polished concrete, which matched the matte chrome bench tops. Sleek, wide monitors were on all the desks, and high-end swivel chairs were filled with young men, all in nice suits, all in their twenties and thirties. Hanging from the ceiling was an artistic, shiny, red retro motorcycle that looked like something from a fifties film. It was beautiful, even if it was the opposite of organic. Nothing in this room felt soft or warm or natural. Hard edges and sharp shapes. Sleek and cold.

At Oliver’s introduction, half a dozen heads bobbed up to eye her, lost interest, and returned to their screens. Another day, another intern, it seemed.

One man did not. He had a thin, manicured beard, trimmed mustache, and neat, dark-brown hair that was far too perfect not to have been soaked in hair product.

His severe, funeral-black suit was too tight around his thick arms. He’d definitely be the sort of man who watched himself do bicep curls in a gym mirror. He reeked of an ambitious finance bro vibe. One of those men online who proclaimed they were an alpha male. He offered Sienna a lazy smile, even as his eyes hardened.

Oh, great. Sienna smiled back uneasily.

“How kind of Oliver to bring us someone fresh.” He might as well have said fresh meat. “Adrian Mitnick.” He did not offer her his hand.

“Hi, I’m Sienna.”

He frowned. “You don’t sound Texan. Did you study overseas or something?”

She eyed him in confusion. “Why do you think I’m from Texas?”

Now Mitnick looked puzzled. “I’d heard a rumor you were from a Texan tinning family.”

“No. I’m from a London art family, actually. Well, not the whole family. Only Dad.”

“Is he rich and famous, then?” Mitnick asked. His tone turned mocking. “Your father, the fancy London artist?”

“My father is dead,” Sienna said coldly.

“Sorry,” Mitnick said, sounding anything but. Still, it stopped the interrogation, and he turned. “This is Smart Machines.” He waved to the room. “There’s nothing electronic or mechanical we can’t design a concept of, and we’re the best.” Mitnick paused. “Well, except for Bretty boy over there. But he’s new.” He smirked at a small man with round wire glasses who looked up, as if surprised he’d been mentioned.

He shot Mitnick a mildly aggrieved look but offered Sienna a friendly wave.

Mitnick laughed at him. “Just kidding.”

Sure he was.

“So”—he leaned back, thrusting his chest out at Sienna—“your duties are to hop to it and fetch and carry whatever I say. Whenever I say it. Got it?”

She nodded, trying to hide how much his attitude was grating on her. “Yes.”

“Good girl.”

She bit the inside of her cheek at that condescension and noticed, behind Mitnick, Brett was frowning.

“Sorry, I mean, good woman,” he said with exaggeration. “HR says you girls don’t like being called girls.”

God, what an asshole. No wonder the interns all quit. Why put up with this if you didn’t have to?

Except there was no way she was quitting. Not when she was back in the orbit of a legend.

“What are you working on?” she asked, changing the subject.

“What do you think?” He smirked and swiveled his monitor around to face her. “Let’s hear your expert insights.”

The design seemed to be a detailed close-up of circuitry. It could be the inner workings of any electronics. Obviously, there was no way she’d have a clue as to what it was. Except, Sienna also had an incredibly good eye for detail. Her gaze fell to the file name at the bottom of the screen: “Mitnickdronev3.dwg”

“A drone,” she said and straightened.

The whole room burst into laughter.

Mitnick’s eyes went wide. “What the hell?”

She kept a straight face and shrugged. “Well, it’s just the start of one,” she said. “I’m guessing you’re only at an early draft stage.” She glanced at the screen again, looking thoughtful in order to sell it. “Third draft, I’m thinking.”

Brett snorted with laughter. “Damn!” he called out. “Nailed it.”

Mitnick stared at her in confusion before she grinned and leaned over, tapping the file name.

“I notice things,” she said.

“So you do.” He inclined his head as if to say, one point to the annoying intern. His eyes narrowed, though. Apparently a truce wasn’t on the cards anytime soon.

“So,” she said, trying to sound interested, “why a drone? What does it do?”

After a beat, he said proudly, “Our drone is unique. Nothing like it in the world. It is intended to be sold as a set of two.”

“Okay…?” she said, waiting for more.

“I’ve worked out we can mount a water tank to the back of the drones, and using hosing, draw water down to the guns on the arms.”

“The…guns?”

“Well, more the size of pistols, if you want to get accurate.”

“As in…” Oh God, really? “Water…pistols?”

“You got it.” He made finger-gun motions at her. “Rich kids’ parents will pay a fortune for these things. An airborne battle bot, armed with water pistols, kitted out with some other bells and whistles, so they can be used to fight each other.”

“For…a game?” She squinted at him. Surely this wasn’t all there was to it?

“Not just a game,” he scoffed. “The ultimate game! We’ll make these the must-have rich-kid toy this year. We plan to build in a sensory target on each too, so when a gun’s water shot hits it, it’ll register as a point. You’ll be able to see the scores in real-time from an app. And we’re looking at adding a special bomb, one use per battle, where you drop a dye ball for a catastrophic hit. If you target it right, that ends the game immediately.”

Drone battle bots. With water ammunition. And a special dye bomb. How…lovely.

“So…” He puffed out his chest. “Genius, huh?”

“Erm, I suppose.” She tried to think of his concept as an art piece. Since every artwork had its own uniqueness and drew its own audience, she understood it had value. To…someone. She couldn’t be judgmental just because it wasn’t to her taste. That was…anti-art, right?

“How much will your water gun battle bots sell for?” Sienna asked.

“Finance department sets the price. But I reckon we’ll sell the pair for around a quarter a million or so.”

She choked. “For a pair of toys?” Okay, so now she was judging a little. But that was ridiculous.

“High-tech toys. With every bell and whistle.” He glowered. “You don’t get it, do you? We’re supplying mega wealthy brats with the coolest toys on earth, that only their parents can afford. Owning them makes them special. They’ll feel like gods to their kids. It’ll make their equally rich friends jealous as fuck, and they will drop any amount of money for that feeling.”

They were commercializing…jealousy? This, seriously, was what Jasmine’s people were doing? What a waste of talent.

“And everyone here is working on this?” Sienna asked.

“Well, everyone except Bretty boy. He’s figuring out a dye mix for us that won’t mess up their fancy pool patios.”

“Pool patios?” she repeated in confusion.

“Rich people have backyards with pools, and that’s where they’ll be playing battle bot—above their backyards. We don’t want to permanently stain their decking, do we?”

“No.”

“Exactly,” Mitnick finished, looking done with her and this conversation.

“Well, good luck with your…drones.” She tried to offer an encouraging smile.

Except his eyes narrowed into slits. “We don’t need luck, Intern. What we do need is more copy paper. Be a good girl and run down to the supply cupboard on seventh and get…” He paused. “Twenty-four reams should do it.”

“Twenty-four?” Was he kidding? “Why so many?”

“Twenty-four. And none of your business.” His smile was unsettling. “Don’t use the trolley, though, that’s weak.”

“It’s…weak to use a trolley for its intended purpose?” Her eyebrow shot up.

“Leave it for someone who really needs it. You look like you’ll be fine without it.”

Oh. Of course. Hazing nonsense.

“No trolley. Right.” Well, at least she wouldn’t have to look at his annoying face while she found his copy paper. She left the room and ignored the titters of laughter behind her.

Whatever. She could make multiple trips, she supposed. It didn’t matter how Smart Machines chose to use her, even if it was just amusing them to give her mindless busywork. This was the job.

As she passed the conference room, she paused, noticing a compact whiteboard on wheels.

She went inside and checked if it was adjustable. On some, the board tilted all the way to horizontal. She found a locking mechanism at the back and flipped it. Sure enough…

Good. She pushed the whiteboard through the main floor, on her way to the lift. As she walked past Jasmine’s office, she felt the woman’s eyes on her. Sienna didn’t look her way.

Ten minutes later, she pushed the now horizontal whiteboard through the main floor, laden with twenty-four reams of copy paper. People ducked and weaved out of her way because she was taking up the corridor’s full width.

“Ms. Fisher,” came a low, gravelly voice that could only be one woman.

She turned to find the CEO with her arms folded. “Yes?”

“I’m quite sure there is a more efficient way to shift paper in this building. Did you not observe the trolley in the supply room?”

“I saw it. But I was instructed not to use it.”

A small pause. But no surprise in Jasmine’s face. Maybe Mitnick was well-known for this?

“And so you thought you should become a movable hazard. Did it never occur to you to use a smaller wheeled device?”

“I did consider that,” Sienna said earnestly. “But twenty-four reams is too big for a wheeled chair. What would you have used instead?”

“My common sense.”

My common sense. That goading line would have irked Sienna except she knew that meant Jasmine didn’t have a better idea. She grinned. “You don’t know what you’d have done.” Her tone came out faintly accusing. Sienna held her breath.

Jasmine arched an eyebrow. “I would have told Mr. Mitnick he had clearly mistaken me for a pack mule and that perhaps he needed an eye test?”

“Except that does not sound very intern-y,” Sienna said with a small smile. “More like something someone with all the power would say.”

Jasmine paused. The edges of her lips twitched. “I suppose so.”

Was that agreement? Sienna beamed.

Rolling her eyes, Jasmine said, “Tell Mr. Mitnick that I require you to use a trolley in future as I actually need my whiteboard as a whiteboard.” She walked away without another word.

Still beaming, Sienna resumed pushing her paper pile.

When she entered Smart Machines, a bit of a challenge given the width of her load, the room fell silent.

Brett was the first one to laugh. A few of the others joined in.

Mitnick did not. He eyed her silently as she pushed the board into the middle of the room.

“Twenty-four reams of paper,” she said and gave the top one a slap. “Where would you like them?”

Instead of answering, he said, “Jasmine won’t be too happy you stole her whiteboard.”

“What choice did I have?”

“A fuck-ton of trips?” Mitnick said, tone acidic.

“Sounds inefficient. And Jasmine wasn’t happy, you’re right.”

A sadistic smile curled his lips. “No? And you still have a job?”

“Actually, she asked me to tell you in the future I have to use the trolley.”

Incomprehension flitted across his face. “She…spoke to you?”

“Yes.”

He fell silent. After a moment, voice tight, he said, “Dump the paper somewhere, return the whiteboard ASAP. Then go help Bretty boy. You two have to go through every dye color option to pick one that works best for an aerial drop that won’t disappear into the background.”

Now that was something in her wheelhouse. She nodded in approval.

He peered at her, his eyebrows joining his hairline. “You get that it’s a shit job? Thousands and thousands of colors?”

“I’m an artist,” she explained. “Colors are my thing.”

She returned the whiteboard to the conference room and then pulled up a chair next to Brett.

“Dye, huh?” she asked him.

“Yep.” He shook his head. “Sorry you’re stuck with this. He’s right you know; it is a shit job. It’ll drive you nuts.”

“Don’t worry about me. Show me your short list.”

“I don’t have one. I’m still working on a nonstaining composite.”

“I can probably help with that. I have the inside running on which materials stain worst, and vice versa.”

And with that, she set to work.

Several hours later, after discarding everything from paprika to saffron, they’d settled on yellow ocher.

Sienna leaned back in satisfaction. “It’s bright and functional. A winner!”

“Well, that’s the color picked, at least,” Brett said. “We still need a binding agent. I’m thinking of mixing the ocher with paraffin wax. We need it to hold a ball shape while in the air and then collapse on impact for a ‘splat’ effect. But it can’t hit so hard that it’d harm the other drone.” He bounced a little in his chair. “I’ll make up a batch of ocher ammo and test it at home.”

“But if it works, dye bomb complete?”

“Yep.” Brett smiled at her for a moment, then his expression became serious. “Hey? Soon Mitnick’s gonna order you to make him a coffee, and it’s not going to be right no matter what you do.”

“Okay?” Sienna said. “Weird.” More hazing crap, then? Pretty low-key, though. It would probably annoy rich heiresses far more than her, though. As an ex-waitress, she could make coffees in her sleep.

“I’m sorry he’s a jerk.”

“Not your fault.” She smiled, appreciating her unexpected ally.

He grinned back conspiratorially.

“So how does he like his coffee, anyway?”

“Honestly?” Brett lowered his voice. “I don’t know. It changes depending on whatever the intern brings him. And suddenly that’s the worst coffee ever. It’s a game designed so the intern never wins.”

Half an hour later, Mitnick ordered her to make him a coffee. Just that. No details.

“How do you like it?” she asked.

“You don’t even know how to make a coffee?” he asked mockingly. He drew out his cadence as though speaking to a slow learner. “Go. Make. Me. A. Coffee.”

Fine. Sienna disappeared to the kitchen and returned with a tray. On it, she’d placed an empty mug. A carton of two types of milk, full cream and low-fat. A jug of boiling water. Several sachets of sugar. Then she slid it in front of him.

“Since I wasn’t sure how you like it, here you go.”

Snickers filled the room.

Mitnick stared at the tray then glanced at her. Then he turned to Brett and said, “Someone’s a damned stool pigeon.”

“Or someone’s pretty smart,” said another guy, who slow clapped Sienna. “She worked out your game.” His name was Jason…probably? She wasn’t entirely sure.

“I don’t have time to make a coffee. You do it,” Mitnick snapped at her.

“Certainly.” As she made his coffee, at each step she stopped: “This much milk? Or more? This much sugar? Or more?”

He ground his jaw and finally accepted the finished coffee before saying, “Get this shit out of here,” and pointed at the tray.

She did so, hiding her triumph that she’d had a win. Behind her, she heard Brett announce that she’d just “beaten the Kobayashi Maru,” whatever that meant. A few others laughed, so she assumed it was a positive.

When she returned, Oliver was lurking at the door to Smart Machines.

“Oh, thank God,” he said overdramatically. “When I saw you missing, I thought you’d fled!”

“Still here.” She smiled.

“I’m not sure how.” He lowered his voice. “There were sightings of you pushing Jasmine’s precious whiteboard through the office with a stack of paper on it.”

“Wait, what do you mean ‘precious’?”

“She had it imported from Japan. It’s electronic and saves what’s written on it onto a memory card so it can be uploaded later. And you just pushed it around like a farmer’s cart with a mound of potatoes? Thank God Jasmine didn’t see it.”

“Um, she did?”

“And you still have a job?” Oliver gasped. “What did she do to you?”

“Er…told me to not do it again?” Sienna frowned as she recalled the encounter. “She was pretty cool, actually.”

“Wait, she spoke to you?” He stopped then added, “Again?”

“Yes?”

He crossed himself as if to ward off Satan. Or the apocalypse. “All right, let’s not tempt fate.”

“I love tempting fate,” Sienna said, brightening. “I could tell you all about it, if you’d like.”

“No, thanks. I’m far too superstitious for that. Now, come on, woman, it’s lunchtime.”

“I should ask my team leader if I can go.” She waved toward the Smart Machines door and Mitnick.

“No, asking could lead to refusal. One sec.” He opened the door, leaned in the office, and called out, “Adrian, I need your intern on official business, bye!” then closed the door. “Ready?”

“Hey, do you outrank Mitnick?”

“No, but I am in charge of all the assistants, and that includes interns. Come on, it’s sushi and gossip time. Let’s go!”

~ ~ ~

“Congratulations,” Oliver said as they sat down in a cute little sushi restaurant two blocks from the office.

“Why?”

“You’ve outlasted Mandy Astor’s record of an hour in Smart Machines. I hope things weren’t too terrible?”

“They were about what I expected,” Sienna said with a shrug. “They pushed, I laughed at them. They looked confused. Actually, not Brett. He laughed too. He’s nice.”

“Is he?” Oliver gave her an unfathomable look.

“Yeah. And he gave me the heads-up about some hazing crap.”

“Brett stood up to Mitnick? For real?”

“Is that unusual?”

“Yes. He can be a bit too quiet around those boys. I always tell him he’s gotta take a stand. He’s a great designer, but Mitnick’s not letting him do much designing yet.”

“Mitnick’s a garden-variety bully,” Sienna said. “But, like all bullies, he can be defeated.” She smiled at the reminder.

“Sienna Fisher,” he said, tone shocked, “don’t tell me an intern won a battle against the head of Smart Machines?”

“Apparently I pulled off a Kobayashi Maru victory,” she said.

“No! Seriously?”

She nodded, then asked in confusion, “Could you tell me what that means?”

“A Star Trek reference. It’s about beating an impossible test. Trust those geeks to reference it.”

“Okay. But doesn’t that make you a geek too, if you know it?”

“No comment.” He gave her an angelic look. “All I’ll say is that seeing a gay, shirtless, Asian man swashbuckling around the bridge of the Enterprise was highly revelatory to a younger me.” His grin fell away. “But Sienna, sweetie, this could be bad.”

“What could be?”

“You embarrassing Mitnick.”

“I didn’t. I just didn’t let him bully me.”

“You beat him. He will go in harder on you now. He hates losing.” He scrunched up his face in worry. “Please don’t quit.”

She laughed. “I won’t.”

“Good.” He smiled. “I’m short on friends, and I’ve decided I’m keeping you.”

“Why are you short on friends?” Sienna asked in surprise. “You’re fabulous.”

“That’s the problem. I’m a little too fabulous for my family,” he said ruefully. “My mother, back in Singapore, told me I could stay in America and not visit until I stopped offending God.”

“Oh no.” Sienna’s heart tightened. “She’s homophobic?”

“Yeah. I’m not part of the family until I embrace a ‘healthy lifestyle.’ I told her I do have a healthy lifestyle: I eat well, go to the gym once a month…” He patted his stomach. “And one of these days, I might even do some of the exercises there instead of checking out the hunks.”

“Don’t you have friends here in New York?” Sienna asked, not fooled by his nonchalance. Losing family would hurt. “Surely you must?”

“I’m really too busy to socialize much beyond the aforementioned gym visits. Sometimes I hang out with Miles, despite him being ten thousand years old.” He rolled his eyes. “He’s a nice listener but doesn’t share much. I think it’s because he was gay in the sixties, and that’ll really mess a person up. They’re all so uptight about privacy and secrecy.”

“Ah.” Sienna nodded. “I’m working with Miles next week, aren’t I? He’s head of Collections, right?”

“Yep. He’ll be a soft, comfy blanket after Smart Machines. Have you met him yet?”

“In passing. He seemed nice.” Cravat Guy. He reminded her of a rumpled Bill Nighy; a polite, almost hapless gentleman.

“He keeps to himself,” Oliver continued. “No one bothers him, and he bothers no one. He’s been working here since the dawn of time.”

“He’s not that old,” Sienna laughed. He looked barely seventy.

“Whatever. He’s Tier Fifty. He comes up with a design or product for a limited edition, fifty-item run, like reprints of some classic poster signed by someone famous, or a themed collector’s loot box, or whatever.”

He took a sip of green tea. “His product this year is a special issue of Grapes of Wrath in hardback. He’s negotiating with the original artist’s estate to re-create the first-edition cover. And he’ll have the edges of the pages painted in that style too. It also comes with an embossed leather case.”

“That sounds amazing.”

“Mm.” Oliver put down his tea. “I never cared for Steinbeck. Too depressing. But Miles’s book will be really popular. A lot of collectors snap up anything exclusive involving Steinbeck.”

“Sounds like Miles really knows his stuff. I’m sure we’ll be talking art nonstop.” She exhaled. “So, what about the other departments?”

“Well, you’re in Fashion after Collections, under Antonio Favero. You saw him in the meeting today. He runs Tier Twelve. I don’t know what he’s doing this year, but it’ll be fashion, accessories, shoes, or jewelry. He usually does women’s products. There’s always some socialite somewhere who wants to have something that’s one of only twelve in the world.”

“I suppose fashion is kind of art adjacent, so I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.” She was curious about Antonio. He was always so neutral. He barely expressed any emotions. She’d have to check if he was really Italian.

“After that is Homewares, Tier Five Hundred. Indira Burnam is lovely. She’s a Mother Earth old soul who’ll come up with designs for all sorts of furniture, decor, curtains, rugs, wallpaper, you name it. She’s doing a throw cushion this year. Just waiting on a deal with some Moroccan fabric supplier to go ahead with the design she wants. I’ve seen her mock-up of it. It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

“I do love my colors and textures. It sounds like she’ll be incredible to work for.” Sienna beamed at the thought. “So that just leaves the mysterious Tier One. Which Jasmine told the meeting today she wants everyone’s ideas for.”

“Yep. The concept this year is still to be announced. Very soon, or so I hear.”

“How does it work? Who decides on which type of product is chosen?”

“Jasmine decides. Usually it’ll be that she’s been in negotiations for months with a manufacturer or company that wants to be tied to us. And when it’s all agreed, she’ll tell the staff what the Tier One will be.”

“And then everyone fights to have their concept be the one?”

“Oh yes, it’s highly competitive. The bonuses that come with being chosen are phenomenal.”

“But what if it’s a product your department isn’t good at designing?”

“Oh, that happens a lot. A few years back, the Tier One was a motorcycle. A deal was done with Triumph to develop a luxury product with us. Homewares and Fashion immediately bailed. Collections put up a submission, though, arguing for a re-release of the 1960s’ Triumph Steve McQueen used in The Great Escape. But we all knew Smart Machines had it won. And sure enough…”

“I quite like Miles’s idea though.”

“Yeah, so did Triumph. But that year, they wanted to promote themselves as a forward-thinking, futuristic company connected with high-end luxury. His idea was looking backward.”

“So sometimes departments just sit out a Tier One challenge.”

“Occasionally. But it’s always fun when everyone’s in it. Makes for an exciting few months when we see their concepts all shaping up.”

“What’s an example of a Tier One that had everyone contributing to it?”

“Good question.” He reached for his phone. “The rocking horse.”

“A rocking horse?” She couldn’t picture that being worth much money, even with a little bling added.

“No, don’t think of it like a children’s toy. Think of it as art. And you’ll never guess which division won. Actually maybe you will when I show it to you.”

He lay his phone before her with a picture of a sleek, ebony, rocking horse that had an angled face made up of different planes. It reminded her of a highly stylized chess knight. The eyes were…wait, were they polished emeralds?

“I… That’s—” She winced. “It’s more design than function,” she said slowly. “I mean, I can’t imagine a child liking it. It’s more something an adult would like the look of.”

“Exactly,” Oliver said. “Ex-actly.” He swiped a few photos along on his phone and then showed her a different rocking horse entirely. “Here’s the runner-up.”

This one was beautiful, with gentle curves that seemed soft and alluring. The horse was made of different types of varnished wood. It virtually begged the watcher to reach out and stroke it. A handmade leather saddle sat on its back; convincing enough that it could be put on a real pony’s back. A child would absolutely adore it. Hell, Sienna loved it.

“Oh, it’s beautiful.” She looked up. “I don’t understand. The second one is better. But you say the first one was chosen?”

“Smart Machines came up with the first one. Homewares came up with the second.”

“I can see that. The first one looks kind of like a high-powered car in horse form.”

“It really does. And Jasmine chose the second one. She said it was a better fit to function. More artistic. More desirable.”

“But…” Sienna shook her head. “The Smart Machines design won?”

“It did.” He sighed. “Mark Latouf has power of veto over Jasmine’s Tier One choices. Very rarely, he exercises it. He intervened on this. He liked the more masculine design.”

“Even though it’s a product for children and most children’s products are chosen by mothers? Typically, masculine designs wouldn’t appeal to them so much?”

“I know. He vetoed, and there was nothing Jasmine could do. She promised Indira she’d let her use her design for a Tier Five Hundred at some point down the track.”

“Oh, well, that’s good. It might see the light of day yet.” But Sienna’s mind whirred. Jasmine’s husband vetoed her creative decisions? Why would he do that when his wife was such an accomplished art curator? This was her area of expertise. Why veto her? “Does Mark Latouf have a design background?”

“He’s the architect to the rich and famous. Runs his own firm. He set up Latouf Luxury Emporium for his wife to run when she moved to New York a decade ago, with a few caveats, like this one.”

“A few caveats? So not just a right to veto Tier One?”

“No, there’re a couple more. He wanted his son, Ethan, to be given a job here. He’s a bit of a playboy. You won’t see much of him, though, as he runs the annual catalog launch and Tier One auction, and those events are both held at the end of the year. And Mark also gets to choose the interns and be in charge of that program. All interns are from families of his clients or powerful people he wants to be clients.”

“And that’s why you thought I was a nepo hire when we met.”

Oliver nodded. “Sorry I assumed, kitten. You’re not like them.”

“Are the interns really all so bad? Surely some of them actually work hard and stay on despite being from entitled families?”

“Two.” He chuckled. “Only two.”

“Really?”

“Yep. Lola Weiss is an assistant manager in Homewares. She’s on maternity leave right now. She started out as an intern. And then there’s Zahra Caulfield. That’s Zahra with an H, darling. She’s allegedly Jasmine’s PA.”

“Allegedly?”

“Well, she was an intern who Mark asked Jasmine to install as PA at the end of her six months.”

“Why did he want that?”

“She has The Look.”

“The look?”

Oliver laughed. “She’s hard to miss. If you ever see a woman strutting around as if she owns the place, talks down to you, and flicks her hair about like a supermodel, that’s Zahra. She doesn’t like anyone, not even Jasmine, but she’s absolutely who the clients are. They see themselves in her.”

“Ah.”

“You’ve seen Mark Latouf’s photos all around the place? They’re what the male clients are—or, more accurately, what they wish they were: success and power. Zahra’s who the female clients are: elite, entitled, wealthy, and dressed only in designer. She speaks their language without even opening her mouth.”

“How does Jasmine handle having someone like that as a PA?”

“Simple. She ignores her and uses me to handle most of her stuff.”

Sienna frowned. “But why wouldn’t Zahra like Jasmine? I mean she’s elite too. Classy and elegant and refined? Wouldn’t Zahra respect that?”

“She doesn’t like Jasmine because Jasmine only appreciates people who work hard and know their stuff. And while Zahra is good at greeting clients and taking calls, that’s it. The rest of the time, she’s buying personal stuff online and trawling social media. Jasmine doesn’t fire her because her husband wants her to stay given she’s from a powerful family. And while I’m actually Zahra’s boss too, she doesn’t see it that way. So my advice: Avoid. Retreat. Do not engage.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” Sienna laughed. “But I generally don’t engage with anyone who’s mean.”

He gasped and clutched his chest. “But however will we be friends?”

She slapped his arm lightly. “You’re not mean. You’re…biting. Witty. Funny. There’s a difference. I like you.”

“I’m so glad because I like you too. And you clearly are smart because you know to worship the queen. And then there’s your utter fearlessness at handling Smart Machines.”

“Please. Mitnick’s just a little boy with insecurity issues. Real men don’t play intimidation games with someone in a weaker position than them. I don’t think even his team likes him.”

He snorted. “Who can tell? They never break ranks.”

“A shame.” Sienna folded her arms and leaned on the table. “New topic: is Antonio Jasmine’s second-in-command?”

“Very astute, kitten, he is. He appreciates the same designs she does, so she likes to run creative ideas past him. He’s really buttoned-up, though. Protocol and correctness. The Smart Machines team call him Tuvok.”

“What’s that?”

“You really never saw any Star Trek?” he asked. “Tuvok’s a Vulcan. Anyway, bottom line, don’t be telling him he’s too funny like you did to me in front of Jasmine today.” He pursed his lips. “Actually, I still can’t believe you said that.”

“Why? You were hilarious!”

“I don’t think Jasmine appreciates your honest blurtings the way I do. She likes everyone to be deferential and respectful.”

Sienna blinked. “Since when?” That wasn’t the Jasmine she knew.

“How interesting,” he said. “And this was supposed to be the whole point of lunch: you telling me what the queen was like back in London.”

“She was amazing. Creative. Inspiring. Incredible.”

“Yes, I, too, can open a thesaurus under fabulous. Tell me something specific.”

“She was not hung up on people being deferential back then. I mean, respectful, sure. She’s earned it. But she dealt with all sorts of eccentric artists, and some of them were really unusual thinkers. Anarchic, chaotic—you name it. They were never going to tug their forelock at anyone. And she worked around their foibles like they weren’t even obvious. She was great at dealing with all types of people.”

“Interesting. Go on.”

“She’d give these Art After Dark intimate talks to patrons and artists of GOMEA. She’d just stand at the front of the main room of her gallery and talk. I’d always sneak in to watch her.” She exhaled at the memory of the charismatic woman’s face alight with enthusiasm as she spoke about her favorite topics. “And you could feel her love for what she was doing. It just shone from her. I was so in awe.”

“Ahh.” His eyes became unfocused. “I wish I could have seen that.”

“I wish I could see it again.” She thought about that for a moment. “Your Jasmine—at least the one you describe—she’s not the woman I knew back home. Well, knew is too strong a word. Watched from afar is more accurate. She was such a force. I spent a lot of time watching her between admiring her gallery and playing with her dog.”

“Her dog?” He eyed her in astonishment. “She’s a dog lover? I can’t picture that.”

“Oh, big time. Suki.” She grinned at the memory. “An adorable girl who had her own enormous beanbag in one corner and greeted all the guests to the New Experimental Art room. I spent a lot of time in that room, occasionally discussing life and the universe with Suki, watching the passing parade. I’d often see Jasmine whipping past giving tours to buyers and benefactors.”

“She didn’t notice you?”

“Not really. She was always so busy. And I was good at seeing without being seen.”

Oliver thought about that. “Amazing. It’s a small world, isn’t it? Look at you now—working for The Queen.”

“Fate, my friend. I keep telling you: This is meant to be.”

“Working for Jasmine is your fate?”

“I’m not sure that’s exactly why I’m here. Maybe it’s to meet Jasmine again, maybe it’s something else. But I’m right where I’m meant to be.”


 

Chapter 4

Lost in New York

That evening, Jasmine left work for the thirteen-minute walk to her Soho apartment building. She had a driver, of course, but she only used him to take her home if she finished late or it was raining.

The twice-daily walk counted as exercise. Her doctor had been giving her lectures about her desk-bound lifestyle and risk factors for women “at her age.”

Jasmine scowled at the reminder. Absurd. Forty-six was hardly old. Besides, thanks to her genetics, she was frequently mistaken for a woman in her late thirties, early forties. Age was only a number, anyway. Inside, she was still the brash young woman who had conquered the European art world by thirty-five. And more and more, that was the problem: She remembered only too well who she had been.

Walking to and from work was a time she used to clear her thoughts. Tonight, her desire to be away from her office was pressing in on her more than usual. Some days Latouf Luxury Emporium felt like an opulent prison more than a corporate headquarters.

Jasmine reached her building, and her gaze darted to the fashion store next to the entrance. Sadly, Nino Mier had nothing new in its display window from this morning. Or last week, for that matter. If Jasmine ran the store, she’d be putting something new in there every day to entice regular passersby. Sparking curiosity was the number one thing to encourage new clientele. That worked for art and for retail.

Jasmine greeted her doorman with a brisk nod and impatiently waited for the lift to arrive. That odd feeling of a need to be away from work gnawed at her again.

Once she reached her apartment, she exhaled.

Mark had bought this place for them when he’d lured her over from London with promises of a “fabulous New York lifestyle.” He hadn’t lied. It was prime real estate in the heart of the city. It was also a multimillion-dollar, two-bedroom architect’s dream, which was why Mark had loved everything about it.

Jasmine loved aspects of it: The red brick on the main walls and the timber floors, a pale oak—perhaps the palest she’d ever seen, but just faintly pink so as not to be white. The marble bench tops in the kitchen were stylish against the darker timber cupboards. The gorgeous oak staircase curled upward to a bedroom.

But: The bedroom had no door; no fourth wall. It was simply a half mezzanine level, and you could see across the apartment below from bed. No privacy whatsoever if you just wanted to shut out the world.

Mark had never understood that. Of course, he’d taken over the second bedroom as his office when he lived here. His personal space had a door, so lack of privacy never bothered him.

And then came the divorce. Her husband moved out but left her the apartment…sort of. It remained his, thanks to their prenup. But Mark allowed her to stay in it, rent-free for so long as he owned it. Guilt, most likely, for being the cause of their broken marriage.

The only thing he’d insisted on was that she couldn’t make any changes to the apartment, big or small. He loved it how it was. Exactly how it was.

Jasmine had debated finding somewhere else to live; she had the money, after all. But Mark’s apartment was beautiful and close to work. Her business brain had sneered at the idea of losing rent-free luxury accommodation just for the sake of some irritating features. Such as the fact Mark had used the same annoying wallpaper in her bedroom as he had in the office. So she’d simply hung art all over the walls and didn’t think too much about it.

Jasmine headed to the bathroom, an indulgent room filled with more cream marble and pale oak, and started a bath. She found the remote for her sound system. She selected “Ma Beh Ham Mohtajim” by Googoosh, a lyrical Iranian singer her mother had loved for decades. Hearing her reminded Jasmine of her childhood home. Which was odd, now that she stopped and thought of it. Wasn’t this home?

With a sigh, Jasmine grabbed her phone as the bath filled. She checked her messages. One from a fawning art dealer she’d known back in the UK, asking for a catch up since he was in town. She deleted it.

A message began from her closest New York friend. Amara was insisting she “stop hiding out in that fancy tower of yours” and pay her a visit. She vowed there would be “good tea” in the deal. Jasmine snorted. There was always good tea—both kinds—whenever she caught up with Amara. The florist had all the best gossip. Jasmine made a mental note to visit her soon.

The next message was from The New Yorker. They were certainly persistent.

Some art editor wanted her to write him an article on the New York art scene compared to London’s.

It would be a short article. She had found New York did not move her. The art scene, not the city. Maybe after so long fully immersed in art she was simply done with it for now? Besides, she was a decade out of date on whatever was happening in London’s art world.

Initially she’d kept up to date with everything happening in art back home, but it had become a painful reminder of what she’d given up. So she’d emailed her assistant manager that she could stop checking in with Jasmine and now had carte blanche to run GOMEA as she saw fit. And that had been that.

She skipped The New Yorker’s message and moved to the next one. It was from Mark. With a pause to steel herself, she hit play.

 

Good work getting Bugatti to the finish line. I know you worked hard on that deal.

 

She waited for the but.

 

But did you even consider Fiat first? They’ve already done a one-off limited edition car before, so they’d be easier to deal with. You’re instead signed with a company who’s never done this. They might be difficult to manage.

 

He did so love to second-guess her on everything. She was about to hit delete when she heard him hesitate.

 

It’s, uh, over with Nishy. Just so you know. The wedding dress fiasco didn’t help. She still can’t see what she did wrong. Sorry about how that went down. I’ll make sure there’s no issue like this again. No…crossover between work and my personal life.

 

An actual apology? This was new. Mark had to know how badly he’d fucked up. His choice of bride had been a spoiled, entitled, trust-funded nineteen-year-old.

Nineteen! His midlife crisis grand romance! Jasmine had shoes older than the girl. Well, actually, no she didn’t—she rotated her fashion diligently. But the point stood. Anyway, Mark had finally started thinking with his higher brain, it seemed. It had only taken an embarrassing almost-scandal that had threatened Latouf Luxury Emporium’s entire reputation.

 

One last thing: Why haven’t you said yes to The New Yorker on their story request? I’ve already explained it’s perfect for our company, and even better for you. You need to raise your profile in the US. Be seen as The Expert here too. It’s not enough to rest on your laurels. Americans don’t care about your status back in Europe. It’s what you do here that matters. Now, I think—

 

Jasmine deleted that one, in mid sentence, with a harder than normal stab of her key, having little interest in the article or what Mark thought. Her ex-husband had opinions on everything she did or didn’t do. God help her if she ever started dating again, because she was fairly sure her phone message bank wouldn’t be able to cope with the overload.

She pressed play on the last message.

 

It’s your mother. Which you well know. You can’t avoid us forever. Call me back. Your father misses you. 

 

Only her father missed her? Subtle. Her mother’s passive-aggressiveness knew no bounds. Jasmine deleted that message too. It was also quite late in London, so she wouldn’t be calling them back anyway.

Jasmine turned off the tap to her bath and stripped. Sliding into the water, she sighed in appreciation and sunk herself as deep as she could. It was a narrow bath, befitting a narrow room, and she rather enjoyed being hugged by the tub.

Jasmine slid a white flannel across her body, enjoying the sensation as she cleansed herself from her odd little day. She pulled it across her breasts, appreciating the faint hum of arousal, and moved on. Jasmine hadn’t had interest in anything more in a long time. She much preferred the sensuality of a bath to the shaking throes of orgasm. At least these days.

Mark hadn’t helped. The way he loved to control so many things about her, in bed and out of it, had made sex uninspiring. It was always about him, never her.

Finally, she wet the flannel again, wrung it out, and folded it into a strip which she placed over her eyes.

And then she truly relaxed.

Work disappeared. The sexist toad from the Moroccan textile company vanished. The new intern briefly flitted into view. With her lopsided grin and interesting trainers and bright eyes. My God, she was like a puppy, full of enthusiasm and delight, scampering about. In some ways, she reminded Jasmine of Suki. Not that she was comparing the intern to a dog, but personality-wise? Oh yes.

Jasmine clenched her eyes tight at the reminder of her beloved animal from her days back in London. Suki had been adopted by all the patrons as a gallery dog. So many of them had stopped to pat her when she was flopped on her beanbag in the corner of the New Experimental Art room.

Suki even had regulars who visited just for her, such as her favorite, a scrawny boy who’d often flop down beside her and hug her. Suki was adored by many. And while by day, the dog belonged to the world, by night, she was Jasmine’s. Her mind whirled back in time.

Each night, she’d close up, walking around her gallery, confirming everything was exactly as it should be, with Suki trotting at her heel.

Then she’d retire to her apartment upstairs. Suki would curl her scruffy white body next to Jasmine’s in bed and snuggle her as she read. Occasionally, Jasmine would read aloud a passage from her various art journals while giving Suki’s pert orange ears a scratch. She swore the little dog would give a derisive huff that matched her own whenever Jasmine read out some of the overwritten nonsense that passed as art journalism.

“Invisible bags of air to denote the impermanence of society?ʼ” she told her once. “This is what the artist believes she has produced.” She had even shown her the photo as proof. “Does that not look like three balloons to you?”

Suki whuffed in agreement.

“Exactly. Reasonable concept, terrible execution. Now, why can’t they see that? There’s experimental art, and then there’s piffle.” Jasmine waved her hand in aggravation. Absurdly, Suki licked it. She’d laughed. Such an excellent ally.

The Portuguese Podengo terrier mix was a smart, sneaky, beautiful dog. She still missed her with an ache that refused to die. It was so curious that her ache for her failed marriage was far less profound. But then Suki had been loyal and devoted, unlike her husband.

When Suki had passed, so famous was she in West End circles that the local paper had run a little obituary for her. Over a hundred people had turned up to a tribute-filled remembrance service in her honor, organized by the London Portuguese Podengo Enthusiasts Society.

Jasmine had been too distraught to attend. She’d also lost interest in going to work. Her father had gently expressed some worry; her mother told her she was being ridiculous and that “people” were talking.

But all she could see was grief. Suki had been with her at every step of her career. Losing her had been like losing her beloved gallery—except that would have hurt less.

Mark had been wonderful. Attentive. Concerned. They’d been only dating casually at that point, whenever he was in town, but he stepped up. He stayed on in London for her. He gave her a safe place to mourn. He didn’t judge. He promised she wouldn’t always feel this way.

Once, he suggested that losing Suki might be a sign it was time to re-evaluate her life. Perhaps it was even fate. Time for them to leave London, leave behind her memories that upset her so much, time for a fresh chance, a new beginning.

“Come on,” he’d said, with a charming smile, “I’ll build you your own empire, fit for a queen. I know you’re already skilled at dealing with eccentric people with whims; you’ll be doing no different in New York. Except it’ll be a new adventure, far from constant reminders of loss and sadness.”

In the end, that was what had won her over. Not her mother pushing her to marry the rich, handsome, American architect. Not her being able to see more of the world. But the fact Mark understood. He’d never been dismissive of her grief for “just a dog.”

She’d seized the chance to move on, but the ache remained. Of course it did: Things aren’t buried by distance, but time. Yes, the grief faded eventually, but she could never bring herself to replace Suki.

Her new career had not panned out as the wonderful adventure Mark had promised. It was shiny and slick, well-packaged luxuriousness everywhere she turned. And while Jasmine indeed was catering to eccentric people with whims, it wasn’t the same.

The upside of dealing with artists and art lovers, no matter how unconventional, was they dwelled in a realm driven by creativity.

Now her universe involved those driven by money. To be so focused on something so empty was…puzzling. What was so exciting about money? You couldn’t put it on display or share it with friends the way you could the delight of a new artistic discovery. At first, Jasmine felt a little disdain for her clients, but now she just felt genuinely sad for them.

Still, the Emporium’s wealthy clients weren’t who held her focus. She missed the absurdities and randomness that came with her old gallery. The characters and the charm. Occasionally the controversies too, which kept her on her toes.

How predictable everything was now. Her life was so ordered that it was painful. Until today.

For the first time in a long time, something had happened which she hadn’t anticipated. Something so absurd, it would never have been on her radar as a possibility.

The accidental intern. So surreal. What a concept! The woman had simply appeared in front of her on the ninth floor of Latouf Luxury Emporium because…fate?

Fate was a laughable concept. An excuse to explain away life’s coincidences and make it less overwhelming. Or, in Mark’s case, fate was a buzzword to convince one’s lover to make a leap she wasn’t sure about.

Sienna’s bright blue eyes and expressive face filled her mind. The unwavering, intelligent gaze was as memorable as the long, curly blonde-titian hair. Her bluntness and inability to not barge in on meetings or respect one’s boss’s whiteboard made her memorable in a whole other way, too.

Maddening.

But, as unexpected as she was, Sienna Fisher was also dead wrong about her life’s philosophy.

Fate was not real.

~ ~ ~

“Right,” said Miriam Morgan, setting a pair of beers on the coffee table in front of Sienna. “Let’s enjoy this properly.”

The art gallery owner indicated for Sienna to sit beside her on the old brown leather couch, and they both reached for a beer.

“Cheers.” Miriam clinked her bottle. “And thank you. Your series really makes the gallery pop.”

It was just after eight, and they were sitting in Miriam’s The 558 Collective main viewing room. The 558 was part indie gallery, part workshop, and out back, a home for Miriam. Above, a home for Sienna.

Miriam was a round Black woman in her early fifties who was welcoming and breathtakingly knowledgeable on all matters involving art. She missed her daughter in college greatly and had latched onto Sienna with a welcome maternal zeal.

Sienna had stumbled into The 558 Collective a few months ago on one of her daily rambles around New York. Inside she’d discovered a wonderful array of art and rooms for crafting and workshops for amateurs.

After discussing what art Sienna did, at Miriam’s request, she’d returned with samples of her own work. Torn-magazine collages. Taking tiny bits and pieces of magazines, newspapers, photos, and headlines and sticking them together in a way that formed an image.

Miriam had been captivated by her art, clapping in delight. She’d then offered a series of weekend workshops for Sienna to teach her style. One thing had led to another, and now, eight weeks later, Sienna’s workshop students had “graduated” with a showing of their works in Miriam’s gallery.

Sienna had allowed Miriam to display some of her own works along with her students’ as an example of the medium. So now they sat, on Miriam’s couch, in her viewing room, having a beer and admiring all the freshly hung art. The exhibition would be open to the public tomorrow, and the new artists would crowd in with friends and family, excitedly showing off their creations.

“That student shows promise,” Miriam noted, pointing to a piece at the bottom.

“I agree,” Sienna said, studying the slogans on a torn-art shape of a politician. “The annoyed-looking baby being kissed is hilarious.”

“Yes.” Miriam took another sip of beer. “So, how’ve your first few days been, working in the lap of luxury?”

“It’s been okay. I’m being low-level hazed by some bros in a department called Smart Machines. Well, one guy, mainly.”

“What on earth is Smart Machines?”

“Computers, gadgets, smart IT, audio, and automotive,” Sienna said.

“So what are they working on now?” Miriam asked.

“A super-fancy drone.”

Miriam screwed up her face. “Lord, the things rich folks spend their money on.”

“When you’re that rich, I think you’re just looking for things to buy. And getting something no one else has is its appeal.”

Miriam shook her head. “Seems all a bit over-the-top to me. Waste of money.”

“That’s accurate.” Sienna laughed.

“Is your boss nice, at least? You know, management makes or breaks a company for its staff.”

“Would you believe it turns out I know the CEO? She ran a gallery back home that I used to hang out at…” She did the sums in her head. “Sixteen years ago.”

Miriam gasped. “Does she remember you?”

“No, not at all. That’s probably for the best, though.”

“Why?”

“Okay, to set the scene,” Sienna said, “every new contemporary artist in London thought Jasmine was a god. And therefore, she was their pathway to being ‘discovered.’”

“Uh oh. I think I know where this is going. What did you do?”

“I’d just turned eighteen. So I felt that as an adult, I was now ready to show her my portfolio. I sucked up the courage and…” She hung her head. “She was brutal.”

“How could she hate your art?” Miriam asked, waving at the wall. “You’ve so much talent. I mean look at what you’ve created.”

They both looked up at Sienna’s works: a series she’d done about a year after she’d first left home. She’d never shown this work in public before. Too personal. In fact, her London-themed collection had meant so much to her that she took it with her wherever she traveled. She liked the reminder of why she was taking on the world.

“That wasn’t my style of art back then,” Sienna said. “I was doing landscape watercolors as a teenager. Anyway, Jasmine thumbed through my portfolio and said some cutting things. Added it was too derivative of Dearborn Fisher’s work.”

“Who?”

“My dad. And she wasn’t wrong. Dad taught me to paint, so of course I was going to create art like him. But I thought I had developed my own unique style. Jasmine Gemayel clearly had a different opinion. She told me I needed to experience the world if I was going to create in it. Not just copy other people.”

“Well, that’s one perspective. I’m not sure I entirely agree. But I’m sure that was hard to hear from her.”

“It crushed me. Jasmine was someone I really looked up to, and she basically told me I sucked. And you know what’s funny? That was the most pivotal, important moment of my life. It changed everything for me. And to Jasmine, it was nothing. She doesn’t remember it. But why would she? My art was as forgettable as I was.”

“Still, she could have been kind.”

Sienna turned that over. Oddly, she found herself defending Jasmine. The attack had been harsh, yes, but professional, not personal. “From what I’ve seen of her personality, I think she doesn’t like to waste time or be misinterpreted. She wants to be clear, so she said it as plainly as she could.”

“Even though she crushed you.”

“Yeah. Part of me is grateful, though. Without her, I wouldn’t have been where I have and developed into the artist I am now. I did what she said. I got out of my bubble, traveled, saw the world, and developed my own style.” Sienna stopped as the memories came flooding back.

She’d fallen in love with the collage medium, thanks to a gallery in Madrid. The idea of taking snippets of what she saw in printed media all around her, gathering them into one place to make sense of her experiences, was alluring.

Initially, Sienna’s head had been packed with images in her travels, so much so, it was almost overwhelming. She loved being able to collect a piece here and there of everything that was crowding in on her and then create one beautiful, solidified image from the many. It gave her such peace and order, and grounded her in some strange way. When she created, she felt as if she had control of her messy, colorful, chaotic world. Then she could draw a line under that time of her life and move on to the next place.

“Even with the wisdom of maturing and experiencing more of life,” Sienna continued, “I’m still really embarrassed by what I did. God, the presumption, at eighteen, to show her my dad-clone shitty paintings!”

“Have you told her about her critiquing your art years ago?”

Askance, Sienna said, “God, no! I’m hardly going to remind her of my most humiliating moment.”

“Well,” Miriam said, “I, for one, am glad you were inspired to see the world. It wouldn’t have led you to my door otherwise. And we’re all richer for it. Your parents must be so proud.”

Sienna hesitated. “Well, Mum is.”

“Not Dad? You’d think, him being an artist too…”

“It’s complicated. After I discovered my medium, I started doing montages from every city I’d ever lived in. I couldn’t travel with them all, so aside from my favorite, the London series”—she pointed at the works in front of them—“I’d send each collection home.”

“Okay,” Miriam said. “So, your parents were able to see your developing style, then.”

“Yep. Mum loved them. Since she’d spent her whole married life managing all my dad’s art, exhibitions, promotions, and sales, and entering them into events, she decided to do the same for mine. She was a real pro at it. I was skeptical anyone would like it, but she set to work. She was so good at promotion, it started to take off. She’d put the money from any sales into my bank account, which funded me on all my travels. I’d waitress for side money, but my art sales paid the rent.”

“No wonder you could afford to live in some very expensive cities. Why wouldn’t your dad be proud of that?”

“At first, when it started to sell, he was pleased and told people I was a chip off the old block. But then an influential art journalist included me in an ‘up-and-coming artists to watch’ article, and that was it. My work was ‘discovered’ and flew off the shelves. And kept flying. One day, I started selling more than him.” Sienna stopped as the misery that came with the memory clawed at her.

“Ah.”

“That was when he started making these sly little comments about how it wasn’t real art. Just kiddy stuff with scissors and glue. That hurt.”

“He’s so wrong! The medium isn’t what makes something art!” Miriam pointed her beer bottle at Sienna’s works. “These images evoke so much emotion. That’s what art is. What you feel when you see art. He’s very wrong.”

“Well, be that as it may, by the time Dad died, probably to his eternal shame, my art was outselling his ten to one. The asking price has gone up to match. My art’s now wildly overpriced, if you ask me, but Mum insists it’s what the market’s prepared to pay.”

Miriam’s eyes widened at what she was admitting. “Sienna, child…how much would these artworks cost if I was selling them?”

With a chuckle at her expression, Sienna said with a shrug, “Well, this series would sell for around $200,000. An individual piece is $35,000 to $45,000, depending on a few factors, such as canvas size.”

Miriam didn’t speak for a few moments. Then, quietly, she said: “The average price of art in here is five hundred dollars, and it’s only that high because I include some professional artists as well as our workshop graduates.”

“I know.” Sienna idly wiped her hands down her jeans. “I love that you sell accessible art. Everything about your art is for the people. Even holding courses for amateurs is about opening art up to everyone.”

“I’m saying, sweet child, that your work is far out of the 558’s usual league. You know folks are going to fall in love with your series and ask to buy it. They’ll have a heart attack when I tell them how much it’s worth!”

“Well, it’s not for sale. Under any circumstances.” She paused. “You know, I often wonder what Jasmine Gemayel would think of this. It’s not the same style as I showed her. I guess she’d probably hate it too.”

“She didn’t like your old art,” Miriam corrected. “You don’t know what she thinks of this.”

Sienna shrugged. “I’ve seen the art she does like. It’s all over her building. Torn-art collages won’t be to her taste. She’d probably sniff and call it sophomoric. Anyway, it’s not like she’ll ever find your little gallery.”

“No,” Miriam agreed with a genial smile. “I’m too small for English art icons. Well, except for you.”

Sienna scoffed. “Art icon. Riiight.”

“I’m serious!” Miriam said, although her laughter proved she was anything but.

“Hey, now that you know I’m an overpriced artist, I’ll understand if you put up my rent on your daughter’s old apartment.”

With a wave, Miriam said, “It was just gathering dust until you came along. I kept it empty, praying she’d drop out of college and come on home.”

“Miriam! You are not hoping your daughter will be a college dropout!”

She laughed. “It was a fleeting dream. Anyway, she told me to rent it out because she’s sticking with her studies and that’s that. I think she’d laugh to hear my tenant turned out to be a rich and famous artist.”

“Not rich—it all goes on travel and living expenses. And how can I be famous when I use a pseudonym?” Sienna pointed out.

They both glanced at the name in the right-hand corner of all her art. Nothis.

“Noth is what?” Miriam asked. “I always wondered what the name means. Who is Noth?”

“An inside joke. Don’t ask.”

Miriam nodded. “Well, back to your offer to pay more rent: I need you to keep running those workshops for me. Have you seen how long the wait-list is for your next one? You’re a hit. I’m not about to gouge my star masterclass artist now, am I?”

“I’m hardly that.” Sienna scoffed. The memory of Jasmine’s scathing critique danced around her brain.

“Hon, you aren’t the artist you were at eighteen. Your mom’s right. Your art is worth a lot. Jasmine would see that too if you ever show her your work.”

“Never going to happen,” Sienna said with a shudder. “I don’t think I could go through two Jasmine art eviscerations in my lifetime.” She paused. “Assuming she’s even still into art.”

What a strange thought. She wondered where it had come from.

“Why do you say that?” Miriam asked.

“It’s so odd to me that someone who lived and breathed art the way she did just…doesn’t talk about it at all anymore. But I guess her job doesn’t call for it?” She frowned. “But still. It was in her blood.”

“Maybe she simply wouldn’t discuss it with you. You’re an intern to her.”

“True. And she famously doesn’t like the interns. But still…When I mentioned her old gallery, her face went cool and hard. The message was really clear: She doesn’t want a reminder of those memories.”

“Not everyone’s pasts are as happy as we assume.”

“It’s not that. I know that for a time she was happy. There was no faking her joy in those Art After Dark talks she’d give. But something since then changed.”

“She isn’t who you remember?”

“Not really, no. I mean she’s still…wow. Charismatic. Mysterious. I’ve only seen a little of her this week, but she is also older, more closed off with it—”

“Aren’t we all, though?”

“Yes, but…” It was hard to put into words. And maybe it was premature to decide Jasmine was so different, but the woman seemed to be missing something. Her spontaneity? Her spark? Her enthusiasm? Sienna frowned. “She seems reduced.”

“Reduced?”

“It’s like her creative soul went from colors to silhouettes.”

“She does have an entire empire to run now. Not some tiny London gallery.”

“That tiny gallery was hugely influential in the art world. Maybe not in the US, but across Europe, everyone had heard of GOMEA in the years she ran it.”

“I admit I haven’t heard of it. Is it still going?”

“Yes. Her assistant manager runs it. But she’s no Jasmine. No one talks about GOMEA with awe anymore. It’s not seen as cutting-edge and inspiring. It’s less about taking risks.”

“Jasmine took risks before?”

“All the time. She was bold. Visionary. She doesn’t seem like that here. I really want to find out why.”

“Maybe you should ask her,” Miriam teased.

“Maybe I will,” Sienna joked back.

“Oh, I’m sure she’d love that.”

Sienna smiled and then mulled her own question over. “I guess, why would she take big risks when there’s so much money at stake in overseeing exclusive luxury products? And then her husband would just overrule her anyway if she did something too bold. Where’s the incentive to bother?”

“That’s her job?” Miriam’s mouth fell open. “She went from art curation to that?”

“Exactly. She had an artist’s soul. Now she’s this closed-off person who doesn’t curate art anymore; she curates wealth.”

Miriam closed her eyes for a moment. “That poor woman.”

“It’s her choice.”

“I wouldn’t swap her life for mine for a minute. Look at how many artists I help. How many people I meet who love my little co-op and what I do here. My gallery is so much more than the sum of its parts.”

“You’ve made a space of dreams. You should be proud.”

“I am. But somewhere along the line, your Jasmine had what I had; now it’s gone. I’m wondering if she made a wrong turn and knows it.”

“I don’t know what she thinks,” Sienna said. “But it does feel like she’s lost something in New York.”

“Or maybe she’s just lost.” Miriam smiled. “But that just means she can find her way back someday. As for you, take the lesson to heart: When you find out what matters to you most, never stray from the path.”

Sienna smiled. “Never.”


 

Chapter 5

The Bet

Before Sienna knew it, it was Friday. As the week had passed, Mitnick had tried every tactic to belittle, intimidate, and embarrass her—never in an overt way that couldn’t be shrugged off as mild teasing. But it didn’t matter: For Sienna, it was water off a duck’s back.

Because no matter what he said or ordered her to do, she could see the truth in his eyes. She rattled him.

Brett had become a good ally.

“I find it’s easier to just ignore Mitnick,” he’d said once, when they were alone. “I know he’s bad, but his team is exceptional.”

So Adrian Mitnick wasn’t exceptional, his team was. Brett didn’t say it, but she’d joined the dots.

“I’m sorry as well,” she told Brett. “I get why he targets me; I’m just a disposable intern to him. I’ll be gone before you know it. He targets you too, though.”

Brett shrugged. “He doesn’t like how I don’t measure up to his idea of being macho,” he said. “He’s got this image in his head about what men should be, and it’s toxic BS. I mean, if being like that makes him happy, whatever, but it seems to bother him I’m happy with not being like that.”

“That sounds like he’s projecting? Big-noting and bullying can often hide self-doubt. Men too worried about how other men look and act usually have a truckload of insecurities.”

He rubbed his chin. “Maybe I remind him of younger him? Before he was all, y’know.” He waved at himself and faux pimped his hair. “Overhauled. No one’s naturally that…gelled.”

“You think maybe he was once like you?” She didn’t want to say nerdy, but Brett had a soft, sweet, geek-boy streak that Sienna thought was kind of adorable. At lunch breaks, his head was always buried in manhwa graphic novels, which gave them something to talk about. Art was art.

He shrugged. “Whatever. But he can’t have me fired for not being a meathead.” Brett adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and met her gaze earnestly. “He knows I’m good at what I do.”

Sienna loved his quiet self-confidence. Even though Mitnick was always slyly mocking him and getting in little digs, Brett knew he was good. Better than Mitnick.

Mitnick knew that too. It’s why he ruled through power games and sarcasm, so no one questioned his decisions.

Sienna might be almost interested in watching it all unfold—from an anthropological perspective—except Mitnick was also incredibly annoying.

Yesterday, he’d made her count how many paper clips the team had in their department, and to map their usage throughout the day. Answer: 132. None were used. She’d even broken her high-level report down into hue. The exact hue.

“Verdant green, at fifty-three paper clips, came out just ahead of lapis lazuli blue, forty-nine,” she’d informed him, suppressing a grin. “We’re pretty low on onyx,” she’d added with solemnity. “Might want to get right on that.”

The team had whooped and laughed.

Mitnick had glowered. She’d smiled beatifically back.

Now it was Friday. The deadline was upon Smart Machines to deliver their concept for the Tier One Thousand product this year. Jasmine would be here for the pitch. The excitement was palpable, a nervous sizzle energizing the room.

It was almost funny to see the men in a mild flap since they usually tried to act so cool. Except Brett, who didn’t care how he looked.

Mitnick was scooting from team member to team member, barking orders, asking if things were ready. His voice was slightly higher than normal.

A mock-up of “Mitnickdronev9-finalpitch” was on Brett’s screen, and Sienna glanced at it, curious as to how their fancy drone had turned out. It was square and boxy, with large propellers. Like a war machine, sinister and cold, with guns that looked lethal, not fun. This was a toy? It looked ready to be deployed in a war zone.

“Yikes,” she murmured, trying not to shudder.

Apparently, she must have been too loud, because from six feet away, Mitnick turned to stare. Then he stalked up to her.

“What?” he prodded. “You don’t like my drone?”

My drone. It was never the team’s drone to him. He really was a shitty leader.

“I didn’t say that,” she said evenly. “I’m sure it’s fine for…what it is.”

“For what it is,” he mocked. “Like you know all about drones. If you’ve got a better idea for personal drone use, we’d all love to hear it.”

He snickered and turned back to his team, seeking their agreement.

Most just eyed her curiously. There were no nods of agreement or snorts of laughter. Looked like Mitnick was losing his crowd. Interesting.

As a matter of fact, she did have a better idea. It was one she’d been mulling over since Tuesday. She hesitated.

“I’m sure she doesn’t,” Brett jumped in quickly, seeing her contemplative look.

Mitnick turned back to her, expression curious now, as if wondering if a rabbit would be so foolish as to put its neck in a trap. “Oh, don’t tell me you do, Intern?”

“What if I did?” she asked. “Would you listen?”

That caused every eye in the room to swivel to her.

“Wait, you think you have a better idea? After all of a week in this department?” Mitnick snorted. “Okay, sure, let’s hear it.”

“I’ll do you a deal first.” Sienna glanced around the room, confirming everyone was listening. “If I tell you my idea and it’s agreed by the room that it’s better than yours, you lay off the hazing crap.”

He smirked. “You think my boys will vote for you?” Mitnick glanced at them, then back.

“They might, if they’re allowed to. You guys have an open mind, don’t you?” she challenged them. “You can be fair, right?”

That earned shrugs but also a lot more interest in their eyes.

“I’m sure they can be fair.” Mitnick’s eyes gleamed. “And if I win, you quit.”

Damn. “That’s a bit harsh.”

He leaned into her personal space. “Knew it. All talk.”

“Fine! I’ll quit. But I won’t lose.” She hoped. She really, really hoped. Still, what was life without courage? “All right, here it is. And, Adrian, I admit you sort of inspired me there with using drones as water carriers.”

“I…what?”

“A lot of rich people like their privacy, right? Some live far from people or in areas not easily accessible by the usual emergency services. So, imagine there’s a house fire. Or a small yard fire. So, a fire truck might take half an hour or an hour to get to them, right? But what if they owned a personal water bomber drone?”

Brett’s eyes lit up like Christmas lights. “Oh wow!” he gasped.

“Seriously?” Mitnick muttered at Brett in annoyance. He turned back to Sienna. “And, Intern? That’s the dumbest shit ever. One dump of water and that’s it? How’s that putting out a fire?”

“You said it yourself: rich people have pools. You design a drone that can fill up from the pool, over and over, dump, refill, dump, refill. It might be enough to hold off a small fire spreading until the professionals can arrive.”

Matthew, one of the quieter mechanical engineers, piped up, “Whoa! Where did that come from?”

“When I was in Australia, they had this out-of-control bushfire threatening the edge of a suburb, and so they sent in their water bomber. It’s a helicopter nicknamed Elvis, and the fire was out in no time. It had this long, dangling thing under its belly, like a wasp’s stinger, that sucked up water from nearby lakes and dams. It was impressive to watch.”

“Christ, that’s a whole helicopter,” Mitnick said. “You expect that level of tech inside a drone? A personal drone made for a private citizen?”

“Didn’t you tell me your boys could design anything?” she fired back. “I don’t know what’s possible because I’m not into mechanical things at all. But you guys are. If you designed this, it could be revolutionary. You asked me for a better idea than your”—she waved mocking finger guns at him—“toy water fights. I’ve given it to you. The rest is up to you.” She paused for effect. “But maybe what the world needs more of is rich kids having their aerial wars.”

Mitnick shook his head. “You don’t get it. It’s irrelevant what the world needs; it’s what the rich shits and their brats want. And it’s what they’re willing to pay big bucks for.”

“But we both know they’ll play with their toy drones for a little while and get bored, and it’ll become landfill while they find their next distraction.”

“Not our problem.”

She gasped. “You don’t care about the environment?”

“Does the environment pay my rent?”

“Okay, but my idea still ticks the box of what rich people want. There will be demand.”

“Doesn’t matter if it’s not even doable. How strong would a drone have to be to carry a lot of water?”

Sienna glanced at Jason, a tall, wiry man, watching with interest. “What do you say, Jason? Can it be done?” He was the one with the most engineering talent.

“Well”—his gaze darted upward and his thin eyebrows knitted together—“I think it’s something we could try. We’d have to move the water holder underneath if you’re using it for refills. And maybe make the frame components stronger for a heavier load. It would add to the size and weight—and massively add to the price. But if money was no object…” His eyes lit up. “It’d be a fun challenge. I mean it’s…possible. Yeah.”

Jason looked as if he wanted to race off and start designing it right now. “I gotta say, the idea is killer.” His enthusiasm fell away as he darted a look at his boss. “I mean… Sorry, man, but it is.”

The rest of the team nodded at Jason, and Mitnick glared at them.

“Although,” Jason said, “Elvis is a shit name for a water bomber, yeah? It’s gotta be Bowie. Smooth.”

Sienna laughed. “Right. Okay, Bowie.”

Mitnick’s whole face had turned ferocious and dark, and he was eyeing Jason as if he’d committed treason.

Jason’s shoulders sagged. “I mean, if you wanted me to design it, I’d like to try,” he said, his hopeful look fading. “It’s a good idea is all. Come on—we can all see it.”

The rest of the team murmured agreement.

“So I win.” Sienna hiked an eyebrow at Mitnick.

“No. You don’t.” His tone was low, warning. “It’s irrelevant that these easily impressed idiots seem to think it has merit. We already have a concept in play. That’s not changing.” He glanced at her and then the rest of the team.

Brett folded his arms, jaw tight. Everyone else slowly nodded despite disappointment filling their eyes.

“Good,” Mitnick snapped.

Just then, the door opened and Jasmine walked in. Well, floated. The woman had gliding down to an art form. Today she wore a flowing sari with a maroon fabric belt wrapped around her gold pallu. Thick, gold, hoop earrings set off the effect. She was magnificent. Sienna drew in a breath, forgetting she was squared off against Mitnick.

Jasmine, however, took one look at the pair of them, with the rest of the room watching in a tense silence, and said, “Problem?”

Despite being born in England, Jasmine had a faint British Iranian accent, doubtlessly courtesy of her parents. Today, her gravelly voice was at its lowest timbre and, combined with that alluring accent, it made her sound like she’d said “Proh-blemm?”

Sienna shook her head. “All good.”

Mitnick turned to Jasmine, and his smile was oily. “Not at all, Ms. Latouf. Just debating something with your intern.”

Jasmine’s eyes twitched in disapproval at his choice of words. Your intern.

“How can I assist?” Mitnick finished with a flourish.

“Your…presentation?” she prompted him. “For Tier One Thousand?”

He blinked, clearly having momentarily forgotten that she was due here for this reason. Then he straightened and nodded. “Of course,” Mitnick said. “Of course.” He shuffled through some notes and cleared his throat.

Before he could speak, Jasmine flicked her fingers, as though screwing in a lightbulb. “I’ve already heard it’s a drone. Let us cut to the chase.”

The way she said it, the words came out as dark and intense as her gaze: “Cud to der chass.” A little shiver went through Sienna.

“I want to know why it is unique,” Jasmine told him. “Why will our clientele want this? Be efficient in your words.”

Mitnick swallowed and launched in. “It’s a battle bot that fires water pistols. It’ll be sold in pairs, so rich kids can have war games with our drones.”

Jasmine’s expression faltered.

Yeah. Relatable.

“Water. Pistols,” she repeated. “That is your big idea?”

That sounded to Sienna like dart, and the word was dripping in disdain.

“It will be fun,” he persisted. “Right?” He glanced around his team as a bead of sweat appeared at his temple. He wiped it with his fingertips.

No one spoke.

Jasmine’s plump lips tightened into thin scarlet lines. “For two minutes. Until they crash and end up in someone’s pool. And that’s that.”

Dart’s dart. Slicing him like a knife. Jasmine shook her head. “No. What is your plan B?”

Silence swallowed the room. It felt like the aftermath of a shock wave. Was this unusual then? Having an idea flat out rejected?

Maybe it was. Judging by the expressions, yes.

Jasmine was still impatiently boring holes into her department head. Waiting for some nonexistent alternative.

“Well,” Mitnick said, rallying, “the other idea was for a water bomber drone. It would be sold as a home-protection device. In the event of a fire, it would be directed to a nearby pool or lake. There, it would fill up, dump water on the fire, and return repeatedly until it’s either out, or firefighters arrive.”

The audacity.

Mitnick’s cheeks did not even redden. The utter gall of the man.

Jasmine didn’t speak for a moment, then darted a look around the room. Then she stared at him. “How is this only your plan B?”

“Ma’am?”

“It would be one of our most sought-after products of all time, given how far away from services some of our clients live and the premium they would place on their peace of mind in having this product. And you present it as a plan B?”

Mitnick squirmed. “I just thought the toy aspect of plan A would appeal to the rich bros,” he argued. “They love to play.”

“It’s immature.” Jasmine’s expression turned cold. “As are some of our clients who’d love it, no doubt. But all of our clients want safety for their estates. All of our clients want their families to survive a fire. Even if it cannot put out a large fire, it may prevent it from getting large, yes? It is exceptional in potential. So we will go with the idea that appeals to the most people.” She paused. “Although…is it even feasible? Have you worked out the basic specs?”

Mitnick faltered then and shuffled his papers. “Uh…”

“It is,” Jason cut in. “I mean, I think so. The only decision is how much water we want it to hold. That adds to the weight of the structure and power needed to fly it.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll work out an optimal size. That’s the point of having someone with your skill set on this team.” Jasmine studied them all, expression curious. “Whose idea was this?”

Silence again enveloped the room. No one moved.

“I…um…” Mitnick squirmed a little, “thought that…”

“No.” Jasmine lifted a finger and shot him a chilling look. “I know your ideas. The toy drone was your idea, Mr. Mitnick, but this one was not yours.” She studied their faces. “Jason?”

“No, Ms. Latouf. Not me.” He looked thrilled she’d even thought it might be his. “It’s a great idea, though,” he added.

“Yes,” she agreed without inflection. “It is.” She cocked an eyebrow and again scanned the room. “I will ask a second time. Whose idea was this socially conscious, clever way of saving homes on fire? Hmm?”

No one said a word. Sienna didn’t so much as twitch.

“Such short-term memory loss you all have,” Jasmine said with an irritated cluck. “Well, I suppose it does not matter. I approve this concept. Get to work. I want to see a plan proving feasibility in four weeks.”

She turned to go, her eyes skating briefly over Sienna’s face as she did. It felt like the brush of fingertips.

Sienna’s mouth went dry.

Then Jasmine left.

The moment she was gone, Mitnick pointed at Sienna. “You. With me. Now.” And then he pointed for her to follow him into the enclosed kitchenette behind the main drafting area. He strode to the door and strong-armed it open with a crash.

He wanted to talk with her in a confined space?

Brett shot her a worried look. Sienna frowned back. Still, Mitnick didn’t seem the violent type, just an egotist and annoying.

The moment she entered the kitchenette, he slammed the door closed behind her. She forced herself not to jump.

He faced her, arms folded. A vein was popping on his forehead.

“Why didn’t you tell her?” he demanded.

“Why didn’t the others?” she asked.

“I’m not talking about my team. They were never going to spill. They’re loyal. I’m talking about you.” He looked genuinely confused.

“I’m an artist. I’ve worked in art collectives before. Individually, we are all creative but we also do what’s best for the collective. If that means sharing resources or helping out someone with a problem, that’s what you do. So, today, I deduced protecting the feelings of the team leader seemed important to the collective. So that's what I did.”

“You…” He stared at her, incredulity in his eyes. “You were protecting my feelings?”

“Yes.”

“Because you thought the team needs that?”

“No, you needed it, and a good collective protects its leader.”

“I needed it,” he repeated.

“Yes.” That much was obvious. Why else had he stolen credit? He desperately needed it.

“Even though it would have won you brownie points with Jasmine?” He peered at her harder. “You could have sucked up to her today and told her it was all you.”

“I could have,” she said quietly. “I chose not to.” She studied the man. He seemed angrier than usual. Embarrassed, most likely. Jasmine had known it wasn’t his idea. She’d humiliated him too.

“Why didn’t you tell her?” he asked again, sounding mystified. “You could have hurt me.”

The way he’d have delighted in hurting her, if the shoe had been on the other foot.

“Honestly, why do I care whose drone gets picked in the end? I’ll be gone from here long before it’s even made. But this is your job. It means a lot to you, getting ahead. So my bottom line was: If it matters to you, and you matter to the collective, then I do what’s best for everyone.”

He digested that. “The collective,” he mocked. “Listen to you! We’re not a damned collective! You’re not in some hippie art commune now!”

“No,” she murmured as his voice rose and rose. “I noticed.”

“And you are not a member of MY team.” He shouted now, loud enough for whole floor to have heard. “Do you hear me?”

“It’s a bit hard not to,” she said with a wince. “I’m curious as to what you thought you could achieve by saying that at the top of your lungs that you couldn’t achieve saying it in a normal voice?”

He stared at her unblinkingly, then said, “I don’t get you.”

“I know.” The man didn’t understand leadership or group dynamics and didn’t have a selfless bone in his body. Of course he couldn’t understand someone putting their team ahead of themselves.

“But,” he continued, “if you think I’m going to treat you nice now because of that stupid bet, you’re wrong.”

“You will treat me like everyone else, or your team will see what you are,” she said firmly. “A man who doesn’t keep his word. How long do you think their loyalty will last knowing that about you?”

His brow furrowed, and he seemed to sag as her words penetrated. He didn’t reply immediately. Then, “Okay, fuck off for the rest of the day. I don’t want to look at you.”

Mitnick thumped open the door of the kitchenette and stormed back out into the main room. Sienna followed.

The tone was subdued and somber. A chill skittered up her spine, and Sienna wondered what the team had been talking about in their absence.

Brett shot a concerned look her way. She smiled at him reassuringly as she picked up her messenger bag to go.

Jason glanced up, gave her a tiny nod, then returned to typing at his keyboard. Matthew’s expression was considering, and almost respectful, before he, too, turned back to his work.

Mitnick began snapping out orders. For once, no one in the room answered or even looked at their team leader.

~ ~ ~

At first unsure where to go after being kicked out, Sienna ended up in the foyer. She exhaled in relief. The art. It was what had lured her in the first day and what captivated her even now.

She made her way to the farthest couch, a three-seater fabric affair, one of two in the reception area. Unlike the bone-colored three-seater in front of the room’s wide-bricked arching windows, this one was out of view of the passing public and the woman at the desk.

The receptionist, a slightly built young blonde woman in her mid-twenties, seemed content to be pecking away at her keyboard while murmuring on the phone. She barely glanced in Sienna’s direction. Sienna wasn’t even certain if the woman knew she wasn’t alone.

The industrial look was so pronounced down here: the smooth blackbutt wood floor, the rough concrete walls, pockmarked in places, and the long, fat black pipes running along the ceiling—with down lights affixed and softly illuminating the art. Larger black chain-pendant lights dangled near the reception desk, their wide round mouths offering a warm glow.

And, tucked away at the other end of the room, hidden by both the layout and one luscious, leafy parlor palm, sat Sienna, entranced.

Now that she thought about it, this part of the ground floor seemed deliberately created to be an art lover’s viewing area.

She sank deeper into the avocado-green cushion, arms sliding to the metal-gray-colored armrest, and immersed herself in another world. The art crowding the walls seemed to surround her, as if positioned exactly for this sensory experience.

The most unusual art was just a painted rendering of a slice of cheese, beside a screwed up label with Humboldt written on it.

The most complex was the art of Hom Nguyen, a contemporary French genius with a ballpoint and felt-tip pen who could scribble stunning portraits.

Sienna sat captivated for some time, absorbing the colors, textures, and shadows, when she sensed a presence. Her skin prickled, and her nose twitched at perfume. Saffron. She looked up.

Jasmine was three feet away, an unsettled expression on her face.

“You’re in my seat,” came that low, sensual rumble.

Sienna drew in a breath. Resisting the urge to apologize, especially right now when she was having an art epiphany, she instead wordlessly scooted along from the middle to the end cushion. Plenty of space for two. Then she resumed gazing at the art.

Out of the corner of her eye, she sensed Jasmine’s stymied expression. Had she expected Sienna to leave? Most likely. She’d have to order her to, though, because this was a near-religious experience she wasn’t about to give up without a fight.

After a pause, she felt the sofa dip at the other end and smelled more of Jasmine’s faint perfume. Saffron and musk notes.

Neither woman spoke, and Sienna lost track of time. She was both acutely aware of Jasmine’s presence and also engrossed in the art.

“Which do you appreciate most?” Jasmine asked, breaking the silence.

The mere question pained her. “I’m not going to choose a favorite child,” Sienna said. “Not even for you.”

Not even for you? Why the hell had she said that!

A low laugh came from Jasmine. She sounded greatly amused when she said, “All right, which artist or artists among these do you admire?”

“I’m not a fan of the cheese,” Sienna said, waving at the Humboldt label. “Too esoteric for my taste. But of the rest?” She exhaled. “All of them. I swear it’s not a cop-out answer. But the person who chose these artworks did so with great care and love and expertise. Each one has something unique. Something to say. The Hom Nguyen first drew me into your building on Monday. His scribbles seem so haphazard at first, but look how expressive the face is!” She stared at it in wonder.

Jasmine didn’t reply, as if expecting more.

“But now what rivets me is this one.” She pointed at an atmospheric blue painting, with stormy clouds and a gilt cage in the middle that held a woman. On top of the cage, its proportions all wrong, sat a blue-black bird watching the trapped woman.

“Why?” Jasmine’s word came out more of a soft demand than a question.

“It inverts the trope of humans caging birds. Is she the bird’s prisoner?” Sienna asked. “Is she the bird’s…pet? Is the bird a sentinel keeping watch? Is it giving her hope that she can be free one day?”

“What if she is dreaming of the bird? To take her mind off her predicament? After all, the size says it’s not real,” came Jasmine’s low murmur.

“Is that what it means?” Sienna frowned and turned to her. “Who is the artist?”

“The artist is unknown. But the painting is called Waiting to Fly.”

Sienna turned that over. “So, is the woman gathering up her courage to leave her cage? To metaphorically fly?” she asked. “Does the bird whisper to her that she can do it?”

“Or the bird mocks her?”

“Why do you say that?” Sienna asked in astonishment.

“Don’t you see it?” Jasmine shot back.

Sienna scanned the artwork for a few moments but couldn’t see anything that indicated mockery. “Are you projecting? Onto a poor, defenseless bird?” She smiled and met Jasmine’s eye. “Although I suppose all art is projection. Subjective. No two people ever experience a piece the same way. You know, I’ve heard it argued that art is what remains after you take away what the artist intended and what the audience sees.”

“Well,” Jasmine said, her eyes half-lidded. “For a Croatian waitress, you certainly think a lot about art.” Her tone was teasing for once. Usually it contained edges, as if designed to bruise. Not this time.

Sienna liked hearing it. “We’re back to that waitress bit again, are we?” she said, tone light.

“Better a waitress than an intern.” She twisted the word “intern” into something unpleasant. Something derogatory.

It was out of the blue, a reminder of their respective statuses. She wasn’t sure why Jasmine had felt the need to say it, but Sienna knew she didn’t like it. Why now?

She slid Jasmine a reproachful look. “All right,” she said. “Let’s make a rule: when we’re down here, on your special art sofa, you treat me as someone who loves discussing art as much as you do. And in turn, I won’t see you as the big boss who hates interns and doesn’t care if they fall off the building. None of this sneering at me for being a lowly intern. Down here, we discuss nothing but the art. Deal?”

Jasmine’s eyes narrowed. She paused before speaking. “What on earth gives you the idea this circumstance would ever repeat?” She waved a finger in Sienna’s direction and then back to herself.

Ah. Shit. That was a good point. Her cheeks flamed. Stupid. Why would Jasmine Gemayel ever seek her out to discuss art again? What was Sienna thinking? Her bravado started shriveling.

“And to correct the record,” Jasmine continued. “I would care if one of the interns fell off the building. The liability insurance issues would be a pain to deal with.”

She said it so straight, it took Sienna a moment to realize what she’d said.

“Funny,” Sienna deadpanned and folded her arms. She was too embarrassed to bother indulging Jasmine’s eccentricities now. Should she just get up and leave, or wait for her boss to depart first?

Jasmine studied her a moment. “You’re not one of the interns, though,” she corrected, her voice back to the lower, softer register. “Not one of my husband’s ‘chosen ones.’”

“No.” Wait. “Does that matter?”

“It…shouldn’t.” There was a but hanging in the air.

“A loophole?” Hope filled Sienna, and her head shot up. “Is that why you’re allowing yourself to talk to me?”

“Perhaps.”

Sienna waited.

Jasmine turned to properly study her. “You’re not like the rest of them.”

“The rest of who? Interns?”

“No. All of them.” Her finger drifted toward the ceiling. “Put a hundred people in that meeting with Mitnick today—a thousand—and you would still be the only one to not own up to their idea.” She tilted her head. “Even knowing that it would impress their CEO. Tell me why.”

“Who says it was my idea?”

“I knew it was yours the moment Mitnick said it.”

Sienna’s mouth fell open. “How?”

“Smart Machines might be filled with good designers and engineers, but they rarely have an original thought. They do not think outside the box—or, rather, they do not think outside any box Adrian Mitnick hasn’t given them to examine. And they most certainly do not come up with concepts for the social good.”

“Oh.”

“Besides, when I asked whose idea it was, half the eyes in the room darted to you.”

“If you knew it was me, why did you ask?”

“I was curious,” Jasmine said, “to see if anyone would break ranks. To see how far the team leader would go to claim credit.”

“And what did you learn?”

“What I expected to. You are different: the grit of sand in the oyster.”

She was what? Sienna wasn’t sure what to say to that. Didn’t the grit of sand in an oyster become a pearl? Eventually?

“You still did not say why you would not own your idea. Did you not want to impress me?” She lifted a mocking eyebrow. “And to think I thought everyone wanted to impress me.”

“Are you saying my idea did impress you?” Sienna asked with the tiniest hint of teasing.

Jasmine narrowed her eyes. “I am not sure I said that.”

“Maybe next time, then?”

“You expect there will be another occasion to impress me?” Jasmine offered a most delicate, skeptical snort.

“Of course.” Obviously. “Fate,” Sienna said earnestly. “I keep telling you: It’s brought me here for a reason.”

“Nonsense,” Jasmine countered, waving her hand. “Fate is a random roll of a dice, nothing more.”

Not true, but Sienna didn’t want to argue. “Did you even care whose idea it was?” she asked. “Was it all about assessing the team’s dynamics?”

“I am always interested if an idea comes from an unlikely source.”

“Can I ask you something? If I hadn’t come up with that plan B, and there had been no other idea floating around, would you have gone along with Mitnick’s drone?”

“Due to the time constraints involved, I would have told the team to make alterations to the battle drone to make it…” She threw up both hands. “Worthier. Improve on it.”

Sienna sagged. The Jasmine she’d once known would have verbally shredded an inferior work as not deserving the endorsement of her name. She’d have walked away from the creator in disgust.

“So you’d have compromised?” Sienna asked in dismay. “You wouldn’t have told them to start again from scratch? To not leave until they’d come up with a concept that wasn’t crap?”

Jasmine’s eyes narrowed, and with a voice as hard as ice, she said, “It seems you have a different idea of what being a CEO is than I do. My job is collaborative, not dictatorial.”

“I thought your job was overseeing excellence,” Sienna said in surprise. “Not accepting mediocrity.”

Indignation flashed into Jasmine’s eyes. “I do not accept mediocrity.”

She hadn’t used to, no. Now? Sure sounded like it.

“But as I explained, we have time constraints,” Jasmine ground out.

“Right.” Sienna’s shoulders drooped. What a cop-out.

Swinging her head around to eye her fully, Jasmine said, “Back to the point. In future, I expect you to claim your ideas. Don’t ever let anyone take credit again. Even if you don’t care—or whatever your reasons for doing so—it matters. Understood?”

“If that’s what you want.”

“I do. Own your wins, Ms. Fisher.”

How formal. “Ms. Fisher?” Sienna arched an eyebrow. “But I thought I was the Croatian waitress, not your intern? At least while we’re down here? A mere fellow art lover.”

“I did not agree to that deal, nor its presumption that any art discussion between us will ever reoccur.”

Sienna’s cheeks heated. It was presumptuous, Jasmine wasn’t wrong. She felt stung. Chastened.

At that, Jasmine stood slowly. “I have work to do.” She paused, and her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you too?”

“No. Adrian kicked me out for the rest of today. I’m of no use to him now that I’ve embarrassed him, apparently.”

Jasmine did not look in the least surprised. “Then stay. Think about that one some more.” She pointed at Waiting to Fly. “Maybe you’ll notice what you missed the first time. Hmm?”

Missed? What had she missed? And didn’t that imply Jasmine expected her to point it out when she found it? Maybe? The idea brightened her. She turned to her, but Jasmine was already gone.

Sienna stayed in the foyer, warmed at the thought there might be more art talks some other time.

But for all her looking, she could not see what she’d missed in the painting of the woman in the cage.


 

Chapter 6

A New Obsession

Tier One announcement day began yet again with Sienna trying not to slide off her white conference room chair at the sight of Jasmine. She swept in wearing a plum-colored, long Chinese blazer with gold embroidery that looked as if it had been created by the finest tailor in Hong Kong. She was trailed by an unremarkable man in his mid-sixties, balding, bespectacled, and wearing a dark-gray suit.

Sienna’s swooning did not go unnoticed. Oliver, standing behind her, leaned forward. “I know, right?” he whispered in her ear. “The queen.”

“The goddess,” she whispered back.

Even Jasmine’s plum lipstick seemed the perfect shade, matching her jacket.

The CEO eyed the room, her face impassive. It was always impassive, Sienna realized, unless she was talking art. But right now, it was doing a great job of building anticipation for the Latouf Luxury Emporium’s assembled staff.

“Good morning,” she began. “This season’s Tier One will be a cosmetic overhaul of next year’s Bugatti Veyron. The basic car design stays the same, of course; we are not car designers. But you will be working on the interior look, trims, accessories, exterior color, and so on. You will make this vehicle so special that our clients will not even balk at the fact an oil change on a Bugatti costs $20,000.”

Sienna stared. It cost what?

“We’ve been in negotiations with Bugatti for over eighteen months for this collaboration, and we need to do it justice. I have with me the assistant director of design from Bugatti, Monsieur Henri Allard,” she said, flicking a wrist to the portly older man she’d entered with, “who will take you through exactly what you can and cannot change with their design. He has spec sheets and a list of what is essential for the Bugatti brand, particulars we must retain.”

She indicated to Oliver, who dropped photocopies and USB sticks in front of everyone. Well, except Sienna, who obviously wasn’t a part of this challenge.

“Monsieur Allard will be based on the eighth floor for the next two weeks for anyone who wishes to consult with him personally on their design ideas. He will be able to explain parameters, expectations, and what Bugatti is able to change for us.”

The Smart Machines team started buzzing with excitement.

Antonio, stoic as ever, looked entirely unmoved, as did Miles in Collections. Indira was practically pouting. Which made sense; this was not their specialty in the least.

Jasmine invited feedback, and the room erupted with masculine energy. Questions were called out, mostly by Mitnick. It was clear from his line of interrogation that he was planning the gruntiest-looking, speed-demon vehicle in creation. Of course he was.

It was curious how no one seemed to question this direction. She supposed that’s who Bugatti’s consumer base was, the wealthy testosterone crowd, but still. She idly wondered what a car would look like that didn’t conform to everyone’s preconceived ideas of a luxury sports car. They all focused on the sports car side. No one at this table was looking at the luxury side. And luxury appealed to women too.

She surreptitiously pulled over Indira’s discarded spec sheet page from beside her and ran her eyes over it. She studied the shape and flow of the Veyron line drawing at the top of the page. It had a lot more curves than you’d expect from a sports car. She discreetly pulled out her phone and looked up previous models of Veyrons.

Interesting. The model they were working with had a whole lot more curves than any previous Veyrons, with one exception. And that model had never gone into production.

She returned her gaze to the line drawing. If you didn’t know who had made it and looked at it with a fresh eye, without the baggage of its reputation, the car was almost feminine. Like a powerful cat—but not a jungle cat, which would be all lean and sinewy. No, for some reason, this design reminded her of a snooty Persian feline: luxurious, beautiful, perfect, and she knew it.

There was that word again. Luxurious.

Maybe everyone had it all wrong. She slid a glance at the silent Bugatti designer and wondered for a moment. This didn’t feel like a car designed for men. It was an ode to the beauty of women. It was worshipping her curves.

She inhaled so sharply that several people glanced her way. Even Jasmine turned, eyebrow arched, and studied her for half a moment before losing interest.

Indira nudged her. “You okay, sweetie?”

“Yup,” she said brightly and willed herself to calm down, but excitement was racing through her. Not once had anyone suggested the car had to target male buyers. It was just assumed.

She glanced at Mitnick, who was loudly debating nicknames for their design. The Ebony Enforcer and Midnight Marauder were in the lead. Sienna winced. Why did they have to make the car sound angry and violent? Couldn’t they see how beautiful she was?

So…what if…she entered the contest? What if she came up with a look for it that went against the assumptions and embraced all those luscious curves? She was an artist. She could do this. And as a sublime image started to fill her mind, she knew exactly how she could make this car special.

Except…why was she assuming she could enter the Tier One contest at all? Not only wasn’t she part of a department, she was a mere intern. Someone disposable and invisible.

Still, her mind couldn’t help whirring.

The meeting wound up, with Mitnick announcing as he left that his team would be working on the Ebony Enforcer. He had the cocky strut of a man who knew he’d already won.

Sienna hid out in the main-floor kitchen, doing as much research as she could cram into her head, readying herself for her most important mission. Indira had let Sienna have her spec sheet and USB stick, saying hell would freeze over before she entered a car design contest. “Stylish throw rugs or a designer settee? I’m your woman,” she’d told her cheerfully. “Things that go vroom? No thanks.”

Sienna was grateful. An hour later, she headed down to the eighth floor to talk to Henri Allard from Bugatti.

He was a gentle-looking Frenchman with a nervous habit of scribbling shapes in a notepad. She admired his doodles for a few moments. More curves than sharp lines. That might explain his car design.

“I’m Sienna,” she told him as she sat opposite him at the table. “And I love your car.”

That earned her a small smile, even as he regarded her in confusion. “I thought it would be the young men from the car division who would seek me out first,” he confided. “I see in their faces. Much enthusiasm, oui?”

“Oh, I know. They’ll be here very soon, I’m sure.” She smiled. “Men do love their fast cars. No wonder they love Bugatti.”

He regarded her. “And you too?”

“In a sense,” she said. “I wanted to talk to you about your design.”

She laid out a printout of the model they were to customize that she’d found on the USB drive. Next to it, she lay a picture she’d found online. Sienna tapped that image. “Your new design reminds me of this concept 16.4 Veyron from the Paris Motor Show in 2000. I know the car never ended up going to market, despite hopes it would. It’s a shame because that was a beautiful car. But that’s what I see when I look at this.” She tapped the model they were to customize.

Surprise lit his features. “Oui.”

“I’m right?” she asked, blinking.

“Many of us loved the 2000 model even if it was plagued with issues. I most of all. It was supposed to come out in 2003, and orders were being taken.”

“I read it had issues that couldn’t be fixed, so it was withdrawn from market.”

He inclined his head. “We were actually close to solving them, but the cost overruns were high…” He faded out. “Too high for some.”

“The new Bugatti president axed your car because of the cost overruns.” Sienna had read that in a motoring article.

He cleared his throat, then said, “Bugatti went in a different direction.”

That was one word for it. “I see on the Bugatti website that all they’re trumpeting is the Tourbillon these days. All hard lines and angles. It looks almost…furious.” Mitnick would love that car.

He smiled. “I would agree with that.”

“But it’s not a new Tourbillon we’re customizing. Instead, you bring us this: a car that never was made the first time around. Was this your chance to see your car finished at last? Maybe you resolved the issues too late and the company had already moved on. But you never forgot?” With a soft smile, she said, “I think maybe you miss all those curves.”

His eyes were bright, and he exhaled. He leaned in. “It was the greatest car we never sold. Gorgeous, from a design point of view. Mechanically, it is now the same as the current Veyrons, no issues at all. But externally? It is the car I dreamed of. And now I have the chance to see it made? Of course I will do this. And those curves are special to me. They make it so…” He stopped, frowning. “I cannot think of the English word.”

“Strokable?” Sienna suggested, running a finger along the desk to indicate what she meant.

“Yes.” He beamed. “I see you understand our design very well.”

“I’m an artist. I love things that make me want to immerse myself in them, experience them. Your design does that.” She drew in a breath and asked the one question she’d come here to ask. “Tell me, Monsieur Allard, how would you feel about me creating a custom-fit for your Veyron that is aimed at women, not men?”

He leaned back in his chair and regarded her. “Not speaking for Bugatti, not speaking for anyone but me? I would say, it is about time, oui? I will tell you a secret. When first the design for this model was made, it was my beautiful wife I helped create it for. It was her I was thinking of, her curves. Not a man’s muscles.”

“Oh.” Sienna breathed in sharply. And it suddenly made so much sense why the model looked the way it did. The shape and flow and curves.

His smile dipped a little when he added, “However, speaking for Bugatti, they have certain expectations, and would draw the line at any vehicle that doesn’t meet them.”

Sienna sagged. “I understand.”

“But there is leeway. Just make sure you follow the notes exactly. Do not deviate from anything on Bugatti’s list regarding what cannot be done. After that? Well. They cannot complain. I look forward to seeing what you come up with. It is an…unconventional…vision. I’m also curious as to whether your CEO would be open to such an idea.”

Me too, she thought to herself. And I don’t even know if she’d let me enter a design in the first place.

Two hours later, she dragged Oliver out to lunch and, over a series of fat sushi rolls, grilled him.

“Can anyone enter the Tier One?” she asked first.

Oliver blinked. “You mean…” He stared. “You?”

“Me.”

He shook his head slowly. “One person cannot come up with all the design components required in the time allocated. Teams only get six weeks to come up with a detailed proposal. It’s just not possible.”

“Even for me?” she asked. “With all my design and art experience?”

“Kitten, not even you. There’s too much to cover. Why not relax and let Smart Machines do their thing? We all know they have it cinched.”

“And let Mitnick win when I have a fantastic idea?”

“You have a better idea than the Smart Machines team, who live and breathe cars and gadgets?” He snickered. “Sienna, darling, I love you to bits, but you’re outgunned and outmanned. This is the ultimate boy challenge, and the one thing those meatheads are good at is designing toys for boys. They understand the market. They are the market.”

“Except it’s not a boy toy. I’ve been talking to Mr. Allard. I know now how and why it looks the way it does. It’s special to him. He had his wife in mind when he helped design it. So why not enhance that look further and create a Bugatti designed to appeal to women?”

“Because that’s not Bugatti’s market.” Oliver shook his head. “It’ll never be approved. Jasmine will not take a risk on something so bold. Our Tier One clients are overwhelmingly male, and you know sports car lovers are too. She wouldn’t go against that.”

“She hasn’t seen my design yet, though.” She closed her eyes and thought about it. “My car will be pearl white. That milky, luminous white is the most beautiful, tactile-looking color in the world. It’s literally a color you want to touch.”

“Oh Lord.”

“Ever seen a white grand piano? How sleek it is?” Sienna sighed. “How much you want to run a finger over it? This will be so much more.”

“A…white…Bugatti.” He laughed. “No one will want to buy that.”

“Has anyone ever asked women what they want to buy in a Bugatti?”

“I feel like we’re going in circles here. No, they don’t ask women because they’re not the market.”

“And they’re not the market because no one has ever marketed a car specifically for them. You should see Bugatti’s latest model on their website. The Tourbillon’s like a male appendage. It’s so unsubtle.” She shuddered. “Allard has given us a design he’s always wanted to see made real. And I will make his car so beautiful, every wealthy woman in the world will want it. And it will be called Bugatti Obsession.”

He inhaled. “You…” He faded out. “I don’t know what you are.”

“I know.” She chuckled.

“But I’ll tell you what: I’ll get you the design proposals from winning Tier Ones from previous years so you can see how it’s done. Use them as a template. So help me, I must be mad too.”

“Thanks, Oliver. You’re the best.”

“Even though you can’t do it alone. I’m serious. You will need help,” he warned her.

“Understood.” A plan started to form as to where to get help.

“Sure thing, kitten.” He patted her wrist. “I’d give anything to see Jasmine’s face when you submit that design.”

“Me too.” Sienna swallowed. “I think.”

~ ~ ~

The rest of the week, spent with the rumpled and rather lovely white-haired Miles in Collections, proved less exciting than she’d hoped. He was a man whose love for classic authors was matched only by his love for cardigans.

Their art chats were curtailed by the fact he worshipped the Old Masters and everything Baroque while Sienna was all about contemporary art. Miles’s Caravaggio adoration bordered on addiction. She could see now why Oliver called him ten thousand years old. He did seem to have stepped in from another period in time.

His office smelled of vanilla from old manuscripts and antique wood and contained a chaotic clutter of collectibles. Framed, signed posters were on the walls and an old dark wood grandfather clock interrupted their train of thought every hour on the hour. It was a space without mystery or excitement, but it felt safe and gentle after a week in Smart Machines.

About the only thing that shocked her was Miles’s casual reference to a wife.

She’d stopped cold and turned in astonishment. “Wife?” The only other gay in the village, as Oliver called him, had a wife?

“You…are married?” she asked him. “To…a…”

He smiled gently. “Yes, yes, Ms. Fisher. To a woman. Whom I adore.”

“B-but…” She didn’t know quite how to finish this conversation.

“Let me guess,” he said with a small smile. “You’ve been talking to Oliver Ang.”

“I…Yes?”

“Mm. Sweet boy. He was so sad when he first joined the company. His mother had disowned him, and for some reason he assumed I was a homosexual like him. I’m not sure how he got that idea.”

Miles adjusted his bow tie and ran a hand down the pleat on his burgundy pants. He slung one leg over the other, and his dapper white loafer jiggled.

“Anyway, it seemed to comfort him thinking I was like him, so I let him talk things out, and he’d come to me when he was sad. It didn’t bother me he thought I was inclined that way.” He paused and gave her a knowing smile. “You’re all family to me.”

He apparently had a top-notch gaydar.

Sienna smiled back. “Why not tell him now?”

Miles shrugged. “It made him happy to think it, and I’ve left it too long to reveal my true nature now. My wife keeps joking she’ll visit me at work one day and give me a big smooch on the cheek.” He chuckled. “But I tell her no, Oliver needs to not feel alone when his own family has abandoned him. And so that’s that.”

“You’re a dark horse, Miles,” she said.

“So they tell me.” His expression turned wistful. “I had a number of lovely dear friends, avid collectors like me, who died during the AIDS epidemic. In the early days, we lost so many beautiful souls. I miss them still. So I do what I can now. And I feel great solidarity with your cause for equal rights,” he announced, lifting his hand in a fist. A half-hearted air pump followed.

It was hilarious on such a refined man.

She hid her grin. “That’s great,” she told Miles.

He looked pleased.

The grandfather clock chimed eleven, ending that conversation with eleven seconds of deep bonging.

When it was done, Sienna leaned forward. “Miles, will you be entering the Tier One contest? I’m sure you have some ideas.”

“No, Ms. Fisher,” he said with a kind smile. “I’ll leave that to the gentlemen in Smart Machines. I’m not equipped mentally to give my attention to car detailing.” He shook his head. “By that, I mean I believe it would bore me to tears.”

“So you’re no car lover, then?” She paused. “What about a classic car feature?”

He considered that. “There are plenty of old car features I love, but few would pass muster today. Everything is high-tech and”—he frowned in disapproval—“cutting-edge.”

“Okay, but if you could have any classic feature in a modern car, with cost no option, what would it be?”

“Ah,” Miles said looking misty-eyed at the thought. “That’s easy. The Bentley Breitling Mulliner Tourbillon Watch.”

“A…watch?”

“A clock, based on an expensive classic watch. It’s the most beautiful analog clock in the world, in my opinion, built into the center console of a Bentley. The white-gold case option is my favorite, with diamonds on the index. It’s self-winding and runs entirely separate to the car. Imagine that! And here’s the fun part: the clock cost almost as much as the whole vehicle.”

“What? No way!”

“Oh yes. In 2016, the Bentley Bentayga SUV had it as an optional accessory, priced at just over one hundred fifty thousand pounds. They could only make four of these a year, so it was an extremely limited edition feature. But my goodness, I loved it. I know one of the designers, and he let me look at his schematics once and, oh my word, I fell deeply in love. Deep enough that my wife should be jealous.” He offered a little huff of laughter.

“White gold?” Sienna said, picturing it. “On what background?”

“Opalescent white for that model.”

Opalescent white? A perfect match. She inhaled. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “Why?”

“How would you feel about making your own version of that clock—not a copy, but a Miles Rutherford design—for the Bugatti?”

Miles peered at her. “To what end?”

“It would go really well with my design.”

“Your…design? I don’t understand. You’re entering the Tier One?”

“Yes. But I need help. And I thought I could ask people not entering the competition to join my orphans’ team. Everyone puts in one part of the design. You’d be in charge of the cool clock. What do you think?”

Miles gasped. “I would honestly love that. And I’m sure my designer friend who did the Bentley clock could help me with what’s possible. He’ll be terribly chuffed to be an inspiration for a new car clock.”

“Excellent!”

“I must say, I’m looking forward to this.”

“Me too. But we don’t have much time to pitch a concept.”

“Goodness, this is all very exciting. Well. I’ll do my very best.”

~ ~ ~

The next week was Fashion with Antonio. In the Italian designer, Sienna discovered a man so disciplined and ordered, she felt messy just existing next to him. He seemed the most buttoned-up human she’d ever met.

To Sienna, whose whole artistic background lent itself to chaos and imperfections and seeing what random opportunities would bring, working next to a perfectionist like Antonio was fascinating.

His office was like a work of very ordered art. On one oak-moss, grayish-green wall were rails and rails of fabric samples, organized by material and then color. On another was a built-in series of shelves upon which sat dozens of old-style polished tan leather suitcases, the ones with straps, studs, and fancy bronze hinges that would be at home in the cabins of a 1920s steamer ship. Inside the suitcases were all sorts of accessory oddments, from studs and pins to belt buckles and brooches.

On a third, beige wall, was a pale-gray noticeboard pinned up with ideas and images, linked together by color and concept. Below was a table for cutting, sewing, and sorting. The chairs were stylish and wooden, upright and uncomfortable, but they made you sit up straight and focus on your work diligently.

Sienna had a ton of respect for Antonio, who apparently came from a long line of tailors. It was in his blood, his depth of knowledge on linen, materials, and accessories.

So it was with great respect, on her second day in Fashion, after fetching his exacting caffè ristretto order, that she sat him down and asked if he was entering the Tier One.

“No,” was all he said.

“Just…no?”

“I have no interest in motor vehicles. Smart Machines will be the winner. It is clear.” He sipped his coffee and then nodded in satisfaction. Being a former waitress and self-taught barista did make Sienna popular with coffee lovers.

“Okay, then,” she said. “If you had to customize only one part of the Bugatti, what would it be?”

Antonio shook his head. “I do not have to, though; that is the joy of this. I opt out. No, thank you.”

She tried a different tack. “Okay, new question: Picture a white car—well, pearl, to be exact—with chrome features on all the dials. The curves on this car are feminine. It is designed to appeal to women. What would you include to enhance this look? Hypothetically?”

His brows knitted together. “Are the seats leather?”

“Do you think they should be?”

“Certo. White leather. The stitching, though, gray.”

“Really?” How would that work?

“You said it was offset in chrome. Gray or silver thread will complement that. You have to choose very carefully, though, or it will not look right. Now, then, floor mats will be needed.” He strode over to the wall of fabric samples. He flicked through several, holding one or two away from himself to study them, before continuing. Then he stopped.

“I would choose this design.” He held out a tasteful pattern, in dark-green with silver-gray elements. “To not show up the foot marks. Also”—he opened another drawer—“driving gloves, in off-white.” He held up some leather. “This shade. No other.”

Another drawer. “A special makeup bag for the glove box, this material. No other.” He held up his swatches. “And a key ring. Something also in chrome. To match the dials. A…snow fox.”

“A snow fox?”

“Yes. This white car needs an animal symbol. You’re selling to women. Include a small graphic of it on the mud flaps, on the makeup bag, gear stick, and so on.”

That was such an incredible idea. The detail! “I love it.”

He returned to sit opposite her. “I see you used your artist manipulations on me.” Antonio’s expression gave nothing away.

Was he offended? Was he joking? “I’m sorry, what did I do?”

“You challenged my creative brain to complement this thing with that, and you know I cannot help myself. So now you have my answer. What is this about, though? This white car?”

“I want to enter the Tier One. And I want to do it by creating a breakaway team with people who aren’t submitting their own design.”

His eyebrow lifted. “Does Jasmine know this?”

“No.” Sienna tried to read his reaction. If anyone would know how she’d feel, it would be her deputy. “Will she agree?”

“If she likes the design, she will not care about its source. But, Ms. Fisher, if she hates the design, you will be humiliated. Do you understand?” He eyed her solemnly.

Better than anyone. Being crushed by Jasmine hating her work? Been there, done that, got the T-shirt.

“I do.” She paused. “Does this mean you’ll help? Will you be part of my team?”

“Your team with the pearl-white car and women-targeted design?” he said. “For a Bugatti?”

“Yes.” It sounded a little out there when he said it like that.

He smiled. “Give me your color palette—and I want the exact hues, including the RGB and CMYK. I will give you my notes back by deadline.”

“Yes!” She pumped the air with both hands. “Thank you.”

“Mmm.” He shook his head. “Interesting.”

“What is?”

“You manhandled Jasmine’s beloved whiteboard. The entire floor saw it.”

“Yes?”

“This would be a firing offense ordinarily.”

“She’d fire someone for that?”

“Not directly, but, yes, she’d inform her husband you were ‘not meeting expectations’ and you’d be gone.”

“Seriously?”

“You’re an intern, Ms. Fisher. Your shelf life is short. The ax hangs above the heads of all the interns…assuming they don’t quit first.”

“Well, I’m not going to quit.” She folded her arms.

He chuckled softly. “No, I suspect you’re too stubborn for that. But what interests me is that it seems you’re not going to be fired either. At least not for the usual nonsense. The question is why?”

He looked at her as if she had the answer, but Sienna did not. She’d barely understood why Jasmine had allowed an art conversation with her in the foyer two weeks ago.

“She thinks of me as a loophole,” Sienna finally suggested when he seemed to show no sign of speaking again. “Because Mark didn’t hire me, I’m not one of his interns, so I’m mildly tolerable.”

“Ahh.” He nodded as if it made perfect sense.

“Anyway,” Sienna said, “Getting back to the point: Tier One. Please don’t tell Jasmine I’m doing this. I want her to see it when it’s finished and not prejudge the proposal and shut it down before I’m done planning.”

“As you wish,” Antonio said, turning to slip his samples back on their racks. “I doubt she’d believe me anyway. An intern submitting for Tier One? Ridicolo.” He turned back to her and actually smiled. Just a little, but it was there.

~ ~ ~

Week four came, and with it was Homewares. Indira Burnam, a short, spherical sixtysomething woman, enfolded Sienna into a squishy hug the moment they met. She was an absolute delight. Funny and joyful and full of scandalous gossip about people Sienna didn’t know but would love to meet.

Wearing a dress so colorful it was blinding, Indira dragged her to her teal sofa and fed her homemade macaroons from an old cake-tin with sunflowers on it.

Sometimes she’d plump her bright-orange and red cushions and then get lost in some story explaining in detail how she’d made them. Or she’d point to the floral art on the walls, all in shades of green and orange, and explain how she’d done screen prints of each one.

It was heaven for Sienna, like being in a living, breathing textile gallery. Every second thing in Indira’s office had tassels on it, from the lampshades to the cushions. It gave Indira something to flick about whenever she talked about the origins of Chinese silk or the need for more natural light in order to calm the human spirit.

On the second day in her department, Sienna heard all Indira’s reasons for Tier One not being the year for her. How she needed something original or rare or fabulous to sink her teeth into.

It turned out Indira had come into possession of some agarwood, the rarest wood in the world. She was devastated the Tier One this year was nothing she could use it in. “I was so hoping for a furniture challenge,” she said with a pout. “Oh, can you imagine!”

She leaped to her feet and started rummaging through some boxes. “Did you know, sweetie, it’s called the wood of the gods? The resin has this dark, rich smell that’s absolutely magic. Let me get you a sample to smell.”

Indira wasn’t wrong. It was a beautiful aroma, intensely earthy and woody.

“A car!” she suddenly cried out in dismay, waving a chunk of agarwood about. “A rotten, supercharged, monstrous car! What good is my beautiful wood for that?”

Sienna, however, was delighted as her whirring mind supplied the answer. “I’ll tell you what good it’s for: Gear stick knobs, center consoles, and an inset clock frame.” And then she explained her plan, including Antonio’s idea of a little snow fox symbol on all the accessories, and Miles’s fancy clock.

Indira looked thrilled. “Oh yes!” she said. “Oh, I’m in! Okay, I will give you my agarwood for what you describe but I also want to add something else: a small wooden first aid kit for the glove box. Beautiful and burnished. Unique. And send me Antonio’s snow fox concept. I’ll make a soft toy as a mascot in its image. Something cute and collectible that women will adore.”

“Perfect,” Sienna said. “I love it!”

“As do I!” Indira hugged her impulsively. “Let’s do this.”

~ ~ ~

On the day before deadline, Sienna was in the Homewares kitchenette, borrowing the small table to work on her plans, when Brett appeared at her side, clutching some paper.

“Hey,” he whispered, eyes shifting around as if for eavesdroppers, “can we talk?”

She looked up and glanced about. “Indira’s at lunch. Coast is clear.”

“Good.” He drew in a breath. “I know what you’re doing. With your white Bugatti. The Obsession.”

“How?” she asked in alarm. Did that mean Jasmine did too? “Does everyone?”

“No, you’re safe. But I have an inside spy.”

Sienna frowned. “There’s a leak?”

“More like…pillow talk,” Brett said with a chuckle. “Don’t sweat it.”

Pillow talk? The only gossipy person she knew was…“You and Indira?” she gasped. “I mean I’m always open-minded about a good age-gap romance but…thirty years?”

“Not Indira,” he said with a shocked sputter. “Oliver. Didn’t he tell you?”

“No!” Brett and Oliver? She stared at him in surprise. “He told me Miles was the ‘only gay in the village’ besides me.”

Brett laughed. “Nah, it’s me too. Oliver was just protecting my secret. Although, I don’t think it’s much of a secret, really. It’s the reason Mitnick’s such a dick to me. He suspects. It’s why he doesn’t give me any design work. He’s hoping I’ll quit so he won’t have to look at me anymore.”

That bastard.

Brett frowned. “I won’t. But on that note, Mitnick’s told me I’m not on the Tier One design team. Claims it’s due to my inexperience. I could have really used the bonus money too.”

“Brett, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. Mitnick’s car is ridiculous. It’s all black and weird and has emerald-tinted headlights.”

“Really? Like their rocking horse?” she asked slowly.

“You know about that?”

“Yes.”

“Mitnick recycles designs when he has nothing new. And, yeah, it’s exactly like the rocking horse. It’s total crap. I wouldn’t want my name on it. So when Oliver told me you were doing an orphans’ team and what your color palette was, I had an idea.”

He spread his paper out in front of her. “Chrome hubcaps, with a cut crosshatch pattern around the outside diameter.”

The design was incredible. In a two-inch ring around the edge of the hubcap was a beautiful latticework look with holes in the lattice’s gaps. The larger middle area was solid, slightly curving chrome—basically, a really cool, chrome doily.

There were also chrome handles in a curling swish design for the doors, and one for the trunk. It would go beautifully with Sienna’s other chrome details. And…“Brett! Is that a chrome window wiper?”

“Yep! Cool, huh? I mean, it’s still rubber for the wiper part, obviously, but doesn’t it pop?”

“It pops! I love it.”

“So does that mean I can be on your team?” His eyebrows did an enthusiastic waggle.

“Won’t Mitnick call you a traitor?”

He rolled his eyes. “What can he do? Throw me off the Smart Machines’ Tier One team? Again?”

“True.”

“But if your design wins, I’ll get the last laugh and a share in the bonus.” He brightened.

“It’s a big ‘if,’ my team winning…”

He nodded. “I know; Oliver said. I don’t care. I want in on the best design.”

“Then welcome aboard.”

“Speaking of the best design, did you hear? Jason was able to prove viability on your water bomber drone. He found a way to balance everything so it works! Now they’re just figuring out if Bowie can be automated to do dump-and-refill runs, or if it has to be manually operated.”

“Automated would be better. And that’s great news.”

“Yeah. But manual is at least a go for now either way.”

“I’m really pleased.” She grinned. And then she tapped the paperwork. “There are some pretty smart guys in your department. And I include you in that. You have such talent.”

“You do too,” he said. “I love the Obsession. It’s so cool.”

“Let’s hope Jasmine agrees. Now all I have to do is put it all together and submit.”

“Tomorrow, right?”

“Right.”


 

Chapter 7

Deadline Day

Once Sienna had emailed her design to the official Tier One secured submissions inbox, she sat back. She had done what Henri had told her, followed every formal instruction from Bugatti to the letter, while also noticing where the gray areas were. She’d found where she could be creative and observed that nothing in the guidelines said the car had to be targeted to men. Her bold design would either work or, as Antonio had pointed out, humiliate her.

That done, she decided she needed a break. She made her way down to the foyer, planning to escape into some art, only to find that, this time, Jasmine was there first.

The CEO looked up in surprise. She didn’t quite sigh, but her expression implied it. But she didn’t tell Sienna to leave either.

Sienna slid onto the farthest seat and said nothing. She was so tempted to tell Jasmine all about her submission, her collaborators, all of it. But she couldn’t.

This was their safe art space, not a workspace—a deal that, while Jasmine hadn’t actually agreed to it, Sienna decided still applied.

After fifteen minutes, Jasmine spoke. “What medium do you create in? What do you like most as an artist?”

Sienna wasn’t sure she wanted to open this can of worms. She had vowed to never raise the topic of her own art with Jasmine.

Sienna’s stomach twisted at the thought of seeing Jasmine’s unimpressed expression, or worse. What if she was going to be a snob about it, the way her father had been? Even if she was open to the medium, also a possibility, what if she asked to see a sample of Sienna’s work? That would be even worse. She couldn’t go through a Jasmine Gemayel critiquing ever again.

“Those are two different questions. I admire many styles of art but currently only stick to one medium myself. When I started out, my medium was watercolor landscapes. Not anymore, though.” Her shoulders tensed, dreading Jasmine asking her to elaborate.

Instead, Jasmine studied her for a moment. Then she simply nodded and looked back at the art. “I see.”

And that was all she said. Jasmine had probably dealt with so many artists in her life, she could read them like a book. Enough to know when one didn’t want to share what they were working on with her. And she respected that.

Sienna exhaled in relief. “I do love the art you chose for your building,” she said. “I think I’ve seen it all now, all floors. It’s a wonderful collection.”

“How do you know I chose it?”

“Who else?”

Jasmine didn’t reply.

“Except the wallpaper,” Sienna added, thinking of the blue with golden vertical lines. “That’s not you at all.”

“No,” Jasmine agreed immediately, as if concerned anyone might think it was her choice. “It’s not.”

“Why keep it?”

“My husband likes it.” Jasmine’s expression was cool and conveyed little.

Husband. That’s right. She had one, didn’t she? Sienna tried to work out what Mark and Jasmine had in common but came up blank. The man, from what little she knew of him, had created this enormous, expensive, luxurious emporium for her and then just…walked away. Left her to run it, and only very occasionally stuck his oar in.

She was dying to ask how they’d met or what they had in common. The architect and the gallery owner. But that was so inappropriate. And even if it wasn’t, they were in their art space. For art talks only.

“To expand on my answer to your earlier question,” Sienna said, “the reason I enjoy such a wide range of art styles is that I’ve traveled to so many places and seen too much to limit myself to loving only one thing. When I was younger, I copied the art I knew. It was…less than successful.”

Derivative. Unoriginal.

She forced Jasmine’s words aside and pushed on. “Now, while I personally create one style of art, I see art as a smorgasbord to be relished. In fact, I see art in things most people wouldn’t.”

Jasmine tilted her head. “In all your travels, how do you find New York’s art scene in comparison?”

“Exciting,” Sienna said, turning to her with enthusiasm. “Oh, the things I’ve found.”

Jasmine lifted an eyebrow. “Really,” she said skeptically.

“You don’t think it’s exciting?” Sienna asked in surprise. “It’s New York!”

“New York’s art world is frustrating. Pretentious. It impresses only itself. It oozes smugness, which I cannot stand. Like a hall of mirrors, reflecting itself over and over, with nothing new. I’m not sure where you’re looking.”

“I’m not sure where you are,” Sienna shot back. “Because it’s one rich experience after another here. I can’t believe everything around me—so many secret little blasts of art.”

Secret little blasts of art? Sienna felt her cheeks going hot and wished she could take that back. She sounded so young. Impressionable.

Jasmine fell silent. Her expression shifted from surprise to sadness and finished with curiosity. Then it flattened out into nothing at all.

To Sienna, it became clear. Jasmine missed being in a world of art. A world that spoke to Sienna in ways it used to speak to Jasmine. She obviously missed having someone to discuss art with, which had to be the only reason she allowed Sienna in her presence in this place, somewhere she obviously used to clear her head and relax.

What she didn’t understand was why Sienna seemed like she might be the only person in Jasmine’s life to discuss art with. That made no sense. Didn’t she have arty friends still? All those artists, all those curators, all those art lovers she had been on a first-name basis with, who would have given an arm and a leg to have a one-on-one discussion with Jasmine on their pet topic?

But maybe that was then. New York, apparently, was something else for Jasmine. A fresh start…without art? Oh God, was that it?

Jasmine’s face had darkened. She looked downright moody now. “Just because New York’s art scene ticks the boxes for you doesn’t mean I have to agree. In fact, no one ever fully agrees on art. That’s the nature of the beast.”

“I don’t know about that,” Sienna said. “Some pieces are so perfect that they’re universally loved.”

“Nonsense,” Jasmine said. “For every canvas, there is a critic. That counts double for contemporary art. Triple for contemporary art installations.”

“Usually, yeah. Except you have to admit there are some absolute gems out there—including installations so cool that everyone is in awe.”

Jasmine’s expression flickered with interest. “All right, I’ll bite. Name one contemporary art installation that is universally loved.”

“Guggenheim Museum, 2016. Sun Yuan and Peng Yu’s Can’t Help Myself.” Sienna said with satisfaction.

The robot arm in Can’t Help Myself exuded a dark red liquid that it had to sweep up itself, doing a little dance periodically when it (briefly) succeeded. But it just kept on bleeding and kept on working without any end in sight. Everyone seemed to see something powerful and sad in it.

Jasmine arched an eyebrow. “That was an exceptional piece. I know of no one who disliked it.” She studied her. “Well. You just keep surprising me.”

Sienna punched the air. “Victory!” She grinned so hard that her face ached.

“Must you?” Jasmine sounded pained. “Didn’t I already tell you I detest smugness? I swear this city breeds the trait like roaches. All those arrogant men in thousand-dollar suits one-upping each other? It’s about as pleasant to live with as mold spores. Don’t you adopt it too.”

Sienna blinked. To live with? So, Mark was smug and unpleasant to live with? Jasmine didn’t even seem to realize what she’d just revealed. Hastily, Sienna cast about for a safer topic. “I hear the water-bombing drone concept has proved viable. So that’s good news.”

Slowly, Jasmine turned to face her. “I thought we’d agreed: This is not the place to discuss work. It was your deal, after all, was it not?”

Hadn’t Jasmine rejected the deal, though? Sienna swallowed, surprised by the chill annoyance in her voice. “I…apologize. You’re right.”

Jasmine tilted her chin up. “Have you found it yet?” she asked, indicating Waiting to Fly.

“No,” Sienna admitted. “I mean, I don’t think so.”

“You’ll know it when you see it. And, when you do, it’ll change your whole perspective on it.”

“It will?” Sienna stared but couldn’t see it. Ten minutes later, she sighed.

Sienna’s capitulation tugged a small smile onto Jasmine’s lips.

“Will you tell me?” Sienna asked.

“Never.” Jasmine seemed so suddenly serene, as if clouds had never crossed her face at all. “That’s for you to see for yourself.” With that, she rose. “Tell me when you do, though.”

And then she was gone.

~ ~ ~

Deadline day for Tier One submissions always promised to be interesting. Jasmine would hold out hope for a concept so original, it would take her breath away. Occasionally, one of her teams delivered, usually Indira, who could be counted on never doing anything by the book.

This year, though, Jasmine had low expectations. The moment it had been announced they were doing a car, all eyes on the non-technical teams had glazed over. The moment it had been revealed it was a Bugatti had been even worse. Because sports car. Speed. Testosterone energy. And that so obviously fell on the shoulders of Smart Machines.

She sighed. Bugatti had brought a lot of good arguments to the table when first proposing it. The Giorgio Armani-designed one-off Fiat 500 had attracted a lot of positive attention worldwide, and Bugatti’s CEO had noticed. The Armani/Fiat project had been for a good cause, and that had generated the goodwill. In contrast, Bugatti had decided doing a one-off design aligning with Latouf’s super-luxury branding, complete with bidding wars for the end product, would be the perfect optics for them.

As the car was an equal collaboration, not something Latouf Luxury Emporium had simply outsourced for manufacturing, each side had input in the decision. Each side also had right of refusal.

She hoped their visions aligned because it would be…unfortunate…otherwise. More than that, she hoped her departments put out designs worthy of the unique opportunity. Bugatti probably knew more about elegance, design, and style than any other company they’d ever dealt with.

She settled back at her desk after her art break in the foyer. It hadn’t been as relaxing as she’d hoped given the intern had also been there. Relaxing was not the word she’d ever use for her, given she never said anything Jasmine expected.

This was the second time she’d indulged the woman. Stranger still, she’d found the discussion more enjoyable than any she’d had in months.

Mark never enjoyed discussing art with her. Oh, he could hold his own, discussing any artist, but he wasn’t invested in it. For her ex-husband, art was a means to an end. In his architecture business, it was a way to showcase a room to make it more alluring. It served a function. Art was transactional to him.

To Jasmine, art was an explanation of life. Of love. Of breathing and thought. It wasn’t an afterthought as it was to him; it was a focus. She wished she’d noticed that about him before they’d married. She’d been so taken by his knowledge of art, she’d overlooked his lack of passion for it.

He was passionate, though, about owning art. He did so love to collect beautiful things. It’s little wonder he created the Latouf Luxury Emporium.

Jasmine sighed. She was constantly annoyed with herself that she hadn’t understood him back then. And that she hadn’t realized what she had given up. It was usually better to not dwell on the past. If she could do that, her life was acceptable.

Which brought her back to the intern. Sienna Fisher reminded her far too much of the past. It had started the moment she’d introduced herself and Jasmine had experienced her gentle Estuary English accent. The flood of homesickness had been disconcerting.

As the weeks had passed, the sense of deja vu only worsened because Fisher loved art far too much to not talk about it constantly. With everyone. So much of the world had been captured by Sienna’s artist’s eye. Most of all, she had a hunger to share her experiences with someone who would appreciate them in return.

Jasmine understood her hunger. Few people appreciated art the way Jasmine did. It was a rare find, seeing that hunger in someone randomly encountered. Someone on staff, at that. But it was dangerous too. Being near Fisher was unnerving. The problem with Sienna’s burning enthusiasm was that it was infectious. And the last thing Jasmine needed was to become caught up in art again and to start to long for a life she’d moved on from years ago.

Her parents had always taught her you couldn’t go back. They would say that as refugees of the Iranian Revolution. They’d been scarred by the sweeping frenzy against the West that had seen them pack up and flee their home in 1979, her mother pregnant with Jasmine at the time.

“You shouldn’t want to go back to whatever drove you away,” her mother often told her. “Yearning is for the young. Be grateful for what you have. Make the most of it.” She was right, Jasmine supposed. While forty-six wasn’t old, it was still too late to want to rewind life, or start over yet again. She should live with her choices.

But, by God, Sienna’s constant enthusiasm about art made it hard for Jasmine to forget she had put away her own dreams. One should never go back. The woman was clearly a menace—a siren, calling her back to the old world.

“Final designs are in,” Antonio said as he came into her office, shaking her out of her reverie. He dropped a folder onto her desk. “I’ve gone through all the submissions and printed them out.”

“All?” Jasmine asked. “So, I’m not just getting one concept from Smart Machines, then?”

“Yes. And no.” He hesitated. “All the departments that wanted to submit, have: Smart Machines. Plus one.”

“What do you mean, plus one?”

“See for yourself.” He opened a folder and spread it out before her.

She flipped through Smart Machines’ proposal and scowled. “Not just entirely predictable,” she said, “but unoriginal. Did they think I wouldn’t notice their rocking horse repurposed into a car?”

That old debacle still stung. An inferior design was chosen because Mark had suddenly decided to overrule her. It had been a farce. But she’d had to accept it because those had been the terms she’d signed when she’d started as CEO: He had final say.

She’d just never expected he’d weigh in on matters he had no interest in. He never had intervened once while they’d been married. Now he flexed his muscles occasionally to remind her he was still the owner of Latouf Luxury Emporium. He had the power. How petty. At least his interference was rare.

Antonio nodded. “I noticed the similarities too. I expected better from them. Of course, it is hard to make a Bugatti look bad. Them painting a Bugatti black and adding a few baubles gives it a sense of expensiveness. And the red-and-black trim inside is all very…” He shook his head. “Overdone.”

She sighed at the name at the top of the page. “Ebony Enforcer.” Scanning the design again, she reached the same conclusion her first glance had given her. It was laziness. Such a lack of creativity. “Predictable as always.” Still, they did understand the market, even if it was just more of the same.

“And then there’s this. Submission number two.” Antonio slid the folder over. “I allowed it, tentatively, pending your approval. Because, while unorthodox, it showed promise and originality.”

She frowned, wondering who else would enter a car design, and opened up a folder marked TAIT. “TAIT?” she queried.

He cleared his throat. “The Accidental Intern Team.”

Did that mean… Well, of course it did. The euphoric way Sienna Fisher had looked in the meeting when the car had been unveiled had portended something was afoot. With curiosity coursing through her, Jasmine turned the page.

Jasmine stared at a gently curving, pearl-white Bugatti. White-rimmed tires and gleaming chrome hubs. She traced the line of it, from the hood to the trunk, which had a perfectly curved chrome handle on it. She wanted to trace that too. Chrome and pearl. A match made in heaven. An artist had designed this car; there was no other word for it. It was beautiful.

She read the notes, dictating the color palette for the interior, polished wood trim for the gear stick and center console, and a…first aid kit? How…random. Wait, using agarwood?

The dashboard clock was glorious, like an old-fashioned watch, but larger and more beautiful. White gold paired with silver on the face. The bezel was studded with tiny white gems…Jasmine read the notes: Seed pearls. Tiny miniature pearls to complement the pearl-white theme. Exquisite. The clock arms were chrome. Of course, she nodded. Of course they were.

Her eye drifted to notes on the trims and floor mats. All top-class, absolute refinement. Perfection as only an expert could possibly have come up with…

She paused. Sienna might be a good artist, but this wasn’t her work. She’d recognize Antonio’s precise hand anywhere.

“So, this Accidental Intern Team includes you, I see?” she said. It wasn’t much of a question. Her eye drifted back to that stunning analog clock. “And Miles too.” She paused as she thought about that agarwood detail. Of course. “And Indira.”

“Indeed.” He offered a tiny smile, acknowledging her accuracy.

“How did this happen? Members of three of our four creative departments joining forces?”

“Actually, it’s four of four. The door handles and hubcaps came from Brett Nester in Smart Machines. He was left out of their main design submission, so he offered to help Ms. Fisher’s team instead.”

“Is that so?” Brett had done beautiful work too. “Well, well.”

Jasmine had no words. What a clever idea to combine the talents of all the departments. The overall effect was gorgeous. And undeniably feminine. Every part of this design worshipped the curves on the Bugatti. Every part of the design would clearly appeal to women. And that was almost certainly the last thing Bugatti would want.

She exhaled slowly. “I think you know what I’m going to say.”

Antonio nodded. “I know. Bugatti has right of refusal. They want a car that shouts power and performance. Muscle. The Smart Machines’ redesign ticks every box for them.”

She slid the two designs side by side and had an irritating flashback to the Tier One rocking horse. It was like two years ago all over again.

“It ticks every box,” Jasmine agreed, “but in every other way, it is the inferior design.”

“Yes.” Antonio ran a hand through his wavy brown hair. “I knew it didn’t stand a chance, Ms. Fisher’s design. I knew what Bugatti wanted.”

“And yet you helped the intern anyway,” she finished for him. “Why?”

“Because she was creating something good. Original. Beautiful. And I enjoyed the process. It’s exciting, isn’t it, creating something pure for the fun of it? She was creating art. I know you know what that feels like.”

She did. Being surrounded by people creating art was so fulfilling. At the start, in her new role, she’d thought it would be her life once more: overseeing the creation of art. The reality hadn’t been even close. Except for today.

This was art.

“Ms. Fisher certainly has an eye for it,” Jasmine murmured. “And getting you all to contribute? She’s only been here, what, seven weeks? How did she convince you all to join her?”

“She tapped into our creative streaks. She made us want to be a part of something interesting and challenging. She pushed everyone hard to improve on their best work. She’s a natural leader.”

Jasmine was unsurprised. It was Sienna. A creative artist who pushed boundaries and demanded excellence. In her first week, she’d claimed Jasmine was accepting mediocrity as CEO. She’d looked disappointed, as if she’d expected so much more from Jasmine. As if she expected Jasmine to be who she was.

Impossible. Her new job was nothing like her old one. Still, she was damned if she would roll over and accept mediocrity now.

“I’ll hate being shot down for this one. I can hear Bugatti’s ‘non’ already. But, so help me, if I don’t fight for the right choice, I may as well quit right now.”

Antonio exhaled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“Even though we both know how this ends?”

“Even so. You know the purpose of art is not just the finished product but also the path of creation. It was a most enjoyable project to work on. Did you know that last week, we all stayed back late one night and worked together with her to finish it? She supplied us with pizza, to sustain us, she said.” He paused. “I insisted it be the authentic Italian style—or I had threatened to walk.” His eyes sparkled to show he was joking. “She delivered. It was a wonderful night.”

“Pizza,” Jasmine said, shaking her head. “How…inspirational.” But inside, she knew she would have given anything to have been part of the group that night. Designing, creating, teaming up to deliver a concept on deadline that was beautiful.

“Do not dismiss good pizza,” Antonio warned her. His phone buzzed, and he checked a text message. “Mr. Allard is downstairs waiting to consult on the submissions.”

“He’s early,” Jasmine groused. “By an hour. I’ve barely had a chance to look at them myself.”

“He did apologize for that, said he was in the area and thought he’d see if we could fit him in now.”

How she’d love to tell the Frenchman to go away. To let her sit a little longer with Sienna’s design, absorb it while it was still viable, and still give herself a glimmer of hope it could become a reality. But she knew she couldn’t put it off much longer.

“Tell Zahra to bring him up,” she told Antonio. “Let’s get this over with.”

~ ~ ~

Henri Allard slid into the visitor’s seat in Jasmine’s office, anticipation lighting up his eyes. He clasped and unclasped his hands and then leaned forward.

“I am sorry I could not wait. I am most looking forward to the designs,” he said, shifting in his seat. “Having met both teams who submitted designs, it was clear one truly understood what Bugatti stands for: Power. Strength. Masculine energy. One…less so.” He quirked a smile. “That is to say, not at all.”

Jasmine’s stomach tightened. “Both saw different things in your beautiful machine.”

“Oh, oui, that was most clear.” He smiled pleasantly.

Opening the folder in front of him, Jasmine pivoted it around to face the Bugatti designer. “Here is the submission from Smart Machines.”

He snorted as he reviewed it. “I did not need to be told who came up with this look. It is most evident, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would,” Jasmine murmured.

He gave it a brief, bored scan, and then said, “As expected.” He leaned forward and said impatiently. “Now then, the other?”

Perhaps he wanted to see how spectacularly badly the intern team’s submission had failed in capturing Bugatti’s mission. He seemed practically eager.

Jasmine leaned over and turned the page to Sienna’s submission.

On the tip of her tongue were all sorts of arguments in favor of it, especially as it was just a one-off car. They didn’t need a lot of buyers to love it, only one.

But something about Allard’s face stilled her tongue. His eyes were wide and appreciative. His gaze intently traced all the details, sometimes coming back to an item. He let out a chortle when he saw the clock. “Someone is a fan of the Bentley Breitling.”

Whatever that meant.

He sighed in wonder at the curl of a chrome handle on the trunk and tapped the agarwood gear stick design. He laughed at the makeup bag and the first aid kit. His index finger did a little swirl around the snow fox symbol—and he added, almost absently, “My God, this team has thought of everything. Attention to detail? Magnifique.”

Finally, he looked up. “Of course, totally unsuitable to the Bugatti image. They wanted a car that shouts power.”

“I know.”

“Like this merde.” He tapped the Smart Machines. “This merde that I have seen a hundred times over in my career, only designed a thousand times better than this…amateur effort.”

She winced. She could not disagree.

“So, you bring me a choice between a marginally acceptable customization that is otherwise in keeping with Bugatti’s brand and a flawless design that is anything but what Bugatti desires. A design that is original and beautiful.”

She met his eye. “Yes.”

“Did you know,” he went on, “that the specs Bugatti supplied spelled out exactly what it wanted from the design?”

She frowned. “I’m aware.”

“It did not actually say anywhere that the car had to be targeted for men. It was implied, assumed. But it is not written down.”

It wasn’t?

“So, technically, the white team cannot be failed based on the specs.”

Jasmine waited to hear how they would be failed.

“I have complete autonomy on this project from Bugatti; did you know that?”

“I did not.”

“The CEO simply does not care enough what a bunch of extremely wealthy, mostly Americans wish to do with their money for the sake of one single car, and so management approved my request that it be outsourced to me.”

He smiled. “What few people know was that I was unable to make this car when I wanted to years ago. It was pulled due to cost overruns. The Veyron that Bugatti is putting to market next year is very similar but still not the same. Fortunately, that model is close enough that we can now logistically do this one-off design that I always wanted to do.” He tapped the page.

“So, you must understand, the chance to see her finally in production, even just one time, is everything. And I will be damned if I see it in production in this inferior form”—he pointed at the black car—“when I can be proud to witness something so lovely as this.” His fingertips slid gently over the white Bugatti. “Even if these two designs were of similar merit, I would still choose the one that belongs to your Sienna.”

My Sienna? She forced back her scowl. Terrible choice of words. Sienna was not owned by anyone. “Why?”

“She was the only one to sit down with me and listen.” He tapped his ear. “She asked very good questions. Why did I design that piece this way? Why this here, not there? Did I mean for the curves to be so feminine? What did I feel when the car was not produced? She cared about my car at its heart, and I felt she understood it. She even got out of me the story of how I initially designed it for my wife.”

Jasmine’s eyebrows shot up. His wife? It had always been a car with a woman in mind, then? Even if it hadn’t intended to be marketed that way?

“In contrast,” Allard went on, brow furrowing, “your Smart Machines men stood over me, did not even sit, asked questions they could have found from a basic internet search, and, even then, asked things of little importance: top speed, engine placement, cooling system, weight distribution. Things that have nothing to do with a cosmetic redesign! Lastly, to a man they told me how much they wanted to own my car.”

He shook his head emphatically. “One does not own a car like this. It’s not an object for bridling. For possession. It’s an object of obsession.”

Jasmine smiled. “How interesting you should say that.” She turned to the last page in her folder. “Ms. Fisher gave her design a nickname.”

And there, in black bold letters, it was: Bugatti Obsession.

The designer’s eyes lit up, and he inhaled sharply. Hand slapping over his chest, he cried, “Oh oui! Oui! It is fate.”

Fate. Jasmine sighed. She forced a smile. “Yes. Of course. What else?” she drawled.

~ ~ ~

Jasmine straightened her jacket and headed for the lift. Ordinarily a Tier One announcement would come in a formal all-staff meeting where she revealed the winner. It was always a little exciting for staff as it wasn’t always clear who had won.

In this instance, word of mouth had spread, and so the entire building knew two things: that Sienna Fisher had enlisted random people from all over to help her create a “girl Bugatti”—and that Smart Machines had it in the bag.

Normally Jasmine would love to have been there for the moment Mitnick learned he did not, in fact, have it in the bag. And, worse, that Bugatti’s designer thought he’d produced something lazy, predictable, and beneath his company’s standards. But she’d much rather be here. Telling Sienna face-to-face, without a sneering Mitnick in the periphery.

She stepped into Homewares and was, as always, struck by its warmth. It was the most exuberant department in the building, and not just because Indira had yet to meet a color she didn’t love. The woman herself was the reason.

Indira hurried over, delight on her features. “Jasmine, dear, it’s lovely of you to stop by.”

The overfamiliarity Jasmine was used to—something that came with the woman’s age, and the fact that she did it with everyone. Up to and including Mitnick, who was hugged and offered a green tea the one time the man had braved a visit for professional reasons.

“Would you like a green tea?” Indira asked predictably. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

At the “we,” Sienna looked up from a small table on the other side of the room. Her expression was as bright and enthusiastic as ever. Come to think of it, it was unsettling how little cynicism was in this room.

“No to the tea,” Jasmine said politely. “I just came to let you know that East Moroccan Fine Linens has agreed to us using the fabric you wanted for the throw cushions.”

“I thought their local agent had objected?”

“The local agent is no more.” Jasmine had experienced a considerable amount of satisfaction at the outcome. She’d been informed that Samir Jabri had been fired for almost costing his company the deal his CEO had been salivating over.

“Excellent!” Indira beamed. “But you surely didn’t come down here just to tell me that?”

“No.” Jasmine glanced at Sienna to include her in the news. “My visit is about a certain submission for the Tier One.” She schooled her features to cool, not wanting to give the surprise away.

Sienna scrambled to her feet and hurried over to them. “I hoped it was okay,” she said. “I know I’m not a department. So I created one. Sort of.”

“Yes,” Jasmine said. “So I read. The Accidental Intern Team. Was the accidental bit really necessary?”

“It is if you don’t want a really unfortunate acronym,” Sienna said with a grin.

It took Jasmine half a second, then her eyes widened. “I see your point,” she said.

Sienna grinned and then waited for the verdict. Even Indira, the most motion-filled woman Jasmine had ever encountered, stilled.

“You must understand,” Jasmine said, “that the decision on a collaboration on this scale with an established company like Bugatti is not made by Latouf Luxury Emporium alone. Bugatti had equal input and the right of refusal.”

Sienna’s expression dimmed a little. “Ah.”

“And Bugatti’s reputation is for a car with…masculine energy. Which I’m sure you’re well aware is not what is conveyed in your design.”

“Yes,” Sienna murmured. “I know.”

“Please be aware that both Bugatti’s representative and I appreciated the level of detail and thought you put into it. It was especially smart to involve experts in other departments not submitting their own Tier Ones.” She glanced at Indira. “I see you found a use for your agarwood.”

“Well,” Indira said, “I’d hoped to. But I’m sensing you’re saying it’s not going ahead?”

“I like what you did,” Jasmine lied. No, she’d loved it. Every single detail. “From the clock Miles designed to the floor mats and snow fox emblem from Antonio. I’d know his stylings anywhere.”

“Well, we all had fun, at least,” Sienna said. “And it really stretched my creative brain. Everyone’s, in fact.”

“So Antonio noted. If nothing else, it was a good group-building exercise. Pizza was a nice touch.”

Indira exhaled. “You know, I saw Mitnick’s designs. Rocking horse all over again.”

“Yes.” The similarities were hard to miss. “And their car’s overall look did not impress Monsieur Allard either.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Sienna said.

“He said that your team was by far the winner. He appreciated your design’s originality, and…”

Whatever else she tried to say was lost amid the joyful shout from Indira and a happy scream from Sienna. The latter kissed Indira on the cheek and did a happy dance.

Indira also started dancing around the room, her colorful skirt swirling like a woman about to begin the dance of the seven veils.

At the noise, Oliver stuck his head in, followed by Brett.

“We won?” Brett asked.

Sienna nodded hard, tears in her eyes. “We won!” Both men also received an enthusiastic peck on the cheek. “We’re legendary!”

Brett grabbed her hands and gave Sienna a twirl around the room. “We won!” he cried out as Oliver pulled out his phone and filmed them.

“Idiots,” Oliver said, laughing. “It’s my duty to inform you that you look ridic.”

“Don’t care!” Sienna said.

“If you post that, you’re dead,” Brett called out, but continued celebrating.

“We need winning-team teas!” Indira announced.

Miles suddenly appeared, heard the news, and gasped, “We did it!” He reached for his phone. “I must tell my wife! We’re vacationing in Aspen this year!”

Aspen? Well, the Tier One bonuses were indeed sizable.

Sienna did an impromptu twirl with him, too.

Oliver, though, instantly put down his phone and was staring at Miles, open-mouthed. “Wife?”

“Oh.” Miles offered a sheepish look. “Erm. Yes. Janice. Twenty-two years now.”

Sienna burst into laughter and then turned to Jasmine. She leaped into her personal space and leaned in. For a kiss? To grab her for a twirl? Jasmine couldn’t be entirely sure, but suddenly Sienna’s eyes widened and she jumped away. “Sorry! Reflex!” She did another circuit of the room.

Jasmine blinked. The wave of positive energy was disconcerting. The disappointment was even more so. Sienna had been about to… Of course, it would be beyond inappropriate to be manhandled by an employee, but still. She genuinely wouldn’t have minded if it had been Sienna doing it.

The idea lingered long after it should have.

Reappearing in front of her a few moments later, Sienna grinned. “Oh, hey, um…I know I don’t get a bonus for being on the winning team, but would you consider dividing up and sharing the amount a team leader normally would have won with the rest of the team?”

“Cheeky,” Jasmine observed.

Sienna gazed back hopefully.

Still…It wasn’t as if the woman hadn’t worked hard. She deserved something for her effort. Agreeing to the request was the bare minimum she could do for her. “I will look into it. I make no promises.” She actually didn’t need to promise anything; this was her domain to enact or not. But Sienna didn’t need to know how easily she’d won.

Jasmine’s response earned even more whoops. The noise was deafening.

Antonio stuck his head in. He looked around, puzzled, and glanced at Jasmine, silently asking a question.

Jasmine inclined her head in acknowledgment that Sienna’s team had indeed won, and a delighted smile spread over the man’s normally stoic face.

“Jesus,” came a low growl from outside the door. “What a joke.”

Mitnick. He never entered the room, but his angry voice faded back down the hallway. Jasmine caught only, “She’s a fuckin’ intern.”

Yes, she was. Jasmine’s eyes drifted back to Sienna, still aglow, and their gazes met. Absolute delight shone on Sienna’s face.

Jasmine didn’t know why, but that brief moment warmed her to the tips of her toes. She cleared her throat and lifted her hands to quiet them all. “I expect full proposal costings and details on my desk by the next deadline. Do not let me down.”

Then she strode from the room, trying not to notice that Sienna’s smile was so wide that it now filled the room’s every space and corner. And she’d somehow convinced Antonio to join her in a tiny jig.

What had happened to her company?


 

Chapter 8

Building History

Nine weeks had passed since Sienna had joined Latouf Luxury Emporium, and one thing remained the same: She always appreciated the way Jasmine made an entrance. Today was no exception when Sienna found herself in the conference room.

Yet again, she was trying not to slide off her chair at the sight of Jasmine’s latest outfit. This time the culprit was a peacock-green cloak. She looked like an elegant noblewoman who’d just strolled in from a Renaissance fair.

She was pretty sure she heard Oliver’s awed sigh behind her. High five, dude.

“Which brings us to the Tier One proposal,” Jasmine was saying. She stopped and smiled. “Bugatti has signed off on the final concept. It will begin manufacture of both the car and a computer model we can use for photos and promotions. Good work by all involved, especially on managing to get the sign-off accomplished so quickly. It means Bugatti thought it a very good design.”

Jasmine’s gaze slid past Smart Machines, the men’s arms all folded, to Brett, then Miles, Indira, Antonio and finally Sienna. “Well done,” she repeated, holding eye contact.

Sienna swallowed. She was never prepared when Jasmine supplied her intense gaze. It made her palms slick. Damn, that woman was arresting. As good as it felt hearing her praise, it felt a little undeserved. A lot of the credit went to Henri Allard. The Frenchman seemed driven to create the best Bugatti in human history.

He would contact Sienna at all hours and pepper her with precise queries about what her team desired. Over all those emails, she’d become pretty friendly with the exacting designer. He’d even sent her a photo of him and his wife, a stern-faced woman in a cerise Louis Vuitton pantsuit who apparently was a powerful tax attorney and owned a small vineyard. What an unexpected pair!

Oh how Sienna would love to be there when Henri got to see his dream car finally completed. Sadly, her internship would be long over by then.

“That brings us to the final part of our planning,” Jasmine was saying.

Sienna cleared her head and focused on Jasmine, who had stiffened, becoming tight around the shoulders.

The CEO glanced out the open conference room door, and Sienna looked too.

A tall, broad-shouldered man in his mid-to-late twenties sauntered into the room. He had shoulder-length dark hair, a strong jaw, and flashed flawless white teeth when he smiled. His smile lingered appreciatively on Sienna.

Jasmine leveled a long look at him.

Suddenly Zahra, the eternally-absent personal assistant of Jasmine, hurried in, took up position at the back of the room, notepad clutched, looking diligent.

Okay, what?

Jasmine paused to gaze at her. Then she glanced at the previous arrival. “Ethan is here to meet with the design team now. He will get all the intricacies of your work so he can promote the Obsession in the subscribers’ catalog and for the auction. Everyone else is excused.” She glanced at Ethan and said curtly, “I’ll leave you to it.”

Before she left, she hesitated, then leaned down, whispering in Sienna’s ear, “Foyer. Twenty minutes.” Then she swept out of the room in a swirl of green.

Everyone stared. Jasmine had actually, voluntarily, spoken to an intern? Ethan looked especially surprised.

The non-Tier One teams filed out, still looking at her.

“Paperwork,” Sienna told the exiting staffers enthusiastically. “Always need more. Am I right?”

Ethan smiled at that, and said agreeably, “Always.” It was the smile that could launch a thousand magazine covers. And that’s when she realized why he seemed so familiar. He looked just like his father, Mark.

God, the genetics were strong in the Latouf line, because there was no doubting paternity.

“It’s wonderful to meet you all again,” Ethan began in full charming mode. “And one of you for the first time.” He turned to Sienna and smiled an even more dazzling smile than before. If that was humanly possible.

In the back of the room, Zahra shifted, earning Sienna’s attention. When their gazes met, Zahra scowled at her.

Sienna eyed her in surprise. She had never spoken to the woman in the nine weeks she’d been here. They’d never had cause to interact even once. And since when had Zahra ever attended a staff meeting either?

“Hi,” she replied to Ethan, tone neutral. “Nice to meet you.”

“Well,” he said, still smiling, “I hear you’re the fresh talent who has given us the concept of the year. Maybe the concept of the decade!”

Yikes. He was laying it on a little thick, wasn’t he? “It was a team effort,” she said. “How may we assist you with your planning?”

“Modest too, hey? Oh, I love that.” He flopped his hair out of his eyes, apparently so she could see them when he locked eyes on hers. Sea green with little brown flecks. He was clearly amusing the hell out of himself, if his boyish grin was anything to go by.

Less amused was Zahra, who now looked ready to poke Sienna’s eyes out. Sienna wished she could shout that she had zero interest in the hunky heir to the Latouf empire.

Ethan snickered at Zahra’s reaction and then straightened, getting to business. He spent fifteen minutes outlining his plans for the big auction gala event—where it would be, when, who would be needed—and doing what. Absolutely nothing that couldn’t be covered in a bullet-point email. Sienna didn’t need to be here, given her internship would be up long before the December event, anyway.

When the meeting broke up, he slid his tight ass onto the table beside Sienna, curled his hands around the edge of the desk, and flexed his biceps. “So, free for lunch? We have to discuss the details more. And you are the team leader. Yes?” He smiled yet again. Those teeth really were perfect.

“Haven’t you already been emailed everything?” Sienna asked politely. “If something’s missing, Mr. Latouf, please let me know, and I’ll get it to you ASAP. Otherwise, I think we’re done?”

Surprise flitted across his pretty face.

Sensing movement in her periphery, Sienna glimpsed Zahra’s poisonous glare. “Besides,” Sienna said, lowering her voice. “I think there’s someone else who’d rather you have lunch with her. Don’t let me get in the way.”

She left them to it, as Zahra started a hissed conversation with the man. Sienna had no interest. Especially not when Jasmine wanted to see her.

Jasmine! She scrambled to the lift. This was the first time she’d actually initiated an art space meetup.

As the lift whooshed her at lightning speed to the ground floor, she wondered what the CEO could want.

She found Jasmine in her familiar seat on the sofa, hidden by a parlor palm, eyeing her impatiently.

“Took you long enough,” she grumbled.

Sienna laughed aloud at that. “I’m early. By two minutes!” She dropped onto the end of the sofa. “I’d have been here sooner if Ethan hadn’t wanted to stop me and discuss some details…over lunch.”

“He has all the details already,” Jasmine replied, tone waspish. “I emailed them to him three days ago.” A flicker of anger darted into her eyes. “Damn him! I’ve warned him so often! He delights in ignoring me.”

Sienna shook her head. “Warned him? About what?”

“Not hitting on the interns.” Her fury was unsettling.

“Wait, is he a stalker? Doesn’t take no for an answer? Tries to get interns fired afterward or something?”

“No. Of course not! But that’s not the point.” Jasmine folded her arms. “His father’s company shouldn’t be his hunting ground for dating prospects. The worst part is his antics make Mark proud, so he does nothing about his son. They’re as bad as each other.”

Sienna relaxed. So Ethan wasn’t a threat, just a common Lothario. “Why do you care?” she asked. “I thought you didn’t even like the interns.”

Jasmine’s mouth fell open. “Mixing work with pleasure is a ruinous idea. I expect a certain decorum from my staff.” Her molten glare was so searing, Sienna wondered if she had any skin left. “I can’t believe you, of all people, would fall for his charms. I thought you had some taste.”

Wait, what?

“Or,” Jasmine continued, voice even colder, “is it that you don’t care about how inappropriate it is to accept his lunch invitation because he’s handsome, filthy rich, and wants to fuck you?” Her voice scorched like acid.

A fury Sienna didn’t even know she possessed ripped through her. She glared as her hands clenched into fists. Sienna couldn’t believe she’d forgotten how vicious Jasmine could be when she wanted. She’d let her do it to her again. Shred her. This time, though, it was thoroughly undeserved.

“I respect you, Jasmine.” Sienna drew in a harsh breath. “But not right now. That was rude and very wrong.” Her voice shook when she went on, “Had you actually asked, I’d have told you I turned Ethan down. And not that it’s any of your damned business, but I don’t date men.”

A startled look crossed Jasmine’s face.

Sienna turned away from her, hunched over, pain, sadness, and anger stifling her. She’d admired Jasmine for so long, and to find out she was just…What was she? Rude. Cruel. Mean.

It made so little sense. Hadn’t they been getting on really well lately?

Sienna had found herself in the foyer four or five times in recent weeks, escaping into the art, when Jasmine had joined her. Sienna cherished their last, heated discussion about what constituted art. She’d thought about it daily ever since.

Jasmine, being a former art curator, had some strong views about what wasn’t worthy. Sienna had expected nothing less.

Eyes flashing with delight, Jasmine had announced, “Ill-thought-out or lazy artworks give all experimental artists a bad name. That’s just a fact.”

“So you’re a gatekeeper,” Sienna teased. “Why not believe all art is art no matter what?”

“Under that argument, Take the Money and Run actually deserved to be shown.”

“Oh, come on, that’s low-hanging fruit,” Sienna said with a laugh. “Of course I’m not arguing blank canvases constitute art. That museum in Denmark was right to sue Jens Haaning to get their money back on that commission. Come on, give us something to really argue about.”

And so they’d leaped into the merits of Ai Weiwei. The Chinese artist was most famous for dropping his valuable Han dynasty urn in a three-photo series to comment on the value humans place on historic things.

Jasmine declared it was pointless posturing purely for headlines.

“An interesting take,” Sienna had argued back, “for a woman whose life has been about creating headlines of her own. Remember GOMEA’s controversial Coffee Pod Pile? The Daily Mail critic wrote, ‘Someone forgot to take out GOMEA’s lunchroom rubbish so they called it art’?”

“That piece had an important environmental message about coffee pods not breaking down in landfills. Dashing a priceless urn to the ground while snapping a photo doesn’t have any message beyond ‘Look at me! I can throw things!’ It’s like Marcel Duchamp signing a urinal and calling it Fountain!”

“I argue it makes us think; it makes us talk; it creates emotion, even if it’s just wonder or disgust. It fulfills every criteria for art,” Sienna had countered.

“Wonder, disgust, and talking about it? Empty-headed celebrities meet that criteria too and we don’t herald them as art.”

“Name one empty-headed celebrity who makes us think, and I’ll concede that point,” Sienna fired back.

That opened a can of worms, arguing about what a celebrity was and whether just anything could be declared art. It had been enormous fun.

When Jasmine had finally left the foyer after almost an hour, twice her usual stay, she’d actually been smirking. Sienna knew then that she’d never forget that memory.

And now? This! Jasmine being a total bitch to her. For absolutely no damned reason.

She should leave. Get as far from her as she could. Sienna was about to stand, but she felt a warmth curling around her fisted hand.

“Wait.” The word was quiet and regretful.

Sienna wanted to snatch her hand away but found she couldn’t. The warmth tingled along her skin.

Jasmine withdrew her hand. “I apologize. I was out of line.”

“You think?” Sienna snapped. “You basically called me a brainless, tasteless, gold digger.”

At the last word, Jasmine winced. She looked at her hands, studying them. “Ethan called me that once.”

Sienna stared at her. “What?”

“A gold digger. Years ago. He was fifteen. I’d just married his father. He hated that I was in his life. He was disrespectful as a teenager, and ill-disciplined. He lived with his mother but liked to stir things up when he stayed with us on weekends. Once, he publicly accused me of being a gold digger, until Mark told him about the gallery I still own. He backed off after that, but I never forgot those words.” She glanced up at Sienna. “I did not mean to throw that accusation at you. Unfortunately, Ethan always puts me in the worst mood. It’s why I couldn’t even stay for the meeting. I just see the teenager he was.”

Sienna was surprised she’d told her even that much. “Sounds like he was a handful.”

“He was. Now he spends his days doing very little, being paid far more than his worth, and carrying on like some slick playboy. I feel he is doing it to annoy me once more because I tell him to stay away from the interns. But it may not be about me at all.” She inhaled. “It may be just Ethan being who he now is. His favorite thing is proving he can have any woman he chooses.”

So that’s why she cared? Jasmine thought Ethan’s antics were all about rubbing her nose in it? For the oddest moment, it had felt more than that. Jasmine being territorial about Sienna, personally. It wasn’t. Clearly.

“He can’t have me,” Sienna said. “Though he put on quite a display. Do you know he made his biceps flex so they looked about to erupt out of his shirt?”

“He’s done that since he was fifteen in front of a mirror,” Jasmine said with a small smile.

“Oh God!”

“And to think you said no to that?”

“Hard to resist, I realize,” Sienna deadpanned.

“The problem is that boy loves a challenge. It’s bad enough he has Zahra wrapped around his pinkie—a woman so prickly that no one thought it possible. Now look at her: sitting in on meetings just because Ethan’s in them.”

So that’s why she was there.

Jasmine muttered, “I swear he’s trying to look like the Prince of Persia these days. That ridiculous dark hair he sweeps about.”

“He does have very floppy hair. Hugh Grant would be jealous.”

Silence fell.

Then Jasmine said, “I am sorry about what I said. The thought of Ethan trifling with you the way he does with the other interns…” She sighed. “Still, I should have guessed you’d have the good sense to say no.”

“Good sense and being hella gay.”

Jasmine lifted an eyebrow. “You must understand the Latouf men think they’re so charming that no objection is too steep to overcome.”

Sienna snorted. “Good luck here.”

“To address my earlier comment, I concede that you do have taste,” Jasmine said. “Well, some. But don’t quote me. No one would believe I’d said it, anyway.”

“Some, huh?” Sienna hid her smile at Jasmine’s attempt at humor. “Okay. So why did you call me down here, anyway?”

“Did you know you have no desk?” Jasmine asked as though it was Sienna’s fault. “Nowhere that I can stop by for a word as required.”

“Yes, I did know that,” Sienna said dryly. “Why would an intern need a desk? I’m in whatever department I’ve rotated to on any given week.”

“Mmm.” Jasmine huffed. “Well, I needed to speak to you, and it’s inconvenient. I have no wish for Indira to listen in on our conversation. She’s a talented department head but an appalling gossip.”

“You have an office, you know,” Sienna pointed out. “With an actual door.”

“Me, speaking to an intern? In my office? Unacceptable!”

Sienna laughed.

Jasmine gave the hint of a smile now. “Everyone would assume madness had taken hold of me.”

“I’ll bet. So here we are. What did you want to say?”

“The New Yorker has been on my back for months trying to get me to write a piece for them. I have refused repeatedly as I don’t agree with the suggested premise. However, the editor knows Mark and got into his ear about it. Mark has now decided my agreement is essential to further our company’s reputation and mine. I would be seen as an expert in the US.”

“What’s the story they want you to write about? The one you don’t agree with?”

“How I see New York’s art scene compared to London’s,” Jasmine said.

“But that’s so exciting.”

“Is it?” She tilted her head and then glanced away. “I told them running GOMEA was years ago. I’m out of touch now. The commissioning editor didn’t care. He said I was unique. The art curating icon who landed in New York. He wanted to see the art in his city through my eyes.”

“That’s flattering,” Sienna murmured. “You’d be so good at this.”

“Except I won’t be,” Jasmine said in exasperation. “When I first arrived here, I went to all the usual galleries and so on. Examined new artists and established artists, and for a time, it was exciting. Different. But then it started to feel so…same-same. Like nothing new under the sun. As I said once before, mirrors showing mirrors. It’s not inspiring.”

“Ah.” Sienna felt sad for her that Jasmine’s love of art had apparently just withered away. “So, how can I help?”

“You said something to me that I have not been able to forget.”

“What did I say?”

“I asked you how you found New York in comparison to the other art places you’d visited. And you said, ‘Oh the things I’ve found.’” Jasmine stared intently at her. “You said you’d had one rich experience after another. What did you mean by that? What did you find?”

“Is this for your article? Or a general question?”

“I’m not sure I’ll do the article, no matter what Mark says. At least I can’t, given my views on New York as they stand. I told you the art scene was a backwater, that I wasn’t impressed. But perhaps I’ve been looking in the wrong places. I haven’t seen what you’ve seen.” She tilted her head and waited.

“The things I’ve seen aren’t something I can describe, at least not well enough for you to write in The New Yorker. It’s something you have to experience. I can show you, if you’d like.”

“I will clear my schedule,” Jasmine said briskly. She reached for her phone.

What, right now? Sienna lifted a stilling hand. “It can’t be seen all at once. Some things are not open now. But if you let me take you to”—she stopped and mentally planned some destinations—“four places on different days, I can show you the New York I love. I can show you the art that is all around us, not poked in some stuffy gallery with people sipping exotic teas.”

“I’ll have you know, I sip exotic teas. Saffron, thyme, or cardamom blends.”

“You drink them because you like them, not to show off,” Sienna said.

“How would you know?” Jasmine said with a curling smile. “Maybe I am showing off?”

“Oh, please. You’re not a poser.” Sienna reached for her phone and began writing a text message. “I can set up the first of our four…” Dates? They weren’t dates. “New York experiences for this afternoon, if you like. I’m just texting a guy to see if he’ll be okay with us just turning up.”

“All right.” Jasmine smiled. “Thank you, Sienna.”

It was the first time Jasmine had ever used her first name. A delighted little thrill went through her, hearing it said in that seductive voice. Did Jasmine understand how sexy her voice was?

Her phone beeped a reply. She glanced at it. “We have to go now if we’re to be in time. Is that okay?” Sienna looked up.

“It is.” Jasmine rose from the sofa. “I’ll call my car. How far away is it?”

“About five miles.”

“All right,” she said before making a quick call. She pocketed her phone, then looked around. “My driver will be three minutes. While we wait, can you tell me one thing?”

“If I can.” Sienna held her breath.

“What was the exact expression on Ethan Latouf’s face when you told him no? Because I don’t think he’s ever heard that word in his life.”

Sienna laughed.

~ ~ ~

On the ride over to their destination, Jasmine sat in silence, digesting what had just happened. Her reaction to discovering Ethan had tried going after Sienna had been instant and overwhelming.

The thought of him succeeding in his latest conquest had turned her stomach. Sienna deserved better than being a notch on that man’s belt. Anger had clawed up her throat at the thought she’d willingly agreed to…him. Then Jasmine had overreacted and said things she deeply regretted.

Fortunately, Sienna was far more forgiving than Jasmine would have been in her shoes. For that she was grateful. She’d still been thrown, though. Her reaction had not made any sense. To personally attack her too?

Sienna was hardly the first young woman Ethan had gone after on staff. It was practically his hobby. But it made Jasmine furious thinking he might succeed with her. God knew Ethan loved the chase and, like his father, would see nothing as an impediment he couldn’t overcome with persistence, even Sienna’s interest in women.

She scowled. Exactly like his father. Jasmine had gone from having a passing interest in Mark to finding herself married to the man. To this day, she wasn’t sure how he’d overcome her defenses so effectively. Or, rather, she had her suspicions and didn’t like the conclusions: Mark had played her like a chess master, anticipating, adapting, adjusting. Manipulating. Like father, like son. But she was damned if she’d let Sienna stumble about near him, unprotected and unaware of his nature.

It was why she’d told Sienna to meet her in the foyer immediately after Ethan’s meeting. To minimize exposure to him. Even then, he’d still made his move. And upon hearing that, Jasmine had reacted in a way she didn’t even recognize. It was beneath her. And it was alarming.

“You okay?” Sienna asked her, nudging her back to the present.

“What?”

“You’re scowling.”

Was she? “Nothing,” she said. “Are we here yet?” Jasmine glanced out of the window.

“You’ll know we’re here when you see the construction site.”

The what? She looked at Sienna for signs she’d been joking.

Sienna simply stared right back at her.

Where was she taking them?

~ ~ ~

Jasmine followed Sienna on foot through a series of back alleys until her guide suddenly stopped walking.

They were in front of an old building that had been boarded up, and an enormous scaffold covered the length of it.

A gruff team of builders bellowed to each other, some occasionally tossing up tools with unerring accuracy.

“What are they working on?” Jasmine asked, peering skywards at the structure. She took a step in front of Sienna for a better look around.

“It’s a New York City Housing Authority project redeveloping across nine different Coney Island sites. This particular one is for a new community center.”

It didn’t seem particularly remarkable, but she could barely make out its form with all the scaffolding and green mesh shrouding the building.

A seagull shot by so fast that Jasmine took a hurried step back and collided with her companion.

“Whoa!” Sienna said, bracing them.

For the briefest moment, Jasmine’s brain focused only on the warmth of Sienna’s hands on her upper back. Her closeness. The instant protectiveness. It felt…intimate. How odd.

With a laugh, Sienna gently pushed Jasmine upright once more. “There’s a fish-and-bait place two hundred feet up the road that attracts them. Don’t be alarmed if you see a few more. It’s around the time of day that the shop tosses out all its guts and entrails.”

How on earth would anyone know that? She glanced at Sienna in surprise.

“You pick up things if you hang around a place often enough,” she explained.

She hung out around here? Why?

At Jasmine’s puzzled frown, Sienna added, “But don’t worry. The gulls are too busy looking for food to harass us. Promise.”

That wasn’t it. Honestly, she hadn’t seen a seagull in years. Not since… She tried to remember. She supposed beach trips as a girl to Brighton. That took her back. Her parents had been a lot more relaxed back then. She remembered ice creams and laughter.

Sienna called out, “Rocco! I’m here!” She waved frantically.

A grizzled Italian man’s head appeared from a few stories up, and he called out, “Sienna! Got your message! Be right down.”

Okay, how was this rugged old man or this place in any way related to New York’s art scene?

Sienna shot her a knowing look. “I see your face. Wait and see.”

Wait and see?

The wind whipping between two buildings rattled the scaffolding. Jasmine drew her peacock coat tighter around herself. It was midafternoon but here in the shadows, she was chilled.

The short, solidly built man reappeared at ground level.

“Rocco!” Sienna said, wrapping him in a hug. “Meet my friend, Jasmine!” Her eyes were bright, and her lips curled into an easy smile.

Friend? The churlish side of herself wanted to object to the definition because it surely didn’t apply. But she had no interest in dampening Sienna’s obvious enthusiasm.

Jasmine held out her hand to shake Rocco’s.

He shook his head. “Oh, no, no, Signora. My hands are not clean.”

“You are assisting us, so a thank-you is indeed in order.” She shook his hand and felt the roughness of a life of manual labor.

Rocco beamed at her, clearly pleased.

“Okay,” Sienna said. “Art lesson one.” She beckoned Jasmine over to the scaffolding. “Texture.” She ran a fingertip over the ancient wooden boards. “Look closely.”

Jasmine studied the wood. It wasn’t just a little old; it was rutted and pitted. Still solid, though, not rotten; that would be perilous. But the boards looked ancient. There was real history here. No mistaking it. “Where are they from?” she asked.

Sienna met her eye. “Every time Rocco’s team demolishes an old building, he likes to salvage some of the boards to add to his scaffolding. Where’s this one from?” She turned to Rocco and touched the nearest plank.

“The pier,” he said, chest puffing out. “From the Hudson River in the eighties. We took down a lot of piers along the waterfront. They wanted…” He frowned as if thinking up the word. “Deindustrializzazione?”

“Deindustrialization,” Sienna translated at the same time Jasmine mentally did.

“Yes!” Rocco said. “So…” He patted the wood, a big grin spreading over his face. “I keep souvenir.”

Sienna crouched down to the bottom of the structure. A different-colored board stood out from the others. “And where’s this from?”

“Kaskel & Kaskel,” he said, beaming. “Leading maker of…” He ran his fingers across his long-sleeved denim shirt.

“Fashion?” Jasmine suggested. “Or suits?”

“Haberdasheries,” Sienna said. “Cloth. Originally, anyway. Very famously there was a campaign that tried to stop the building from being demolished.”

Rocco nodded. “It was a sad day. Oh, the beautiful old wood inside. Look at this. Touch.”

His tanned, old hands slid across the surface that would have been varnished once but now was worn. It still looked silky smooth compared to the rest.

Jasmine felt the quality of it with her fingertips. “Hemlock!” she identified. “Beautiful.”

“Yes!” he said, eyes brightening with delight. “You know your wood?” He looked amazed, and, for some reason, it warmed her.

“I know materials,” she said. “Woods, ceramics, glass, and so forth.”

“Art,” Sienna explained. “She is an expert on materials used in art.”

“Ahh.” Rocco nodded, expression turning earnest. “These old buildings? They were art. Come…I show more.” He moved to another section, just as the wind picked up, whipping around them. “There.” He pointed.

Jasmine’s fingertips bounced along the grooves of the section of planks he’d singled out.

“Louis Armstrong Stadium. Open air, always in the sun, so much more worn.” He gave a small nod. “I didn’t do that job, but I have a cousin who did. He got me these as souvenir.”

Leading her around to a different section, he said, “The Union Carbide Building. It was so close to Grand Central Terminal, it had to have special, thinner beams to fit,” he said, patting one. “Very dangerous work that building. Very bad.”

Jasmine could feel the solidness of the beam, even though it had been clearly sliced into a board to match the others on the scaffolding. “Why dangerous?”

“Asbestos,” he said with a humph. “All through the building.”

Jasmine snatched her hand away, and Rocco laughed.

“Long gone,” Rocco assured her. “And never used near this.” He tapped the wood.

“Now, the best wood.” He went to the side, and a small, old plank looked as if it shouldn’t be in use, it was so well-worn.

“Which famous building is this?” Jasmine asked.

“My nonno’s shed. That’s…” He squinted as he mentally translated. “Grandfather. He taught me to build. Taught me everything.” Rocco’s eyes moistened. “He taught me the beauty of wood and stone.”

“Then he was a great teacher,” Jasmine said. “Because you’ve taken his lesson to heart.”

He nodded and said earnestly, “Yes. I have.”

“Thank you for showing us your collection,” Sienna said giving him a quick hug. “I’ll let you get back to work now.”

Rocco smiled happily. “Anytime!”

Sienna drew Jasmine away from the scaffolding as Rocco jumped on the bottom piece and shimmied up the structure like a sure-footed mountain goat.

“Follow me,” Sienna said, and led her a short distance away. Then, after a moment of looking around, she said, “Right here.” Sienna pointed at a pair of old wooden boxes in front of a boarded-up building.

They looked ancient but sturdy. But why was she being urged to sit on one? Jasmine stared down in confusion. “Am I missing something?”

Sienna took off her olive-green field jacket, folded it, and placed it on the box. “Now we sit and enjoy the floor show.”

Hesitating, Jasmine lowered herself to sit on the box. At this lower height and position, she felt a blast of wind from between several buildings. Jasmine blinked in surprise.

“Wait for it,” Sienna said and sat beside her. The pillar of her warmth seeped into Jasmine’s skin. “Close your eyes. Breathe in deeply and tell me what you notice.”

Jasmine obeyed her instructions and waited.

“Use all your senses,” Sienna murmured. “Listen. Smell. Taste.”

At first, she felt nothing except the blasts of wind. Then she heard it: a creaking moan of the scaffolding. It wasn’t metallic, though. Wood grinding against wood. Almost like being on a ship. More wind brushed her cheeks, and with it came the smell of fish this time. High above was the cry of nearby seagulls. “Oh!” she put it together. “We’re at the beach?”

“Yes!” Sienna laughed. “Or on a boat at the beach.”

Jasmine could feel it now. She kept her eyes closed and thought again about Brighton beach. With her parents. Everyone had been a bit silly. Her mother had laughed at something she’d done. The nostalgia threatened to overwhelm her for a moment until she popped her eyes open.

Sienna was gazing at her. “Art,” she said, “is about experiences.”

Yes. Quite true.

“I wanted to take you to the beach.”

Jasmine couldn’t resist saying, “You know Coney Island’s beach is literally around the corner. A metaphor was not required.”

“But a metaphor is more memorable. If I take you to Coney Island, you see Coney Island. That’s what you expect, so of course that’s all it is to you. But if I take you where you aren’t, you can go anywhere your mind pulls you.”

That was very true. She’d just traveled to a childhood beach she hadn’t thought about for half a lifetime.

“Because you’re free,” Sienna finished.

Free? Jasmine hadn’t been free in years.

“But I also wanted to show you the textures,” Sienna went on. “Rocco’s wood collection is amazing. He showed you only a tiny selection. I love how no two pieces of wood look even remotely similar. And how they feel is so…”

“Sensual,” Jasmine said. “Yes. The hemlock. You don’t see that around much.”

“I guess not. I don’t know my wood the way you do, so I’ll take your word for it. But I love the idea that Rocco has been collecting history through wood. Everyone in his trade knows he does it too. So, when a landmark site is demolished, someone, somewhere, will make sure he’s given a piece of it, to add to his scaffold, if he wasn’t there himself.”

“He’s running his own museum,” Jasmine said.

“Yeah. Isn’t it cool?”

It was. She didn’t say it, but it really was. Jasmine’s phone beeped, and she pulled it from her handbag. Work. “I have to go.”

Sienna nodded. “I’m glad you could find the time to see this.”

With a slight hesitation, Jasmine admitted, “As am I.” She sent her driver a text and rose. “Well,” she said as they waited for him. “What’s next on the art agenda?”

“You’ll find out,” Sienna promised as she retrieved her jacket. “But keep tomorrow evening free. At five?”

Jasmine mentally shuffled through her schedule. A business meeting was due to start then, but she’d move it. A curl of anticipation went through her. “Five,” she confirmed. “And what is the theme this time? If today was textures?”

“Wait and see.” She paused and glanced at Jasmine’s stylish heels. “But you’ll want to wear comfortable shoes.”

Curiouser and curiouser.


 

Chapter 9

Street of Dreams

“There you are,” Mark announced, rounding on Jasmine in her office the next day. His smile was cool, and his eyes cooler. She recognized the cocky tone. He was showing off. Big-noting himself.

“Where else would I be?” Jasmine pursed her lips.

Behind him strode a middle-aged man with a powerful air and an expensive suit. Vaguely, she recognized him from somewhere but couldn’t place where.

“I was just telling Senator Caulfield about you and he insisted on meeting you.” Mark’s smile widened.

Caulfield. Politician. But why did his name ring a bell?

“Oh?” she prodded.

The senator walked over and held out his hand. “Jimmy Caulfield, Mrs. Latouf. A real pleasure.”

Reluctantly, she rose from behind her desk and shook it. He clasped her hand with his other hand too, holding it hostage. She hated when people did that.

“You see?” Mark turned to Caulfield. “I wasn’t lying.”

“No, you weren’t,” the man said, eyeing Jasmine up and down, slow and appreciative.

She snatched her hand away and shot Mark an indignant glare.

He smirked right back. “What?” he asked lightly.

Jasmine forced her tone to businesslike. “Did you need me for some professional matter or…” Just to show me off?

“No, we were in the area,” Mark said. “Senator Caulfield mentioned he wanted to say hello to his daughter so I thought I’d introduce him to you while he was here.”

His daughter? Oh. Zahra Caulfield. “Well, I’m sure my personal assistant would love to see her father. You’d have already passed her on the way in,” Jasmine pointed out. “Don’t let me keep you, gentlemen.” Her tone was final.

Senator Caulfield took the hint, smiled again as his slippery gaze wandered all over her, then headed out of the office. Moments later, she heard him chatting with his daughter.

Jasmine shot her ex-husband a withering look and hissed, “Do not ever do that to me again!”

“Do what? Introduce you to a powerful man?” he asked, spreading his hands out, his tone sweet as pie. “I’m just giving a potential client everything he wants. He told me over lunch he’d never met a Middle Eastern woman who was unattractive, that women from ‘that part of the world’ are the most beautiful in creation. So then I just had to introduce him to my exotic Iranian wife.”

“I’m English,” she pointed out acidly. “As you well know.”

“Ahh but what do you look like? And then there’s that hint of accent,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “Your family’s influence is strong. Anyway, how you see yourself isn’t the point. If you’re the old boy’s fantasy, and showing you off locks me in a client, then, yes, he gets to look at you.”

“Disgusting,” she muttered and strode back behind her desk. “Why would you do this?” She pointed outside. “Get. Out.”

“Why, you ask?” Mark chuckled as he sauntered toward the door. “Jasmine, my dear, I’d hate for you to forget who’s the boss.”

His laughter followed him out.

~ ~ ~

Sienna was stretching her calf muscles when Jasmine met her in the foyer at five. She wore form fitting red ocher jeans and rugged brown boots. Jasmine sincerely hoped the outfit wasn’t a sign that Sienna expected them to be walking for hours.

“Need I be afraid?” Jasmine asked.

“Nah.” Sienna straightened and faced her with a grin. “As an artist, I’m used to standing. And as a waitress, I was used to walking. But I’m not used to sitting around. This internship is making me lazy. A walk will do me good.”

“We’re walking? For how long.”

“A few hours.”

“Excuse me?” Jasmine froze.

Sienna glanced at Jasmine’s feet and gave an approving nod. “Those will be perfect.”

For the price she’d paid for her handmade Italian boots, they damned well should be. “We’re doing a two-hour hike? At five in the evening?”

“Not a hike. A gentle amble around an outdoor art gallery. You’ll love it.” Sienna’s prediction seemed filled more with hope than confidence. “Shall we head out? It’s best to go by subway.”

“Absolutely not. I have a car and a driver for good reason,” Jasmine objected.

“What’s the good reason?” Sienna asked, sounding curious.

Not mingling with the unwashed masses for one. Catching various diseases. Being rubbed up against. Fallen asleep on. Those days were well behind her. “This is not a debate.”

Sienna pouted and said, “Fine. Tell the driver to take us to Jefferson St. Station.”

Jasmine texted her driver the destination and then slid onto the foyer’s couch as they waited. This was the one near the door, not in the art nook. “Found the missing piece of the Waiting to Fly puzzle yet?”

“Not yet,” Sienna admitted, sitting beside her. “I’m sure I’ll see it eventually.” She glanced at Jasmine and smiled sweetly. “Or you could tell me what you see?”

“Why would I do that?” Jasmine asked, a little disarmed by that open smile. “You have a brain. You should use it.”

Sienna snorted.

~ ~ ~

They were standing in Starr Street, Brooklyn, and it immediately became clear where Sienna had taken her: The Bushwick Collective. Jasmine had read about it, of course. Its fame had spread to England. Occasionally an artist would appear in her gallery citing having their art displayed in the Bushwick Collective as among their credentials. Which was not exactly an achievement when you considered it was all street art.

“Oh, don’t tell me you’re a graffiti snob,” Sienna said after taking her measure. “Please don’t tell me that.” She looked decidedly pained. “I thought you appreciated art in all its formats!”

Jasmine did and didn’t. Like anyone, she had her preferences. And one of her preferences was art being at least a step or two above graffiti tags. “I can appreciate any art as long as it’s good,” she hedged.

“Well, then,” Sienna said, bouncing on the balls of her feet, “let’s go. I’m sure we’ll find some work here that matches even your exacting standards.” And then with a cheeky look, she added, “Maybe even surpasses them.”

“I wouldn’t get ahead of yourself,” Jasmine drawled. “But we shall see.”

They made their way slowly along Troutman Street, Wyckoff Avenue, Jefferson Street, and St. Nicholas Avenue. The art ranged from cartoonish fare to detailed portraits vibrant with color and character.

Occasionally Jasmine would simply stop dead to allow her eyes to trace the shading and detail, impressed beyond measure. Once or twice, she snapped a photo on her phone, studiously not looking at Sienna, who she was quite sure would be wearing an I told you so expression.

Even the (formerly) white vans in the area were covered in playful tags and artistic graffiti.

“It’s been going since 2013,” Sienna informed her. “Joseph Ficalora was grieving his mother’s death and decided to start a street art project in tribute. He asked a bunch of street artists to participate. Some pretty big names have taken part over the years.”

“I wonder how the neighborhood felt at the time, some random individual inviting the whole world to graffiti up their businesses and streets?” Jasmine said.

“It wasn’t a big area initially.”

“That makes it so much better.” Jasmine’s lips pursed.

“But it’s taken off now, and it attracts so many tourists. The big Bushwick Collective block party every year attracts thousands. The local businesses, like restaurants, make a huge profit. And it’s curated now so that only the best artists are allowed to contribute.”

They’d stopped in front of a blue house. An image of a slim, genderless torso was on one wall in shades of purple, with butterflies and flowers erupting from the top of its head.

Jasmine turned to Sienna. “I must sound almost like a traditionalist to you. Not embracing free art everywhere? Although I do like this one.”

“It’s not free art, and it’s not everywhere,” Sienna pointed out. “There are firm rules they abide by. Nothing offensive to women or children. Respect for the businesses: They can’t hurt or disrupt anyone’s place of work. In the early days, the businesses that didn’t want to put up with it sold out. New people came in who were happy to be part of the art community.”

They reached a corner, and Jasmine stared up at an incredible mural of hands on a billboard. An adult hand holding a smaller one. A woman? A child? It was hard to tell. There was such a clever use of light glinting on the fingernails… She’d seen this artist before.

“CASE Maclaim,” Sienna said, following her gaze. “An urban artist from Germany.”

“I know him better as Andreas von Chrzanowski. He had a showing at GOMEA one year, and all he did in it was spray-painted photorealistic hands. I’d know his technique anywhere. So he’s a graffiti artist too?”

“A lot of famous artists do some street art on the side,” Sienna said. “I’m surprised you don’t know that.”

“I don’t ask an artist their hobbies. Why would I? I’m only interested in what they’re showing at any given time.”

Sienna shrugged. “I’d have thought what informs someone’s art matters too?”

“It matters to them. They’re the artist; that’s their creative process. It doesn’t matter to a curator. I’m focused on one thing: showcasing their works at their best. Freezing them for a moment in time.” She stared at the intertwined hands. “Andreas was the real thing,” she said. “I miss that.”

“What?”

“Dealing with the international talents who would come by GOMEA. Their minds were so interesting. Creative.”

“Do you miss GOMEA itself?” Sienna asked.

Jasmine always hated that question. Why did so many people ask her that? “The past is the past, Sienna,” she said firmly. “I may as well miss yesterday’s sunset.”

They said nothing for a few moments, just stood, staring at Andreas’s giant hands, when Sienna’s stomach grumbled.

“Oops,” she said. “Well, I did time our walk for when we’d be hungry. Let’s go. A feast awaits.”

Jasmine hesitated. She had certainly not agreed to dinner as part of their art tour. Finding a feast around here was unlikely.

“Trust me,” Sienna said, as if divining her thoughts.

Aromas started to dance around her nose as they turned back into Wyckoff Ave. Unlike earlier, there were now at least a half a dozen food trucks. Restaurants had opened too.

“So many eateries,” Jasmine murmured.

“They’re happy to cash in on the graffiti art tourists. Like us!” Sienna smiled. “Now there’s a good Ecuadorian restaurant around here that I recommend, but for tonight, I’m wondering if I can tempt you with the Tabriz Kebab truck? It’s incredible.”

Tabriz? “Iranian kebabs?” She eyed Sienna.

She frowned. “You don’t like kebabs? I thought it’d be a safe bet.”

“Why assume that?” Jasmine asked, folding her arms.

“It’s a British thing? I read somewhere they sell a billion kebabs a year in the UK. Don’t you like them? They have a vegetarian option, if that’s the issue.”

Jasmine’s hackles went down. She knew she was being sensitive. She was very proud of her family’s Iranian heritage but she herself was English: Born and bred in London. Throughout her life, she’d been treated as not quite English, something apart, something other, thanks to her looks and faint accent. Sometimes it was worse, as Senator Caulfield had demonstrated just today: She was just an exotic foreigner to fetishize. But Jasmine was English first, despite their assumptions.

However, she’d clearly misjudged Sienna. The woman had not chosen the van because of the word Tabriz, but because of the word kebabs. The woman wasn’t wrong about the English love of the dish.

“I do like kebabs,” Jasmine finally admitted. “Especially when they’re cooked on a charcoal barbecue. Which is unlikely around here.” Just as she said it, a gorgeous aroma from the kebab truck reached her.

“So, you’re a food snob as well as a street art snob?” Sienna asked, bumping shoulders with her.

The teasing action was a surprise. No one ever did that to her. She didn’t dislike it…Quite the contrary. But Jasmine was too startled for words.

“Well, this will rock your world,” Sienna continued. “And your taste buds. Wait here.”

She scampered over to a bright-orange truck and placed an order. Five minutes later, she handed Jasmine a trio of skewered meats on wooden sticks that were wrapped on the end in a paper napkin.

After Jasmine had accepted her kebabs, Sienna reached into a pocket and pulled out a white sauce in a small, lidded plastic tub. “Yogurt, garlic, and lemon sauce. Perfect for dipping.”

It did look good.

“Come on, let’s go sit in front of Andreas’s art,” Sienna said. “You can tell me about his GOMEA exhibition while we eat.”

And so they did. For a half hour, under the artwork of clasped hands, they sat on a worn wood-and-concrete bench and talked. They roamed from style, technique, and skill to blending and reflections. While they talked, Jasmine ate the best kebabs of her life. Occasionally she’d dribble a little sauce onto the lamb chunks and marvel at what an incredible evening it was. She felt fulfilled, intellectually and physically. Her stomach had never been happier.

When it was done, she wordlessly collected Sienna’s napkin and skewers, added them to her own and found a rubbish bin.

“Thank you for dinner,” she said on her return.

“Are you a convert?” Sienna rose to join her.

“To street art or street kebabs?”

“Yes.” Sienna grinned.

“I could be persuaded to see the merit of either,” Jasmine said and then texted her driver. “But now I have to go. I’ve a meeting I’m supposed to run.”

“This late?” Sienna asked in surprise. “It’s almost seven.”

The streetlights had come on, and the sun had gone down now. It was at the time of night when everything went from interesting to edged with an energy that could be dangerous or mysterious. Either way, Jasmine didn’t enjoy it. The unknown was something her younger self appreciated. Now she just wanted the familiar.

She glanced up at Sienna waiting for an answer. “I am afraid when you’re the CEO, work doesn’t wait.”

“A pity,” Sienna said. “I don’t like the sound of your job at all.” She smiled then, sweet and easy, as if she hadn’t a care in the world. As if she hadn’t just insulted the work Jasmine had labored over for a decade, work she’d been trying to force herself to love.

“Then it’s a good thing you don’t have to do it,” Jasmine said, voice low. She didn’t appreciate the disapproval one bit, even if Sienna hadn’t intended it that way.

Sienna studied her, a tinge of hurt in her expression at Jasmine’s rebuttal. “I’m sorry, Jasmine. I don’t mean to judge.”

“Then don’t.”

The car pulled up, and they got inside. They did not speak again.

What was left to say, anyway?


 

Chapter 10

Taste of Art

They didn’t talk for a few days, and Sienna spent a large part of them fretting she’d offended Jasmine. She hadn’t meant to judge her. But she’d been honest: She’d hate to do Jasmine’s job. There was no question Jasmine was good at what she did. She had an eye for style and what would sell and apparently was able to reach deals with suppliers and manufacturers in endless meetings that would bore Sienna to tears.

She was good at it. But…Jasmine did not look as happy. She looked, half the time, as if she was clenching her jaw and fighting through. Like a resistance leader. Sienna really wanted to find a way to relax the woman. And what better way than with their next art date?

Event. Not a date.

Tentatively, she emailed Jasmine and asked if she’d be available at 3 p.m. for another New York art experience. She didn’t expect to hear back anytime soon, but within a minute, her inbox lit up. “Available. Thanks.”

Thanks? Did that sound a bit like a thaw in their frosty relations? Sienna certainly hoped so. Or maybe they didn’t have frosty relations at all and Jasmine was simply busy. It was hard to tell when she was so mysterious at the best of times.

At five to three, Sienna made her way down to the ground floor to find Jasmine already there, waiting, studying the art. Her own private gallery. Sienna understood this now.

Jasmine looked up at her with raised eyebrows when she approached. In a low voice, she said, “I trust I’m not required to walk anywhere this time. I’m not wearing my boots.”

Okay, definitely relations had thawed. There was a sparkle in Jasmine’s eyes.

Sienna smiled. “No walking needed. This time, you’ll need your nose, eyes, and tongue.” She headed for the door. “Tell your driver we’re off to the West Village.”

A murmur behind her, low and soft, sounded, repeating Sienna’s instructions. When Jasmine ended the call to her driver, she came up beside her.

“My tongue?” Jasmine asked, voice a purr. “Your idea of art involves a lot of eating, doesn’t it?”

Sienna swallowed at her tone. Did she know the effect she had on people? Seriously? “It’s part of the experience of cultures,” she said rapidly to disguise her awareness of the woman. “When I was in Spain, I quickly had to adjust my expectations to how much of everything is about food and family. You can’t just go for the art. You must stay for the paella! And so on.”

“I’ve never been to Spain,” Jasmine said. “A pity because I’ve always wanted to go.”

That surprised Sienna. She’d assumed Jasmine would be the more well-traveled of them both. Well, maybe she was and she’d just not found time for Spain yet.

“You definitely should go,” Sienna said. “I can give you some pointers to beautiful galleries. Small and niche, off the beaten track. You’d love them.”

Jasmine nodded just as her car pulled up. “I don’t doubt it. But the paella will have to wait. Let’s see what you’ve dreamed up this time.”

~ ~ ~

Two seconds inside Huberto Takahashi’s Tea Life and Jasmine knew she was in heaven. The tiny teahouse had large mason jars hanging from the ceiling all over the room. Some contained little flickering candles in a bed of rock salt. Others contained fat balls of vibrant, spongy, green cushion moss. But all of these were overshadowed by the gallon mason jars bursting with terrariums.

They were, without doubt, works of art. Each had a different themed biome.

One was layered with white sand, seashells, grittier dark sand, tiny tundra, a mini umbrella, deck chair and driftwood.

Another was a rainforest, underwater, with smooth dark pebbles, coffee-ground-like dirt, wispy roots of lush green budding alfalfa, and a cork stopper.

Her favorites were the desert succulents, the lime-green and pretty pinks of the puffy, moist plants were a stark contrast to the multiple shades of layered sand, from pale white to Sahara orange.

Against one wall were shelves upon shelves of 16-ounce jars, filled with loose-leaf teas. The labels were as exotic as the contents, which ranged in color from rice white to crude oil black. Names included Mild Yam, Iron Goddess, Violet, Red Clover, and Persian Princess. She studied them for a moment.

Tempting as it was to dwell longer in front of the Iron Goddess, she couldn’t resist finding out what was in a Persian Princess. It might contain some of the enjoyable flavors that her parents had hooked her on from childhood. The list read cardamom, rosewater, sugar, black tea leaves, and saffron.

Acceptable. She licked her lips in anticipation and turned to find Sienna talking to an individual who was listening to her intently.

He was a tall, well-rounded man with thick black glasses, thin brown hair, and a wide smile. They seemed close, given they were sharing a laugh.

Did Sienna befriend everyone she met?

As they talked, Jasmine’s gaze drifted, and she realized why she felt so relaxed in this place. The smells were incredible. Naturally perfumed from the teas, it was blissful and exotic. Like encountering the world’s best spice and zest in one place.

“Jasmine!” Sienna called, drawing her over. “I want you to meet Huberto Takahashi, the owner and artist behind this teahouse.”

“I’m honored to meet the famous Jasmine Gemayel at last,” he said with a small bow. “Sienna has told me so much about your art gallery over the years.”

Over the years? “How is that possible?” Jasmine asked. “Sienna has only been in New York a few months.”

“I’ve known him for ages,” Sienna said. “I met his daughter in Europe years ago when I was backpacking. We traveled together for a few countries. I ‘met’ her dad on her video calls.” She patted Huberto on the arm.

“And now we meet in person a few months ago when she comes to New York,” Huberto said, beaming. “She’s like a second daughter. Now, come, sit, relax, no need to order, I will get you the special.” He directed them to a small, round wooden table, unadorned by any tablecloth, then left them to it. The wood was ancient; its grain spoke of a long history.

“The special?” Jasmine asked as she sat, disappointed the tea that had piqued her interest was unlikely to be on the menu.

“His special is a flight of teas, a way to sample some of everything.” She paused. “I may have given Huberto the heads-up about the sort of tea you like. I hope that was okay.”

“Did that include any…Middle Eastern teas by any chance?” she asked, not wanting to actually admit she wanted a tea with the word princess in it.

“I didn’t want to presume…”

Especially after the Tabriz kebabs incident, probably. Honestly, Jasmine was her own worst enemy at times. She couldn’t help that one of her childhood irritations had stayed with her. Yes, she was English, and she loved Iranian foods because of her parents, but she didn’t like people presuming her tastes. If in doubt, people could ask, without assuming.

“However, I took a punt,” Sienna said with a grin. “And I asked for the two teas I saw you looking at most closely. One of them had similar ingredients to the teas I see you drinking at work, so it was a safe bet.”

Excellent. Jasmine appreciated that Sienna had noticed her interest and acted on it; no other reason. It pleased Jasmine. She glanced over at their host behind a long wooden counter across the room. “What sort of a Japanese name is Huberto?”

“The kind that comes from having a German mother called Huberta. His dad’s Japanese.”

“Ah.”

“Wait till you try the biscuits he makes here. They’re like nothing else you’ve ever seen. And I mean the English kind of biscuits. You know, American cookies.”

She eyed Sienna skeptically. “I’m not sure…”

“Trust me. They’re as big as my hand, with a date-and-lemon spread between two disks that are like a spicy shortbread. Delicious.”

That did sound rather interesting. And she had skipped lunch. Again. “All right, I’ll try a bit.”

Sienna smiled. “Great.”

Silence fell.

“So…the daughter,” Jasmine said, for something else to discuss. “How close were you?”

Out of nowhere, Sienna blushed.

Oh. They were that close? She raised an eyebrow. “I see.”

Sienna blushed even harder.

“Did Huberto know about you two?”

“Of course,” Sienna said. “He’s very close to his daughter. They shared everything. He’s still fond of me despite the breakup. I think he’s adorable. The dad I wish I had.”

Jasmine was suddenly very curious about Sienna’s father and what sort of a man he was. Did he foster his daughter’s talent and love for wandering? Or did he not approve? Perhaps the latter, if she was preferring a friendly teahouse owner as a father figure.

Instead of asking any of that, Jasmine said idly, “Why did you two break up?”

Shock flooded Sienna’s face.

Jasmine rewound what she’d just said and reeled back, astonished at herself. It was none of her business!

“That seems an awfully personal question.” Sienna’s gaze was unimpressed. “How would you feel if I asked why you and Mark broke up?”

Jasmine’s head snapped up. “Where did you hear that? Who told you?”

“No one. I took a guess, and I’m observant. You once suggested that he’s smug and unpleasant to live with.”

“I…what?” When had she ever done that? Not that it was inaccurate, but still…

“You don’t mention him in passing, ever. There’s no we when you decide on your plans. No, ‘I have to check with Mark’ when I suggested an after-hours wander around the Bushwick Collective. It’s as if you have no interest in where he is and what he’s doing, and vice versa.”

“People don’t have to be joined at the hip to be married,” Jasmine fired back. Sienna’s words stung, though, because even when they had been married, she and Mark had never done the “married couple check-ins” Sienna had just described. She’d never even noticed the absence of them.

“No, I know, but usually there’s leakage with couples. A sense of intimacy when you mention your other half. You don’t have that.” Her eyes were soft and her expression without judgment, but it was infuriating.

Oh, how Jasmine would love to verbally slap her down. The impertinence! But…she was right.

It was also none of Sienna’s business, a fact she’d love to point out except she’d started this by crossing the line.

“You’re separated, then?” Sienna pressed.

Jasmine glared but answered anyway. “Divorced. For two years.”

“And you keep up the fiction you’re married because…”

“The clients love him—his image. They want to be him.”

“Hence his photo being all over the building.”

She gave a curt nod. “It sells an image of success. He didn’t want that image dented by the failure of a broken marriage.”

Sienna nodded and then looked away. Then down. “She cheated on me.”

“Excuse me?”

“We broke up because I caught Huberto’s daughter cheating on me. And I do mean I literally caught them. In our bed.” The words came out twisted and embarrassed.

Shame flushed through Jasmine. She should never have asked such an intimate question, especially given the answer was not a pleasant one.

“Huberto knows, and it’s partly why he’s so nice to me. I mean, we’d bonded over moss and terrarium art before all this. But he felt so bad about what his daughter did, and he really likes me, so…” She shook her head.

“I’m sorry. I never should have asked.”

“And I’m sorry for digging into your relationship. I was upset you’d reminded me about Emi. She is a sore point for me.”

“Understood. I won’t ask again.” She frowned. “I am truly unsure why I did in the first place.”

Because we’re not friends.

Sienna nodded, looking uncomfortable, as if hearing her thoughts.

Jasmine was unnerved by the strong desire she had to comfort her. What on earth was that about? Wanting to ease the discomfort of an intern?

Well, she was not really an intern, was she? Jasmine had stopped seeing her as that weeks ago. She was…not a friend. But she was a fellow art lover. Someone Jasmine enjoyed discussions with. That was all.

Although, that implied their interactions were insignificant to Jasmine, which was not the truth. If she were honest, Jasmine would admit she valued them a great deal. And that was the most unsettling part of it all.

Further awkward conversation was avoided when Huberto arrived with a wooden platter filled with small shot-glass-sized samplers of various teas. Two of each variety.

He rattled off the names of them all and then beamed. “Enjoy!”

Jasmine reached for the Persian Princess so fast that Sienna gave a knowing smile.

“Do not be smug,” Jasmine murmured, humor lacing her tone, and took a sip. And, oh, it was bliss. Beautiful and sweet and tangy, just as she loved her tea.

With an intrigued expression, Sienna also took a sip of the same flavor. Her brow furrowed. “It’s…so sweet!”

“This is how my mother makes her tea. Iranians add sugar to everything. So of course they do it to their tea too.”

Sienna chuckled. “Good to know.”

“Mmm.” Jasmine took another sip and loved the way the flavors seemed to flow through her. She could pick each one out individually. “Do you know if Huberto sells the loose-leaf blend of this too?”

“All his teas are for sale.”

Thank God. “I see.” She finished it with no small reluctance, then took a sip of water from the glass also provided as a palate cleanser. Next, she reached for the Iron Goddess.

Sienna did too.

Their eyes met as they lifted the glasses to their lips. “Here goes nothing,” Sienna said as she took a sip. Her eyes went wide.

Jasmine had to know what that meant. She took a sip too.

It was like gunpowder detonating in her mouth. “Tastes like…” she paused and tried to pull apart the flavors, “Chili, but without the heat?”

“Whatever it was, I think it cleared out my nasal cavities.” She looked so perplexed that Jasmine threw back her head and laughed.

Sienna gave her a small smile. “I’m glad my suffering amuses you.”

“I’m not sure whether I’m game for a second sip,” Jasmine said. “But…we may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.”

The second mouthful, now she knew what to expect, was less shocking. She swilled it around her mouth a little before swallowing.

“Okay,” Jasmine said while Sienna still eyed her tea sample as if it were a lethal snake, “I think I’ll set that one aside and move on.”

“Sound plan,” Sienna said, nodding vigorously. “I didn’t know tea could kick you in the teeth from the inside out.”

“Well, now you do.” Jasmine flashed her a smile.

Just about then, Huberto reappeared with a plate containing two enormous biscuits. Cookies. Whatever. The date ones Sienna had mentioned.

“These are huge,” she murmured the moment Huberto had accepted their thanks and retreated.

“I always have half here and take the rest home.”

“You…always do?” Jasmine eyed her. “How often are you in here?”

“Once a week.” Sienna broke off a piece of her cookie. “I’m helping Huberto with some design work upstairs. I’m his color expert. He wants his kitchen to be bold and visionary. He said he was born with the timid and careful gene.”

“I don’t think so, if that last tea was any indication.”

“His Japanese wife comes up with the tea blends. She’s actually a chemist by trade.”

“That might explain the explosive nature of Iron Goddess.”

Sienna laughed. “Right.” She waved her hand at the room. “So…do you see the artistic side of this place yet?”

“I saw it the moment I entered. It’s such a treat for the senses. I love the terrariums. If I still ran my gallery, I would have invited him to do a showing of them. These would have been so popular.”

A familiar sadness washed through her again at the reminder of what she’d walked away from. For absurd reasons, in hindsight. Didn’t they say you should never make a life-changing decision when you’re still grieving?

“I’m sorry,” Sienna said quietly. “I know you don’t want me to talk about it, but I just have to say this: GOMEA was special. I checked out your gallery a few times back when I was a teenager. I thought it was wonderful. I also caught a few of your Art After Dark talks. You were inspirational to a young artist like me, even if I didn’t find my niche until I was overseas.”

Jasmine stared at her, stunned. “I never saw you there.” She’d surely have remembered seeing Sienna’s sweet, young face in the crowd of older patrons. Her long, curly hair and bright smile would not be something she’d easily miss.

“I stayed in the back, in the shadows, during your talks. I didn’t want you to see me and tell me I didn’t belong.”

“I would never have said that. All artists belong immersed in art, Sienna,” Jasmine said, giving the table a firm tap. “Surrounded by it. Breathing it.”

“Does that apply to you too?”

“No. I’m a curator. Or, was. I’m not an artist.” She tried the next tea on the plate and didn’t mind it. Less attention-catching than the early ones.

“Ah.”

“Ah?” Jasmine asked, placing the glass back on the board. “What does that mean?”

“You feel you’re not an artist, so that’s how you tell yourself it was okay to leave the art world. But, Jasmine, you have an artist’s soul. Whether you actually create art or not isn’t the point.”

“I rather think it is. An artist creates. I manage.”

“But you did create! You created an arty space for artists.”

“Not the same.” Jasmine sighed. “Can we move on?” She broke off a piece of the crumbly treat and tried it. “That is very good. I think I’ll adopt your habit of taking half home.”

“Huberto will be so pleased. He’s proud of them. Unlike his wife’s teas, the biscuits are all his domain.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him.” She checked her watch. “Unfortunately, I’ve stayed a little longer than I wanted to. We should get back to the office.”

“Absolutely,” Sienna said, and quickly gulped the last of her teas. “Ooh. That last one’s good.” She pointed.

Jasmine reached for her sample and took a swallow. “I don’t think we have the same taste in tea,” she said. “It’s not sweet enough.”

“Add sugar.”

“I think the moment has passed,” Jasmine said with a smile. And, oddly, it came out sounding far more philosophical and profound than she intended. Her own past was gone. For good. It’s never coming back. The thought made her sad.

“Jasmine?”

She forced a neutral expression onto her face. “All I want to say on the topic of my old gallery is the past is behind me. I do not want to dwell on it.”

Sienna bit her lip.

“Understood?” Jasmine tried again.

“I hear what you’re saying,” Sienna finally said. “But I don’t believe you.”

“So you think you know me better than I know myself?” She lifted a disbelieving eyebrow.

“I think…denial has a stronger kick than tea.” Sienna smiled and rose. “Ready to go?”

More than ready. Jasmine was well and truly over this conversation. Why did Sienna keep doing this? Dash her equilibrium to tatters with unwelcome questions? It was getting more and more difficult to push them into the background where they belonged.


 

Chapter 11

Found in the Rain

Jasmine didn’t find herself in Blooming Beautiful as often as she’d like, but she was always glad after she’d visited. It was a flower shop, rustic and gorgeous in its decor, with old white-washed crates filled with potted-up roses and plants. None of the flora was cut; everything was living and designed to stay that way. Every time she visited, she discovered something new. Some days the shop seemed to be as alive as the plants, constantly growing, changing…

Amara, Jasmine’s dearest New York friend—well, only New York friend—bustled over to greet her, kissing her cheek.

“Jasmine!” she said, her sweet, round face a picture of delight. “You got my message!” She wore a starched blue apron and flicked pollen specks off her long, black T-shirt sleeve.

“Sorry it’s been a while,” Jasmine said, “but I bear gifts to make up for my absence.” She placed a Persian Princess box of tea on the counter. She’d gone back to buy several of them from Huberto a few days ago. “From a teahouse I recently discovered. I think you’ll enjoy the blend as much as I do.”

“How interesting,” Amara said, plucking the box up and studying it. Her gaze then darted around her empty shop. “Why don’t we take a break now and have some of it together? Come through.” She flicked the Back in Thirty Minutes sign in the window, locked her door, then followed Jasmine into her kitchen area.

“How’s Noah?” Jasmine asked, lowering herself gingerly into a rickety cane chair.

“Driving me crazy as always,” Amara said as she set to work making the tea. “I swear he spends more time talking about what he’s going to do in retirement and no time doing it.”

“It’s hard for men like him,” Jasmine said. “His whole life is about building his career, and work, work, work, and now…nothing? He’s probably bored and confused by all this time he has.”

“Yes. Exactly. I’m going to insist he finds a hobby soon or I’ll divorce him.”

Jasmine laughed. Amara threatened to divorce her adored husband fairly regularly. “How’s your mother? Still poking around tea leaves and divining everyone’s future?”

“She earned the wrath of her neighbor on the third floor last week by declaring that the woman’s teenaged daughter was pregnant. Got chased with a broom for that one.”

“Oh dear,” Jasmine clucked. “I hope that situation settles down.”

Amara slid a tea cup her way. “No milk, right?”

“That’s right.” Milk didn’t belong in a tea as good as this one.

“It’s already settled down now that the daughter has announced she’s expecting. Twins, no less.”

“Malake will be feeling pretty smug then,” Jasmine suggested in amusement.

“The smuggest. My mother can be quite insufferable when she hits a bullseye.” She tasted the tea and then stirred a teaspoon of sugar in.

“If you guess often enough, you’re bound to be right eventually,” Jasmine observed.

“Tsk, Jasmine, such a skeptic. She has The Gift, you know that. Just like me.”

Jasmine smiled. It was an old argument, and she enjoyed teasing her friend. “Right. Do you like your Persian Princess?”

Amara swallowed several sips before answering. “I love it. Where did you say you found it?”

“A teahouse my intern took me to in Greenwich Village. It’s called Tea Life.”

Amara froze and then slowly put her cup down. “I’m sorry; my old ears must be deceiving me. Did you say your intern took you there?” One thin, shapely eyebrow arched.

Oh. She had said that. “It must sound strange,” Jasmine conceded. “But she’s helping me, erm, research an article for The New Yorker.”

“In…a teahouse.”

“It’s not just a teahouse. It’s special, filled with terrariums. It’s a gallery of moss and plants. You’d love it. I’ll give you the address.”

The expected enthusiasm did not materialize on Amara’s face. Instead, her expression turned thoughtful and her eyebrows drew together. “Tell me about this intern.”

“Sienna?” Jasmine paused at the unexpected question. “She’s an artist, which is how she found the place. It’s why she’s helping me: She knows all sorts of odd little places around New York with unorthodox art. Let me tell you about the scaffolding exhibit she discovered.” She leaned in. “Not a formal exhibit, of course, but through Sienna’s eyes, everything is art.”

Jasmine then spent the next fifteen minutes regaling all the art experiences she’d had with Sienna. “And that’s how I wound up sitting on a street corner, eating authentic Iranian kebabs, and staring up at a spray-painted wall of hands.” She laughed.

Amara did not. “This Sienna of yours sounds fascinating.” Her eyes were dark and glinted with intrigue. “I’d very much like to meet her. You will bring her by.” It wasn’t a suggestion.

Jasmine almost asked why, but she already knew. Her friend was fascinated by people of all walks of life. She loved to psychoanalyze them and learn what made them tick. In that regard, she was just like her mother. Unlike her mother, she didn’t predict outlandish outcomes for their lives. Just…minor details. To be fair, those minor details were often eerily accurate.

“Bring her by next week,” Amara said. “I’ll do my party trick on her. Won’t that be interesting?”

Jasmine was already trying to work out how to refuse when Amara’s last line registered. As a matter of fact, yes, it would be interesting. “I have no idea why a random intern has piqued your curiosity, but if you insist.”

“You really can’t figure out why?” Amara asked, a half smile tugging at the edges of her lips. “Seriously, my friend?”

Baffled, Jasmine just stared at her.

“Well. How interesting.” She rose. “Unfortunately, I have to open the shop again, but you’re welcome to stay with me as I work and chat longer.”

“That’s fine. I was just passing through. I really wanted you to have the tea.”

“It was delicious. You must thank Sienna for discovering it for us.”

“You can thank her yourself,” Jasmine noted. “Next week.”

“Can’t wait.” And Amara’s smile turned pure mischief.

~ ~ ~

A week later, Sienna was bent over some Obsession floor mat patterns when Jasmine entered and said, “Come with me.”

Antonio glanced up, eyebrow lifting.

“I require your intern,” she said. “Sienna?”

Sienna wasn’t sure which was more surprising. Jasmine admitting she needed an intern, or doing it in front of witnesses.

Curiosity filled her as Jasmine led her into the corridor.

“There’s someone I want you to meet.”

“Someone?” She looked around, half expecting a stranger to be lurking.

“A friend. You have given me some intriguing experiences on our artistic tour of New York. I’d like to return the favor.”

Sienna’s whole heart melted. Jasmine wanted to do something for her? “Let’s go!”

Fifteen minutes later, Sienna followed Jasmine through the doors of Blooming Beautiful.

“Amara,” Jasmine said in a fond voice, “I’d like you to meet my friend, Sienna.”

Friend? Sienna could not prevent her smile at that. Even if it was just something Jasmine said to avoid long explanations—as Sienna had done with Rocco at the building site. Still, Jasmine calling her a friend made her feel special.

A woman with long, black hair, in her early sixties, with coloring like Jasmine’s, bustled out from behind the counter. She smiled widely.

“You have a friend now?” Amara teased. “What is the world coming to?”

Jasmine rolled her eyes. “I will have one fewer if you don’t stop being annoying.”

Amara laughed hard at that, and her large bosom rose and fell.

“Hi, Amara,” Sienna said. “It’s wonderful to meet one of Jasmine’s friends.” She waved at the store. “I love your place. The smell is amazing. And no cut flowers? Even better. I get so sad when someone is given flowers that look beautiful but they die in a week.”

“Exactly,” Amara said. “Oh, sweet child, I hate that too. I want my gifts to last and last. Now, take a look around and tell me which flower you like best. It’s an important question, so take your time.” She flicked a loaded glance at Jasmine.

Ah. A test? Sienna enjoyed a good puzzle. She wandered around for a long while as Jasmine and Amara chatted quietly in the background, occasionally laughing.

Finally, she saw the perfect thing. A small earthenware pot with a lush, moss-covered mound. Curling up from the middle was a ruby-red stem that bent over at the top like a shepherd’s crook. Dangling from the end of the stem were four creamy-white bulbs, splitting open just barely to show a pale-yellow heart.

It was just so quirky! And there was moss, which she loved, thanks to knowing Huberto. So, fate. Plus she had always loved the vibrancy of red and the delicacy of cream as a counterpoint. Definitely meant for her.

She lifted up the small pot and carried it to Amara at the counter.

The older woman paused talking, and her eyes became interested as her face went still. She raised an eyebrow and looked at Jasmine, who went even stiller.

“I have a party trick, Sienna,” the woman said, “and it’s to be able to accurately assess the character of anyone from the plant they select. I always say the plant chooses the person, not the other way around.”

“Okay,” Sienna said, curious. “What have I just revealed?”

Amara studied the plant as she spoke. “You have a gentle soul. You appreciate things that are not traditionally beautiful and lean toward the interesting and unusual.” She stroked a bud gently. “You have so much hope and optimism. It’s not gone yet, which is a blessing.”

“Why would it be gone?”

“The longer we live, reality brings people closer to cynicism. Sadly.” She tilted her head at Jasmine. “Like this one. She was full of hope when I first met her, and look at her now,” she teased.

“And you’re a lot older too, don’t forget,” Jasmine shot back.

“That just means I’ve squeezed in a lot more of life. And husbands. What number am I on now? Who can keep count?” Amara cackled. “They come, they go. Plants are eternal.”

“She’s kidding,” Jasmine said. “She’s absolutely besotted with her second husband. He’s a lovely man who appreciates her plants too.”

Sienna laughed at their back-and-forth. It was so nice seeing Jasmine being playful. She was so rarely relaxed or funny. “You two are great. How did you first meet?”

“No, no,” Jasmine said, wagging a finger at Amara. “We’re not sharing this.”

“How can I not?” Amara said with a smirk. “What a story! Jasmine came in and showed me a photo of a hard-to-find plant she’d seen online that she thought was beautiful. It was to be a gift for her fiancé. His office was so bland, she said, and she liked that my plants are potted, not cut.”

Jasmine huffed, probably at the reminder she’d once fretted about the state of Mark’s office.

“But I wouldn’t sell her the plant she wanted,” Amara went on. “Oh, I had one in stock—as she knew; she was looking right at it—but it was just a terrible choice.” She smiled at whatever came next. “Then Ms. High Dudgeon here stormed off in a huff. I told her to come back after she properly researched the plant she wanted.”

“What plant was it?” Sienna asked in fascination.

“Let me show you.” She led Sienna to the back of the store. Jasmine trailed behind them, a resigned look on her face. “Here we are.”

Amara opened a locked display case and brought out a beautiful plant with long, thin, white tubular blooms hanging from it like a cluster of elongated bells, flecked in the middle with purple.

“Oh, it’s gorgeous!” Sienna said, reaching out to touch it.

“Stop!” Amara said sharply.

Sienna snatched her hand back.

“It’s highly toxic. It can cause death. So, obviously not a suitable office plant for a fiancé.”

“I can see why,” Sienna said, amused.

Amara quirked a smile at Jasmine. “I grow this particular foxglove because it’s beautiful. Plus, it does have medicinal purposes to do with heart disease so, once in a blue moon, I sell a few specimens to an interested researcher.”

Sienna laughed and turned to Jasmine. “You were going to give a deadly plant to Mark?”

“It looked beautiful in the photos!” she protested. “I didn’t know. When I got home, I researched it and saw why Amara refused the sale. I came back to apologize. She was most…magnanimous in victory.” She rolled her eyes.

“I always am,” Amara said with an impish smile. “And then I showed Jasmine my party trick, and we’ve been friends ever since.”

“Right,” Sienna said. “The party trick. Did I pass?” She glanced back at the little plant she’d selected, sitting on the counter.

“Oh, you’re not done yet,” Amara said. “The last part of my trick is that I always finish by telling the person if they should stay on their path—based on the plant they chose—or find a new plant that beckons them in a different direction.”

Sienna straightened. “Right then. Is this the plant for me?” She waited in anticipation.

“Jasmine, dearest,” Amara said, “could you do me a favor and get my reading glasses from the back room? Should be on the main table. Thanks so much.”

Jasmine arched an eyebrow at the request but left.

After she was gone, Amara led Sienna back to the counter as she talked. “Your plant is a very interesting choice because it tells me you’re open to living a full life and doing it with people who are interesting too. The thing is, this plant, the barrenwort, has three names: bishop’s hat, horny goat weed…”

Sienna burst into laughter.

“…and fairy wings.” A smile tugged Amara’s lips. “It would be a bit forward to ask whether you see yourself as righteous, lascivious, or a dreamer. But I can already tell it’s the latter. The only question is whether you want to keep your head in the clouds, hopeful, and free. Or whether you want your feet more on the ground, moving forward.”

Silence fell for a moment as Sienna digested that.

Her whole adult life had been spent on a long, wandering journey. She told herself it was fate, that she needed to keep moving, exploring, experiencing. But the truth was it was easier than the alternative.

When things got hard, wherever she was, she immediately packed up and left. Years ago, her mother accused her of being a runner because she never stayed long enough to deal with anything. She simply disappeared when she was done with a place. Or a person.

Huberto’s daughter had begged her to stay and listen to her pleas for forgiveness, claiming her drunken one-night stand had been a terrible mistake. But Sienna had been too furious and hurt. She’d been gone within the hour. She’d never questioned this about herself. Sienna was simply going wherever fate took her.

Her mother had suggested Sienna likely wouldn’t have stayed anyway even if her girlfriend had been loyal. Because, she said, Sienna would eventually find a reason to run.

That had stung. It wasn’t exactly fair. All she knew was that nowhere she’d traveled felt enough to stay. Until recently. Now, though, she could see the merit in sticking around for longer. Because Sienna didn’t want to know how it would feel to no longer spend time with Jasmine Gemayel.

“What’s so interesting,” Amara went on, “is when Jasmine came back to see me to apologize, I did my party trick on her. And she picked the same plant as you.” She gestured at Sienna’s selection.

“Really?”

“Yes. But I immediately told her to put it back. That this plant wasn’t for her. It might have been once, but she was in a process of so much flux. Her heart and head and emotions were all over the place. I learned later of the loss of her beloved dog. That’s what drew her to the plant. The quirkiness and the fun. It also reminded her of her old life. The plant would make her happy, yes, but also sad. A reminder wasn’t what she needed back then. What’s interesting is that you and she should pick the same plant.”

“It’s amazing.” Sienna could see hundreds of plants all around them.

“It’s a portent.” Amara studied her for a moment. “I think it’s why you’re friends. In you she sees who she was before she spent a decade married to that man. Thank God that’s over with. Mark flattened her spirit. Like overwatering her roots and starving her soul. You, though, are nourishing.” Her look was long and pointed. “And that’s what she needs now.”

Sienna blinked. Was she saying what it sounded like? “You think we’re…” More than friends? She didn’t say it, though, because what if she’d misread Amara’s comment? How embarrassing.

“I know it,” Amara said, reading her mind. “She brought you here, didn’t she? To me?”

“Okay?”

“She wanted me to meet you. It was important to her. She hasn’t worked the reason out yet, but she will.” Amara smiled. “At least I hope so. Maybe you should give her a nudge, hmm?”

“A nudge?” Sienna’s cheeks burned. Seriously? Did she mean…

Amara smiled. “From friendship into something romantic.”

Okay, she did mean that.

“Jasmine’s straight!” Sienna pointed out.

“You sound so sure,” Amara said quietly. “Do you really not see the way she looks at beautiful women?”

What?

“Or, especially, the appreciative way she looks at you?”

Sienna blinked in astonishment.

“I see you don’t.”

“She doesn’t look at me like that!”

“No?” Amara eyed her incredulously. “Next you’ll tell me she doesn’t wait to see you and talk to you for hours. She does that with those she is interested in.”

“Not…hours.”

“How many others get such attention from her, hmm?”

“Antonio!”

“Her fashion expert, yes? Who she talks to about clothing. What does she talk to you about?”

“Art.”

“Art.” Amara gave her a pointed look. “The most precious thing to her in the world and she talks to you about it. You, the woman she also gazes at with so much affection. Can you really not see this?”

Affection? Hardly. Sienna began to shake her head.

“But even if I had a wild imagination”—Amara waved at Sienna’s barrenwort—“my plants don’t lie. I didn’t make you choose the same one as Jasmine. It is meant to be. Trust me.”

“You mean…fate?” Hope flared in Sienna. Because fate was real.

“Destiny.” Amara stroked the leaf of the barrenwort. “It’s interesting that your path is intertwining with Jasmine’s right at this moment. Roots do that. Neighboring plants will intermingle their roots so well, it’s like crocheting. And I must say it’s overdue. Time Jasmine found her way back to the plant she first chose.”

“The plant that made her happy and sad, though,” Sienna pointed out.

“I suspect she’ll find more happiness than sadness, given the company she’s keeping,” Amara said with a tiny smile. She pushed the barrenwort gently into Sienna’s hands. “No charge. A gift.”

“I couldn’t possibly accept,” Sienna protested. “Please let me give you something.”

“You already have. I’m seeing my friend happy for the first time in years. I want that for her.”

“How can you be so sure I’m the reason?”

“I’m aware of things, Sienna. I get it from my mother. She sees things most people don’t. So, when something is meant to be, don’t run from it.” She paused. “Even if you’re afraid or confused. Don’t run.”

Don’t run? How did she know Sienna did this?

Jasmine returned, empty-handed. “I couldn’t find them anywhere.”

Amara patted down her apron pocket and pulled out her lost reading glasses. “Oh! Here they were all along. My mistake.”

“Uh huh.” Jasmine then glanced at Sienna. “So, are you destined for another plant?”

“Apparently not,” Sienna said, hugging her plant to her chest. “The first pick was right. I’m all set.”

“Interesting,” Jasmine replied and flicked a glance at Amara.

“Yes,” Amara agreed. “A perfect choice. And what a lovely aura your friend has.”

Was there an extra emphasis on the word friend?

Jasmine obviously heard it, as she side-eyed Amara, lips pursing.

Sienna looked away, feeling awkward.

Shaking her head, Amara said, “Oh dear, I may be ahead of time. Come back to me when all this is resolved.” She waggled a finger between them.

Jasmine shot a hard, questioning look at her friend.

“Now, off you both go,” Amara continued. “I have work to do. But keep your diary open, Jasmine. I will have you over for afternoon tea soon to catch up. And, Sienna? It was so wonderful meeting you.” She paused and held up a finger. “Wait one sec.” She flipped through a Rolodex of cards. “Here. Care and watering instructions for the barrenwort.”

Sienna took the card and thanked her.

Once outside, Jasmine turned to her, eyes questioning. “What was all that about? Her being ahead of time?” Her tone was disquieted.

“I’m not sure.” Sienna wasn’t about to tell her Amara thought they were destined to be together. “I got a lot of metaphors about roots tangling like crocheting.”

“She does that. She’s convinced she’s got a second sight. I’ve met her mother, and she’s even worse. That woman has predicted all sorts of outlandish things for as long as I’ve known her.”

“Outlandish how?”

“Well, for one, Amara’s mother firmly believes a loved one will return to me from the dead. And she didn’t mean it in an esoteric sense. She meant it literally.”

“That’s…out there.” Sienna chuckled. “What did Amara say to that?”

“She is always greatly amused by whatever her mother comes out with. But then again, she grew up with her mother shaking her bony finger at people and warning them of calamities and relationships. She’s used to her special pronouncements.”

“That’d be different. The exact opposite of my mum. Susannah Fisher is firmly of the view it’d be impolite to offer an opinion on any outsider’s life without permission in triplicate.”

“How very British.” Jasmine smirked. “I do miss that. In London, I had a lot fewer people thinking their opinions should be shared with me uninvited.”

“I’d have thought everyone wanted to impress you when you ran your gallery.”

“Not the smart ones. If I respected them, I asked for their expertise, but otherwise those around me wisely kept their thoughts to themselves.” She sighed. “Of course, there were also the new artists, thrusting their work at me. So desperate for my approval.”

Sienna winced inwardly as they stepped outside. The weather felt weird—a smoggy heat that had persisted for a few weeks. Everything had dried out and was just uncomfortable. But the clouds were darkening and just then, an incongruous, fat blob of rain hit her cheek.

“Oh!” she said in surprise. Another splash hit her face.

“I’ll call the car,” Jasmine said, reaching for her phone.

“No, wait.” An idea struck her. All this warmth and now rain? It was perfect. “Do you have time for a quick deviation?”

“A…deviation?”

Sienna glanced down at Jasmine’s shoes. Low heels—not quite boots but not flats either. “Can you run in those?”

A startled look crossed Jasmine’s face. “I’ve never tried. Why?”

More rain fell.

“It’s only a few blocks from here. Do you mind getting a little wet?”

“What’s a few blocks from here?”

“You’ll see. Promise it’ll be worth it.”

Jasmine looked as if she wanted to argue.

“Come on, you’re English. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little rain,” Sienna goaded her.

At that, Jasmine flipped up the collar on her jacket, as if to say challenge accepted, and eyed her. “You do realize you’re still holding that ridiculous plant.”

“I know.”

“Okay, where to?” Her chin lifted.

Sienna grinned.

~ ~ ~

Sienna led them to a red-brick building, art deco style, about six stories high. Unremarkable on the outside, and a scribbled sign in shiny black letters declared this to be Clintoff’s Hotel.

“A hotel?” Jasmine queried.

“You’ll see. Come on.” She led her past Reception to the lift and hit the R button at the top. “We really have to hustle.”

Hustle? Now she sounded like Oliver. The lift creaked upward.

The doors finally opened with a soft ding, and two things became apparent. One, the entire floor was a garden paradise. And two, it was now raining properly.

“This way,” Sienna said quickly. “We don’t want to miss out.”

Miss out?

Sienna tugged her hand, leading her under a pergola dripping with bamboo and other lush green plants, to a small seat. They were protected from the rain, as it was a covered corner, but surrounded by greenery. The wind picked up, and Sienna gasped.

“Now,” she told Jasmine. “Breathe in.”

She did. And a smile rose to her lips. “Ohh. I love petrichor.”

“Me too. That smell when the first rain hits dry earth is so gorgeous. It’s an experience we don’t get much as it rains so often in New York. But every now and then, when conditions are right…”

Jasmine closed her eyes and inhaled the gorgeous scent. Below, she could hear the occasional honk of cars and squawk of birds. But it all faded away, and all she could feel was the experience of peace.

It was wonderful.

Finally, she opened her eyes to find Sienna smiling softly at her.

“How did you know about this place?” she asked.

“The woman who tends it takes classes at the gallery below where I live. I sit in on the classes some days and I’ve gotten to know everyone. She told me she called her workplace Petri Garden. I asked why. She explained it was short for petrichor and how it was so perfectly placed to experience it. She took me here one day to show me. She told me I was free to come up anytime it was raining and enjoy it.”

“Well,” Jasmine said. “I’m never short of having enriching experiences with you, am I?”

Sienna shrugged. “I love to discover stuff like this. But I should be thanking you. Meeting Amara was so interesting.” She lifted the small plant she still held and sniffed it. “She told me you’d chosen this one too, years ago. When you first met.”

“The second time we met,” Jasmine corrected. “The first time we met, I accidentally tried to kill Mark, if you recall.”

“Ah, yes. Oops.”

Jasmine chuckled. “Maybe my subconscious knew some things I didn’t.”

“Maybe. Or you just saw a pretty plant and thought of brightening up the office of the man you loved.”

The man I loved. That seemed so long ago now. She could barely conjure up a memory these days of loving Mark. It was all so murky. Mired in sadness and the overhauling of her life, giving up her gallery. In that swirl of extremes of emotion, she found it hard to pick out love.

Did that mean she hadn’t loved Mark or that she’d forgotten how it felt to?

She shook herself back to the present. The rain had eased now, and Sienna was staring off into the distance, a peaceful smile on her face. Clearly content to stay here the rest of the afternoon if Jasmine decided they should.

She was so beautiful in profile. Jasmine’s gaze slipped all over her features, appreciating them from an aesthetic point of view. Women were so lovely to look at. Sienna was no exception.

She turned and caught Jasmine’s long look.

Jasmine met her eye, unwilling to pretend she hadn’t been admiring her.

Surprise darted into Sienna’s eyes, and then something else. Attraction? Longing?

Jasmine’s lips parted at the unexpected expression—just as Sienna leaned over…and kissed her.

It was a lingering kiss, soft and sweet. It was light enough to give her plenty of opportunity to pull away, but, right then, Jasmine had no interest in ending the kiss.

She slid her hands into Sienna’s curling hair, damp from the air, and pulled her in.

Sienna drew herself across Jasmine’s thighs, straddling her, and with great attentiveness, placed a hand on either side of Jasmine’s face and properly kissed her.

Jasmine gasped at the contact. It was so intentional, so needy. Her hands automatically came up to hold her ass in place, to stop her from slipping. The warmth of Sienna thrilled her. The nearness was exciting. And her kisses were a torment Jasmine delighted in.

They pulled away, both breathing hard. Jasmine found herself with handfuls of Sienna’s ass and no great desire to let go.

Their foreheads touched, and, for a moment, they shared each other’s breaths.

Jasmine’s nipples tightened. Desire coursed through her. God. How had she thought she could ever give this up? Women. How many times had she told herself that marrying Mark would be enough? It had been nothing like this, the electrical frisson that sizzled along her nerve endings at a woman’s touch.

Of course she’d missed it. And of course they couldn’t do this. “No,” she said. “We can’t.”

Sienna looked up. “No?” Worry crept into her face. “Oh God, did I misread things?”

There was no honest way to answer that. “Sienna,” she said with a sigh. “Just…no.”

Sienna gave a small, accepting nod and slid off her lap. Her cheeks flamed red, and she suddenly didn’t seem to know where to look.

Jasmine’s body mourned the loss of her heat and the press of Sienna’s small breasts against her own. She’d forgotten how it felt. She’d locked this part of herself away for a reason. It was Jasmine’s weakness—her mother had been right about that, even if her reasoning was entirely wrong, and grounded in shame.

It wasn’t shame that bothered Jasmine. It was how it could cost her everything. How she could lose herself in a woman so much it scared her. She was certainly not about to lose herself in a wandering intern who was just passing through. And she wasn’t about to share such personal reasons with said passing intern.

Sienna would have forgotten this by tomorrow. Jasmine would still be thinking about it in a year. She sighed and gave Sienna a pointed look. “We should go.”

“I’m so sorry,” Sienna said, still blushing. “I think I got swept up in this place. It’s romantic.” She glanced around. “It’s really pretty up here. I’ll miss this when I leave.”

Jasmine paused. “Leave?”

“New York,” Sienna said. “I can’t stay here forever, obviously. I usually stay in any given place about three months. The most I ever stay is six. New York will be my longest by the time I’m finished here and move on. It’s a wanderer’s credo or something.”

“A wanderer’s credo,” Jasmine repeated, rising to stand beside her. Didn’t that just cement how right she’d been to put a stop to things? It was wise they were not taking this further.

Except, all she felt was the loss.

As they headed for the exit, Jasmine did her calculations. To her knowledge, Sienna had been in New York four months, longer possibly since she hadn’t immediately fallen into her internship.

“How long?” she asked, trying to sound neutral as they walked back to the lift. “How much longer before you leave?” Me. Leave me.

Sienna flicked her a worried look. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

Sweetheart? Her eyes widened.

Sienna blushed red from the roots of her cheeks, right down her neck. “Oh God, I didn’t just say that. It slipped out!”

Part of Jasmine wished she’d say it again. Her heart warmed. How…inappropriate. Sienna was leaving soon. “I’ve heard worse,” she said gently to ease the poor woman’s suffering. “I don’t mind being called a nice name for once.”

“People call you bad names?” Sienna stared. “No!”

“Why so surprised? I ran an experimental art gallery. Nothing fires up people’s passion more than putting out work some people hate. For every contemporary installation, a hundred people will argue it has no place in a gallery. The art I displayed was often polarizing,” Jasmine said. “You’re the one who cited the coffee pod installation. That got me hate mail for weeks.”

Sienna chuckled. “That pile of plastic was hardly worth an email.”

“Well sometimes it was more personal. For instance, I have gotten hate for telling an artist they just don’t have what it takes for my gallery. Or worse, that they don’t have what it takes to be an artist, full stop.”

Sienna’s eyes became troubled. “Why do you do that?” she asked. “The last thing: Tell an artist they suck? What goes through your mind?”

“Not a great deal. I’m being honest.”

“But what if”—Sienna stepped into the lift—“you’re wrong?”

“I’m never wrong,” Jasmine said. “I mean, no one I’ve rejected as talentless has ever gone on to be famous, if that’s what you mean?”

Sienna didn’t reply until they reached the ground floor and headed outside. Under the awning of the hotel, she turned to Jasmine and said, “But what if your honesty crushed some young artist before they got started? If they hadn’t yet found their feet and were vulnerable to criticism. Would that factor into your opinion?”

“Why are you asking this?” Jasmine said in surprise. “Which artist have I supposedly crushed?” She tried to work out who Sienna knew that Jasmine might have offended. Obviously not Sienna herself. Hadn’t she told Jasmine that she’d only been a teenager when she’d seen Jasmine in her London gallery? And that she didn’t start doing art properly until she was overseas?

“It was just a random thought,” Sienna said. “You had so much power. So much influence. I wondered if you realized you also had the power to destroy.”

“I never thought about it,” Jasmine said truthfully. “I was young and full of myself back then, though,” she said with a wry smile. “I was starting to believe Dillon’s hype as to my legendary status.”

“You were a legend, though,” Sienna said firmly. “I remember that much. It wasn’t hype.”

“Were?” Jasmine teased.

“Are.” She shook her head. “But I still think you should have thought about how the young artists you critiqued might have felt.”

“If they didn’t want to be critiqued, they shouldn’t have asked my opinion,” Jasmine said. “That’s on them. I didn’t sugarcoat my answer to their question. But the thing is, they asked.”

“True,” Sienna said. “Yeah. I see your point. But there’s a difference between not sugarcoated and downright brutal, isn’t there?”

“See my earlier comment. If you don’t want to be thoroughly dissected, don’t ask for it. And you didn’t answer my question,” Jasmine said, done with the discussion of her younger, headstrong self. “When are you leaving?”

“I don’t know,” Sienna said. “At least not until after my internship. And then it’s up in the air. I go with the flow. Whatever fate dictates.”

Fate again. “And what if fate dictates you stay?”

Sienna lifted an intrigued eyebrow as she said, “Why? Is that what you’d like?”

Would she? Of course. Although that was a Pandora’s box if she did stay.

It was hard enough realizing how much she looked forward to spending time with Sienna. Not seeing her every day in one capacity or another was not something she was looking forward to. Even just as friends—fellow art lovers—Sienna was someone she anticipated a great deal.

Jasmine tried to picture a future where she and Sienna were friends who kept their distance and only discussed art. Her heart gave a pained whimper.

Great. Just great.


 

Chapter 12

Torn Past

The next day brought with it another staff meeting, and Sienna was starting to lose her will to live. Corporate life was so not for her. She wondered how Jasmine hadn’t gone stir crazy after ten years of this.

Sienna’s eyes kept closing of their own accord, and it was a struggle to focus. It was her own damned fault, of course. She’d stayed up half the night agonizing over the kiss. She’d been so, so stupid. What had she been thinking? Crawling into Jasmine’s lap and just…?

She hadn’t been thinking was the problem. Amara had gotten into her head, telling her that Jasmine liked to watch her. And, yes, sure, it had felt like Jasmine was into it. Initially. The way she’d appraised her appreciatively before the kiss had been exciting. But Sienna might have misread things. Obviously, she’d misread things. Jasmine’s firm no left zero room for misinterpretation.

So maybe Jasmine had looked at Sienna in passing in a way there was no heterosexual explanation for but that didn’t mean she also wanted to be pounced on. Or her luscious lips kissed. Sienna had made such a fool of herself.

Except…now she knew what kissing Jasmine Gemayel felt like. The softness of her lips, the intensity of her gaze before her eyes fluttered closed. Sienna still trembled if she thought about it too hard.

And then the humiliation rose again. Because Sienna hadn’t asked first. She deserved to feel this way, embarrassed and awkward. So, at four in the morning, Sienna had decided the best way forward was to catch Jasmine after the meeting, apologize properly for what she’d done, and then forget it.

Impossible.

Fine, try and forget it.

The meeting was largely to update Jasmine on where they were at, more than the other way around. After it finally ended, the team wandered off, chatting to each other, leaving Sienna alone with Jasmine.

Jasmine, looking so unfairly gorgeous in an embellished deep-purple skirt-suit, gathered up her paperwork. Sienna wandered the room as she waited for her to finish. Her gaze fell onto the back wall of framed images. She’d never really stopped to look at them before.

In the middle was a sleek, black, sharp-edged rocking horse. Then a motorbike. Oh! Obviously, these were all the Tier One winners from over the years. Interested now, she leaned in for a closer look at the selections. There were some exceptionally gorgeous pieces of luxury on display.

And then there was one that was anything but. Labelled The Wedding Dress, it was a simple ivory shift, unremarkable in every way except long, threaded lines of shimmering detail had been added.

To the uninformed eye, it was as if sparkling, small, jagged glass beads had been threaded down a flapper dress from the Roaring Twenties. But Sienna knew that a Tier One dress would not have used mere glass.

“Thoughts?” came a feminine voice close to her ear.

It was so close that Sienna jumped. She pushed down a little shiver at the nearness. No, she told her dizzied brain, she was going to honor Jasmine’s wishes to remain professional and platonic and not push her against any walls and kiss her senseless.

Dear God, what a mental image. Sienna swallowed and forced herself to focus on the question.

“The wedding dress,” Sienna said, pointing at it. “It’s…” She tried to think of a diplomatic way to say it wasn’t a great design. More…lame. “Unexpected.”

Jasmine’s throaty laugh filled the room. “So measured, your choice of words. Now say what you really think. Go on. I’m listening.” Her tone had turned goading.

“It’s so…basic. All it has going for it is the bling. What is that—a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of diamonds?”

“Try a million,” Jasmine noted. “And that Tier One sold for $2.75 million.”

“I don’t understand,” Sienna said in disbelief. “It’s boring, and adding some diamonds is just a cheater’s way of making a dress more appealing. Hell, if it wasn’t for that, you’d have to wonder at it being a wedding dress at all.”

“That was, almost word for word, my objection to it too.”

“You objected to it?” Sienna spun to face her. “Then why was it chosen as Tier One?”

“For the same reason that one was.” She stabbed a finger toward the rocking horse. “Sometimes I get overruled.”

“Why would your ex-husband want to have any say in wedding dresses, though? I mean, most men don’t give them even a passing thought.”

“Why indeed? For once, he wasn’t being petty, but when I found out the reason, we had to do a lot of damage control.”

Sienna stared in surprise. “What happened?”

“Mark’s fiancée at the time, Nichelle, saw all the Tier One options while she was wedding planning. She fell in love with that one.” Jasmine waved at the flapper dress. “Nichelle told Mark she’d always dreamed of being married in a dress like that.”

“Okay. So…?”

“Mark knows we do a full-size mock-up of our Tier One designs for marketing purposes and to test that the concept will work. After that, we create the real thing for auction. Mark thought he’d win brownie points by getting Nichelle a copy of that dress to wear for their wedding. To do that, he had to overrule me and select her preferred design for Tier One, which would ensure a prototype would be made.”

“So, what went wrong? I mean, aside from Mark making a terrible business decision for personal reasons? Did the fiancée think she was getting the three-million-dollar outfit?”

“Oh no; she understood it was the prototype. She knew the beading on her dress was cubic zirconia, not diamonds. But what she did next caused chaos: She posted on her Instagram page images of herself wearing the concept dress and links to the upcoming auction, with the mentions of it being worth millions.”

Sienna gasped. “She wanted people to assume, without her saying, that when she turned up on her wedding day wearing the identical design, that she was wearing the multimillion-dollar version?”

“Yes.” Jasmine exhaled. “I knew the moment I saw her posts. I called Mark immediately. He was horrified too. It was one thing for Nichelle to have a low-key wedding wearing a dress that no one knows is modeled on a rare collectible. But what she did meant the buyer of the auction dress no longer would be seen to have a one-off exclusive design once some other woman was seen wearing it all over social media on her wedding day. That idiot woman was about to render our dress worthless.”

“Oh shit.”

Jasmine pursed her lips. “I pointed all this out to Mark, who understood immediately and told his fiancée to take her posts down. She claimed she was just modeling it for our auction, not pretending the real one would be her wedding dress. Apparently, there was a fight about it that snowballed, and she said some things that could not be unsaid. Chief among them was his insistence that he’d still be pretending to be married to me even after their wedding. She called him out on being treated as his dirty little secret. I don’t blame her for that.”

“Wait, he wanted to marry Nichelle but pretend you were still his wife?”

“Only at work. I’d be the show wife for clients and staff. I thought the whole idea was absurd, not to mention disrespectful to his fiancée. I told him so. He didn’t care until she blew up at him.”

“I’m guessing they’re no longer together?” Sienna asked.

“They canceled the wedding but stayed together. Only recently did Mark end things. Probably for the best,” Jasmine observed, “if her taste in grooms and wedding dresses is anything to go by.”

Sienna laughed. She appreciated the intimacy of Jasmine letting down her guard and telling her the story. She wondered if she’d have gotten the story out of her if they hadn’t kissed. Had it changed things between them? For Sienna, it had changed everything. But Jasmine was Jasmine, as always. Mysterious and hard to read. She doubted she’d ever get any answers out of her.

Well, now was the time to apologize and make good. She wasn’t looking forward to how awkward the conversation was about to get.

“So,” Jasmine jumped in first. “I understand we have one last New York art scene endeavor together left? When will it be?”

Derailed, Sienna considered her reply. She’d been debating the destination of their final art event for some time. One possibility she’d considered had no personal attachments. The other had a lot of baggage but would also give Jasmine joy—she hoped. The problem was Sienna wasn’t sure how much of her own truth she could share. When it came to her own art, Sienna was far too vulnerable around Jasmine.

On the other hand, the bigger hand…joy. And Sienna was a sucker for Jasmine’s smile. That clinched it.

“There’s an art gallery a friend runs,” Sienna said. “If we go at seven, Miriam, the owner, should be finishing up her paperwork for the evening. She’ll let us in, and we can have it practically to ourselves for an hour.”

“An art gallery. How positively conventional,” Jasmine said with a tiny smile. “I hope it’s more interesting than the wedding dress.”

“I think you’ll find it very interesting. In fact, the moment I heard about her latest exhibition, I thought of you.”

“Well then, seven it is.”

~ ~ ~

Jasmine got out of her car after Sienna, thanked her driver, sending him on his way, and looked around. The 558 Collective, a name no doubt derived from its address at 558 St. Johns Place, was orange-brick, which haphazardly stopped in jagged teeth around a door, gray and non-descript.

It had been years since Jasmine had stepped into a gallery so small and grungy. That had never bothered her. Unpolished gems were still gems. The issue was only ever the rarity of them. Did they live up to the potential?

Inside the gallery was a surprise: dark-gray walls—foreboding and unexpected, given galleries usually leaned toward light, bright, white…and, above all else, neutral.

Beyond the main room, she could see a smaller one, with cream walls and bursting with slogans and bright art and posters, exactly as one might expect for a collective. An older Black woman was behind a desk, typing at a computer. Sienna rushed over to greet her with the now-familiar hugs she seemed to bestow on everyone she knew in New York.

Jasmine wandered away and returned her attention to the gray-walled room.

The theme of the current exhibition seemed to be torn-magazine art, but not all by the same artist, given the different looks.

Pieces of colorful photos and text were pieced together to form a montage that could be quite beautiful. Some artists had incredible talent in this medium; others could make it look juvenile. The same was true for this collection.

Some pieces were abstract, some close to photorealism, which seemed to miss the point of montages. And in the middle, in every sense, was a series of five images of a dog in various poses on a fat beanbag.

In one artwork, the animal was sprawled out; in another, sleeping with its tongue lolling, in a third, on its back, waiting for pats; and so on. How could an artist capture a dog so brilliantly with just torn pieces of printed paper and glossy bits of magazine? But that wasn’t what had caught her eye. It was that this dog looked exactly like her Suki. And the beanbag was the same as Suki’s in her little corner of Jasmine’s London gallery.

She scanned the wall for identifying details and sure enough, the caption read:

 

Artist: Nothis

The London Series (Also: The Suki Series)

Torn-paper collage…

 

Jasmine’s breath caught and she jumped back to the name before she read the rest. The Suki Series. Not that she’d had any doubt.

How perfectly the artist had captured her little dog. From the pert orange ears, her shaggy face with a hang-dog expression, and soft brown eyes. The black collar with a copper disk were identical. She leaned in close. The disk even had the name Suki on it in the same font as the real Suki’s tag had had.

She reeled back in amazement, her brain at first refusing to digest what her eyes were showing her. Here, half a world away from home, her beautiful dog was featured in a tiny independent gallery in Brooklyn. Little more than jagged scraps of paper had breathed Suki into life. How was this possible?

Jasmine ordered her chaotic thoughts. Obviously this Nothis person had visited her gallery and met her dog. That was not surprising. Everyone who attended her gallery had seen Suki at some point or another. This artist, though, seemed to have developed a soft spot for her. Jasmine couldn’t blame them. How beautiful she was. Sadness welled up in Jasmine at what she’d lost.

She stood frozen, staring, unwilling to tear herself away from the art. In the background, Sienna was laughing with the owner. Jasmine exhaled, grateful she could see Suki on her own, without witnesses.

One piece especially caught her eye. It was called Ready to Be Adored. There, Suki was on her back, paws splayed out in different directions, offering her belly up for a rub.

Jasmine laughed through her tears. Her darling dog had always demanded attention in exactly this way. God, how she missed her. She traced the frame with the lightest fingertip, not willing to touch the precious art itself, which would be a terrible breach of care and etiquette. But how she wished she could touch Suki’s beautiful face too.

“That’s my favorite,” a soft voice said beside her.

She started, having briefly forgotten she wasn’t alone.

Sienna offered her a warm smile and glanced at the artworks. “What a goofball that dog is.” She smirked at Ready to Be Adored. “Makes you want to just lean over and give her a belly scratch.”

“This…” Jasmine pointed at Suki. “I know it’s impossible. But she was my dog.”

“She sure is. I think Nothis really got Suki’s look down.”

“You knew Suki?” Jasmine turned to her. Sienna had told her she’d been to her gallery once or twice a lifetime ago. Surely she wouldn’t have remembered Suki after all these years?

“Jasmine, every GOMEA visitor knew your dog. She’s pretty memorable. Hell, she was so popular, every English arts newspaper and magazine mentioned Suki at least once in a story about your gallery. Remember?”

Jasmine nodded. She was a beloved gallery mascot. She stared at the artwork, her heart aching and full. I miss her.

“Did you know your little dog is how I first found your gallery?”

That got her attention. “Oh?”

“Come and sit.” Sienna led her to a worn brown three-seater that faced the wall of torn-magazine art.

Jasmine joined her, sitting in the cushion right beside her, in order to be anchored next to her. She didn’t want distance at this moment. She already felt about to float away. Sienna’s solidness was reassuring.

“My mum has a friend, Theresa Merton, who runs London’s Portuguese Podengo Enthusiasts Society. Have you heard of her?”

“No.”

“Okay, so my mother plays bridge weekly with Theresa, who is very enthusiastic about the dogs she breeds and rescues. They’re all she talks about. One day, Theresa tells Mum about the world’s cutest three-year-old Podengo terrier mix that she’s just handed over to her nephew, Dillon. She says he asked for it for his employer, who runs an art gallery.”

“My former publicity manager is Theresa’s nephew?”

“Yep.” She smiled.

“I never knew where Suki materialized from,” Jasmine said. “I know Dillon one day declared that what GOMEA desperately needed was a mascot for all his marketing and to bring in new clients. I firmly disagreed.” She rolled her eyes. “Months later, he turned up with Suki anyway, saying we had her for a trial run, to see if Suki liked her new home at the gallery.”

“A match made in heaven,” Sienna said.

“Well, at first, I may have pretended I had no interest in Suki. But Dillon could see through my bluster. I was besotted.”

Sienna smiled. “I don’t blame you. So, anyway, all Mum heard was world’s cutest dog and she dragged me off with her to check it out.”

“You went to my gallery to meet my dog? Not the art?”

“Yep.”

Jasmine should probably be scandalized. Worse, it proved Dillon had been right. He’d be so cocky if he knew. Suki really had been a lure for new visitors.

“Anyway, we loved your dog. My mother was so smitten, she asked Theresa for one of her own. That was many years ago, of course. Mum’s on her third Portuguese Podengo now.”

“Your mother has excellent taste.” Jasmine said, her lips curling into a smile.

“She really does. Back to the point: I had been intrigued by the art at GOMEA on my first visit and so went back a few times, but it was Suki I owe the credit to for finding your gallery.”

She stopped, and sadness flickered across her face. “Mum told me when Suki died. I was overseas by then. I’m really sorry for your loss. She was a lovely, friendly dog.”

Jasmine’s breath hitched at the words, and she looked away, afraid she’d start tearing up again. It was appalling how emotional she got each time she thought about her darling girl. It had been ten years now, and she was still affected.

Sienna placed her warm hand on Jasmine’s thigh. Her voice was tight when she said, “I’m sorry this is upsetting you. I’d hoped seeing Nothis’s art would make you happy. Now I feel terrible that I’ve made you cry.”

Her worried expression tightened Jasmine’s chest. “No.” She forced herself to get it together. “It’s just…this will sound ludicrous, but I don’t have any photos of Suki.”

Surprise lit Sienna’s features. “None?”

“I know. Everyone keeps photos on their phones now, but I didn’t even have a smartphone back then. I had physical photos, of course, so many of them, but they were lost in the move to New York. I have nothing left of her. And now I see this.” She lifted a hand toward the artwork. “It’s like she’s back to life again.”

Sienna’s eyes widened. “You really have nothing of her? At all?”

“No.”

“I’m so sorry.”

A moment passed.

“I love seeing the sparkle in her eyes,” Jasmine said, staring at the art. “I have to buy these. Who is Nothis? How did their work end up here, of all places?” She rose. “I’ll talk to the owner.”

She left Sienna and strode toward the office. The older woman she’d seen before looked up from her desk.

“Sorry to intrude, but do you run this gallery?” Jasmine asked, her tone as polite as she could muster, given her swirling emotions.

“I do. I’m Miriam.”

“Jasmine,” she replied. “I have to know: Who is this No-this artist?”

“Noth-is,” Miriam corrected, emphasizing the ‘th’ so that it rhymed with moth-is.

Jasmine made a mental note on pronunciation. “How does a series about an animal from London end up here? Are these for sale?”

“So many questions.” Miriam smiled. “I know the artist personally, which is how their art is in my gallery. I display their works despite the fact that they’re not for sale, because I’m doing a theme of torn-paper montages this month, and it fit. It shows the excellence of this medium so perfectly. The other works are for sale, though—if there are any that interest you?”

“Not for sale,” Jasmine repeated. “What if I told you the artist has featured my dog?”

“Yours?” Miriam asked. “But I was informed the dog was from a gallery in London years ago.”

“Correct: my dog from my gallery,” Jasmine said, impatience leaking into her tone. “I’m Jasmine Latouf, the owner of London’s Gallery of Modern and Experimental Art.”

“Well, then,” Miriam said, “I’m very honored to have you in my humble gallery.”

“Thank you.” Jasmine thought hard. “You know the artist, you say? Could you perhaps ask if they’d be prepared to part with even just one panel? Ready to Be Adored.”

“It would break up the series.”

“You said the series was not for sale,” Jasmine said with a flash of teeth. “I’m seeking a loophole. I’d love them all, of course, but I would be happy with just one artwork. I’m prepared to meet whatever Nothis’s price is.”

Miriam eyed her for a long moment. “The artist is uninterested in money, and they were adamant their works were not for sale.”

Jasmine sagged.

“But since it is your dog featured, I will contact the artist and ask if that still applies.”

Hope burst through Jasmine. “Thank you.”

“It’s not the complete series on display, by the way.” Miriam waved at the five artworks. “It is missing one piece: The image of the artist with your dog.”

Jasmine drew in a breath. “May I see this missing piece?”

“It’s not available for display. The artist requested it be withheld from view. I believe it’s the only self-portrait of Nothis ever created, so they’re protecting their anonymity.”

How curious.

“They’re fond of this series as it’s their first. A no to selling it is most likely,” Miriam went on. “And be aware that even if the artist agrees to sell, Nothis’s pieces sell for five figures each. A series like this would be worth two hundred thousand for all the pieces. I know my gallery looks…less exclusive…than you’d be used to. But this artist is a true professional, and the series is one of the finest we’ve ever had.”

“Money is not the issue,” Jasmine said, tapping her foot in impatience. “Taking home my Suki is.” Her voice hitched. God, why was she so emotional? It was embarrassing!

Miriam’s smile was kind. “She is a beautiful dog.”

“She is.” Jasmine took out her business card and slid it onto the desk. “Call me if Nothis agrees.” She paused, pulled out a pen, and scribbled her personal mobile phone number on it. “Anytime.” She trusted that would convey her seriousness.

Miriam glanced at it. “I will, Ms. Latouf.”

“Please, call me Jasmine.”

“Of course.” Miriam smiled. She reached for a small pamphlet on a nearby table. “Here. It’s about the exhibition. In case Nothis says no, there are pictures of the Suki Series.”

Jasmine clutched it gratefully. “Thank you.”

Just then, Sienna rejoined them. “Hey, how’s it going? Did you get your answers?”

“Time will tell,” Jasmine said. She certainly hoped so.

Sienna’s eyebrow lifted. “Okay.”

They turned to go, with Sienna waving over her shoulder at Miriam.

When they reached the door, Jasmine opened it and said, “Thank you so much for bringing me here.” Her eyes welled up again, but she decided to put that down to the rush of cold air.

“I’m so glad it brought you joy.” She tucked an arm through Jasmine’s and said, “Hey? Come with me? There’s somewhere else I want to show you.”

“All right.” Jasmine would have gone anywhere with Sienna at that moment. She’d changed her life this evening. She would never find enough words to thank her for that.

Sienna led her outside the gallery, then up some external brick steps and through a door above it. They entered a bright apartment, sumptuously decorated. In many ways it reminded her of Indira’s colorful office.

“Where are we?” Jasmine asked in wonder.

“It’s my place. I live here. That’s how I knew about the gallery. I found it one day in my rambles around New York. Miriam and I hit it off. Her daughter had just left for college, and I think she liked the idea of renting it out to me so she had another girl around to be clucky over. On weekends, I do a few workshops for her with art students downstairs. And, of course, being downstairs so often, I knew she was hanging the Suki Series. When I saw it on her walls, I thought of you.”

“I can’t tell you how much it means to me, seeing Suki again,” Jasmine said.

Sienna shrugged. “I’m happy you’re happy. Now, have a seat, and I’ll get you a drink. Do you want a tea? Something else?”

Jasmine’s gaze drifted around the room. The place was beautiful. Small, with industrial features, piping for shelves. It impressed her design eye a great deal.

“I don’t have cardamom or saffron, but I have something similar,” Sienna continued.

“Yes. Please. You know what I like.” Jasmine wandered over to books on the shelf and laughed at one, called Illustrated Moss Flora of Japan: Part One of Five Volumes Detailing All 1800 Moss Species Growing in Japan.

“Huberto gave me that one, as you might have guessed,” Sienna called over from the open-plan kitchen. “He’s a little moss obsessed. He got into moss in a big way because of his wife. She loves it too.”

Jasmine smiled and found her way to a bright-orange couch. Indira would love this whole room. The orange shouldn’t work, but it did. She sat. Comfortable and eye-catching.

Sienna brought over her tea. “I know you don’t take milk, but I have some in the fridge if you want to break a habit.”

“No milk is preferable. How else to appreciate the flavors?” She reached for the cup and took a sniff. “Speaking of flavors, what is this one?”

“Another Huberto special. He says it’s most popular with his Turkish customers.”

She took a sip and smiled. “He knows his tea. And you know me.”

That earned a soft smile from Sienna. “I do. A little.”

“A little,” Jasmine agreed with a matching smile. “Which is far more than most.”

Sienna took a sip of her own tea. “I hope it was okay to bring you here. I just wanted to know how you found the exhibition. I was so caught up with what Miriam was telling me, I didn’t get to see your initial reaction. I’m sorry I missed it.”

“I loved it,” she said quietly, and put her tea on a saucer on the dark wood and black metal coffee table. “It was like standing in the past. Existing in a different time. Normally I don’t like that, inhabiting where I’ve been, but, on this occasion, it was everything to me.”

“I’m so glad.” Sienna’s eyes shone as she, too, put her tea down. “I know you don’t want to talk about the past, so I worried about your reaction to me taking you to see Suki.”

“I will always want to see those I love,” Jasmine said, wishing she could explain better the enormity of Sienna’s gift to her. “And I will always appreciate those who make it so I can.”

Sienna exhaled and her shoulders relaxed. Adorable.

How was she so lucky to have this woman stumble into her life? Sienna had changed everything. Jasmine’s fingertips idly swept at the hem of her skirt. “I appreciate very much what you’ve done for me, Sienna. What you’ve shown me. You brought Suki back to me. I’ll never forget that.”

Jasmine frowned. “Damn. I forgot to ask Miriam how she came by Nothis’s work. It’s bizarre to find it in New York, so far from home.”

“How do you know the artist wasn’t a visiting American in your gallery? And is actually close to home now?”

“Even so, you have to admit it’s a bizarre coincidence.”

“I suppose it is. Yeah. Small world, huh?”

Jasmine smiled. “It’s a very good thing that I wasn’t shown the series back in London. I would have torn it to shreds.”

Sienna blinked. “Good God, why? I thought you liked it!”

“I love it.”

“I don’t understand.” Sienna peered at her.

Jasmine thought about how to put it into words. People never seemed to understand what it had been like being at the very heart of the art world back when she’d run GOMEA. Everyone had wanted her approval and patronage. Artists who’d tracked her down had all had agendas.

“Back then, I would have assumed the artist was ingratiating themselves to me to get my attention and curry favor by creating art about a pet I am famously attached to. I would have been furious at the underhanded ploy to get my support.”

An appalled look crossed Sienna’s face. “That’s really cynical, isn’t it? Artists get inspiration from all sorts of things! Maybe Nothis genuinely loved seeing Suki and captured her likeness for their own pleasure.”

“Well, that is clearly true,” Jasmine said with a relaxed smile. “Or I would have had the series thrust under my nose years ago, instead of finding it by accident a decade and a half later. But don’t you see? That is why I can enjoy it so freely now. I know there is no hidden agenda. I can love it completely. And I do.”

She moved closer to Sienna on the couch, turning to meet her eye, wanting her to see how much she meant that, just as Sienna shifted at the same time. It brought their faces close together.

Sienna gave a soft gasp at their nearness. Her eyes were still troubled, though. Surely she wasn’t still worried about Nothis’s motives being briefly impugned? She was such a gentle soul, always fretting about her fellow artists.

How lovely she looked. How beautiful those expressive eyes. Those soft, pale-pink lips. And all she’d wanted to do tonight was make Jasmine happy. She’d done that. She’d given her the moon and the stars. She’d found Suki for her. This lovely woman wasn’t just some passing intern, a person Jasmine could easily push out of her mind because she’d be off wandering soon enough. No, she was special. Remarkable. She was worth the risk.

Jasmine shifted a stray hair out of Sienna’s eyes, curling it around her ear. “I’ll never forget tonight,” she whispered. “Or…how you’ve made me feel.”

And then Jasmine leaned in and kissed her.


 

Chapter 13

Would It Please You?

Sienna couldn’t believe it. Jasmine was kissing her. After the woman’s firm no yesterday, Sienna could be forgiven her stunned disbelief.

Jasmine’s lips were full and soft against Sienna’s, and occasionally her teeth would give her a cheeky nip, tugging on Sienna’s lips.

She groaned against Jasmine’s mouth, and her arms suddenly discovered they could move. Sienna slid one around Jasmine’s neck and the other up her torso and cupped her breast.

Because, hell, why not? She’d had a pretty solid infatuation with Jasmine’s boobs for months. As well as her hair. And her voice. God, her voice.

When Jasmine’s mouth shifted and she rumbled against her ear all the things she was going to do to her, Sienna could only whimper.

Desire flooded her. She was so close already, and all Jasmine had done was kiss her and whisper. That was it.

Sienna stroked her breast, appreciating the hard knot forming under her palm. It wasn’t just Sienna turned on, then. She doubted that, given the way Jasmine’s smoky gaze kept raking her between kisses.

“Is this what you want?” she murmured against Sienna’s ear. “Do you want this from me?”

“Yes,” she gasped out. “Oh, hell yes!”

Asking permission was hot as fuck. But even hotter was when she kept doing it: “Would you like me to take you to bed? To lay you out and make love to you, Sienna? Would that please you?”

Oh God. Would it please her? Seriously?

“You know it would,” Sienna said. “You know how much I want you. I kissed you yesterday, remember? God, Jasmine, I couldn’t hold back. You just looked so fucking desirable, and the way you gazed at me…”

A low, deep chuckle sounded against Sienna’s throat, where Jasmine’s mouth had now trailed. “I just like to make you say it.”

“Okay, then.” Sienna smiled and lowered her mouth for another intense kiss. “I want to take you to my bed. I want you to spread me out naked. I want you to make love to me, Jasmine Gemayel.”

Jasmine’s nostrils flared. Sienna wondered if it was the use of her real name that had done it or what she’d asked for. But either way, she saw approval and lust.

Oh, Jasmine really wanted this.

Taking her by the hand, Sienna led her through her apartment and opened her bedroom door. Her bed wasn’t made.

A stack of magazines that’d she planned to use in her art had fallen over and were spread across the floor.

She blushed. “Um…”

Jasmine smiled then, a full, knowing smile that undid every thought.

“Good,” she said.

“What? Why?” Sienna asked, a blush rising.

“I was starting to think you had no flaws at all.”

Sienna stared at her in wonderment. “Me? You think I—”

“Yes.” Jasmine yanked the sheets straight, fluffed a pillow into position, and looked up at her. “An intern with no experience in my company at all waltzes in off the street, comes up with a revolutionary design for a drone that took my breath away. Then somehow manages to top even that by…” She waved her hand dramatically…“Winning the Tier One with a car redesign that even its manufacturer is in raptures over. This is not normal, Sienna. You are not…normal.”

“Not normal?” Sienna scooped her magazines up and busied herself at lining them up in a neat pile to hide her uncertainty at the words.

“No. And, before you ask, I never have liked normal.” Jasmine came to stand before her, turning her. Cupping her cheek, she drew Sienna’s gaze to meet hers. “You are something far beyond normal. You are sublime. You shouldn’t even exist. How…do you?”

“I’m an artist. I have a lot of ideas. I just…” She shrugged.

“Take the compliment.” Jasmine gazed at her. “Take my wonder. Take my awe. Because I assure you that all these things I offer in limited quantities.”

Sienna laughed at the truth of that. “Okay. Thank you.”

“Better.” Jasmine kissed her gently at one side of the mouth. “Is it any wonder I noticed you?” Her eyebrow lifted. She kissed the other side of her mouth. “Is it any wonder I needed to hear your thoughts on art, on life, on the universe?”

“I had wondered why you deigned to talk to me about things.”

“Sweet Sienna,” Jasmine said. Her fingertips trailed to under her chin, and she gave it a little tilt. She studied Sienna’s face with an expression of delight. “I have never met anyone like you. And I wouldn’t have believed you existed if you’d never stumbled into my office like a lost stray.”

“It’s fate,” Sienna said. “I keep telling you.”

Jasmine’s voice dropped into that dangerous register as she said, “Fate isn’t about to fuck you so beautifully that you’ll never forget this night.”

Oh my God.

Sienna trembled so hard, it had to be obvious.

Jasmine tugged her close, reached for Sienna’s shirt, and eased the buttons slowly out of their buttonholes. She held her gaze the entire time she did this, button after button. Sienna stood frozen, scarcely breathing.

Those dancing hands tugged up Sienna’s shirt, then slid it off her shoulders. Not saying a word, Jasmine reached behind her and unclipped her bra, dropping it to the floor.

Now topless, Sienna glanced down at her breasts. Small and pale, with light-pink pebbling nipples, they seemed so…insubstantial compared to her lover’s.

“Beautiful,” Jasmine murmured. “You are so very beautiful.” She lowered her head, and a wet warmth enveloped Sienna’s nipple as that agile tongue played with it. Her hands grasped Sienna’s waist.

If Sienna had been on the edge before, this made it so much worse.

“Oh!” Her hands reached for Jasmine’s upper arms, to steady, to ground herself. That’s when her heat registered. Jasmine was on fire.

Jasmine pulled away from her breast, and their gazes locked. Sienna ran her fingertips along the waist of Jasmine’s dark-purple skirt, seeking skin. She tugged at the silken cream blouse until she created a little gateway between shirt and skirt and found smooth flesh.

Jasmine’s soft skin beckoned, and Sienna slid first a finger and then a hand up until it rested on her bare waist. The heat was incredible. Did Jasmine always run this hot, or was it just when she was aroused? Her lover had moved to her throat now and was making pleased, soft sounds.

As her hand stroked upward, beneath that expensive blouse, Sienna felt Jasmine’s tremble as she slipped up toward one breast. Then she found her lover’s bra and sought out that erect nipple she’d been toying with earlier.

Jasmine froze. Then she straightened. “I need all of you.”

“You’ll have me,” Sienna assured her.

“Now.” She looked down at Sienna, who was still playing with her nipple. “I meant this minute. We need to be naked.” She eased Sienna’s arm away from her, eyes ablaze. “Teasing me like this is not good for my heart.” She smiled, but those eyes told a different story. She was beyond aroused.

Sienna had never felt more flattered. “Naked it is.” She reached for the button of her own jeans, popped it and slid the zip down as Jasmine watched, expression darkening with even more desire.

Now clad only in her bold, graphic design boy shorts, she slipped those down her legs too.

Jasmine licked her lips and just gazed.

Sienna had never been surer that she’d met someone’s approval.

Finally, Jasmine spoke. “Oh, you are delightful,” she murmured in that throaty low voice. “I can’t wait to taste you.”

And for yet another embarrassingly long moment, Sienna’s brain fritzed. Mercy.

Jasmine’s smile turned far too knowing. It seemed she’d been well aware of the effect her words would have.

It was totally unfair that the woman was standing, fully dressed, while Sienna was naked. “Your turn,” Sienna said, voice hoarse. “I’m waiting.”

That little bit of sass at the end earned an uptick at the edge of Jasmine’s lips. Fingers trembling ever so slightly, she undid the zip on her own skirt and lowered it to the floor.

Sienna spent a few long, appreciative moments admiring her rounded belly and the curve of her thighs as Jasmine impatiently threw aside her jacket and blouse. When her bra came off, it was Sienna’s turn to gape.

Her breasts were so much larger than she’d imagined—full and ripe—and she wanted to explore them with her mouth and fingers and…

Then Jasmine slid her black lace panties down, along with her stockings.

Fully nude, she gave Sienna a cocky little look, and…walked straight past her.

What? Where was she…

Annnd slid onto the bed. Jasmine arranged herself on one side, like Amedeo Modigliani’s seductive Reclining Woman, then said, “Well?”

Sienna didn’t need a second invitation. She slid onto the bed and wrapped her arms around Jasmine, pulling her close, pressing her body to her own, desperate to feel her nakedness.

It was blissful.

They kissed, at first languidly and then, as their bodies started to rock together, with increasing urgency.

Sienna was so close to the edge, she wasn’t sure what she’d do when her fingers started to touch the object of her desire. Her hand slipped down Jasmine’s soft curves, over her belly, until she found the apex of her legs. Jasmine shifted slightly, allowing her access.

She drew the tip of her index finger just inside Jasmine, then traced the wetness up to her clit.

Jasmine trembled. Her eyes went wide.

Sienna repeated her movement, inside, then up, down, with a little swirl around Jasmine’s entrance…and Jasmine began to moan. Deep and low, and it was so fucking hot.

Sienna plunged two fingers inside her and played with her clit with her thumb as Jasmine bucked.

It was sensory overload. She didn’t know where her own pleasure began and ended next to Jasmine’s.

When Jasmine demanded, “Your mouth! Oh, I need…” Sienna wasn’t sure she had any self-restraint left at all.

“Please!” Jasmine hissed, voice desperate and rough.

The “please” was almost too much. Sienna quickly slid down her body and buried herself between her legs. Her mouth discovered warmth and softness, and so much slick arousal.

Sienna licked and plunged into her as Jasmine’s body trembled and jerked beneath her.

And then she came against Sienna’s mouth in a low shriek Sienna would never forget. She looked up her body, still writhing in delight, memorizing the sight of Jasmine in orgasm. Her face was incandescent with pleasure, eyes screwed tight, mouth slightly open—almost in surprise. The slick sweat across her pillowy breasts was a sheen. Jasmine suddenly grasped her own nipples and pinched them repeatedly, still crying out.

Then her hands relaxed, falling away from her breasts. And her body stopped arching and fell back to the bed. One hand ghosted down to Sienna’s head and rested on it, as if to say, stop now.

And so Sienna eased away from her, admiring the sight of her swollen intimate flesh as she did. She wiped her face against Jasmine’s round inner thigh, smiling against it.

She was still in awe that Jasmine had let her do this. Let her in. Let her touch her and taste her so intimately.

And she was so wet herself now that Jasmine could probably just blow across her labia and Sienna would be gone.

She rolled onto her back, ran a tongue around her lips, tasting Jasmine all over again. She sensed she was being watched and turned her head.

Jasmine’s eyes were grazing her body hungrily. “I will say this,” she said. “I was wrong when I said you weren’t perfect.”

“I don’t know about that,” Sienna teased. “I’m messy, chaotic, and terrible at staying in one place. My mother claims I’m a runner.”

“I see,” Jasmine said. “I trust you won’t be running anywhere anytime soon? We have unfinished business.”

“Oh no. I’m not going anywhere,” Sienna said firmly. “I probably couldn’t walk now if I tried.”

“Oh?” Jasmine sounded amused at the thought. “Why is that?”

Sienna smirked. “I’ll let you work that out.”

Jasmine pounced. She flattened herself across Sienna’s body.

Sienna gasped in surprise. Then Jasmine pressed her face between Sienna’s thighs, firm hands wrapped around them as her tongue plunged into her depths.

Fuck! She tried so hard not to come instantly. She tried to think of gross things and sad things and…

Now Jasmine’s finger was sliding in and out of her, and her tongue was applying the most perfect pressure on Sienna’s clit.

She clenched and clenched as Jasmine fucked her with determination.

Sienna bucked. “God!” she cried out. “Oh, Jasmine. Like tha—”

Unfortunately, it was over before she finished the sentence. Sienna arched and flailed and shattered. She slid her hands through Jasmine’s rich, thick hair and sighed. “I couldn’t stop myself. Oh my God. I’m…I’m.”

She felt Jasmine’s smile, and suddenly she didn’t feel embarrassed. All she felt was joy. Joy that her lover was so pleased about giving her pleasure.

Collapsing back, Sienna stared up at the ceiling, panting.

Jasmine slithered back up the bed with far more agility than Sienna would have guessed. She gave her a sloppy kiss that Sienna found even more arousing than her precise, inflamed kisses of earlier. A pleasant thrill shot up her. The woman was so dangerous to Sienna’s equilibrium.

Rolling over onto her back beside Sienna, Jasmine looked smug as hell.

Well, she should be. Sienna couldn’t recall coming that fast in her life.

She would enjoy returning the favor. Again. Her mouth went dry as she thought about what that meant. She’d lick Jasmine’s pussy; she clearly liked that. And given how Jasmine had touched herself when she’d come, Sienna would add pinching her nipples to her repertoire. She’d enjoy watching her quiver when she did that. Sienna loved it when Jasmine lost her mask. Lost control. Looked thoroughly gone. Fucked. Fucked by Sienna.

“Oh God!” she cried out as a tiny climax snuck up on her. She hadn’t even touched herself!

“Tell me you didn’t just…” Jasmine eyed her. “Again?”

“I was thinking of what I’m going to do to you. Okay?”

A throaty laugh rumbled around the room. “Oh. Well, that sounds interesting. Don’t let me keep you.”

Sienna decided there was no time like the present. Before long, she had Jasmine shaking beneath her mouth again.

She really did seem to love Sienna’s mouth on her pussy, her tongue playing with her folds and her teeth brushing against her clit.

Jasmine shuddered and moaned, and more wetness coated Sienna’s tongue. After she came down from her climax, she exhaled shakily. “I should have known taking a younger lover would be my downfall.”

Sienna chuckled.

“So much boundless energy,” she finished.

“I could do this all day. I am always willing to find a new way to make you come,” Sienna said, pleased.

“I may not always reach that goal,” Jasmine said, looking earnest now. “Sometimes I don’t. I’m quite surprised I even had two in me.”

“I don’t care,” Sienna said. “I just want you to enjoy the sensation. Orgasm isn’t the goal.”

A beautiful smile lit Jasmine’s face. “Well, then. That’s good.”

“Yeah,” Sienna said. “Honestly, I just love touching you. Making you smile like that.”

Jasmine rolled over onto her side, looking thoroughly fucked, her lips swollen from kisses, and propped her head up on one hand. All she did then was look at Sienna, eyes dark as her gaze fell between Sienna’s legs and then slid back to her breasts and her mouth.

Jasmine’s nostrils flared. “It is unfair how much I want you and that I cannot possibly do more tonight.”

“The night is young,” Sienna pointed out. “The week too. This isn’t all there is. I mean, if you like…”

“Good. I think I’ll want to do this quite often.” Jasmine’s fingertips traced down Sienna’s pale, flat stomach, and then lower. “All I want to do is play with you.”

She did exactly that for long moments while Sienna squirmed. “You would come again if I kept this up, wouldn’t you?” Jasmine asked in seeming fascination.

“Yeah.”

“Incredible.” Jasmine slipped a finger inside her and withdrew it. She brought it to her lips and tasted. “You are really quite divine.”

Sienna clenched at the sight of her tasting Sienna’s essence. Her nipples hardened yet again.

Looking intrigued, Jasmine murmured, “I’m absolutely fascinated by what a sexual being you are. I had no idea at all. You stroll around the office in your Converse trainers and long-sleeved T-shirts and seem so very sweet and proper.”

“I’m always proper at work.”

“As am I.” Jasmine sighed. “Although I might confess to having had one or two improper thoughts about you.”

Sienna gasped. “No! When?”

“The day I told you your design had won Tier One and you danced all around Homewares. You were so lovely, radiating pure happiness. I’m not oblivious. It’s been quite difficult to pretend I don’t notice you. But, oh, I wanted you very much that day.”

“I never guessed.”

“Thank God for that. It was appalling realizing how weak I was for you. I hate weakness in all things.”

“It’s not weak being attracted to someone.” Sienna nudged her. “If it was, I’d be the weakest person around. I’ve been attracted to you from the moment I saw you in your conference room on day one. My God, it was embarrassing. I was so obvious, even Oliver noticed.”

Jasmine frowned. “He…noticed?”

“He put it down to me being super lesbian and you being a queen who all the queers love.”

“Ah.” Jasmine relaxed. “I am popular with gay men. It’s rather fascinating, really.”

“They do love a well-dressed diva.”

“I’m not a diva!”

“No, but you dress like one and sort of sweep into rooms like Diana Ross, so…”

She snorted. “Well, I’m glad Oliver isn’t thinking too hard about this. I don’t want him making up scenarios in his head about you and me together. It’s bad enough that I…”

She faded out and looked away.

“…fucked an intern?” Sienna finished. “Is that what you were going to say?”

“Yes,” Jasmine admitted. “I’m still unsure how I feel about that part of this.”

“Have you ever done this before? With an intern?”

“No!” Jasmine sounded appalled at the thought.

“And you don’t have some power kink, do you? Wanting me because you’re the boss and I’m an intern?”

“Of course not! Quite the opposite! One of the reasons I said no to you was that I can’t chew Ethan out for romancing the interns and then get involved with one myself.”

“Then chill. You’re not Ethan. And if it helps, you’re barely my boss. I don’t report to you. What power do you have over me? You can’t threaten my pay. I’m unpaid. You can’t directly fire me; that’s Mark’s domain. And I don’t even really want my job; I just do it because of you. And fate.” She paused and grinned. “But mainly you.”

Jasmine relaxed. “Well. That puts things into perspective. I’ll probably have several more bouts of ethical angst later. But, for now…we are two consenting adults.” She prodded Sienna in the ribs. “And fate? Again?” Her eyebrow cocked.

“Mmm. I don’t make the rules. It’s the universe.”

“The universe wanted me in your bed?”

“Obviously. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

“Circular logic,” Jasmine protested, but she laughed.

“But getting back to the main thing,” Sienna said, “if this ever becomes a problem for you, I’d quit on the spot if it meant we could still be together. You know this job doesn’t mean anything to me. And if fate wants me to be with you—and Amara certainly thinks it does—I’m here.”

“Amara?” Jasmine peered at her. “She knows?”

Sienna shrugged. “I didn’t tell her how I felt about you. She guessed. Or…divined it.”

Rolling her eyes, Jasmine said, “That woman is a pest.”

“Yep.” Sienna smiled. “And you love her.”

“For some reason. My friend is so incredibly sure she knows all the secrets of the universe. Including who I…care for.”

“Do you?” Sienna asked carefully. “Care for me?”

Jasmine’s eyes fluttered closed as she seemed to turn over how to answer that. Then she opened them. “I don’t discuss art with just anyone. Do you understand?”

Sienna smiled at that.

“But I don’t want you to quit. That’s not fair. Why do you have to lose a job because of me?”

“A job that I don’t care about,” Sienna repeated. “I don’t need it.”

“Well, I care that I’m not the woman who forces an underling to quit because of a workplace relationship. It’s wrong when men do it. I’m not about to do it too. Please. I’m honorable.”

“Yes, you are.” Sienna traced her hairline with her fingertips. “God, you have the most beautiful hair.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “I like yours too.”

“I love kissing you, by the way.” She leaned in and trailed her lips down Jasmine’s neck.

“Oh, no. You’re going to have to stop doing that.”

“Don’t you like it?” Another open-mouthed kiss against Jasmine’s neck.

“Far too much.” Jasmine’s hands drifted up Sienna’s back, circling. “I’m apparently helpless against your allure.” She caught her gaze. “Sienna? It’s very important to me that this stays private. Just between us.”

She nodded. “I won’t talk about us around the office. I just… I really like the idea of doing this again. Often. Many times.”

“Well,” Jasmine said, and her breath came out a little shuddery. “I had no idea how to mentally prepare for you saying no to more.”

“As if I could.” Sienna exhaled. “Impossible. I honestly don’t understand why you’re attracted to me, given I’m just a random wanderer and you’re you, but I’m so glad you want me too.”

“Oh, Sienna. Wanting you was never the issue. I want a lot of things that aren’t the best idea.”

A protest shot to Sienna’s lips.

Jasmine lifted a finger. “I’m not saying you aren’t the best idea, because you are; you’re wonderful. But I had filed you away as another temptation it was wise not to think too hard about. That’s how I’ve always dealt with my attraction to women.”

“Really? Am I your first female lover?”

“No.” She paused. “In London, I indulged myself with beautiful visiting artists, women who would never want more than a night here or there.”

Sienna frowned, piecing together what that meant.

“I have never had more than just brief encounters with women,” Jasmine continued. “I find them a little too tempting to be safe. And since Mark, there’s been no one. At first, I wasn’t interested in dating again. Everyone bored me. But the moment you came up with that drone idea, I saw you were exceptional. Our subsequent art discussions only cemented that view. I realized that I was attracted to you, but it felt so unprofessional…so wrong…even having that attraction. I pushed the thought away. I didn’t want to act on it until that day in Indira’s office, when you danced about, looking so beautiful, so filled with joy. I knew then.”

“What did you know?” Sienna held her breath.

“I knew I was disappointed you didn’t grab me too when you danced with everyone else. I wanted to kiss you. Of course, that was totally inappropriate. But then, later…”

“I kissed you.”

“Yes.” Jasmine exhaled, seemingly awed by the reminder. “Oh, again, I tried to talk myself out of anything else. I may have even been convincing. You’ll note that I held out very strongly for all of…” She rolled her eyes and waved at them both.

“One whole day.” Sienna smirked. “Well, I’m very glad I kissed you, then. I had no idea I was going to. It just happened. You were so… God. I wanted you so badly.”

“It was a surprise. And after that, you were all I could see. All I wanted.” She gathered Sienna in her arms, and the warm feeling that had nothing to do with body temperature was back. “I find myself unaccountably drawn to you. You’re so special. I can’t explain it, but it’s there.”

“It is,” Sienna concurred. “You are special to me too. You have been since the first time I laid eyes on you. You are mesmerizing.”

Jasmine pressed her down and kissed her. “I’m glad you think so.” She kissed her again, and this time, kept on kissing.


 

Chapter 14

Impermanent Things

Sienna woke first. She felt the warmth at her back and held her breath as her brain slowly slotted all the pieces back together from last night.

She twisted her neck around to find Jasmine Gemayel naked and spooning her.

Her brain melted.

She’d made love to a woman she’d respected for so long. And it had been beyond any of her imaginings.

Jasmine was a careful, responsive lover who’d paid special attention to Sienna’s reactions and then had made sure she’d focused on what made her moan.

Sienna had done a lot of moaning. Of course it made sense that someone like Jasmine, with her eye for detail, would be just as finely tuned in bed.

For long moments, Sienna just watched her: The rise and fall of Jasmine’s chest, the twitch of her eyes beneath her eyelids. The messy, rich hair across her beautiful cheekbones. The beauty of the woman was even more breathtaking when she was unguarded and vulnerable. Her body’s curves, her softness, the shape of her, was addictive.

Sienna wanted so much more of this woman. Her words from the previous evening came back. I have never had more than just brief encounters with women.

The way she’d said it at the time, with a tinge of regret and with a weighted look at her, felt like Jasmine had been saying Sienna was the exception. That with Sienna, she wanted more. A relationship. But they’d not said those words to each other.

Sienna rolled over to face her. She slipped an arm over Jasmine’s waist, pressing herself into her fully, breathing in her scent.

“So soon?” Jasmine murmured, voice heavy with sleep. “I swear we only just closed our eyes.”

Sienna smiled. “It turns out I can’t get enough of you.”

“Oh, to have the stamina of youth.”

“I’m thirty-four,” Sienna pointed out. “In the Middle Ages, I would have been in my twilight years.”

Jasmine snorted, and her eyes fluttered open, meeting Sienna’s gaze. “In the Middle Ages, we’d have been dead already. I probably died of the bubonic plague. You were lost tragically in childbirth after your, hmm, sixth child. Your poor, grief-stricken husband.”

“Macabre. And why do I end up with the husband? I can assure you that in any era, I will not be having sex with men.”

Jasmine laughed. “It’s overrated anyway. Okay, fine: You take the bubonic plague.”

“That’s more like it.” Sienna grinned, then turned over Jasmine’s sleepy words. Overrated? Did she not really enjoy sex with men? Or maybe it was just a Mark-specific issue? “I’m sure your ex-husband must love knowing he’s overrated,” she teased.

“He was a disappointment on a great many levels. He treated me like some fascinating doll to admire and arrange to his liking. He wasn’t particularly interested in my pleasure. But even that wasn’t as bad as his infidelities or manipulations.”

Sienna regretted raising the topic. “Sorry. That sounds terrible.”

“Still…” Jasmine sighed. “It could have been a lot worse. It was an amicable divorce, at least. He actually apologized. And I still have his apartment.”

“His apartment? Oh, you mean you got it in the divorce?”

“Not exactly,” Jasmine said. “I’m sure you understand how impossible New York’s housing market is. You’re lucky you had a friend with a loft to spare.”

“I’m very lucky,” Sienna agreed.

“Mark and I signed a prenup. All my assets were invested in GOMEA, and I didn’t want to ever risk losing my gallery. Meanwhile, he had several real estate investments he wanted kept safe, so it made sense. After the divorce, he said I could stay on in his apartment, rent-free. He’d still own it, of course. He’s never selling, because it’s prime real estate. I could stay as long as I liked and just pay the utilities.”

“That’s quite a deal. Why did he do that?”

“Oh, it was guilt. He was cheating on me so blatantly, even he felt bad.”

Sienna shot her a skeptical look. “I’ve found serial cheaters don’t tend to feel that bad about it, or they wouldn’t do it in the first place.”

A silence fell. “Perhaps I like to cling to the idea he feels bad for what he did.” Jasmine pursed her lips. “Most likely, he’s shutting me up. He knows I won’t trash his reputation if he’s looking after my interests. He still gets to play the role of Mr. Perfect to his associates, a man who is seen as happily and faithfully married.”

“Doesn’t that weigh you down? You can’t ever date in public or be fully you, or it’ll ruin his fake image?”

“It’s never been an issue,” Jasmine said. “As I said before, I’ve been with no one since the divorce two years ago.”

“That’s a long time,” Sienna said quietly.

“Perhaps I just needed the right inspiration.” She trailed a finger down Sienna’s arm seductively. “I’d say you’ve relit a spark.”

“Flatterer.” Still, Sienna felt inordinately pleased.

With a slow smile curling her lips, Jasmine said, “I’m rather fabulously satiated. For a Croatian waitress, you have superb talents in the bedroom.”

“I’m not sure why you don’t think a waitress would have mad skills,” Sienna pointed out. “And I’m not a waitress anymore. I’m…a wanderer. And an artist.”

“My apologies.” Jasmine gave her arm a gentle kiss. “I thought you found the waitress bit amusing. I’ll give it a rest.”

Sienna appreciated how willing Jasmine was to correct her missteps, minor though they were. Not everyone did that. Some people would double down or argue it was just a joke. And it was just a joke; Sienna knew that. But she liked how Jasmine just corrected herself and moved on.

“I appreciate you,” Sienna said. “I never imagined this side of you.”

“You imagined me?” Jasmine asked, eyebrow hiking.

“Quite a lot, yeah.”

At Jasmine’s amused look, Sienna rolled her eyes.

“Not sexually,” she corrected. “Well, not just that. I thought about what you might be like beyond your boss facade. What sort of a woman you might be. And I find I like you a lot. You’re attentive and focused. Clever. Interested in finding ways to make me happy. I feel…seen.”

“You’re rather hard to miss, Sienna.”

“Because of my stylish trainers and custom-torn jeans, right?” she teased.

“No.” She looked intently at her, as if willing her to see she was being serious. “The way you see the world is special. I swear a thousand people would look at scaffolding and just see a bunch of odd unmatched wood. Not you. You had to ask why it was so unusual. You discovered an incredible tale, and you saw art in the experience. That’s just scratching the surface of what you see. The wonder in your eyes when you show me things? Seeing the world through your eyes…I feel renewed.”

“I’m really glad.” She gave her a shy smile. “I was half terrified you’d take one look at me this morning, declare this some horrifying mistake, and sprint out of here.”

Jasmine didn’t reply immediately. “I did wake up, a couple of hours ago, take one look at you in my arms, and panic.”

Sienna blinked. “You did?”

“Oh yes.” She tightened her embrace. “I was having quite the meltdown. I was suddenly one of those creepy bosses chasing their pretty young secretary around the desk. I disdain those men. Boors. And now I’d become one?” Her tone was tight. “I thought about what people would say. How I’d lose respect. Be seen as a pathetic woman having her midlife crisis.”

Hissing in a breath, Sienna said, “None of that is true.”

Jasmine stroked her arm absently with the back of her fingers. “The mind is a powerful thing in the middle of the night.”

“So why are you so calm now?”

“Because then I reminded myself of what you’d said. Technically, I have no power over you at work. I am not your direct boss. We orbit each other, and that’s it. The most power I have is to ask you to join me in the foyer when I miss you and hope you’ll agree.”

Sienna laughed.

“So I told myself it’s not unethical for two orbiting people, two adults with a shared love of art, to become involved.”

Sienna let out a breath. “I love that.”

“Good.”

“Can I ask something?” Sienna said. “Why did you never get involved with any other women before? In London? Surely one or two of your one-night stands would have been interested in a relationship with you? You’re…a legend.”

Jasmine closed her eyes and sighed. “My parents are conservative. Especially my mother. We never talked about it back then, but they didn’t have to. I knew what I was meant to do: Be straight. Date men. Marry a man.”

“And you did.”

“Yes, even though I do prefer women. Even my impressive parents could not control my desires. Oh, I am attracted occasionally to men. Mark was one of the few who turned my head. He said and did all the right things at a very difficult time for me, and so I married him. My mother was delighted.” Jasmine scowled. “She pushed me to marry him, saying Mark was perfect. I thought she was on my side. It turned out she wasn’t.”

“Oh. That’s sad.”

“Since my divorce, I see a lot of things in another light. I’ve stopped worrying about whether I will please a mother who doesn’t have my best interests at heart. And I find, as I get older, I lack the energy or interest in impermanent things that flare brightly and are soon gone.” She held Sienna’s gaze. “I do have to ask, though: Is that what you are? Something bright and wonderful who’ll be soon be gone?”

Sienna blew out a breath. “Honestly, that has been my way of doing things ever since Emi—Huberto’s daughter—hurt me. I have fun and then I…”

“Run?”

“Move on. Go with the wind.”

“So you seek only casual affairs,” Jasmine concluded, eyebrow lifting.

“Pretty much.”

“I see.” Jasmine’s whole expression seemed to shutter. “That makes sense. You are a wanderer, after all. It would fly in the face of your entire outlook to seek anything…grounded.”

Anything grounded? Sienna wondered what that meant, and the careful way Jasmine had said it. A worry flitted through her. “Casual doesn’t mean a one-night stand,” Sienna said quickly. “That’s not who I am. I mean…would you like us to do this again? And I do mean more than twice?”

“Well,” Jasmine said, while she nibbled on Sienna’s shoulder, “one does not have half a bite of qottab and put down their fork. It must be savored. From the orange blossom to the cinnamon. I’ve barely made a dent in enjoying all of your…spices. So, more time is required. More flavors to explore. I’ve yet to enjoy the crunch of your pastry.”

Sienna laughed. “Now you’re making me hungry.”

“Is that so?” Jasmine looked interested now.

“For food!” She climbed out of bed. “I’ll make us breakfast.”

~ ~ ~

Breakfast turned into a leisurely day of lounging around. Jasmine seemed in no hurry to leave, and Sienna delighted in learning everything she could about the woman. She wasn’t exactly forthcoming on a lot of things, but when she did open up somewhat, Sienna relished it.

They were lying in bed after lunch, naked again, thanks to not being able to keep their hands off each other, when Jasmine asked, “Why did you agree to an internship? You say you are an artist, that you love to wander and explore and create. This job offers little of that.”

“We’re back to fate. It decided I should be your intern, not me.”

“But by following fate, or random coincidences, as I prefer, you can also be taken somewhere boring or ill-suited, surely?”

“Yes,” Sienna agreed. “It can happen sometimes. But on this occasion, fate placed me in a room where I found myself staring at the Jasmine Gemayel. My heart stopped.”

“Sounds worrying. Have you had this medical condition long?” Jasmine teased.

“Just the once.”

“So why did it stop?”

“I found you inspiring in London when I was starting out. And here you were again, years later, larger than life. Only thing missing was little Suki at your feet.” She stopped. “God, I’m sorry to bring up your dog again. I know how much you miss her, even now.”

“Few people understand that,” Jasmine murmured. “She was my closest friend—and I know that sounds absurd to most people because she’s ‘only’ an animal. But that’s the truth. She was with me through thick and thin. I’d have long chats with Suki, decompressing with her each night. And she’d listen to me as if she followed every word. It felt like she understood everything, or, at the very least, my mood.”

Sienna could relate. She’d had more than a few discussions with Suki on her beanbag. “She was an excellent listener,” Sienna agreed. “Like a little, scruffy person.”

Jasmine laughed. “Yes.” And then her smile dropped. “My mother thought I was ridiculous when Suki died, carrying on so much about an animal. But she didn’t agree with a great many things I did.”

“That’s sad.”

“Suki was only twelve when she died. It was too young. I didn’t go to work for weeks, I was such a mess.” She huffed. “I needed my dog to help me deal with losing my dog.”

Sienna slid her arm around Jasmine’s shoulders. “That must have been hard for you.”

“I’d been dating Mark casually at the time. He knew how deeply I was affected by her loss. He was so kind and understanding. One day, he said the memories of losing Suki were too hard for me to be around. In the gallery, Suki was everywhere I turned. He suggested moving with him to New York for a fresh start.”

How…self-serving. Sienna eyed her, wondering if Jasmine understood what the man had done. Used her grief for his own ends.

“I believed he was so thoughtful. Yes, I know it was a manipulation now. I was appalled when I understood.”

“Were your parents fine with you moving countries for a man?”

Jasmine drew in a sharp breath. “That is quite a question.”

“Is it?”

“My mother virtually packed my bags for me. Kept talking about what a wonderful opportunity it was. New York would be exciting. I needed a change. My father, though, was troubled. He kept asking me if I was sure. Really sure. And he didn’t mean about the move. He meant Mark. Years later, I found out the truth.”

“What truth?”

“They knew before we ever married that Mark was a serial cheater. Dad’s business network is large, and he knows people everywhere. He’d heard about Mark’s philandering from a friend in the US who had done work for Mark’s first wife.”

“And they didn’t tell you?”

“No.”

“But why did your mother push you to marry him, knowing what he was like?”

Jasmine’s jaw clenched. “That’s what I wanted to know.” Pain was etched in her expression. “Much later, I found out that my mother knew about the women—my…fleeting encounters. I’m still not sure how, but she has many, many friends with eagle eyes. My mother was terrified about her standing in the Iranian British community if the truth came out. She thought her friends would abandon her if they knew she had a daughter like that.”

There was real pain in her voice.

“Oh, Jasmine.”

“Her delight at finding I had an interest in a man, any man, and a wealthy one at that, was so strong that she didn’t care that he would inevitably break my heart. She didn’t care I’d be far from my family. She didn’t care I’d lose all my friends. She didn’t care I’d no longer be able to run my gallery. She cared only that I would be married to a man and that she could prove to anyone with unspoken doubts that I was not…shameful.”

“Sweetheart,” Sienna said, slipping her hand into Jasmine’s. “I’m so sorry.”

“My father, however, was torn. He wanted my happiness. My mother forbade him from warning me, under threat of leaving him. I think it was a bluff, but he wasn’t willing to risk it. Still, he tried, so many times, obliquely, to tell me. I didn’t understand until years later what he’d been trying to do. After my divorce, he came to see me and confessed everything. We both cried. My mother, conspicuously, was nowhere to be seen. It put a dent in their marriage. I’ve been low contact with her ever since.”

“But you’re still in touch with your dad?”

“Yes. We’re even closer now. You know, he never walked me down the aisle with Mark. He was overseas at the time for work. My mother was furious. I suspect he didn’t want to endorse the wedding and conspired for work to take him away.” Jasmine paused and said with a smile, “He says if I fall in love with a woman, he would walk me down the aisle, and to hell with what anyone says.”

“He sounds wonderful.”

“He is. Still, I don’t think he’d like the heart attack I’d give my mother if I did decide to marry a woman.”

“I’d love to meet him.” Oh! Sienna choked. Was that too forward? Asking to meet a parent? Especially when they were just casual.

“I think he’d adore you.”

“Really?”

Jasmine chuckled. “Your love of travel? Your open heart? Oh, he’d think you’re a blessing.”

“I am a blessing,” Sienna confirmed with a wink. “Ask anyone.”

Jasmine prodded her shoulder. “Modest too.”

Just then, Sienna’s stomach grumbled, and she gave a sheepish laugh. “Not my fault. We keep burning through calories. I guess we’re closing in on dinner now. I know a great Italian place around the corner, if you’re interested.”

“I can’t. I have to get back to my place. I have work, and I’m already behind. Usually, my Saturdays aren’t nearly so interesting.”

Disappointment flickered in Sienna, but she understood. She had a mound of washing to get through herself. “Tomorrow?”

“I’ll be busy all day. And night.”

Silence fell, and Sienna fretted she was being given the brush-off. No, hadn’t Jasmine already said she wanted to know her better? She was a half-eaten Persian delicacy or something? And she’d shared about her parents, something she wouldn’t do if she was done with Sienna. “Okay,” she said lightly. “That’s fine.”

Jasmine sat up and reached for her clothes. “But Monday night, you’ll come to my place. I’ll cook.”

“Are you a good cook?” Sienna asked. “I mean I have to weigh up my options, if you’re not.”

With a perfectly neutral face, Jasmine said, “The price to find out is you coming over Monday. I’ll text you my details.”

Sienna laughed. “Great.”

Jasmine looked around. “Do you mind if I have a quick shower?”

The thought made Sienna’s cheeks heat up as she pointed to the correct door and the spare-towel pile.

Five minutes later, she lay back and enjoyed the view of Jasmine quickly getting dressed. Her smooth, light-brown skin disappeared into her corporate armor as Sienna absorbed every detail with avid interest. She all but sagged when the final button on Jasmine’s blazer was done up.

Jasmine ran a hand through her hair, trying to tame it. No use—she still looked freshly fucked and gorgeous.

“It’s distracting getting dressed when you look at me like that,” Jasmine said, not looking up, her voice that low, sexy rumble. “I can feel your eyes on me.”

“Then strip, and I’ll distract you in a whole other way.”

“No, no,” Jasmine turned to fully face her. “I do have work.” She stopped. “As for being at the office…” She inhaled. “It goes without saying, but we can’t be seen talking too much. Tongues will wag, given my views on interns.”

“Jasmine, I’m still running the Tier One team. People will expect us to have some regular interactions. That includes talking.”

She sighed. “Of course. Yes. I am overthinking things.”

“Fretting, more like. We’ll just do what we normally do, which is talk a little, and that’s pretty much it. Except when we’re in the foyer, contemplating art and the universe, which doesn’t count as interacting at all.”

“It doesn’t?” Jasmine asked.

“No. How can I help it if I’m just sitting there, minding my own business, thinking arty thoughts, and someone else happens to sit beside me and discuss the art?”

“I see,” Jasmine drawled. “Well, you’d be powerless.”

“Right?” Sienna grinned. “So, bottom line, work won’t be a drama unless you make it one and start acting all weird around me.”

“Me?” Jasmine eyed her in faux outrage. “I assure you I’ll be all business!”

“Good.”

“Good!” Jasmine rolled her eyes and sashayed out of Sienna’s apartment.

The rear view of Jasmine was no less enticing than the front. Hot damn.

~ ~ ~

The universe did like to torment Sienna at times. It was Monday, back in the office, and by midmorning, they’d seen little of each other. You’d think after a full night and day together in the throes of passion, she and Jasmine would have found an excuse to be near each other, but no. And the one time they’d passed in the hall, Jasmine had swerved a foot sideways away from her in case Sienna had had plans to, what…touch her? Kiss her? Sienna had just laughed softly at her reaction and kept on walking.

She’d received a one-word text from her a few minutes later.

 

Sorry.

 

Sienna rather liked the fact she could make Jasmine panic. It warmed her the rest of the day. And there was also the evening to think about.

“Earth to Sienna!”

Oliver’s voice broke through her musings.

“Mmm?” She looked up.

“I said, Brett and are I going dancing tonight. There’s a new queer bar opening that we must check out. Wanna come?”

“On a Monday?”

“They’re doing a soft launch all week to iron out the kinks. Which is a shame,” he joked. “As if kinks are bad.”

“I’m not much of a dance club girl.”

“You’ll die sad and lonely with a hundred cats,” he warned her, throwing his hands up dramatically. “Come on. It’s just a bit of fun. Cute girls have reportedly been invited.”

“I have my own cute girl to look at,” she shot back before she could stop herself. She clapped a hand over her mouth.

Oliver took a full step back and looked at her. He didn’t say anything, but he cocked his head.

“Never mind,” she said. “Please forget I ever said anything.”

He smirked and leaned in. “Does Jasmine know you’re cheating on her?”

“W-what?” She stared at him, shocked. She was about to say, “I would never!” when she realized what he meant. Ahh. She was supposed to be in a lesbian lust haze for their gorgeous boss, The Queen. Who wasn’t into women at all, let alone Sienna. “Oh, right. Oops. Please pass along my condolences if you see Jasmine. I’m sure she’ll be devastated.”

“Hmm.” Oliver eyed her closely, from the pinkness on her cheeks to her rapidly blinking eyes. “So, it’s a secret, then, who she is?”

She nodded. “I’m sorry I can’t share.”

“Okay, no names.” He nudged her. “Is she an artist, though? One of your 588 Collective people? Like, the gallery owner? You always talk about her.”

“It's the 558 Collective. And Miriam is like a mother to me!” Sienna protested. “And, no, it’s no one from the collective.”

“Interesting. Sienna Fisher, have you been partying without me? I thought we were bosom buddies!” He slapped his chest.

“God, no! I haven’t had the time or energy lately to go out. It’s just work, art, sleep.”

“Aha!” His eyes lit up. “So, if she’s not in art circles, she’s in work circles.”

“I didn’t say that!” she protested.

“Sure you did. Okay, running through my compatibility calculator…” He frowned. “Not Indira, surely?”

“She’s sixty-six!” Sienna protested. “Lovely woman who I adore to bits. But she’s almost twice my age!”

“True,” he said, tapping his top lip. “Not Zahra, of course, because while she’s both single and objectively stunning, she hates you right down to the subatomic level because she thinks you’re horning in on her man.”

Sienna snorted. “That’ll be the day.”

“She badmouths you in the lunchroom, by the way. But don’t worry, no one likes her, so she just gets ignored.”

“I get it. I have an archnemesis.” Sienna shrugged. “And I’m definitely not dating Ethan’s wannabe girlfriend.”

“Hate sex might be hot, though.”

“Ew. Just no.”

“Right, so Heather in Reception is single, but she’s only into K-Pop-type pretty boys. And every other woman in the building is married.” He peered at her. “Oh. Em. Gee! Are you banging some married woman?”

“No!” she said indignantly. “As if!”

“Whoa, hang on, I just remembered: Mrs. B. in HR recently got divorced. She’s in the mix.”

Sienna rolled her eyes at the thought of the stern, officious, fiftysomething woman with a love of ferrets being her match. “Be serious.”

“It was a long shot, I admit.” He threw up his hands. “Now I’m stumped. I do expect all the deets when you’re feeling comfortable about spilling. Bring her along sometime if you are up for clubbing. I’d love to meet her.”

She tried to picture rocking up to a nightclub with their majestic Queen in tow. Oliver would die on the spot. One goopy puddle of Singaporean gay dude.

Keeping a straight face, Sienna said, “If it’s ever possible, I’d love to bring her.”

“Great! All right, kitten, I’ll leave you to your fabulous intrigue. Have fun!”

“You too!” she said as he swept out of the room.

~ ~ ~

Jasmine’s apartment was an easy walk from the office and, inside, turned out to be gorgeous. No wonder the woman wanted to hang onto it despite who owned it. Stunning artwork lined the walls, and the sleek timber floors offered a warmth to the designer space.

It also turned out Jasmine was a beautiful cook. Her food didn’t look half bad either. But Sienna only had eyes for her lover bustling around the open-plan apartment kitchen in a dazzling apron with every color under the sun on it. She seasoned the dish and plated it up with saffron rice.

“That looks delicious,” Sienna said, leaning on the counter, watching.

“Ghormeh sabzi. My father’s recipe. Here, take these over to the table.” She pointed to a few plates and finished her prep. “It’s an Iranian herb stew. Very popular in his home country; Iran’s national dish, almost. The secret is not overdoing the fenugreek or dried limes. That can cause bitterness. But Dad’s recipe is perfectly balanced.”

She joined Sienna at the table. “I’m sorry. I don’t drink alcohol, so I can’t join you in sharing a wine with our meal. But I do have a light chardonnay that would probably pair well with this. I keep wine for guests.”

“What would you normally have with this dish?”

“A Persian tea. I’ve brewed one, if you’re interested in that instead.”

“I’ll have what you’re having. For the whole experience.”

Jasmine smiled. “All right, then. For the whole experience.”

That experience proved absolutely delectable. Sienna’s taste buds hadn’t sung like this in years.

“It’s gorgeous,” she enthused between mouthfuls. “I can’t believe I’ve never had this before.”

Jasmine smiled and leaned back. “I love an appreciative guest. Mark hated it.”

“Really? But it’s so delicious.”

“He never even tasted it. The smell wasn’t to his liking. He had very firm views on a great many things.”

Sienna gaped. “But that’s stupid! How did he know he’d hate it unless he tried it?”

“He knew.” Jasmine huffed out a breath and reached for her tea. “He knew everything.”

“Well, he didn’t know what an idiot he was for giving you up,” Sienna mumbled, scooping up a forkful of rice.

“He didn’t give me up so much as I kicked him to the curb. He was not discreet with his affairs.”

Sienna’s cheeks heated up. “Sorry. I realize it’s not a pleasant topic for you.”

“It’s ancient history. I don’t spend a lot of time dwelling on the past.”

“What would you like to talk about instead?” Sienna asked. “Art?”

“Art.” Jasmine smiled. “An inexhaustible topic, especially between the art curator and the artist.”

“Exactly.”

“Speaking of the artist, do you know one thing I appreciate about you?” Jasmine said. “You don’t push your art on me. We’ve never even discussed what medium you create in. You aren’t demanding that I look at your work—or worse, that I critique it as an expert.”

Sienna’s heart started pounding. “Uh…” That wasn’t true. Not in the least.

“The one time I asked you outright about your medium, you dodged the question. You didn’t want me to know. I respect that.” Her brow crinkled. “Do you know, I had to break it off with a man, years ago, who was otherwise very compatible with me, because he insisted I look at his art.” She scowled. “Insisted! He wanted my adoring praise, obviously. My approval. They all do.”

“Um, but didn’t you want to look at the art of the man you were dating?” Sienna asked hesitantly. “Weren’t you interested?”

“I was in one sense. I was curious, of course. As in, what would captivate this person? But my idle interest wasn’t the point—he didn’t see the danger in his request.”

“The…danger?”

“What if I hated it? Can you imagine?” She shook her head. “Worse, what if it was bad and he lacked the self-awareness to know that? No self-awareness? Terrible. I would lose all respect for him instantly. He didn’t even grasp the folly of what he’d asked, which made him an idiot. Of course I broke it off. I do not date idiots.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Sienna tried to swallow.

“Hadn’t you? I thought for sure that’s why you hadn’t shown your art to me. Wasn’t that why you dodged my question?” She lifted her glass of tea to Sienna in a half toast. “Well, whatever the reason, thank you. It’s a rare gift. You understand.”

“Right.” Sienna forced herself to swallow some tea, her stomach twisting.

That settled it. She could never reveal she was Nothis, or Jasmine would suspect her motives for showing the woman her art in the first place. Sienna had already worked that out. After all, showing her the Suki Series had actually resulted in Jasmine taking her to bed. This situation was all her lover’s worst fears come to fruition. She’d feel manipulated and probably angry. At least Jasmine now seemed to think that Sienna not sharing her art was meant to protect their relationship.

Jasmine was smiling. “My not asking to see your art is not an indication I’m not interested. I am. Very much so. Everything about you interests me. But I want to look at it later. When my liking or not liking it can’t ruin things.”

“So, there are things to ruin?” Sienna asked, attempting a teasing, light tone, even as her stomach knotted some more.

“I think you know the answer to that,” Jasmine said, gaze mischievous.

“Yeah.” Sienna gave a nervous smile. “So, what news is there about the Tier One? All good? When will the Obsession model arrive?”

“Work, Sienna, does not have a place when you’re on a date with me.”

This was a date. An actual date with Jasmine. Sienna’s heart pounded at the thought. “Okay,” Sienna said. “I’m looking forward to after the date, by the way. If I may be so bold.”

Jasmine slowly put down her glass. “I do appreciate boldness. I’m expecting bold things from you later tonight. Do not disappoint.”

And with that, she went back to eating as if she hadn’t yet again just melted Sienna’s brain.

~ ~ ~

When Sienna woke up the next day, she found herself staring at the walls in Jasmine’s bedroom.

She hadn’t noticed them last night, so fixated had they both been on tearing each other’s clothes off. Sienna still couldn’t quite get used to that development.

Jasmine Gemayel sharing herself with Sienna. Her naked body, so curvaceous and soft beneath Sienna’s. The concentration on her face as she fucked Sienna with such dedication that Sienna felt worshipped. And later, Jasmine folding herself around Sienna as if she was someone precious. Cocooning Sienna’s smaller body against her generous breasts and stomach and thighs.

This was dangerous. Sienna already knew her heart was on the line. She was falling hard and fast. Jasmine was too magnificent for someone as ordinary as Sienna. What if she grew tired of her? This was only casual anyway. That’s what Jasmine had assumed, and Sienna certainly didn’t want to make things awkward. Anyway, Jasmine was right; Sienna was a wanderer. Why on earth would either of them ask for more when she was going to up and leave sooner or later?

But still, her stupid, stupid heart wanted things that were foolish and illogical. And her brain wasn’t much help, loving to taunt her with what-ifs.

What if Jasmine realized she didn’t want Sienna? That she’d been fun, but that was that? What if she just walked away from her without a thought?

She should be prepared for that. She should force herself to harden her defenses and be ready for the inevitable. But even knowing all this, her stupid, stupid heart thudded faster at the thought of the beautiful woman curled up next to her.

Sienna pushed the worrying thoughts aside and took in her first proper look at Jasmine’s most private space. Her bedroom was large and open. There was, curiously, no wall on one side and no door.

The queen-sized bed was covered with a thick, fat white quilt, and had a brass rail for a headboard and matching brass finials, giving it an old-fashioned charm.

The bed frame squeaked. Hearing it had been rather a delightful accompaniment to their furious antics last night every time they rocked or thrust together.

“Sorry,” Jasmine had murmured at one point, sounding embarrassed. “I had no idea it did that. I had my bed replaced after the divorce, and this is the first time since then that I…” She huffed.

“Put it properly to the test?” Sienna grinned.

“Yes.”

Sienna found it all so imperfectly perfect. After that, she’d set out to make the bed cry out as loudly as they were.

Now she looked around, trying not to move too much so the bed wouldn’t wake Jasmine. Her eye fell to the wall, which had the most beautiful artworks.

Sienna’s favorite was a palette-knife painting of a tall, willowy woman, hair in a bun, in a vintage fifties-style cream dress, looking at the ground, as if unaware she was being observed. Demure and beautiful, yet the angle of her head said she was also confident. She wondered if Jasmine enjoyed lying in bed gazing at her beauty.

Jasmine clearly did enjoy the female form. Sienna could attest to that. Her body still thrummed at the memory of those hands and mouth and tongue owning her. Filling her.

She shivered. Her gaze fell to the wallpaper, and she froze. Frowning, she wondered what on earth that was doing in here.

It was the same as in Jasmine’s office: blue with gold vertical stripes. So out of place. So wrong.

She supposed since Jasmine was essentially just a tenant here, she couldn’t change it. But how galling it must be, as a woman of exceptional taste, having to endure her ex-husband’s awful choice of wallpaper. And in her bedroom, no less. No wonder the wall was lined with so much art. All the better to hide it with.

She rolled onto her back, and the bed gave a loud protest. Shit! She’d forgotten.

Jasmine’s eyes fluttered open. “Darling?” she murmured, still sounding half asleep.

Darling! Sienna swooned a little at the accidental endearment.

“Yes?”

“Come closer. It’s cold.”

It wasn’t cold. She didn’t point that out. If Jasmine wanted to be held, Sienna was never going to say no.

She came closer, shut her eyes, and drifted back to sleep in Jasmine’s arms.


 

Chapter 15

Making a Fuss

The days passed faster and faster. Before she knew it, Sienna had been working at Latouf Luxury Emporium for five months and dating Jasmine Latouf for almost two.

What a time it was. They’d spend nights at each other’s places quite often. Always on Mondays, often Wednesdays, and sometimes Fridays or weekends if they could manage it. But each time, they fell into each other’s arms as though starved. To Sienna’s disappointment, Jasmine had oiled the bed frame so squeaks no longer accompanied their activities. Sienna missed the bed’s enthusiasm for what they were doing to each other. And it was a lot.

Sienna had never before had a lover with such a desire for her. Jasmine’s smoky gaze turned on her so often at work, anytime they were alone. It always made her shiver as anticipation built.

Sometimes the weighted look conveyed what she’d do to Sienna later, and it kept her hot and on edge all day. Once, Oliver had even remarked that Sienna looked like she had a fever. He had clucked sympathetically, feeling her brow with the back of his hand.

Oh, she’d had a fever all right.

Jasmine, who had witnessed that exchange, had smirked at her from over Oliver’s shoulder.

Despite all of this, Jasmine remained the consummate professional at work, never giving any indication in the presence of others that Sienna was anything to her but a lowly intern.

Once, when the scorching look had been too frustrating, Sienna had suggested a quick trip to Jasmine’s executive washroom to take the edge off. Jasmine had shot her down so sharply, she’d never raised it again. Got it. Work was off-limits. At all times.

Later that night, when they’d finally fallen into bed and fucked for two hours, Jasmine had confessed in a low, dirty voice how much she’d wanted to indulge Sienna. But the danger was too high, Jasmine explained. She was never going to risk her authority. She would never be that boss.

Sienna understood and never asked again. It didn’t mean the heated gazes disappeared. They still sizzled and burned. But Sienna saw them now for what they were: the only way Jasmine could express her desire for her at work without compromising her beliefs or her position. For Jasmine, those gazes were the equivalent of brushed fingertips in a hallway. Sienna could respect that.

Sometimes it felt like torture, looking but not touching, and barely talking. Some days, when it was too hard not being near each other, one of them would text the other: Foyer. And for the rest of the time, Sienna counted down the hours until they were next due a night together.

But one Monday, when Sienna had been unable to find Jasmine anywhere at work to confirm their plans for the evening, she received an abrupt text.

 

Tonight must be canceled

 

No reason. No promises of a raincheck. No apologies.

Sienna fretted over it for a full minute, wondering if this was the beginning of the end. Maybe it started with abrupt date cancelations and ended with Jasmine no longer interested at all?

She wrote back.

 

Why? Is everything OK?

 

There was no reply. Sienna tried calling Jasmine, and it went straight to voicemail.

Deciding research was better than fretting or sulking, she tracked down Jasmine’s PA and asked where her boss was.

“How should I know?” Zahra said, rolling her eyes.

“You’re supposed to, aren’t you?” Sienna asked in exasperation.

“What she does on her day off is her business.” She made a be gone flicking gesture and went back to scrolling through her phone.

Her day off? This was new.

“She’s taking a personal day?” Sienna clarified. “Did she say why?”

Zahra slapped her phone down on the desk, and her eyes narrowed as she studied Sienna. “Why do you care? You’re the intern. Start acting like it!” She then snatched her phone back up. “Go away.”

Shit. Zahra wasn’t wrong. She was just the intern. It really was none of her business. Jasmine could have time off work as she pleased. There were dozens of possible explanations as to what she was up to. And it wasn’t like they were officially dating. Being “casual” with someone meant you could cancel with a blunt four-word text. But, still, it stung. Because of Sienna’s stupid, stupid heart.

There was one last person to ask. Sienna sidled into Antonio’s office and stopped dead.

How do you raise a topic like, “Where is Jasmine and do you know what she’s doing and I get that this is wildly inappropriate?”

Sienna stared at him and swallowed, heat rushing to her cheeks, and tried to figure out how to phrase the question.

He stared at her for a long moment, clocking her blush, fidgeting fingers, and hesitation, before he finally sighed. “She called in sick. A head cold, nothing serious.”

Oh, thank God!

Sienna would have kissed the man if she didn’t think he’d recoil in discomfort. Instead, she said, tone heartfelt, “Thank you, Antonio.”

He gave her a stiff nod. “I never told you that.”

“No!” she agreed before hesitating once more. Would it be really bad to ask him if she could leave work now, given she was assigned to his department this week? Or did Antonio really need her to make his coffees and photocopies for hours when she could be tending to Jasmine?

“I have no need of an intern today,” he said as he flipped through some color samples, inspecting them closely. “In case you had somewhere else more important to be.”

Sienna had no idea how he could read minds or when he’d worked out they were together, but she didn’t care.

“I…I mean…We…”

“No,” he said, not looking up. “I’m quite certain I would not appreciate this conversation.”

Sienna hid a smile. “Okay. So, totally unrelated, I have to go. Somewhere else.”

“Shocking,” he murmured. “See you tomorrow.”

~ ~ ~

Sienna knocked on Jasmine’s apartment door, as best she could while juggling her haul. It had taken a few hours to get everything, but she considered the results totally worth it.

After an eternity, Jasmine flung open her front door, and snapped, “What?”

Sienna blinked.

Oh, she looked terrible. Jasmine’s eyes were red and puffy, her nose was redder, her lips were chapped, and she was in a limp white toweling robe, undone and slung over the saddest pair of flannel pajamas.

Outrage coated Jasmine’s expression. “What are you doing here?” she demanded, but even that impressive snarl was ruined by an abrupt sneeze. Jasmine fumbled for a tissue in her robe pocket and came up empty.

Sienna reached into her own bag, tore open a tissue box and held it out.

Immediately, Jasmine grabbed a handful of tissues, dabbed her nose, and did not meet Sienna’s eye.

“There was a reason I didn’t tell you I was sick,” Jasmine growled, her voice even more gravelly than usual. “I feared you might be tempted to fuss.” She made “fuss” sound like a curse word. “And our ‘arrangement,’” Jasmine waved between them, “does not cover this. So, thank you for your concern; you may now go.”

She might have looked more ferocious if her robe didn’t choose that moment to droop off one shoulder and reveal even more of the faded flannel pajama top.

To Sienna, though, the sight was just so woebegotten, it was adorable.

“Jasmine,” she said, “I get that this is hard for you, being sick and vulnerable, but I’m here now, so you should totally make use of me. I bring gifts.” She held up her bags and gave them a cheery shake.

“I told you to go,” Jasmine ground out. And…promptly sneezed again.

“Not until I know you’ve been taken care of,” Sienna said, and gently pushed past her.

Behind her followed a heavy sigh.

Sienna glanced around. Jasmine’s usually immaculate apartment was a mess. Dishes were in the sink, and it looked like they’d been there for days. “When did you come down with this thing?” she asked.

“Saturday morning,” Jasmine croaked. “Right after you left.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Sienna asked, appalled. “I could have come back!”

“I didn’t want you to!” Jasmine glared at her. “I’m not even sure how you talked your way past the doorman today.”

“Oh, we go way back,” Sienna said with a smile. “Nick knows me now, I’ve been here so often. We chat sometimes when I’m waiting for you to come down if we’re going out to dinner. Did you know he’s in training to do the Spartathalon?”

“The what?” Jasmine asked in exasperation. She adjusted her robe in jerks, looking peeved as she did up the cotton belt.

“It’s a 152-mile ultramarathon. The record is just under twenty hours.” She moved her bags over to the kitchen area and pushed aside the pile of plates. “That’s about nineteen and a half hours more than I could ever manage.”

Jasmine peered at her, looking lost.

Sienna thumped an enormous bag of oranges on the counter. “You go sit on the sofa. I’ll make you a juice.”

“I have orange juice in the fridge,” Jasmine protested. “I don’t need…” She waved at the five-pound bag of oranges, “All that.”

“Sit,” Sienna repeated. “And you’re not just getting oranges. This is a recipe I picked up from a New Zealand backpacker. There’s lemons, cinnamon, and Manuka honey too. Great for sore throats. This New Zealand honey is special. It has high methylglyoxal content.”

“I don’t have a clue what that is,” Jasmine said moodily. She folded her arms.

“Methylglyoxal has antibacterial properties. You’ve got to get the honey with a 400 or higher on the label, though…” She held up the honey and tapped the part on the jar that said 400. “That’s important, in case you’re wondering.”

“I was not.” Jasmine’s lips pressed into a thin line. “How is it you persist in staying when I’ve made it very clear you’re not invited?”

“I’ve already told you why. I need to know you’ll be okay before I go. Now, let me get this ready. Just be glad it’s the honey drink I’m making, not the cold compress recipe I got from Belize sheepherders for a congested chest. That one smelled. I guess it’s because they used actual sheep manure in it.”

“You only guess that’s why?” Jasmine asked, eyes narrowing. Then, apparently in spite of herself, she moved to the sofa. After pushing a scattering of tissues onto the coffee table, she sighed once again. “I…did not wish you to see me like this.” She sounded grumpy. “I still don’t.”

“See you like what?” Sienna asked as she began cutting open the oranges. “Someone with a cold? You’re still the woman I know and enjoy snuggling.”

“I assure you, you wouldn’t want to snuggle me in this condition. I’m disgusting.” She indeed looked truly disgusted with herself.

Smiling, Sienna reached for the plastic juicer she’d borrowed from Miriam. “Nah, you’re adorable. You should have seen me after food poisoning in Costa Rica. It was like something from The Exorcist. You’re practically a refined gentlewoman when diseased.”

That earned her a disbelieving snort, which turned into a sneeze, then a series of them, and Jasmine looking even more appalled. “I hate this,” she growled.

“No one likes being sick,” Sienna said as she juiced her citrus like a pro. She had run a fruit-juice bar once in Naples. Her muscle memory was lit.

“I hate having a witness.”

“Except I’m not a witness,” Sienna said, tossing the squeezed halves into an empty bag. “I’ll stand up in court and say, ‘I diddin see nuttin,’ your Honor.”

Jasmine closed her eyes and exhaled. “Would that that were true. You’ll never unsee me like this ever again.”

Sienna understood everything then. Jasmine was a woman with a strong ego, and she fiercely protected her image. She found it galling that anyone would see her in such a miserable state. It wasn’t about Sienna intruding. It was about her feeling diminished and pathetic.

Reaching for the New Zealand honey, Sienna dripped healthy tablespoons of it into the jug that now contained orange and lemon juice and a teaspoon of cinnamon. Then she gave it a stir and added hot water. She stirred vigorously now.

Half-heartedly, Jasmine tried to corral her spent tissues into a pile on her coffee table before giving up, looking at them forlornly. “My God, this is so galling. I wish you hadn’t come.”

Hadn’t seen me like this, she meant.

Jasmine glanced over and glared at Sienna again.

Sienna didn’t take it personally. Bruised ego and being sick on top of it? Jasmine was in a world of humiliation right now.

She poured some of the juice mix into a glass, then walked it over to Jasmine on the sofa.

“Drink up.” Sienna held it out.

“I’m not in the mood.”

“You’ll be even less in the mood if you don’t drink it. This will help. It has healing properties up the ying-yang. Would a New Zealand backpacker lie to me?”

“High credentials.” Still, she accepted the glass.

“She was also a naturopath.”

“Doesn’t mean she’s a good one,” Jasmine fired back. With reluctance, she took a few tentative swallows. “Unusual. Sweet. Unexpected flavor.”

“It’s the Manuka honey. I found a World Market store in Brooklyn that sells it.” It had only taken phoning around all the international food shops in New York to locate it. The things we do for lo…Jasmine.

“If you say so,” her lover said miserably. But Jasmine drank some more…and then a little more still.

When she was done, Sienna retrieved her glass. “Why don’t you have a nap? Let me take care of these dishes.”

“You don’t have to. I can do them myself. Later.” Jasmine eyed her coolly.

But all Sienna could see was Jasmine’s discomfort at her disarray. “I’d like to see you try and stop me,” Sienna teased. “I’d be like Ali dancing all around you right now while you’re trying to find the energy to pick up a dish brush.”

“Fine,” Jasmine hissed and stood. “But you leave after that.”

“I promise,” Sienna said, and then watched Jasmine walk up the stairs to the mezzanine level. It was tempting to hover or, better yet, loop an arm around her waist to be sure she didn’t stumble. But she knew that would really infuriate her proud lover.

Instead, she watched her slow progress and then moved further into the lounge to where she could see the upper level. One of the advantages of there being no fourth wall on Jasmine’s bedroom was that Sienna had an uninterrupted view of her lover taking off her robe and sitting on her bed before she lay down and disappeared from view.

Satisfied Jasmine was comfortable, she left her to her nap and headed back to the kitchen to clean up the dishes. Next, she tidied the rest of her apartment, binning the tissues and straightening the mess. It didn’t take her more than forty minutes.

When she was done, she poured Jasmine another special honey drink, which she left on her bedside table, along with a glass of water and two cold tablets. Her lover was snoring gently.

Adorable. Even sick and miserable, that was the first word that came to Sienna’s mind. Idly, she brushed a strand of hair out of Jasmine’s eyes, then made her way back downstairs.

She should go home. She had washing to do and a few emails to answer from her mother about an upcoming art exhibition.

Instead, she stood on the ground floor, dithering. Sienna had faithfully promised Jasmine she’d leave when done. But what if Jasmine woke up and suddenly needed help? What if she took a turn for the worse? Right?

She could just have a nap on the couch and see how Jasmine was when she woke.

That settled it. Kicking her boots off, Sienna slid onto the couch, hugged a cushion, and closed her eyes.

~ ~ ~

Jasmine awoke with a grim swallow and did a stretch. She actually felt better, despite how awful her mouth tasted. Better than she had a right to feel, anyway. She glanced at her phone. Nine hours! She’d slept the day away! Her eye fell on a glass of juice next to her bed and two pills.

She sat up straight. Her head had stopped swimming now, so she reached for the glass and slowly drank it. It tasted surprisingly good for some weird home remedy that was supposed to be consumed warm. Placing the empty glass back down, she made her way across to the low glass balustrade that edged the open side of her bedroom and looked down.

Her apartment was gleaming. The tissues on the coffee table were gone, her art magazines were now neatly stacked, and she was quite sure if she could see through her floor to the kitchen, the dishes would have all been done too.

How humiliating. Jasmine’s jaw clenched as guilt and shame filled her. Sienna had picked up after her like she was a toddler. She’d seen her at her worst, and then she’d bolted.

Wait.

Sienna lay on her couch, mouth open, arms and legs akimbo, fast asleep.

Why was the damned woman still here? She’d promised to leave, and, yet, here she was, looking like Suki with her limbs in every direction.

A surge of affection came over her, and Jasmine squelched it down. No. This was no good at all. Didn’t Sienna understand how unwise it was to complicate things? They were casual. That was what they’d agreed on. What future did they have when Sienna would soon be off, wandering again, in another month? Why muddy things like this?

Jasmine turned away from her lover, still frowning. She should nip this in the bud: wake her, tell her to leave—and succeed this time, now that she was feeling much more like her old self. Yes. That’s exactly what she’d do.

After a quick shower in her en suite, she dressed, and, feeling much improved, padded downstairs. But then, without any conscious will at all, she found herself on her knees, crouched beside Sienna, watching her sleep.

All thoughts fled of shaking her awake and informing her it was time to go. Instead, tenderness filled her. Appreciation and gratitude and warmth and…oh, these were absolutely the wrong things to think of a casual partner.

Silly girl, she wanted to say, caring for me like that. Now she was thinking, Silly girl, making me care for you like this. Jasmine reached over to lightly touch her sweet face, overcome by a tenderness she couldn’t recall ever feeling for anyone.

She’d never felt this way for Mark. Never wished to fret over him when he was ill. And he’d never done that for her either, preferring to sleep on the sofa in his home office to avoid catching whatever she’d caught.

And now here was Sienna, who had not done as she’d asked; she’d done as she’d wanted. She’d wanted to care for Jasmine in a way that was touching. It felt too much. Too sentimental. And now, despite everything, she felt cherished.

Now, why would Sienna go and do an appalling thing like that? Make Jasmine feel cherished when she was going to leave her soon? Her heart tightened at the thought.

I don’t want her to go.

And it tightened again at the next painful thought. This is not how casual feels.

“Oh, Sienna, what have you done?” she whispered as her index finger trailed down her cheek.

Sienna’s eyes fluttered open. “Hey?” she attempted to say, then frowned, as if displeased at how she sounded. Sienna cleared her throat again, but a rough bark came out.

And then she sneezed.

~ ~ ~

Sienna woke the next day in Jasmine’s bed. She had only the dimmest memory as to how she’d gotten here. She remembered quite clearly going on a rescue mission for Jasmine, giving her the juice, cleaning, and then…

Her throat ached. Wait. She remembered Jasmine’s soft hand on her forehead and her murmuring, “You’re burning up.”

And Sienna saying, “That’s impossible. How could I have caught it this fast?”

“You didn’t,” Jasmine had replied. “You probably caught it from me on Saturday. I just had it first.”

So, how was she here, in bed, with no Jasmine, and no memory of much else?

A delicious aroma was now wafting from the kitchen downstairs. She crawled out of bed and looked down over the floor below.

The lounge was empty, but she heard definite rummaging sounds from the kitchen beneath the bedroom. Was Jasmine cooking? Was that safe in her condition?

After a quick detour to the bathroom, during which she stared at herself balefully in the mirror, Sienna came to one glaring conclusion: She looked like death. Not even the warmed-up variety.

No wonder Jasmine hadn’t wanted company when she’d been feeling like this. Borrowing Jasmine’s hairbrush, Sienna raked it through her curls and winced, finding the pressure on her scalp too much. She gave up, dropped the brush, and headed downstairs.

Jasmine turned and smiled.

Oh. Wow. She looked so much better. Score one for New Zealand backpacker cures.

“Well, well, she lives.”

Sienna forced a smile in return. “That’s debatable. I feel like a semitrailer ran through my skull.”

“Yes, I recall that sensation from yesterday.” She pointed to her pot on the stove. “I’ve made lunch since you slept through dinner and breakfast.”

“I don’t think I could face food right now.”

“You’ll need it,” Jasmine said, and waved her wooden spoon. “You showed me yours, I’ll show you mine.”

A double entendre now? Jasmine was clearly better. That made one of them.

Sienna eyed her curiously. “I’m glad you’re improved. Your color’s back to normal. You look really good.”

Jasmine gave a sexy little snort that sounded far too affectionate. It made Sienna’s already jumbled insides do a quiver.

Sienna pouted. “Stop making me want you when I can’t do a thing about it. It’s cruel.”

With a laugh at that, Jasmine pointed to the table. “Sit. I’ll serve up, and then you can thank me.”

“Still not hungry,” Sienna protested. “But okay. I’m too weak to argue.”

“I know that feeling too.”

Sienna heard the smile in her voice as she crawled onto a dining room chair before putting her throbbing head in her hands. Maybe she should take a tablet if her headache got any worse. She sniffled and wished she’d brought tissues.

“Tissues are on the cabinet to your left.”

Oh. She turned and plucked a few. “Thanks.”

“I thought I looked pathetic when I was sick. But you’re on the winner’s podium.”

“Gee, thanks.” Still, Sienna was pleased Jasmine was in the mood for jokes. “But it’s just an honor to be nominated.”

Jasmine brought two steaming bowls over to the table and placed one in front of Sienna. She returned with their spoons and sat.

“What is it?” Sienna asked as she picked up her spoon.

“This is ash reshteh the way my grandmother used to make it, or so my father tells me. You see, her recipe is a bit scandalous. It’s supposed to be a Persian noodle soup, and she doesn’t use noodles? Heresy!” She chuckled.

Sienna gave a half-hearted smile, and croaked, “What’s in it?”

“All sorts of fresh herbs and legumes and garlic. Very hearty. It’ll cure what ails you.”

“My honey drink will do that.”

“Yes. But you need protein, Sienna. Real food. We both do.”

“Okay,” she said, and dipped a spoon in the soup. “Though I’m truly not hungry.” Sienna dug in and tried it. And oh! The flavors were incredible. She could taste onion, chives, garlic, and spinach, and see bobbing chickpeas and kidney beans. “I’m going to want to have this pretty often,” she said, impressed. “Because how does soup taste this good?”

“Four thousand years of perfecting it, probably.” Jasmine took a sip herself and exhaled in pleasure after she finished her spoonful. “I know I push back at being called Iranian or Persian, much to my mother’s dismay. It’s a reflex from my childhood, always being ‘othered’ even though I was born in England like practically everyone else among my peers. But here’s the truth: This brings me joy.” She pointed at her soup with her spoon. “Yes, I’m still very, very British…” Her eyes crinkled. “Except at meal times. Then I’m not.” She chuckled. “But shush. Don’t tell anyone.”

Sienna laughed as well, and it came out a croak. “I’ll take your secret to the grave. And having tried your family’s food, I don’t blame you having a little allegiance conflict there.” She sighed and put down her spoon in exhaustion. “I’m still really tired. I don’t get it; I’ve only just woken up.”

“Yes, it wipes you out, this thing.”

“I should get home,” Sienna said. “I can just as easily sleep this off in my bed instead of invading yours.”

Jasmine hesitated. “I don’t mind. If you want to stay, I mean.”

“I don’t understand. I’ll be in your way. And I’m sick and useless.”

“Stay anyway,” Jasmine said firmly. “I don’t want to think of you alone, suffering.” She stopped, and a strange look crossed her face.

“Yeah,” Sienna said, and she smiled softly, understanding. “I know the feeling.”

Their gazes locked. Right. Yep. They really should discuss the elephant in the room. “It’s probably not the right time to say this,” Sienna said, “when I’m so sick, my brain’s in blurt-out mode…”

Jasmine visibly tensed but said, “Go ahead.”

“Are we still casual?” Sienna asked. “It doesn’t feel like that anymore. At the start, I mean…I understood why you wanted that, but…”

“Why I wanted it?” Jasmine peered at her. “Me?”

“You said I’m something bright and shiny and impermanent.”

Jasmine shook her head. “No, I mentioned impermanent only because you told me you’ll be leaving.”

“Okay, I can see that. But…this doesn’t feel impermanent. It feels a whole lot like…something more.”

Jasmine drew in a sharp breath. “Sienna, I was under the impression we were together until you decided to move on. This arrangement was casual because you will soon want to leave.”

“Yes, but what if…I didn’t?” Sienna swallowed.

“If you didn’t leave?” Jasmine’s eyes went wide.

“If I didn’t want to do casual.”

“You told me that all your relationships since Huberto’s daughter have been casual.”

“Yes, they have been. But…I don’t think I want that this time. Not with you.” Sienna held her gaze. “Honestly, it feels like fate. Why else would the woman who inspired me so much in my early life be here with me now? It has to mean something.”

“What if it doesn’t? Do you truly only want a relationship with me because of some random roll of the dice? Some grand coincidence means it has to be about more?”

“It is fate, Jasmine. I know it in my bones and in my heart. But even if that weren’t true, it doesn’t change that this doesn’t feel like a light bit of fun to me. Don’t you feel it too?” She felt stricken at what Jasmine might say. “Please tell me you do?”

“And this is what you want?” Jasmine asked gently as she dodged the question. “A real relationship? With me? Even though I’m so much older?”

“Twelve years is not so much. Not if we both have so much in common. We could talk about art for decades and never tire of the subject.”

“I’m jaded, Sienna. I’ve been disappointed by life in ways you haven’t even encountered. You’re still so…hopeful.”

“I hear hope rubs off on people.” Sienna smiled. “It can be infectious. If you want it to be.”

“God help me.” Jasmine stopped for a brief moment and then murmured, “I do want more.” She gazed at her. “It’s absurd I feel so attached to someone who insists on fussing over me like I’m a child.”

“Hey, you fussed over me too!” Sienna pointed out and then laughed at Jasmine’s appalled expression. “You know, it’s not a dirty word.”

Jasmine shot her an imperious look. “I most certainly did not fuss over you. I do not…fuss. Ever. Ask my ex-husband.”

“Sure you don’t.” Sienna held up her dripping, flavor-filled spoon as Exhibit A.

“That’s different. You were hungry.”

“I wasn’t, though,” Sienna pointed out. “And you made sure I had it anyway.”

Jasmine sighed in defeat. “Eat your soup.”

Sienna grinned back. “We are in a relationship.”

“I suppose so.” Jasmine’s soft, beautiful eyes crinkled. “Yes. We are.”

~ ~ ~

Two days later, life had returned to normal. Well, as normal as it could be when Sienna was in an actual official relationship with the most powerful person in the company. Not that Sienna saw Jasmine that way. She never had. Jasmine to her was, and would always remain, the art curator. Someone with bold, controversial, and sometimes unexpected views. Always interesting, always interested, and forever prodding Sienna for more.

Today, Sienna was down in the foyer, passing time to escape from Fashion. Antonio had been in a meeting all morning with a pair of excitable fabric suppliers, and all three were speaking in fast and furious Italian. The trio would punctuate their conversation by holding up almost identical-looking swatches, waving them about fiercely, and arguing. Or maybe it was agreeing? It was hard to tell.

For once, instead of viewing the foyer art from the sofa, Sienna found herself wandering in front of it, trying to see the pieces from a different angle. She paused in front of Waiting to Fly, then bent forward, her nose almost touching it as she caught sight of something she’d never noticed before. What? She gasped. Oh! Surprise smacked her between the eyes. She had the answer!

Sienna’s hands trembled as she reached for her phone. She sent a one-word text to Jasmine—foyer—and bounced on her feet.

She didn’t have to wait long.

Sienna smelled her lover’s perfume before she saw her; a flash of crimson-red dress today. God, the woman had a presence.

Sienna turned to fully face her, first glancing quickly past Jasmine. Heather at the Reception desk was on the far side of the room, paying no attention to them.

They were shadowed where they stood, but, even so, they were still careful not to stand too close. Sometimes the forbidden need to touch drove Sienna crazy. Not today, though; she was too excited.

Sienna pointed at the artwork. “I’ve worked out what I missed. I see it.”

With a nod and zero doubt in her tone, Jasmine said, “I knew you would.”

“The tiny cage door is ajar. You have to be standing almost right on top of the artwork to see it. But it’s open. The woman inside could leave at any time. Which makes this art so sad: she chooses her cage.”

“Or no one’s told her she can be free.”

“Or there’s no one to tell her that,” Sienna said. “I suppose there’s the optimistic spin: That’s why the bird’s there. To say, I’m out of the cage. I’m free. You can be too.”

“Perhaps she knows she’s free and does not care,” Jasmine suggested. “Maybe she likes her cage?”

“Who would like a cage?” Sienna asked in amazement. “It’s a cage!”

“It’s also safe. Some people like that feeling more than anything. There are stories of long-term prisoners who, once freed, are overwhelmed by the outside world and commit a crime to be able to go back inside—where it is safe.”

“They want what’s known. Predictable. Boring. Controlled. What a useless existence.” Sienna shook her head in disgust. “One thing I’ve learned from wandering the world is how beautiful and precious life is. Freedom is a terrible thing to waste.”

“And yet your dream of embracing the unknown is some people’s worst nightmare.”

“I know.” Sienna shrugged. “I am not judging them. I just think life is meant to be lived. People should get out of their own headspace and explore a little.”

“Not everyone can afford that. I don’t just mean for financial reasons. Some people have other costs. The family they have to stay home for, is one example. The elderly relative. Young children. A sick spouse.”

Sienna stared at her, astonished. “I never thought you would ever be the one to argue for people to stay inside their bubble. Don’t you always think people should experience more of the world?”

Jasmine eyed her in puzzlement. “When have I ever said that to you?”

Oh shit. Sienna was referencing a conversation they’d had back when Sienna had shown her her art. Jasmine had told her she hadn’t lived enough for her work to be fresh or original. “You don’t have to say it out loud to give that impression. Am I wrong?”

“Once you would have been right. In London, I firmly held the view that life was about living and seizing all the experiences. These days, I understand the arrogance and entitlement of that opinion. How presumptuous I was to assume that if you were not well-traveled, you were simply not a person worth listening to. Since then, I have met so many interesting people with a wealth of wisdom who’ve never even left their home state. But they read. They research and learn. They have online friends in other countries and are curious about the world around them. Their insights are valuable too.”

Sienna inhaled sharply. “I truly thought you only appreciated travelers.”

Jasmine regarded her. “You really think that’s what I like about you? That that’s your appeal to me?”

“Yes?” Sienna’s cheeks heated.

Jasmine laughed. “You called me an art snob on our graffiti excursion. And a food snob too. I may be a little guilty of these things. I do make assumptions. Shockingly, I am not always right.” She offered a playful huff at that. “But I like to learn too, and I never mind being proven wrong. Now, you, dear Sienna, are a travel snob. If someone doesn’t have a passport, you think less of them.”

“No, I don’t!”

“You do.” Jasmine laughed softly. “It’s fine. Once again, I like finding out things about you that prove you’re not entirely flawless—just close to it.”

Jasmine kept saying stuff like that. But of the two of them, it was Jasmine who was close to perfect. Her talent and expertise were peerless. Sienna was merely the “lost stray” in awe of her.

Wait, Jasmine thought she was a snob?

“I have friends from all walks of life whom I don’t judge,” Sienna protested. “Like Miriam at the art gallery! She’s never traveled, and I adore her.”

“But she wants to travel, I’ll bet. She listens to you talk about your journeys and makes you feel good about all the places you’ve been?”

Yes. It was true. Sienna stiffened. “I’m proud I’ve been to so many places.”

“I know. I get it. And I’m glad for your sake that you have seen so much of the world. Once upon a time, I’d have said it’s the only way to live.”

“But now?”

“Now I see it as one of many possibilities. Each of them can be lived fully and lead to a rich life that suits that person.”

Sienna wondered how Jasmine saw herself in that equation. “And are you fulfilled even though you no longer travel?”

Jasmine’s lips pursed. “Beyond moving to New York, I…have not traveled. At all.” Regret laced her tone.

What?

What!

Sienna gaped. A younger Jasmine had all but mocked her sheltered existence back in London. Goaded her into getting out of her home country. And she hadn’t even done that herself?

“I always meant to,” Jasmine said, tone low and sad. “I wanted to. I had so many dreams. I even had it all planned out. A sabbatical from the gallery once I’d trained up a manager. And then I was off to see the whole world.”

“What happened?” Sienna asked.

“My dog died.”

The stark way she said those three words was gutting. Jasmine’s eyes clouded over.

“And then Mark convinced me I needed a fresh start. And everything changed.”

“And you never went traveling after coming here?”

“No. Mark was too busy at work for a honeymoon, so we stayed in a hotel locally. And after that…year on year, my travel dreams faded.”

Oh, how sad. Christ, she’d been rubbing it in about her vast explorations when Jasmine didn’t have the same experiences. “I’m sorry if I came off as judgmental. I truly don’t mean to be. I just want everyone to have the experiences I’ve had. But you’re right. People’s lives go in all sorts of directions. I’ve been incredibly lucky.”

“You have. And I am glad for you. Seeing every little bit of the world suits you.”

“Speaking of seeing every little bit of the world,” Sienna said tentatively, “I know we had plans tonight for dinner and…” She paused and grinned. “The usual.”

“The usual,” Jasmine murmured, “yes.”

“But Oliver’s been on my case again about this club he wants to take me to. Tonight, they’re doing an art theme, and a few of these hentai artists that I wouldn’t mind meeting will be there, and…”

“Go,” Jasmine said with a smile. “Be young. Have fun. I’m quite confident I can amuse myself.”

“Are you sure?” Sienna peered at her. “If you really don’t want me to go, I’ll tell him no. Or…” She brightened. “You could come with me?”

Jasmine snorted. “I’m far too old for nightclubs, and I certainly have no interest in being at one with Oliver, a man astute enough to make an accurate guess as to why I’d be there.”

“He is pretty shrewd. And after he finished fainting at your mere presence, he’d definitely figure us out.”

“Mmm. So, no. I’ll have a nice soak in my tub, listen to some music, and think about what I could have been doing to you instead.”

“Are you really okay with this?” Sienna checked one last time.

“Darling, I’m not some controlling ogre who needs you on a short leash. Go, have fun. You should be out with your friends every now and then. I’ll be more than fine.” She smiled then, and it was so warm, Sienna dearly wished they were alone.

“Okay, then,” she said. “I’ll give you a full report tomorrow.”

“Of that I have no doubt,” Jasmine drawled.

Sienna laughed.


 

Chapter 16

Pretty Little Girl

That evening, Jasmine did exactly as she’d vowed: she ran a bath, put on some music, and slid in. Before she’d even settled, her phone rang.

Sienna, obviously. She’d already texted her a photo of herself in her clubbing outfit, and it had made Jasmine immediately interested: a black vest paired with black jeans and boots. The white shirt underneath the vest was undone to the fourth button, showing a luscious amount of cleavage.

She’d lifted an eyebrow at just how much breast was on display when Sienna sent her another photo. In that one, the shirt was unbuttoned to two buttons. There was a message underneath.

 

The first pic was just for you. This is for the general public at Diva Tutti Nightclub

 

There followed a heart emoji.

Jasmine grabbed the ringing phone blindly and answered, saying, “Well, I did appreciate the first photo, darling. Thanks for sharing.”

There was a silence, and then…“It’s your mother.”

Oh no. Jasmine scowled and chastised herself for not even looking at the caller ID. She tried to work out what to do.

“And who is this darling you thought I was?”

Her mother’s disapproving tone instantly soured Jasmine’s mood.

“That would be my business,” Jasmine said quietly. “My private business.”

“I’m still your mother, so that makes it my business.” Laleh Gemayel’s tone was extra unimpressed now. “You will always be my daughter, even thousands of miles away from me. Even when you’re old. Even when you don’t care about me at all.”

Her mother’s guilt trips were still in peak form, it seemed. “It’s so nice having these uplifting chats,” Jasmine said, tone light. “But I’d rather not.”

She was about to hang up when she heard, “Wait!”

Jasmine waited.

There was a soft sigh. “Your father says I should make more of an effort to fix things between us. I’m willing to try.”

Jasmine had heard this before. But sooner or later, it devolved into all the ways Jasmine was shaming the family, the community, her parents, and whoever else her mother could think of.

“I’m listening,” Jasmine said.

“I…” Her mother seemed stymied now. “Are you well?”

“I am.”

“Are you still remembering to cook for yourself? Those people I read about in New York who have all their food delivered? The Uber? It cannot be good for them.”

“I still cook.” She smiled at the memory of her first official date with Sienna. “In fact, I made Dad’s ghormeh sabzi not too long ago. It was as delicious as ever.”

“Good, that’s good. Do you know, I was going through our old photos yesterday and found one from Brighton beach. We were having ice creams. Do you remember?”

“Yes,” Jasmine said. “I was thinking about that only a little while ago.”

“You were such a pretty little girl in the pictures. All the other mothers would compliment me. How lovely you looked; how well-mannered.”

Jasmine remembered that too. Her mother always loved putting her into various pretty outfits and parading her around. Showing off how sweet and polite she was. No mention of bright, determined, or interesting. But her mother’s ideals were different to Jasmine’s.

“You called me nāzanin,” Jasmine murmured. Beautiful girl.

“You were. I never thought we’d ever stop being so close,” her mother went on, sounding wistful. “We were like peas in a pod back then.”

When Jasmine had been dutiful and obedient, she meant. The perfect, agreeable little girl.

Laleh sighed. “So, you apparently have some new friend in your life now? Is it someone…” She paused delicately. “Female?”

“Yes.” Jasmine tensed, waiting for the condemnation.

“I see.”

No speech about how, if she was bisexual, couldn’t she just stick to men? This was new.

“Your father says it is important to you that you follow your heart. That I should see that. I do want to be better at this. So, who is this new friend?”

Was this a trap? Jasmine hesitated.

“I’m trying, dokhtar,” her mother protested. “Why do you not meet me halfway, hmm?”

Her mother hadn’t called her “daughter” in Farsi in years. Maybe she was thawing?

“Fine,” Jasmine said, even as she knew she’d probably regret this. “Her name is Sienna. I met her at work. She’s an artist who is beautiful, free, thoughtful, and interesting.”

“You met her at work.” Her mother stopped. “If you’re the CEO, does that not mean she’s an underling?”

“Mark is in charge of employees in her area, not me. So, technically, she’s not my underling.”

Her mother then proved her truly awful habit of never forgetting anything by asking, “But I thought Mark was only in charge of the interns?”

Oh no. No, no, no.

“He…is.”

Her mother gasped. “Then you’re dating an intern?”

“It’s not like that. She’s thirty-four!”

“Still.” Her mother sounded so shocked. “This looks very bad, don’t you think?”

Well, Jasmine had to concede it didn’t look great. “She’s an adult, not under my direct supervision. And she’s not even going to be with my company much longer. She’s just passing through.”

“Ah.” Laleh sounded happier now. “Well. That’s good, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

“She’s passing through. You don’t stick with women very long, as I understand it. So, well, that’s very good.”

Jasmine stared at her phone. She hadn’t meant Sienna would be leaving after finishing up her internship. Although, they’d never fully discussed her future plans. Jasmine didn’t actually know what lay in store for them.

“Are you planning to be home anytime soon?” her mother asked, changing subjects. “Do you remember the Hosseini family? Their son would be perfect for you if you are coming home. When you’ve moved on from your, erm, current situation.”

“My…current situation?”

“With your new friend?”

At her silence, her mother plowed on. “He’s so handsome, the Hosseini boy. He’s recently divorced. No children. He’s forty-three, so entirely age appropriate.” She paused on that comment. Not subtle. Then, “He’s a lawyer. Stable. A nice observant Muslim boy.” She weighted that line pointedly. Jasmine being lapsed in her family’s faith had never sat well with her long-suffering mother who kept it a secret from her friends. “He’d be good for you.”

“I’m with Sienna,” Jasmine said tiredly. “Remember? And I’m in New York.”

“But nothing is holding you there, not now that you’re no longer with that appalling husband.”

The man you virtually strong-armed me into marrying. Jasmine drew in a sharp breath. “I think this conversation is over.”

“Why?” Her mother genuinely sounded mystified.

“You don’t listen, and you don’t care what I want, so what’s the point?”

Laleh suddenly made a choked sound. “Wait, she is not there with you now, is she? I’m not…interrupting?”

Only Laleh Gemayel could make interrupting sound sordid.

“No. She’s out clubbing with a friend from work.”

“Clubbing?” her mother repeated, sounding truly askance. “She really is young. And you let her go out to a place like that? Doing who knows what?”

“I don’t let her do anything,” Jasmine objected. “She’s her own woman. It’s healthy she has friends, and it’s normal that she’s going out with them.”

“Do you really not have any doubts? If not about tonight, then in general? How long until she loses interest in someone so much older and would prefer to be out with a person her own age? You say she’s beautiful and free. How free?”

Her mother truly was a heat-seeking missile. If Jasmine had had any doubts before about their age difference, trust her mother to home in on them with unerring accuracy.

Of course Jasmine knew she wasn’t Sienna’s age. Yes, her lover was also free and beautiful. Yes, some woman might be flirting with her right now. Welcome to clubbing. But Sienna was Sienna. She was trustworthy, decent, and loyal. She wants me. Only me.

Right?

A tiny doubt flickered in her chest, but she dismissed it. “Was there anything else?”

“I am just worried about you, dear child. Don’t you think it would be so much easier if you dated a man?” Here we go. “If not the lawyer, I’m sure there’s someone who—”

“Yes, it might be easier,” Jasmine cut her off. “But he wouldn’t be Sienna.”

“Do you really not worry about how this looks?” Laleh asked, sounding disappointed.

Jasmine sighed. “Again with this?”

“No, it’s not again,” her mother said. “This is so much worse. What would happen to your professional reputation if people found out you were having intimate relations with a young woman. Your intern?”

Jasmine winced.

“A girl who people might think you’d taken advantage of, given your position of power. And given your age and hers? You would be mocked. A joke! It would break your father’s heart seeing you reduced to that. Would you really break your father’s heart? And over what? Some young woman who won’t be around for long?”

“You don’t know that!” Fear did a quick circuit around her head. How long was Sienna in this with her for?

“Jasmine, my child, when the sun goes down at the end of each day, all you have is your name. I fear you’ve put yourself into a position to lose it all. But you don’t just hurt yourself with this. You hurt your family. Your poor father. Don’t you love him?”

“Of course I love him! And he would want me to be happy! The question is, why don’t you?” With that, Jasmine hung up.

Fury rocketed through her. Her playful mood was gone, her stomach was churning acid, and now all she had in her head was images of Sienna—sweet, wonderful Sienna—being hit on in some club by cute women her own age.

It was just her insecurities, of course. Her mother was masterful at pressing all her delicate spots. Finding her bruises. Reminding her that, to Laleh, she was still just the pretty little girl she used to parade around for attention. On that score, her mother and Mark had a lot in common.

The woman was toxic.

She quickly texted Sienna, asking for an update. Yes, she was being pathetic, smarting from her mother’s words. Needing reassurance. But one sentence from Sienna would make everything all right.

Sienna didn’t reply. Not once for the rest of the night.


 

Chapter 17

Not. One. Word.

Jasmine was in a foul mood the next morning. Eating away at her was Sienna’s silence, mixed in with her mother’s dire conspiracies that Sienna might have discovered she really would prefer someone else. Someone young.

And, as a lovely, equal line of discord running through her brain, there was her mother’s dark prediction about how Jasmine’s reputation would be destroyed if anyone found out she was dating her intern.

She needed, desperately, to see her lover again, to settle her anxiety. But Sienna had yet to appear at work.

Now worry was starting to slither through her—had something happened last night? But, no, she’d seen Oliver flitting about looking cheerful, so it was unlikely.

Jasmine was about to try texting her again when Zahra stuck her head in her office.

“An emergency meeting’s been called in the conference room,” she said.

“What? Who called it?” Jasmine asked, voice sharp.

“Your husband,” the assistant said. “He’s gathered all the staff. Started five minutes ago.”

“Why wasn’t I told five minutes ago?”

Her PA shrugged. “Mark only told me to come and get you now.” She exited and headed toward the conference room herself.

Jasmine’s lips tightened. I’m sure it’s nothing, she told herself. He does love to be dramatic. He can’t resist holding the floor and reminding everyone it’s his company.

However, she didn’t like the sense of disquiet filling her. Nor the way her husband had done an end-run around her. Jasmine, still fueled with her earlier fury, shot to her feet. What was that man up to now?

~ ~ ~

Mark was standing at the head of the conference room when Jasmine strode in. She sighed inwardly at the smug look on his face and stalked to the front to stand beside him. She glanced about at the assembled staff. Sienna scurried in, moments later, making her way to the back of the room, sliding into a chair between Ethan and Oliver.

She looked tired but otherwise fine. Jasmine’s teeth gritted. A text wouldn’t have hurt her. Was Jasmine not even worth that much?

The staff looked largely unsettled, except for Mitnick, who wore a shit-eating grin. And Zahra, who was eyeing Sienna with her usual malevolence.

“Ah, there you are. Excellent.” Mark smiled at Jasmine and then said, voice dripping in condescension, “I was just explaining to the employees how Bugatti Obsession is an idea I cannot endorse. It targets women, and the customer base for Bugatti is almost entirely male. I also cannot seriously allow a team to go forward that’s not even a department but a miscellaneous assortment of people from all over the company.”

His gaze drifted to Sienna, pausing for a moment as curiosity flickered across his face, then fell back on Jasmine. “So, Tier One is overruled this year, I’m sorry,” he finished, not sounding sorry at all. “We’ll be going with the Smart Machines’ design. I like it.”

Of course he liked it. It was a complete rip-off of Mitnick’s rocking horse design, which Mark had chosen. He preferred black, chunky, angled designs.

The room fell silent, waiting for Jasmine’s response.

This was entirely inappropriate. In the past, Mark would have emailed her when he wanted to overrule a Tier One. They’d argue in private, certainly not in front of the entire staff. And he’d never have left it so late in the process. This had to be intentional. A provocation, for some reason.

Jasmine folded her arms and stiffened. He wanted a war, did he? A public, messy, entirely unprofessional war?

“No.”

He blinked. “No?”

“The Obsession design has already been approved by Bugatti. They’ve already begun making it. You say you’re overruling it because it doesn’t suit Bugatti’s customer base. Wouldn’t Bugatti know its own base better than you? They’d have chosen the black car if they agreed with your view.”

“Bugatti is our partner in this,” Mark said, narrowing his eyes at her challenge, “but we are the driving force. Our view on the chosen design is what matters. It’s being sold at our auction; not theirs. We must like it first.”

“And we do. Everyone here…” She paused at Mitnick’s scowl. “Almost everyone here agrees it’s a good design. Bold and original. We should not change it for spurious reasons.”

Just for a moment, a gleam flickered in his eye. Something dark. Punishing. Mark’s gaze slowly shifted to Sienna and then back to her.

Oh hell. He knows.

This wasn’t about showing her who was boss, as he liked to do periodically. This was about humiliating her. And then he smiled at Sienna, flashing all his impressive teeth.

Mark scoured the young woman from head to toe. “I’m not sure what bold management move it was to approve an intern’s team to run the Tier One,” he said, voice low and silky. “I might even feel benevolent if it were an intern I had personally hand selected. But you, my girl, are not Amy Vanderbilt. I don’t know who the hell you are or how you weaseled your way in here, but that ends now. You’re fired.”

The gasps were loud. Oliver let out a small moan of disbelief. Anger glittered in Indira’s eyes, and even impassive Antonio’s mouth fell open. He clanged it shut instantly.

Mitnick and Zahra both smirked.

Sienna stared in shock.

“What are you waiting for!” he bellowed. He pointed at the door. “Get out.”

Hurt filled Sienna’s face, and she glanced at Jasmine. She still didn’t move, as if waiting for Jasmine to say something. To object.

She couldn’t. Her jaw hardened. Mark had hiring and firing privileges of interns. It was his call. Sienna knew that.

Disbelief now crossed Sienna’s expression, and she spun to face Mark. “You’re an idiot,” she told him with an intensity Jasmine had never heard before. “Not for hating my design,” she said, standing. “Hell, I don’t even think you do. For using this petty power play to try and embarrass your ex-wife.”

And with that, she left.

Jasmine felt the room’s widening eyes on her. Sienna had just revealed their divorced status to the entire staff. She glanced at her ex-husband.

Gone was the triumphant expression. Pure rage met her eyes. Yes, his absurd charade was over. What would he do now?

“I see your little intern was delusional too,” he said with a laugh that dared her to disagree. “She thinks we’re divorced.”

For fuck’s suck. “We are,” she said icily. “And if we weren’t, we would be after this.” She glared at her staff. “Everyone, get back to work.”

“Um, excuse me?” Mitnick called out. “Are we going with my design, then? My team will need to work overtime…”

“Take it up with my ex-husband,” Jasmine said, words sharp as a blade, refusing to even look at Mark now. “He can explain to Bugatti why he wants an inferior design, and he can agree to the enormous extra fees they’ll charge for being forced to remake everything. Assuming they agree at all, given they seem to put a high value on only producing exceptional designs.”

With a savage jerk, she slammed the conference room door after her.

Jasmine stormed into her office and stopped cold. Sienna was in there. Waiting.

Guilt flooded her. “Sienna, I—”

“No, it’s my turn now.” Her voice was low and cold and furious.

~ ~ ~

Sienna had been betrayed before, and it had hurt, but this was a different kind of pain. Because she had never expected Jasmine would be the one to do it. Jasmine, so strong, so fierce, so legendary. And she’d caved without a word.

“You had your turn in that room,” Sienna said, voice shaking, “and you said nothing.”

“Of course I said nothing!” Jasmine shot back. “Mark is in charge of interns, not me.”

Incredulous, Sienna stared at her. “And you said not one word to sway him otherwise. Nothing about how incredible the Obsession design is, or how impressive it was that a mere intern was driving it. And how I’d also come up with the Tier One Thousand drone concept. Not a word!”

“I couldn’t!” Panic edged Jasmine’s eyes now. “Don’t you see?”

“See what?” Sienna asked, her voice rising higher. “See that you don’t care about me at all?” Hurt ripped through her. “That I’m nothing but an intern to you in the end? Disposable like all the others?” She blinked back infuriating tears. God, not now.

“Keep your voice down,” Jasmine hissed. “And you should talk about caring. What the hell were you doing all night that you couldn’t answer one of my messages? For all I knew, you were lying in a ditch somewhere!”

“I put my phone in airplane mode because I don’t like being interrupted when I’m out with friends. Then I got a headache and went home early and straight to bed. Obviously, I would have texted if I’d got your messages, but my phone was still off.”

Relief flitted into Jasmine’s eyes before it quickly disappeared.

“I was just coming to see you when Zahra intercepted me and told me to go to the conference room. And can we stay on topic? Jasmine, you fought for a car design with more passion than you fought for me.”

“Well, I wasn’t about to just roll over and let Mitnick’s disaster of a design be the chosen one!”

“Missing the point much? Mark talked to me like some dirty interloper. He threw me out, and you just stood there!”

“I knew you didn’t care about the job,” Jasmine said, her tone turning all very reasonable, as though she was managing Sienna. Infuriating! “You’ve told me that more than once. Arguing for him to keep you on was pointless when he’d made up his mind.”

“It’s the symbolism!” Sienna threw up her hands. “Don’t you get how this feels?”

“What did you expect me to do?” Jasmine shot back. “Beg?”

“No! Offer some sign I’m worth something, even if you know it’s pointless.”

“And then everyone would have known!”

“They’d have known you valued an intern with a talent for design. Would that have been so bad? Would that be so terrifying to your precious image to reveal that you appreciate a creative staff member who works hard—even if they’re just an intern?”

“I…” Jasmine scowled. “No. The risk was too high. And I will not grovel to anyone or for anyone.”

Sienna regarded her sadly, her heart trembling in outrage and hurt. The woman she cared so much for that it ached couldn’t…wouldn’t…lift a finger for her.

“You know, Jasmine, while I was waiting for you in here, I was thinking about that painting downstairs. Why it captivates you so much. Why you stare at it for hours. Dissect it. Maybe you don’t even see the answers consciously. But I think you are the woman in the cage. The bird on the top watching you isn’t some benevolent sentinel. To you, it’s Mark. It’s his cage, and, to him, you’re his, even now. The door is open, yes. But you don’t leave. Why? He’s convinced you to stay because he left the door open, so you don’t feel trapped. But you are still a woman in a cage.”

“Nonsense.” Jasmine scoffed. “That’s not what the painting means at all.” Her eyes were flashing with fury now. “I can leave at any time!” she finished, her shoulders bunching tightly.

“Yes, you can. So why don’t you?”

Jasmine fell silent.

“Did he gaslight you into believing you love this life? This job? I know you don’t.”

“You don’t know anything about what I feel.” The words seemed pushed out through her teeth.

“No?” Sienna asked quietly. “I see you, though: Your creative drive is gone. Your enthusiasm is gone. You’re starved of art and don’t seem to care. You’re far from the woman I knew in London.”

Jasmine folded her arms. “So you visited my gallery a few times and decide you knew who I was? The arrogance!”

“Not a few times.”

“What?”

“I didn’t visit your gallery a few times.” Sienna said, meeting her eye. “I was there every weekend for three years.”

Jasmine stared in disbelief. “No. I’d have noticed.”

“You didn’t. But I was different then too. Younger, androgynous, cropped hair, and I would hide from you, in the shadows.” Sienna looked straight into her startled brown eyes. “You were also the reason I traveled the world. You. You transformed my life.”

Peering at her in utter confusion, Jasmine said, “I don’t—”

Sienna broke in: “I was a clueless young landscape artist who knew nothing about anything except that you were the gallery curator I admired most. You were the legend. I sucked up all my courage when I turned eighteen and showed you my art.”

“What?” Jasmine stared at her in shock. “I have no memory of that.”

“Why would you, though? I was a no one. Just another artist among hundreds who did that to you. I cornered you with my portfolio and asked what you thought.”

Jasmine fell silent and looked down, as if dreading where this was going. “What did I say?”

“You called it unoriginal, bland, lacking feeling, and derivative of Dearborn Fisher. Which of course it was, as I learned at my father’s side.”

“Dearborn Fisher is your father?” Jasmine whispered.

She heard what Jasmine didn’t say. That she never cared much for the traditionalist’s landscapes. It was the antithesis of contemporary and experimental, which she preferred.

“Was my father. He’s dead now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why? You hated his works. You hated my work. Why would you care?”

Jasmine shifted uncomfortably. “I care if you feel hurt from his loss.”

“I don’t. Not now.” She lifted her chin. “Anyway, I followed your advice to see the world before trying to create art. I got to experience all sorts of new styles. Nothing to do with Dad. I found a medium that suited me, and as I completed each series, I sent them home.”

Sienna drew in a breath before continuing. “Mum used the same contacts she had in selling and managing Dad’s art to promote my work. It started to sell well. So well that I live comfortably off it now. But it drove Dad crazy when my works started outselling his. He was a jealous, cruel asshole to me by the time he died. I had my mum’s pride in me, though. That kept me going. And through it all, you know what I would think? ‘Well, maybe Jasmine Gemayel would like my art now. Maybe I’m worthy of her respect.’”

Jasmine inhaled. “Sienna—”

“No!” Sienna shook her head hard to silence her. She didn’t need sympathy now. She was furious at her. “You know what’s ironic? You’re not worthy of my respect now. You’re a shell of who you were. You’re not fierce or brave or a fighter for free thoughts. The woman in London is gone. You’re a coward, Jasmine Latouf!”

“I’m no such thing!” Jasmine’s eyes sparked with anger. “Excuse me for refusing to be diminished professionally just because you share my bed! You have no right to demand more from me! You don’t have the right to insult me! Hell, just because we’ve slept together for a few months, you think you know me?”

“Oh, I know you, all right. You are a woman in an unlocked cage who stares at the door, too scared to leave. You berated me for never seeing the world and you’ve barely seen the inside of an airport. You’re a hypocrite! I can’t believe I ever thought you were worthy. You’re not. You’re just a sad woman without an ounce of courage.”

“Are you quite done?” Jasmine snarled.

“Not yet.” Tears filled her eyes. She didn’t blink them away this time. She couldn’t accuse Jasmine of lacking bravery if she didn’t show some herself. “Despite everything, despite you not standing up for me today, despite seeing who you are, I’m in love with you. But what happened to you, Jasmine, breaks my heart.”

Ache and despair laced her tone.

“I can’t help how I feel,” Sienna said, crying openly now. “I know who you are. And I know who you were. I know all of you, and I love you. Even though you won’t defend me because you’re ashamed people might work out who you enjoy having in your bed. Even though you won’t stand up for me to a man who still thinks he owns you. I’m in love with you, but I can’t stay with someone who does that.”

“So that’s it? You’re just going to run? Run away as you always do?” Jasmine’s eyes were blazing now. “Do you think that matters to me if you do? Do you think you matter to me?”

Sienna’s blood chilled. Her stomach twisted into a tight, painful knot. She stared at Jasmine, outrage at the vicious words overwhelming her, and forced herself to breathe. “Say that again,” she said, her voice edged with anger. “Look me in the eye and say that again. To my face.”

A silence fell. Jasmine shifted, eyes wary, mouth tightening, and then she looked away.

“That’s what I thought,” Sienna said. “And yet again, I’ve met your cruel streak, Jasmine.” Her tone now was low and edged with disappointment. “It doesn’t matter that you don’t believe what you just said; it very much matters that you felt that was fine to say to me. Words aimed to hurt someone who has only ever been on your side. I don’t deserve that.”

Regret filled Jasmine’s eyes, but her proud, obstinate chin lifted a little too.

Well, it was an internal battle Jasmine could work out on her own time, because Sienna was done. She shook her head.

“This isn’t healthy between us. It wouldn’t be good for me to stay.” Her voice cracked. Straightening, she pressed on, “I wish you the best. One day, I hope you feel brave enough to leave your cage.”

And with that, with her heart bruised, Sienna Fisher walked out of Jasmine’s life.


 

Chapter 18

The Spying Game

Jasmine disappeared into her executive washroom after Sienna left. She stared at herself in the mirror. Conflicted, angry eyes stared back. Her lover’s words had burrowed under her skin like a wood tick.

Former lover. This thing they’d had was over, that much was clear. It had never been destined to last, though. How could it? Their ages, their differing level of experience, their… She sought around for other reasons. Well. She was sure there were other issues that were bound to have torn them apart sooner or later.

Sienna’s emotions, for one. She wore her heart on her sleeve. When she was happy, the whole world knew it. And when she felt betrayed, she did not hold back.

Anger surged. The things she’d said! She had no right! Calling Jasmine a coward? It was so easy when you weren’t in her shoes. So easy to slide past someone else’s life and call out their weaknesses. And she’d thrown back in her face the fact Jasmine hadn’t traveled? Weaponized admissions that she’d shared in trust! Jasmine gripped the edge of the sink so hard, her knuckles turned white.

But then the devastated look on Sienna’s face swam into view. The hurt way she’d looked at Jasmine when Jasmine had said that it didn’t matter if she ran away. That she didn’t matter.

I shouldn’t have said that. Her fear had gotten the better of her. Shame tore at her, along with a renewed burst of anger. The damned woman had asked too much of her!

She refused to be made vulnerable. Exposed and mocked for being with an intern! Sienna didn’t understand what that would do to her. How could she? She was young and free and had no responsibilities. No fierce, disapproving mother in the wings, warning her of her failings in the eyes of their community.

Then there was the revelation that Sienna loved her.

Why did that make everything hurt so much worse?

Jasmine glanced away, unwilling to see her reflection right now. Guilt crept inside. Then defensiveness.

No, Jasmine couldn’t have saved Sienna’s job. She had no power over interns! And even if she did, she never could have fought for Sienna publicly! That was why Mark had done it that way, wasn’t it? To ensure her back was to the wall, knowing she would not say one damned word. He knew her worst fear was to become a laughingstock. To lose respect.

After everything she’d gone through to be taken seriously by her peers in the art world; building herself up from nothing. Turning her background into an advantage; making people see her as someone important. An expert. Not to be dismissed.

Her mother was right: It was all she had, her reputation. To lose it at all—but especially in this way—would be shameful. She had worked so hard for her success. She’d made important allies and mentors at university who had helped her get started with GOMEA. She’d built on that foundation, put in her time and dedication, and worked to become a name known in art circles all across Europe.

Then she’d had to start over in New York. Eventually, she’d garnered the respect of her associates and clients. So much so, Mark clung to the image that they were still married. It wasn’t so he seemed successful. It was because she was.

And to have all of that undone by her own weakness? Hell no! Sienna didn’t even understand what she’d been asking of her. How impossible her request was—to make Jasmine a joke in the eyes of all those she’d fought so long to stand strong before.

But that didn’t mean she wasn’t sorry she couldn’t fight for Sienna. There just wasn’t another option. It was out of Jasmine’s hands. Why couldn’t Sienna accept that?

And now she was gone.

It wouldn’t have lasted anyway, she told herself. Her mother was probably right about that too, damn her.

She left the washroom, turned a corner, and came face-to-face with her ex-husband. He was lounging in her office chair as if he owned it. Which, in truth, he did.

Jasmine’s jaw set hard, but before she could admonish him, he said six words that froze her on the spot.

“You thought I wouldn’t find out.” His voice was as hard as she’d ever heard it.

“Excuse me?” she said sharply as her pulse started thundering.

“You and the intern. What’s the point of owning a company if I don’t know everything going on in it? I have spies everywhere.”

He did? But…they’d been so careful. Who could have possibly seen anything?

“I suppose Ethan was forthcoming,” she said, taking a stab. Of course Mark’s son would be in the mix of traitors.

“My son is my son,” Mark said neutrally. “Focuses on whatever interests him at any given minute. He didn’t say much about your intern except that she has a carefree fuckability to her that he likes.”

Jasmine clamped down her jaw so forcefully at that, she gave herself an instant headache. “Charming.”

“That got my attention. Because Amy Vanderbilt is neither carefree nor fuckable. So I began to make my own inquiries. Then Mitnick came moaning to me about you choosing an intern’s car design over his.” He swiveled in her chair idly as he recounted the tale. His manicured fingernails drummed against the leather desk mat. “That whiny bitch has his uses.”

“If he’s such a whiny bitch, why did you recommend him in the first place?” Jasmine asked silkily.

“His father owns half of Silicon Valley and buys and expands offices constantly. I want him to think of me for all his architectural needs.” He offered a chilly smile. “Meanwhile, your PA’s father thinks he’ll be president one day. Ol’ Senator Caulfield might even get there. It’s why I asked you to keep his daughter on, just in case, although I know she can’t type for spit.”

“Why are you mentioning Zahra?” she asked in confusion.

“I just said: Spies everywhere. Christ, how she despises the new girl, so I heard a few vitriolic rants about that too. Your PA has this interesting idea that you’re wrapped around the pinkie of an intern. That was unexpected, I must say.”

He stopped tapping his fingers and leaned in conspiratorially. “Heather in Reception helpfully put all the pieces together in her usual clueless way.”

Oh no. No, no, no.

“Oh yes,” he said, smirking as he read her horror. “She explained how you and the intern sit together for an hour or so every other day in the foyer and talk about the art. And smile. And laugh.” He tilted his head. “And we all know how much you love the interns as a general rule.”

“Sienna is an artist. It’s not a crime to discuss art with someone who knows what they’re talking about.”

“Stop treating me like a moron!” He slapped the table so hard, her ceramic mug of pens rattled. “I was married to you, for Christ’s sake. I know you better than anyone. I know all your little secrets, all your peccadillos, all your tastes—and all the things you detest.”

She scowled at him, feeling sick. “Is there a point to this?”

“You’re a very particular person when it comes to discussing art. You don’t allow anyone to know your opinions unless you highly respect them”—he paused, flicking a derisive glance at her—“or want to fuck them.”

“I rarely talked art with you when we were together,” Jasmine said, voice dangerous. “So your theory falls flat.”

“Because you discovered I wasn’t interested. But, oh, you tried—in the early days. You so badly wanted me to be someone worthy of discussing art with the great Jasmine Gemayel. So I researched art for you, all the talking points. All the buzzwords and salient terms to impress an expert. Hell, I even hired an art curator to train me in how to woo you through art knowledge. And, hell, it worked.”

Jasmine stared. She’d long suspected that Mark’s art knowledge was skin deep, but she’d never understood how he’d come by it in the first place. When they’d been dating, he’d always said just enough to intrigue her and make her think he was worth her attention.

“I looked up this Sienna Fisher too,” Mark went on, sounding appalled. “She’s a no one. Not some brilliant or renowned artist you wouldn’t be able to resist talking art with. So that left me with only one conclusion: If she’s not someone you respect, she’s someone you want to fuck. If you aren’t already.”

Jasmine’s cheeks flamed at the crassness of his comment.

“I thought so,” he said, eyes narrowing. “Well, she’s gone now. And I know you: You won’t chase her. Can’t risk it, can you? Everyone will suspect your fondness for her if she turns up in any part of your life after she’s been fired. You’d rather be miserable than disrespected, and I don’t blame you. She’s gone, you’re safe. And you’re welcome.”

“You expect me to be grateful?” Jasmine glowered at him. “Sienna wouldn’t hurt a fly, but you take pleasure in humiliating her?”

“You should be grateful because I considered making sure everyone from here to London, especially your mother, knew that you were screwing the lesbian intern.”

She already knows. Jasmine didn’t say that because it would confirm she had been sleeping with Sienna. Instead, as her stomach turned at the malice in his voice, she said, “Why didn’t you?”

“Because that would reflect poorly on my perfect marriage.”

“You don’t get to claim some moral high ground,” Jasmine snapped. “I caught you with your mistress.”

He shrugged. “A regrettable event. But that one meant nothing.”

That one. There’d been so many. “And Sienna means nothing to me beyond an interesting mind to discuss art with.” She stared him down, hoping her mask held.

“Then you won’t care that she’s gone now.” He smirked. “Right?”

“You had no right to do that. How unprofessional to fire her in front of the whole staff!”

“I have every right under the business agreement you signed when I gave you your CEO job. Interns are mine. Regular staff are yours. You can’t rehire her. Although I’d love to see you try. I dare you to take me on.”

Jasmine folded her arms but said nothing. She already knew the fine print on the contract. He was right.

Mark rose. “You won’t challenge me, though, will you? You know where you stand and what you’ll lose if you make things ugly. I will sue you so hard, you’ll be left with nothing. No job, no home. How…unfortunate. Christ, don’t you know how you look on paper? You’re just some nepotism hire; an unemployed wife who got her job from her rich husband. They’re a dime a dozen. You’re not exactly a hot prospect for an employer”—he eyed her slowly up and down—“at your age. So, if you get any ideas of leaving my empire, remember all the powerbrokers in my network. I haven’t been cozying up to those well-connected assholes for decades for nothing. I’ll call in favors. I’ll make sure you’re unemployable everywhere. Knowing that, you’d never risk leaving. Your ego couldn’t stand seeing the proof that no one wants you.”

He sauntered toward the door but stopped near the wall, his gaze sliding over the wallpaper. He flicked a look back at her. “Remember who you are. Without me? Nothing.”

Jasmine slammed her penholder mug onto her desk. It shattered forcefully. Pens flew in every direction.

Mark squinted at her in surprise.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” Jasmine snapped. “Remember who I am?” she mocked his words. “I am Jasmine Gemayel. Expert art curator. Icon. Legend, you manipulative little cockroach.” She stood, fury making her movements jerky. “I made you a success. I don’t need you. You need me. You’ve always needed me. It’s why you can’t let me go! The fiction you insist on of playing married to me has always been because you Cannot. Let. Me. Go. You are pathetic.”

“I’m not the one fucking an intern to feel young,” he snapped. “That’s truly pathetic.”

“Said the man who got engaged to a nineteen-year-old. You’re older than me, I should point out!”

“That’s different. I’m living the dream of every red-blooded man: bagging the hot, young girl. You? You’re the punchline. You’ll be seen as predatory. Old. Pitiful.”

“I have done nothing to be ashamed of. If you think I don’t remember who I am, you never knew me at all.”

He laughed at her. “Oh no, Jasmine Latouf rattling her sabers. Terrifying. Except you’re still mine, aren’t you? My CEO in my office filled with my spies. You live in my apartment and use my name. Truly, it’s hard to take you seriously.”

He smirked at her and sauntered out.

Rage hissed under her skin as she watched him go. Mark was right in one sense. She had let things slide for too long. He was wrong, though, if he thought he shouldn’t take her seriously. Worst of all, if he thought he could take from her anything she’d earned. His promise to make sure she could never work anywhere else was a surprise: She’d never thought him to be the kind of man to make threats. All his methods had been about manipulation, nothing ever so boldly stated. She wondered if he meant it. If he intended to crush her. Or were they empty words?

Either way, he was more dangerous than she’d taken him for. And that infuriated her all over again. Who did he think he was, threatening her? As if he had the right!

Just then, Antonio entered her office, his deep frown making him look even more pensive than usual. He opened his mouth, but she held up her hand as she tried to get her fury in check.

“No,” she said. “Whatever it is, no.” She grappled around blindly for her bag, then slung it over her shoulder. “I’m leaving.”

Antonio blinked in surprise.

Yes, she was well aware she never left early.

“You are?”

“I do not have to put up with this,” she ground out, hands curling into fists. “I absolutely Do. Not.”

~ ~ ~

Jasmine paced her apartment, trying to push aside her rage, to focus on what to do next. She would not let Mark get away with this. With belittling her, controlling her, manipulating her. Not anymore. It wasn’t just Sienna who deserved to be free.

She stopped at that errant thought and then tried to squash it. No, she could not think about Sienna now, with those sad eyes and trembling voice and her heartfelt declaration of love.

Fuck it.

She could not think of that. Not now. She needed to focus.

Her mind filtered through her options until she settled on one that would kill every bird with one stone. She spent another hour fine-tuning the details in her mind and deciding whether a key person could be trusted.

In the end it came down to self-interest. People could be trusted when they got something from it.

Few people were selfless.

Sienna probably is.

Jasmine wanted to howl. Her lover would not leave her alone. She plagued her thoughts constantly.

Ex-lover.

Who had called Jasmine a coward, as if she truly meant it.

Who had told her that she loved her. It had sounded as if she’d meant that too.

Whom Jasmine had dismissed and told she didn’t matter. I won’t beg. I won’t grovel. I won’t diminish myself professionally for anyone.

That’s what she’d said. Her jaw clamped at the harshness of the words. And then Sienna had called her out.

And yet again I’ve met your cruel streak, Jasmine. It doesn’t matter that you don’t believe what you just said. It very much matters that you felt that was fine to say to me.

The moment Sienna had said that, Jasmine felt so much shame that it was frightening. But her stubbornness and fury had refused to allow her to back down.

Jasmine had always known her ego was dangerous. Her mother had warned her often enough that it would lead to her ruin. But even more dangerous was her biting tongue. No mystery where she’d gotten that from.

Those cruel, clever rejoinders that slid so easily from her lips had gotten her through some of the worst moments in life, from school bullies to patronizing critics.

But now she’d turned her bruising talents on someone who did not deserve it. Sienna was someone who deserved only good and unbroken things. And that was not Jasmine.

Well, she’d done it now. There was no going back from this.

Sienna’s tear-filled eyes slipped into her mind.

She loves me. And I broke her heart.

~ ~ ~

The next morning, Jasmine strode into her office, mask firmly welded on. Her vicious mood had to be obvious to all, given the way people ducked out of her way. She’d had no sleep last night. All she’d done was plot her next moves and try to push Sienna’s tearstained cheeks from her mind. She’d succeeded only in the former. The latter just made her wish she’d never laid eyes on Sienna Fisher.

With a grim scowl, she sat at her desk and picked up her phone. “Oliver, get the Smart Machines team in the conference room. Tell Ethan I want to see him in my office in fifteen minutes.” She lifted her voice and faced the door. “Oh, and find me a replacement for my PA.”

From the outer office, she heard Zahra’s audible gasp. It was in stereo with Oliver’s down the phone.

“Why?” he asked.

“Why?” she repeated loudly enough for her PA to hear. “I’ve recently been informed by my ex-husband that she’s been spying on me for him. Disloyalty will not be tolerated.” She hung up as Zahra scrambled into the room, face pale.

“I didn’t spy.”

Jasmine didn’t even look at her. “Liar.” She began corralling broken bits of mug into a pile. It was just as she’d left it after she’d shattered it yesterday during Mark’s tirade.

“He would just ask me about my day, anything happening, what you’re up to. I wasn’t, like, stalking you or reading your emails.” Zahra shook her head vehemently. “As if.”

Jasmine tossed the mug bits into her bin, next to her desk. “Why do you even want the job if you hate me so much as to report on me to Mark?”

Her cheeks reddened.

Oh, that’s right. “Ethan? Well, apparently, it’s not mutual.”

Anger flashed in the young woman’s eyes. “That intern is disgusting! A common whore, throwing herself at him.”

Jasmine’s head snapped up. Her voice was lethal when she spoke. “Sienna Fisher has done nothing of the sort. She has been strictly professional with Ethan. If I wasn’t firing you for disloyalty, I’d be firing you for spreading vicious lies. Now, I have a meeting to attend. Be gone by the time I’m done.”

~ ~ ~

Adrian Mitnick was looking his usual arrogant self as Jasmine strode into the conference room. Probably gloating about the Smart Machines car being the new Tier One. Was his hair always that gelled? It was disturbing.

“Mitnick,” she said, addressing him, voice calm. “You’re fired.”

His face dropped. Everyone else’s eyes went wide.

“You can’t do that!” he sputtered. “Mark said…”

“I don’t care what my ex-husband promised you. I do know that you go running to him to complain about me. He told me himself. Disloyalty is bad enough, but combined with your lack of originality? You’re done. Go.”

“Mark will hear about this!”

“Of course he will. You are a little schemer, aren’t you? Well, pass on a message for me. Tell him the regular staff are mine to deal with under my CEO business agreement.”

Mitnick glanced around at his team as if expecting some sort of protest or support. They said nothing. Brett, though, was smothering a grin.

“Fuck you all,” he snarled at them and strong-armed his way out the door. It slapped shut behind him with less of a crash than he’d have probably liked.

Jasmine lifted her chin. “Jason,” she said, “answer me this: Which design is better for Tier One this year: The black or the white one?”

He hesitated.

“It’s not a trick question. I want your honest opinion. I will not fire you for the ‘wrong’ answer. I want to see what you think without Mitnick breathing down your neck. You’re a talented designer. You have your own thoughts. This isn’t about loyalty. And to be clear, it’s not about which car you’d be seen driving in. It’s about the design itself. Which is superior?”

Jason’s gaze became steady. “Easy: Bugatti Obsession.”

“Why?”

“It’s beautiful and original. Two things Latouf Luxury Emporium likes to sell.”

“And the black one your team designed?”

“Mitnick designed it,” Jason clarified. “We helped with the features. I personally think it’s derivative. Reminds me of the rocking horse.”

That earned a few nods.

“The rest of you. Does anyone prefer the Smart Machines design?” She paused. “Honest answers only.”

One hand went up. Colin.

“Why?”

“I, uh, only prefer one aspect of it, ma’am.” He admitted scratching his jaw, “I liked the steering wheel on our design.”

That earned knowing laughs.

“Let me guess, you designed the steering wheel?” Jasmine prodded.

“Yeah. Spent ages on it. I like how it came out.”

“Show me,” she said.

He reached for his tablet and scrolled to a design, then showed her.

“It’s very…black,” she observed.

“Well, yeah. Our car is black.” He paused. “But, uh, it doesn’t have to be. It could be used to go with…a white car. With a little tweaking.” He looked up and swallowed; the hope was clear in his eye.

Smart boy. “What would you do with it if this wheel was being built for the Obsession?”

“I really like the agarwood Indira’s using for the gear stick. I’d use that.”

Oh! That would look incredible. And Sienna’s team hadn’t changed the steering wheel from the Bugatti standard fitting.

“As soon as the meeting’s over, Colin, find Antonio and inform him he’s the new Tier One leader. Tell him you’re on his team now and that I’ve approved your steering wheel. Get him to find out if it’s too late for Bugatti to incorporate it in the Obsession.”

“Yes.” Colin bobbed his head. “You bet.”

“And, Jason?” She turned.

He looked up.

“You’re now head of Smart Machines. Don’t me let down.”

“Uh, no, ma’am. Thank you. But I don’t understand? I thought Mr. Latouf wanted us to swap back to our black design for Tier One?”

“That’s not happening. Now, I need you all to do something for me. I require loyalty, something your former team leader was sadly lacking.” She waited to ensure she had everyone’s gaze fixed on her. “It is essential for you to go along with the facade that your black design is the new Tier One. The truth does not leave this room. Only the people who need to know will be told that we’re really going with the Obsession. And those people do not include Mark Latouf. Understood?”

They all nodded hard.

“I’m depending on you.” She held their gazes a beat longer, pleased to see agreement in their eyes, and then swept from the room.

In her wake, she could hear the excitement as they congratulated Jason. It seemed this was a popular promotion.

Jasmine returned to her office to find Ethan in the visitor’s chair, looking at the floor between his polished shoes. Unlike his father yesterday, he hadn’t made himself at home.

“Did you break something?” he asked, pulling up a sliver of mug.

“You might say that.” She pointed to the rubbish bin.

“So…about the intern getting axed,” he began with a lazy smile, flicking the ceramic shard into the bin. “Shit happens.”

“So it seems.” Her jaw worked. “I called you here because I know we’ve had our differences but it’s time we work toward a common goal.”

“Is this about Dad?” He arched an eyebrow. “You know he keeps trying to get dirt on you and the intern. I haven’t said anything because I like her.”

I bet you do. She scowled.

He sounded intrigued at her reaction. “Wait, is he on to something or just being his usual jealous-ass self?”

This was all just about Mark being jealous? The man was impossible. He cheated on her, for God’s sake. That was his choice! Now he wanted her?

She sighed. “Look, I have a business proposition for you. It’s something you might like, but it will annoy your father immensely.”

He sat up. “I’m all ears. And for the record, despite what Dad thinks, I’m my own man.”

“Yes, you are,” she said, her voice warm and encouraging, praying that what he said was true.

Ethan could be inconsistent, depending on his mood. Lazy, even. But at times, she’d also seen sparks of cleverness and intuitiveness that had given her hope he might have some real depth. She’d always assumed that Ethan hid his true nature from his father so that any expectations would be lower.

Of course, there might be nothing there under his shallow, performative games. He might be just a vapid playboy at heart. She’d find out soon enough. Honestly, Jasmine was suddenly rather curious as to what this responsibility would reveal about the young man. “Here’s what I’m planning…” she began.

~ ~ ~

An hour later, she shooed Ethan out, satisfied with the outcome, and closed her eyes. Her head throbbed. And Sienna’s hurt face was taunting her. Jasmine’s anger rose anew at the reminder Sienna had called her a coward. It was hard to know which emotion to lean in to.

A knock sounded, and she looked up to find Heather, the ground floor receptionist, eyes wide and fearful, her fingers twisted into knots in front of herself.

Jasmine’s eyes narrowed.

“First,” the young woman said, her words breathless and rushed, “I heard about what happened. Adrian and Zahra? Fired for disloyalty?”

“Yes,” she said, tone clipped. Heather had been next on her list.

“I’m here to ask you—please don’t fire me!” Her words came out in a big rush, merging almost into one word.

“Why not?” she demanded. “Apparently, you violated my privacy and felt the need to report my activities to my ex-husband.”

“Yes, I know!” Heather’s expression fell, and her cheeks tinged pink. “Now. But I didn’t know then. It’s just…I had no idea!”

She was exhausting. “About what?”

“That Mr. Latouf was manipulating me! He’s always so nice to me. Honestly, I’m flattered he even knows my name. And he just asked these gentle, little questions about whether you’re happy and getting on with the latest intern?”

Hell. She could picture the man in charming mode all too well.

“And I thought I was just putting his mind at rest that, why yes, you and the intern get along just fine,” Heather said. “I didn’t know he was your ex. If I did, I’d have answered differently. Or not at all! I didn’t know he wanted to make trouble. I’m really sorry, Ms. Latouf. I respect you so much, and I never wanted to hurt you or your friend.”

My friend.

Jasmine groaned inwardly. That description would have raised eyebrows all throughout the building if Heather had gossiped. It sounded like she’d only talked to Mark, though.

Heather looked even more stricken. “Again, Ms. Latouf, I’m so, so, so sorry. I didn’t realize he was up to something and using me to do it.”

“Go back to your desk,” Jasmine said in defeat. It wasn’t the girl’s fault she didn’t know Mark’s true colors. “I won’t fire you. But don’t talk to anyone around here about me ever again.”

“I won’t,” she said with a firm nod. “Thank you so much.” She ran out of the office, almost colliding with Antonio, who was entering at the same time.

“Is this Grand Central Station?” she muttered. “Are you here to object to being put in charge of the Tier One team?”

“No.” He took the visitor’s chair, precisely bending one knee of his beautifully tailored pants over the other. He clasped it. “Colin came to see me. I assume from the fact that I’ve been promoted to Intern Team leader that Obsession is still the pick?”

“You assume correctly.”

“Despite Mark’s announcement? Won’t he find out?”

“He’s not going to.”

“Of course he will.” Antonio’s expression turned incredulous. “Eventually. And then what?”

“Leave him to me. I have a plan. Now, is there any problem with using Colin’s idea? What did Bugatti say?”

“I think we can incorporate it quite easily, but I’m waiting for a call back from Allard, the Bugatti rep.”

“All right.” She waited when he didn’t move. “And?”

“Why are you here, discussing steering wheels, when you have more important matters to attend to?”

“More important matters?”

He held her gaze.

She stared back. “I don’t follow.”

“I think you do.”

Surely, he wasn’t about to have a personal discussion with her? That was not at all the basis of their relationship. They were friendly and had a deep professional trust and understanding but were not friends.

“I respect you a great deal, Jasmine,” he said, hesitating.

She steeled her shoulders. “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”

“I’ve been through your marriage to Mark and your divorce,” he continued. “And, of course, I never said a word about either.”

“Nor should you have.” Jasmine thinned her lips.

“I would greatly hope for you to find happiness someday. The same fulfillment I have with my wonderful Lilla.”

He was mentioning his wife now? She glared in warning.

“It was not good what you had with Mark. That was hard to watch.”

“It was harder to go through it,” she said acidly. “And I thank you for your belated concern, but our divorce was two years ago.”

“Your ex-husband is a collector,” Antonio said quietly. “This whole company is about his idea that clients are made to feel like conquerors, and that if they have enough money, they can own anything. Except Mark takes that idea further. The capture of trophies excites him. But he doesn’t just capture objects for display.” He looked at her pointedly.

Well. It seemed Mark’s controlling streak wasn’t much of a secret to her second-in-command. Nor was his penchant for showing her off to others. “That is why I left him,” she pointed out. “I didn’t appreciate his attitude. Or the affairs.”

Antonio now glanced at his shoes and cleared his throat. “Apropos of nothing, I have observed Sienna to be the opposite: She lives for freedom. She would love everyone in her life to be as free as she is. That is just who she is. She would therefore treat a romantic partner this way as well.”

Jasmine went very, very still. He couldn’t mean…

Antonio’s cheeks were stained red now. Oh, he definitely meant…

Apropos of nothing? For God’s sake! With shock radiating from her, she said tightly, “I cannot help what a random intern feels for me. Or doesn’t. And we are not having this discussion. Why would you even raise it?”

He looked at her in surprise. “Because you are here discussing replacing steering wheels with me while you could be off urgently correcting Sienna’s impression that she doesn’t matter to you.”

“She doesn’t matter to me,” she snapped, cross that he’d actually said that out loud. He was usually so considerate at allowing Jasmine her denial.

He gave her a sad headshake at the lie. “Some days, I think I care more for your happiness than you do.”

Jasmine lifted her chin and said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?”

Jasmine glared at him.

“But,” he said urgently, “surely, there is still time to fix this. You have to go now, though.”

Fix this? Could he hear himself? She wasn’t chasing after the intern! How would that look? A CEO running after a woman a decade younger and begging her forgiveness? For what? Not interfering in something it wasn’t her place to interfere in anyway?

With an airy hand wave, she said, “Good God, Antonio, I didn’t take you for a romantic.”

He finally smiled, and his gray eyes lit up with affection. “How do you think I won over my lovely wife? On matters of the heart, I am deeply invested.”

“Good for you,” she said. “Now, see to Bugatti, hmm? And never raise this topic with me again.”

After a frustrated half sigh, he nodded and left.

Unfortunately, her disquiet did not leave the room with him.


 

Chapter 19

The Gifts She Gives

The Tier One plans were going smoothly. Bugatti had accepted the steering wheel change without a quibble. If only everything else had been going so well.

For one, Jasmine had insomnia. Nights were spent tossing and turning and trying not to remember all the ways she used to sleep beautifully curled around Sienna.

She’d never been much of a deep sleeper until she’d discovered Sienna’s delightful body to cocoon. And now she was being punished by the universe, cursed with fitful snatches of rest and occasional memories of her ex-lover’s distraught face and shaking voice.

Being tortured seemed only fair. After all, she had broken the heart of one of earth’s purest creatures, hadn’t she? Sienna was a playful, fearless sprite, gentle and free, who existed only to roam and learn and embrace new experiences. Someone with an enthusiasm for life and love that Jasmine had seen fit to crush. Because apparently that was her thing: Crushing Sienna.

It wasn’t helped by the fact that Jasmine, irritable and exhausted, had begun to deeply resent going to work. Seeing the people around her, who might or might not be disloyal to her. How many spies did Mark have, who he hadn’t named? Could she trust anyone?

And then she’d turn a corner, and, unbidden and unprepared, she would be reminded of Sienna. Remembering her pushing that ridiculous load of copy paper through the hallways on Jasmine’s high-tech whiteboard. She’d caught herself watching her ever since. Because Sienna’s mind didn’t work the way everyone else’s did. She was unique in a world of drones.

Jasmine had moved from anger to deep regret over the words that had passed between them. Her obstinance and selfishness in the face of Sienna’s pain now just seemed a pitiful choice. Her…cruelty…in pretending that the woman didn’t matter. That she wouldn’t miss her. Wouldn’t care if she was gone. Monstrous lies. Of course she missed her. Deeply. Constantly.

These days, Jasmine would stare at her bedroom walls at three in the morning and wonder if she didn’t deserve love. How was she worthy when someone so gentle of heart had offered it to her and she’d sneered in her face?

Then, circling her tumultuous thoughts like dirty water down a bath drain, would come reminders of her mother’s dark pronouncements of her failings. How she was lacking, selfish, too egotistical, a woman rejecting her culture, family, and God. The worst one, from several years ago, was that Jasmine would never find true happiness in the arms of a woman.

Her mother had been half right. Jasmine had found happiness with a woman…and promptly thrown it away. She did not deserve it now.

By the time Jasmine would drag herself upright each day at seven, she would be in a thoroughly vile mood and keenly aware of one truth: The fact she wanted Sienna back was immaterial. The real question was why would Sienna want to return?

“It wouldn’t be good for me to stay,” Sienna had told her, those big eyes so sad, as tears had slipped down her cheeks. She knew who Jasmine really was, and that was what she’d said.

She’d been dead right. Jasmine had made a mess of everything. She’d come to one obvious conclusion: She didn’t deserve Sienna. The least she could do was to leave the poor woman alone.

Oh, Jasmine had broken once, late one night the week before, when she’d been craving the woman so much that she’d sent her a text. Jasmine hadn’t confessed to how much she missed their talks. Their laughs. Their artistic explorations. Their romantic interludes. Jasmine wasn’t sure she’d be strong enough to stop writing if she started on those topics. Instead, she’d sent her three words.

 

Are you okay? 

 

She had received no reply.

Perhaps the woman was off the grid in some far-flung country by now and hadn’t received it. Or, more likely, Sienna was just done with her. The thought hurt so profoundly, it squeezed Jasmine’s lungs and heart. She couldn’t blame her. Sorry wasn’t even the start of it.

She’d started dreaming about rewinding events and coming up with pithy comebacks of what she should have said. It was a painful self-torture she’d been indulging in too much lately.

Maybe Sienna would still be here if she’d said, “Why, yes, Mark, it’s so very smart to fire the talented individual responsible not just for the Tier One but the Tier One Thousand. Let’s fire all our high achievers, shall we?”

How she wished she had said that. Because wasn’t that the least Sienna deserved? And everyone in the damned room would have probably agreed! Because it was an objective fact that Sienna was not only the best intern they’d ever had but also one of the most creative minds in the whole building.

That was what she should have said. But, no, she didn’t open her mouth. She’d been too focused on herself and her fear that if she spoke up for a mere intern, everyone would see her feelings lit up like a neon sign. And then she’d slammed shut the coffin of their relationship and nailed it down with her thoughtless, cruel words.

At the time, she’d been convinced she had valid reasons for not defending Sienna. But now all she could see was how much it would have hurt to be Sienna when Jasmine had stood by and said nothing in her lover’s defense.

“Idiot.”

“Ms. Latouf?”

She looked up to find her new PA, Cynthia, sticking her head in, looking confused.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

Just then, Oliver huffed past her open office door and bent over near Cynthia’s desk, half out of sight, before reappearing, clutching a plant. “Thanks,” he called to Cynthia, huffing away again. “You’re a doll.”

Jasmine glimpsed the plant and then said, “Cynthia, leave. Oliver?”

He stopped cold and pivoted to face her.

“Come. Sit.” She pointed to the visitor’s chair.

With a blink of surprise, he did as instructed.

“What is that?” She waved at the potted plant in his hands.

“Um…” He squinted, and his eyes drifted up and to the left as if trying to remember the name.

She sighed. “Barrenwort?”

He brightened. “Yes! Although it’s also called fairy wings.” He all but snickered.

“And how did you come by a barrenwort?”

“Oh! I told a friend I’d take it. It just got dropped off. Your PA was minding it on her desk for me for a minute while I rushed to the…” He indicated the nearby men’s room. “Too many coffees.”

She stared at the plant for a long moment. “And why did Sienna give you this rare and wondrous plant?”

“Oh, wait, is it rare?” He gaped. “She didn’t mention that. Um, she said she couldn’t take it with her and that she wanted it to have a good home, so she gave it to me as a farewell gift. And also, fairy wings? Hello!” He chuckled.

She didn’t smile back. Couldn’t take it with her? Farewell gift? So Sienna was leaving now. If she wasn’t already gone.

Oliver frowned. “Wait, how do you know this was Sienna’s?”

Jasmine almost choked. Why, yes, Jasmine, how did you know? She inhaled sharply as her brain tried to process how to answer that.

It was a guess?

Right, Jasmine had randomly guessed that Sienna Fisher, an ex-employee—and one of those interns she famously disdained—had owned a highly specific plant.

Oliver’s face paled, and he was staring at her with wide, wide eyes. “Oh,” he said in surprise.

Oh?

“Oh. My. God. It’s you.”

“What’s me?” she asked, staring down at him.

“Nothing.” Panic crossed his face. Then awe. And now shock. “Nothing at all,” he said very quickly, then leaped to his feet. “Forget I spoke. Sorry, I’ve gotta go. Work. Urgent work.” He shot her one last stunned look and then fled the room.

Well. She supposed she should be alarmed by whatever conclusions he might have just formed, but it no longer mattered. Nothing mattered now. Because Sienna was going. Or by now was already gone? She hadn’t so much as texted Jasmine goodbye. Just left a plant for Oliver and then ran off.

The sadness of knowing it really was over flooded her. It was done. And it served her right.

An hour or so later, Jasmine still hadn’t moved. She was rather appreciating her wallowing, thank you very much.

Ethan stuck his head in the door and said, “Hey, got a sec?”

She waved him in with a sigh. Might as well make a crappy day even crappier.

The man laid out his marketing plans for the Obsession auction across her desk. They were…surprisingly excellent. He’d thought of everything. Of course he had it down to a fine art now, but it was always impressive to see him in action when he decided to step up.

“And your father still believes we’re doing the Smart Machines design?” she asked.

“He does. I gave him a draft of our fake catalog featuring the black Bugatti to really sell the change.”

“Doesn’t he think it odd I just rolled over on this?”

“He thinks you’re a pushover whenever he lays down the law,” Ethan said. “How little he knows you. Weird, since you two were married.”

It was a compliment with an edge to it, as was Ethan’s habit. For all his faults, he did have one rather useful trait: A need to prove himself to his father. Or, better yet, trump him.

That made Ethan easy to deal with at times like this. The younger Latouf was more than rising to the challenge. About time too.

“Your father always assumes he’s smarter than everyone else, and so therefore only his opinion of people is accurate,” Jasmine said. “It’s why he thinks you’re an unambitious waste of space whose only interest is bedding beautiful women. He hasn’t actually watched you too closely.”

“Well, he’s half right,” Ethan said with a lazy grin. “Speaking of beautiful women, whatever happened to that intern?”

She pursed her lips. “I have no idea. Why would I? She’s an intern.”

He regarded her in slight confusion. “I thought you two worked together closely on the Tier One. Didn’t you?”

Jasmine groaned at herself. Sienna had been right: Pretending they weren’t friendly was odder than admitting they had been.

“I meant she’s gone now, so I no longer care,” she snapped. “Probably off to Peru or something.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Touchy subject? Sorry, didn’t realize.” Ethan lifted his hands in peace. “I was just going to look her up if you knew where she was at. I figured that might have been why she shot me down before—because she didn’t want to dip her pen in the company ink.”

Jasmine scowled. “Trust me when I say she has zero interest in you. You’d be well advised to steer clear.” Her tone was even sharper this time. He’d have to be a fool not to hear the warning in it. And for all his carefree playboy nonsense, Ethan was no fool.

He eyed her. “Under…stood.”

Damn it! Had she given herself away? But the thought of him harassing Sienna in any way was nauseating.

“You know,” Ethan said, gaze studying her at length, “I’ve noticed you’ve virtually locked yourself in your office lately. How about you and I go out somewhere, have a bite to eat, formalize our alliance?” He gave her his most charming smile.

“Why now?”

“Why not? And wouldn’t it piss Dad off? If he thought…” He winked.

“I’m not interested in playing those games,” she said, tone sharp. “If you need to discuss our alliance, we’ll do so at work.”

“Really? And all this time, I thought you were just trying to stick it to Dad. Isn’t that why you fucked the intern?”

She leaned over the desk and slapped him. Sharp and ferocious, so hard, it rattled his teeth. Then she gasped in shock.

“Ow,” he said slowly, rubbing his jaw. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Theory confirmed.”

“You don’t know a damned thing! But you can keep your crude ideas to yourself, or our deal is off. You can go back to lazing about like the useless idiot you pretend you are. I won’t help you ever again.”

“Whoa!” He held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I’ll shut it. Promise.”

“Good.” She glowered at him. “All I’ll say on the subject is Sienna is a sweet, intelligent, creative young woman who doesn’t deserve to be near anyone in this building. Not you, not me, not your father.” She glowered. “We’re all terrible. In fact, the whole damned company is. Latouf Luxury Emporium is an appalling premise.”

“Yup.” He laughed and leaned back in his chair. “No argument. We’re the worst. But unlike you, I don’t give a fuck. I think worrying about the ethics of selling overpriced luxury products to rich farts is pointless. If they don’t buy our fancy crap, they’ll buy someone else’s. The question is, why are you so bent out of shape about who we are and what we do all of a sudden? This is new.”

“I’ve recently been reminded that this isn’t me. This isn’t art. It barely counts as creative.”

“And yet you’ve been here, what, ten years? And the job is kind of in the art ballpark isn’t it? What’s changed?”

“I have.”

He considered that and then smiled. “I hear that intern’s an artist from London.”

“So what?” She narrowed her eyes.

“I think maybe she reminded you of who you used to be.”

“I think you don’t know anything about me,” she shot back.

“I think I know you don’t slap your stepson out of the blue for no reason.”

“Ex-stepson. And you deserved it. The way you talk about women is disgusting.”

“The way I talk about Sienna, you mean. The woman you have the hots for.”

Fury rose in her again. “Get her name out of your mouth.”

“Whoa, whoa, down, tiger. I can see that’s a no-go zone. I promise I’ll behave. I’ll even do you a deal: I won’t mention Sienna again to you.”

She eyed him warily. “And what do I have to do in exchange?”

“Go find her, apologize your ass off for whatever you did. And, hopefully, she’ll take you back. You have charm, I’ve seen it. So use it.”

Jasmine’s mouth fell open, unsure where to even start. Why did he assume she’d ruined things? “Why are you sticking your nose in this?”

He leaned in and, for once, supplied a smile that was genuine. “I like you, Jasmine,” he said quietly. “Honestly, I do. You were a decent stepmom. You are a decent human. God knows I did a lot of shitty things, and you could have been a mega bitch to me. You weren’t. I also know Dad was a piece of work. He’s aware he screwed up. He regrets losing you.”

Antonio’s words came back to her. “Or he regrets losing his rare collectible.”

Ethan tilted his head. “That too. Well, mainly that, I guess. Yeah, he’s a prick. Did you know the reason all the interns are female is because Dad didn’t want you to be tempted by some hot, young stud? He didn’t know you liked chicks too. Joke’s on him.” He grinned.

She shot him a warning glare. “You and your assumptions.”

“Am I really off base, though? Remember Amanda the intern? Legs that went on forever? You would lose your train of thought in meetings with her.”

How could anyone forget Amanda? She’d been stunning. Supermodel stunning. “Your imagination runs wild, Ethan,” she lied. “And if I’m not mistaken, you treated her poorly. Seduction, then you dumped her? You had no respect.”

Ethan sighed. “Yeah. I was an asshole back then.”

She lifted her eyebrow. “Only back then?”

“I get it.” Ethan shrugged. “I’ve got a bit of a past. But I’m planning on being a better man. I mean that. Especially after the auction. I’ll be reformed. Our deal changes everything.” He drew in a breath. “I know that sounds like empty rhetoric and shit, especially after everything I’ve done, but it’s not. I’ve been drifting for ages. No interest in anything. Now this…” He spread his hands. “It’s my chance. I’m pumped. I’m all in.”

We’ll see, she almost said, but that would be churlish. Instead, she nodded. “Good. So, is that everything? We’re on track for the auction?”

“No, not everything. You’ve skated right past the point: You’re unhappy. I can see that. You’ve got to look after number one.”

“What does that mean?”

“Stop thinking about the job so much. Get the girl. And keep her this time.”

“Trust me, you want me thinking about the job right now, or your precious auction falls flat.”

“Aren’t women supposed to be great multitaskers?” he asked, tone teasing. “So, get the girl, do the auction, have a life. Right? Get back to your artistic roots, or you’ll be miserable for another ten years.”

“Dating advice from you?” she scoffed. “Oh, the irony.”

“I deserve that.” He didn’t look offended. “I know it’s hard to believe, but I genuinely want you to be happy. Happier than you’ve ever been with us. The Latoufs are a shit family. Hell, I know that. So, find the intern.” He corrected himself and said: “Find Sienna. Be with her. Win at life again.”

“Even if you’re right, it would mean turning myself into a joke. You know what they’d say about me.” She turned morose at the reminder.

“Yeah. Look, most people won’t give a fuck. Those that do? Screw ’em. What do you care as long as you’re happy? Come on. What the hell are you still doing in Dad’s stupid, shiny ivory tower when you could be fixing your life?”

“May I remind you my life is none of your business, Ethan?”

“It is my business. You’re family, whether you want to admit it or not.” He grinned.

“Not anymore. Sorry to disappoint, Son.”

He looked more amused than offended. “So, this is your plan? To be like that woman in the painting?”

She blinked. “What painting?”

“The one downstairs. I see it every time I come in to work. It’s blue. There’s a woman, a bird, and a cage?”

Was that damned painting tormenting her? She was surprised he’d noticed it, though. She didn’t think anyone looked at her foyer art, aside from Sienna.

“You know,” Ethan went on, “the first time I saw it, I thought there was something familiar about it. Couldn’t put my finger on it. I was stumped. Until I wasn’t. And then I remembered.” He snapped his fingers. “The style was the same as from that stack of old artworks you kept in your trunk at Dad’s Hamptons house.”

“You went through my personal things?” Outrage filled her. “My trunk in storage?”

“Yeah.” He rubbed his neck, looking awkward. “Come on, we already agree I was an asshole teenager. I wanted proof you were a gold digger or up to something.” He rolled his eyes. “I thought I’d find some dirt on you and break up the marriage. I didn’t find anything, of course. And, um, yeah, sorry I went through your stuff.”

Jasmine glowered.

“But I do remember finding a stack of paintings, just random bits of paper, half of them, including that one you had framed in the foyer. A few of the paintings had your initials on them. Figured you’d painted them all.”

“I did,” she admitted.

“Why did you stop painting? I thought they were good.”

“I painted until my mother informed me it was time to put away my art and focus on grown-up things. She removed my brushes, canvases, and so on, and I stopped.”

The reminder still hurt her. Laleh telling her to give up her passion. Her mother had later assumed Jasmine had gone into art curation to spite her. That wasn’t it. She’d done it as the only way she could think of to stay in art. She wasn’t talented enough to be an artist, but she loved the self-expression of that world.

“So,” Ethan said, his tone serene, “the painting? Self-portrait, right?”

She gave him a one-shouldered shrug. It was.

“Right. So, who’s the bird on top of the cage, standing guard?”

“Me.”

“I thought you were the woman in the cage?”

“Also me. I’m both. Free and unfree. Wild and caged. Dramatic teenaged nonsense.”

“Gotcha. The duality of man. Or…woman. Wait, you seriously painted it when you were a teenager?”

“I was thirteen.”

He whistled. “Damn you’re good. Why’d you never stick to art?”

“As I already said, my mother wouldn’t allow it. You met her at the wedding. You know what she’s like.”

He shuddered. “She was a lot. A force. She told me I had terrible posture. Hell, that gave me a complex for weeks.”

Jasmine snorted. “Sounds like her.”

He leaned back. “Okay, well, I think that should be your next career.”

“You don’t think me being CEO of a Fortune 500 company is worthy enough?”

“Not for you.” He smiled, with real warmth in his eyes. “You’re Jasmine Gemayel. Legend. Despite what Dad tried to do…to tame you, keep you, own you, whatever, don’t fucking forget that. Okay?”

“On that we agree.”

“And, hey, been meaning to say this for ages. Sorry I was such a mouthy brat back then.”

“You still are,” she pointed out. “On occasion. But there’s hope for you yet.”

He laughed. “Yeah?”

“Self-awareness and empathy are positive signs.”

“Well, let’s not get carried away. Only two good habits.” His eyes twinkled.

At times like this, Ethan reminded her he could be amusing.

“I admit, Ethan, that I’ll be very interested to see what you do after the auction,” she said. “Very interested indeed. Maybe you’ll surprise even yourself.”

“That’s the plan.” He glanced at his watch. “Good talk. But places to go, women to woo. It’s the curse of being a Latouf. On that note”—he pointed two fingers at her—“you’re up: Go get the girl.”

She pressed her lips together. “Still none of your business.” She remembered Oliver and the plant. A farewell gift. “Besides, it’s too late for that.”

He shrugged. “Well, I tried. Your loss.” He rubbed the red imprint of her hand on his jaw. “Remind me never to piss you off again.” With a laugh, he jumped up and sauntered to the door.

His words stayed with her. “Go get the girl.” It was too late. But even if it wasn’t, why on earth would Sienna want her back? Someone who had refused to stand up for love because Jasmine’s ridiculous ego mattered more.

Love.

God. She’d fallen in love and hadn’t even realized. No wonder this hurt so much.

So, what was holding her back?

Fear? Of…family rejection?

She’d made peace with never having her mother’s approval. Her mother was never going to change; that much was obvious from their last conversation. But her father had been clear about his unconditional love.

Fear of reputational damage? Of being seen as one of those creepy bosses who take up with younger, empty-headed office girls they have nothing in common with? But: Sienna wasn’t that much younger. She wasn’t empty-headed. And they had so much in common. She was also special.

God, she missed her. Her smile, her laugh, her mind. Her body. Oh, she definitely missed her body.

What was holding her back?

Sienna rejecting her?

That. She’d deserve it.

But…maybe she could ask anyway? Maybe it wouldn’t be too late?

~ ~ ~

Jasmine raced to the little apartment above the gallery and knocked until her knuckles were raw. No answer. She knocked again.

Finally, a Black woman stuck her head out of a door downstairs and called up. “She’s gone.”

Jasmine frowned, then recognized the woman. Miriam, who owned the gallery.

“Gone where?” she asked, treading back down the stairs. “Did she say when she was coming back?”

Miriam sighed. “I think you’d better come inside.”

Jasmine followed her into the gallery and glanced around.

All the artworks she’d seen before had been taken down. It had been three months since she was last here, so that made sense. Jasmine felt a sharp pang of regret at not seeing Suki on the wall anymore. Clearly Nothis wasn’t interested in selling.

“Are you between exhibitions?” she asked.

“Yes. Preparing for the next one.” She gestured to a sofa. “Sit, please.”

Jasmine lowered herself to the couch, the same one she’d sat on before next to Sienna. Her eye drifted back to the empty wall where Suki had been.

“Sienna told me she’d been fired by her boss’s husband.” She shot Jasmine a long look. “The bit that hurt was that you didn’t object.”

A lot of rationalizations were on the tip of her tongue, but shame stopped her saying any of them. “No,” she said. “I didn’t.”

“And you didn’t speak up because you worried folks’d know how much you liked your intern,” Miriam said quietly. “I’m just guessing, of course. I don’t know you, but I know how it looks. The other option is you really didn’t care about our girl at all, which was Sienna’s theory. But if that were true, you wouldn’t be here now, knocking a hole through my loft door.”

The thought that Sienna believed Jasmine didn’t care for her burned like a branding iron.

“You know, she waited and waited for you to come. Seriously, Jasmine? A three-word text? That’s it? That’s the best you could come up with? You know, that’s when she decided to go.”

Embarrassment flamed her cheeks. Oh. That did sound insufficient when said out loud.

“She gave up waiting for you after that. She left today.” Miriam checked her watch. “Halfway to somewhere better by now.”

Of course she was. Jasmine slumped. “Did she say where she was going?”

“Yes.”

Jasmine waited.

“If she’d wanted you to know, she’d have told you. The world’s a big place, Jasmine. Could be heading anywhere. Maybe she’ll send you a postcard.” Miriam looked so disappointed in her.

No more than Jasmine was disappointed in herself. She folded her arms, her heart beating hard. Sienna was gone. She’d lost her. If Jasmine hadn’t been so stubborn and had gone after her immediately, maybe…

“I should go,” she said, voice hoarse. “Thank you for explaining.”

“Wait. Before you leave, I spoke to Nothis about the Suki Series.”

Oh! Her head snapped up. “Yes?”

“The artist said it’s yours. It’s always been yours.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“Nothis said I could give it to you if you came back here,” she said. “I was to keep it safe for you until you did. But I wasn’t to call you.”

“Why?”

“You’re asking me to explain the minds of eccentric artists?” Amusement tinged her tone. “You, of all people, should know what a task that is.”

Good point. Artists could be baffling at the best of times.

“But Nothis said they know you’ll keep Suki safe and that, above all, they hope you’ll be happy…” Miriam paused and added, almost as an afterthought, “with their art.”

“Of course I will be.” She frowned. How could she not be happy with a whole art series on Suki? Jasmine reached for her bag. “How much do I owe you?”

“It’s yours,” Miriam said. “Free.”

“I thought you said the series was worth $200,000?”

“It is. To a buyer. But Nothis says you’re the rightful owner and that it would be wrong for you to pay for it.”

Jasmine eyed her for a moment. “No, I couldn’t possibly.”

“They were adamant.”

“It’s not right to accept such an expensive gift.”

Miriam shrugged. “Those are the terms. And it’s not a gift; trust me, you don’t want the tax implications. It’s you picking up your rightful property.”

Jasmine glanced around, eyes settling on a sign in one corner of the room: Donate to the 558 Collective! Help us keep running our art workshops.

“I’d like to make a donation, then,” she said, reaching for her purse. She flipped through her credit cards until she found the one with no limit on it. Jasmine dropped it onto the counter. “To your little…organization.” She waved in the general direction of the sign.

“You don’t have to…” Miriam said hastily, catching on.

“Oh, but I insist.” She pushed her black card over. “Please ring up two hundred thousand dollars.”

Miriam’s eyes went wide. Then she picked up the credit card, inspecting it. “Metal?” She stopped. “Oh, it’s one of those cards.” Then she paused again. “Are you serious?”

“I was prepared to pay that to the artist. I had already mentally allocated the funds if Nothis had agreed,” Jasmine insisted. “Now I’m simply reallocating them to the collective that clearly appreciates quality in artists in various stages of success and development. I hope your workshops and gallery continue to thrive.”

“Well, they will, thanks to this.” Miriam lifted the card and carefully rang it through, as if half expecting the payment to be rejected any second.

It wasn’t. Miriam slid the card back and scribbled out a receipt. “Right,” the gallery owner said, still looking a little rattled, “let me get your artwork for you. I packaged it days ago.”

“Thank you,” Jasmine said.

“And you also get the unhung sixth piece in the series,” Miriam called over her shoulder. “That’s included in the package.”

The self-portrait? Jasmine fizzed in anticipation. Was it an artist she knew? Although none of the artists she knew in London created anything in this medium. Torn-paper collages were not widely popular when she’d been running her gallery.

“Here,” Miriam said as she handed her a large package. “Take care of the girl.”

Tapping the package, Jasmine said, “I definitely will.” As if she’d ever treat Suki’s portraits with anything less than the greatest of care.

“That’s not what I meant,” Miriam said softly, and held open the door. “Goodbye, Ms. Latouf.”

Jasmine almost flinched. She turned, about to correct her, which was absurd. She’d been known professionally by her married name for years now. It was her brand. Associated with luxury and excellence and…Mark.

The door closed behind her, and Jasmine decided enough was enough. She was divorced, and now it was no longer a secret. She would drop the surname as of this moment.

“Take care of the girl.” Miriam’s puzzling words slid into her brain as her driver took the package from her.

~ ~ ~

Twenty minutes later, Jasmine closed the door to her apartment and rushed to her dining table. With the greatest of care, she undid the packaging. The art was as beautiful as she remembered, but she flipped quickly through the canvases to get to the sixth portrait. It was at the bottom, turned over, and the title, in pencil on the back said Girl With Suki.

Gingerly, she turned it to the front, placed it in the middle of her table, and took it in.

A figure on a beanbag was slumped in a hoodie, face mostly in shadow. Curly blonde hair peeked from beneath the dark-gray hood. The girl—she presumed it was a girl based on the artwork’s title—was cradling Suki in her lap in a way that was so affectionate. The body language was adoring. Loving.

A memory pinged at the back of Jasmine’s mind. She’d seen this individual before. The hoodie was familiar. The visitor often attended Jasmine’s gallery on weekends, always alone, always drawn to the blue room, where the new works were hung. She recalled a figure with short hair, dressed boyishly in baggy jeans that hung off a lean, straight frame.

Jasmine exhaled as shock rippled through her. “I thought you were a boy,” she told the teenager. “Suki was besotted with you. I think she loved you as much as me.”

Jasmine had approved of the way the teenager had doted on Suki and had left them be, instinctively understanding a young patron probably didn’t want to be cornered by some imposing gallery owner.

Then, one day, the teenager had stopped visiting. She’d wondered about that at the time. Had they moved away? Or had they just become busy, lost interest, and gotten a life? Suki had pined afterward for so long.

She leaned in closer and tried to make out more details. This girl was only in her mid-to-late teens. The hair surrounding the blanked-out face was such a familiar color, though. Something she’d seen recently too, which made no sense. Jasmine stared harder, trying to put the pieces together.

Up close, she could just make out deep-blue eyes, earnest, hopeful. The hair color pinged at her again, and, oh, didn’t those bright eyes almost remind her of Sienna…?

She gasped. No.

Couldn’t be!

She was staring at Sienna Fisher.

Sienna, whom her dog had loved.

Sienna, the artist who had crafted this image with so much care.

Sienna, whom I love.

Jasmine dropped the artwork to her table as emotions overwhelmed her.

“Look after the girl,” Miriam had told her.

I can’t. She’s gone.


 

Chapter 20

Home Comforts

Sienna lay back on her childhood bed and stared at the weird-angled ceiling. The house truly was something real estate agents would probably call “fiercely unique.”

Her old room still smelled the same, and wasn’t that strange? You’d think sixteen years later, it might have been aired out a thousand times over. But she could still smell and taste the familiarity of the room she’d grown up in, even if it was only in her head.

Her mother had welcomed her home with a zeal she hadn’t expected and had told Sienna she could stay as long as she needed to. She fussed and plumped her pillows quite often these days, as if just checking Sienna hadn’t gone off wandering again in the middle of the night.

The ache in Sienna’s chest from New York lingered constantly. She missed Jasmine beyond words. The same Jasmine who didn’t think she was worth fighting for.

It was like her father all over again. Dearborn Fisher hadn’t thought she was worthy either. Not worthy of his name, nor his legacy. Not worthy of being his daughter. He’d openly mocked her art for years. In the end, by the time old age was scraping at his brain and cruelling his words, he was smug about it too. He meant it. The truth was, in his eyes, that she wasn’t worth his time. Wasn’t worth him.

She supposed she should be used to the burn of rejection, but still it hurt. Deeper than skin, deeper than bones. Knowing she didn’t matter to people she had loved made her soul ache. Since coming home, Sienna had cried a little at first, but it seemed pointless to mourn a loss. A loss was a negative, an empty, dark space. She was literally crying over nothing. So she’d stopped. Mostly. It hadn’t made the pain leave, though.

Oliver had been texting and emailing her on the regular, keeping her fully informed on the office gossip. She’d learned the Obsession was still going ahead, but not why. He was scant on details about Jasmine especially, and had been ever since she’d received one abrupt, shouty text from him a number of weeks ago.

 

YOU AND THE QUEEN??? GURL!!!! OMG! DYING!!!!! 😮

 

No, Sienna hadn’t replied to that one. Jasmine had been pretty clear on not wanting anyone aware of her dirty little secret. She could still picture the fear tight in her eyes at the thought of everyone knowing. It made Sienna’s jaw clench.

Some people weren’t brave. Some people weren’t who you thought they were. Maybe it was Sienna’s fault for building Jasmine up in her head into more than she was.

Maybe her lover had always been this way. Had Sienna filled in the gaps of her knowledge with what she’d wanted her art icon to be? No one really knew anyone, did they? So that was on Sienna. At least in part.

Still didn’t make the hurt go away. Still didn’t stop her dreams of Jasmine curling around her body at night, pressing her soft warmth into her back, behind her thighs, and inside Sienna’s heart.

Her lack of response to Oliver’s excited text had clearly been noted as he hadn’t gone near the topic again. Except for once.

 

She misses you.

 

How would he know?

She didn’t reply to that one either. In fact, the text pushed her over the edge. She had been so done that she’d hidden her phone in the kitchen junk drawer no one ever opened—under the potato masher, bottle opener, and corncob holders—and walked away.

It had been weeks since then. Her mother checked in on her often, her eyes asking desperate questions that her mouth didn’t follow through on. Sienna wanted to talk to her, but she couldn’t put into words what had happened.

How do you explain that your teenaged self’s art idol, a woman who had inspired your entire life and career, turned out to have feet of clay? Her mother would probably laugh. She’d occasionally teased Sienna about her fascination with Jasmine Gemayel back in the day. Sienna didn’t need to be laughed at right now.

About the only thing that cheered her up was Bibo, her mother’s dog. He was a playful five-year-old, a Portuguese Podengo terrier mix like Suki. Some days their similarities were hard to take as it only brought back memories about Jasmine that she’d rather avoid.

And some days it was the best thing. Some days, as she scratched behind Bibo’s scruffy ear, she appreciated his doggy awesomeness and him not caring if she got his fur wet with tears.

“Hi, honey,” her mother said, knocking as she entered. The entry and knock were simultaneous. She supposed mothers tended to think of their adult daughters still as their little girls, especially when she was moping about in bed like the introverted teenager she’d once been.

“Hey, Mum,” Sienna said, sitting up. Bibo rolled off her lap and shot her a look of doggy outrage.

“I think it’s time we talked.”

Sienna sighed. She’d known this was coming, but she’d really wished she had more time. Talking to her mother about Jasmine was…

“About your father.”

What? She straightened. “Why now?”

“It’s long overdue. Let’s start with your artist name. I know what it means. It saddens me.” She sat on the edge of her bed. “Nothis means Not His, doesn’t it? Not His style. Not His medium. And…Not His daughter?”

Sienna hung her head. “I didn’t mean for anyone to know.”

With a nod, her mother said, “Well, I worked it out years ago.”

“Did Dad know?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Her mother smiled. “I’m glad you cared that he wasn’t hurt.”

“Of course I didn’t want him hurt.” Sienna folded her arms. “I just hated the way he treated me. The jealousy, the outbursts, demeaning my art.”

“I think that was his mind failing him.”

“Mum.” She scowled. “You know he was like this before he deteriorated. The only difference is he just got nastier.”

“I know,” she conceded. “Anyway, I wanted to talk to you because I think you feel guilty. Guilty you rejected your father because you were disappointed in him…and I do understand your reasons. But then you could never make it right because he died before you reconciled. I think maybe that’s eating at you a little?”

“How could we have reconciled, though? He never gave an inch. He’d start putting me down from the moment I came home to visit to the moment I left!”

“That is true,” her mother said with a sigh. “I’d beg him not to start something, but he couldn’t help himself. You know, he was so proud when his own art started supporting his family. He was chuffed he could make a living from it. He was over the moon when he was short-listed for a Turner Prize. And then…you just swept past all of that and made it look easy. You made him feel replaceable.”

“I didn’t do any of that! I was just…me!”

“Just me.” Her mother smiled softly. “Sweet girl, you were so remarkable that even your father was astonished. He was so green with envy at your success that he lost his way. He lost you. But I know for a fact, honey, that, underneath it all, he was also proud. Sometimes at night, toward the end, when he started to forget who he was, he’d get out his clippings folder and show me a news story on you winning this prize or launching that exhibition. And he’d explain to me, as if I didn’t know, that you were his daughter.”

“He had a clippings folder? About me?”

“Oh, honey, he had three of them. And when he would talk about you, his eyes would be full of love and tears. In those moments, he didn’t remember you sold more art than he did, that you were better than him—”

“But I’m not! Art is subjective, and you can’t really compare—”

“I know, honey.” Her mother lifted a stilling hand. “Still, that was his perception. But in those moments, showing me all the stories about you he’d cut out and kept, you were his pride and joy. I’m sorry you never got to see that, experience how impressed he was by your talent and recognition.”

Sienna’s heart tightened. “I never knew.”

“Just before he passed, it was you he asked to see. No one else.”

Sienna sniffled. “I was in Brazil. I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

“I don’t think you’d have been able to handle seeing him like that, his faculties declining, so I’m glad for your sake you weren’t here.”

“Oh,” Sienna whispered.

“Honey, we both know your father was a complicated man. Yes, he was terrible to you at times. He wanted you to feel bad, I think, for being better than him. But underneath his pettiness, he was also proud of you. So proud that even his illness never let him forget you, even when he forgot me.” The sadness in her voice at those last words broke Sienna.

She pushed herself into her mother’s arms and began to cry against her chest.

“It’s all right, honey.” Her mother petted her hair. “By the end, your father and I weren’t really a couple anymore. Our relationship had evolved into something else. I was his carer, and he treated me like staff. I don’t resent him for it. He couldn’t help his condition. I just wished that when you were home, he could have shown you some of the affection he had for you when you weren’t here.”

Sienna drew away to meet her eye. “I’m sorry you were so alone throughout all that. It must have been hard.”

“I wasn’t alone.” Her mother’s cheeks bloomed a little. “One of your father’s friends would come by and check on things and make sure I was okay. He’d also do little odd jobs for us as needed.”

“Mum? Did you…” She wasn’t sure how to ask that question.

“No,” she said firmly. “I made vows with your father. I took them very seriously.”

“You’re not married anymore,” Sienna pointed out gently. “I mean…if that’s something you’re interested in now?”

“Well,” she said, sitting back and looking everywhere but at Sienna. “A question for another day. And now that you’re here, we’ll see how things go.” She brightened. “I’m very glad you’re back home.”

It wasn’t a denial. And how was Sienna being home now related to her mother’s love life? Bibo plopped himself back into her lap, and Sienna gave him an absent scratch.

“I did come in for another reason,” her mother said. “I brought you your phone. I found it this morning in the junk drawer, of all places. How on earth did it end up there? So I put it on the charger stand for you, and an hour later it came on and beeped at me. And, well, I couldn’t help but look.”

Sienna sighed. Her mother wasn’t a fool. For all her supposed confusion, she’d obviously known the phone had been hidden on purpose and had decided it was time for Sienna to face the world. “Who’s texting?”

“Well, it’s the most incredible thing but I swear it says…” She squinted as if not quite believing it…“Jasmine Gemayel. Wasn’t she some gallery owner from years ago who owned Suki?”

Trust her mother to prioritize the dog over Jasmine’s credentials.

“Yeah, Mum.” She inhaled. She never had told her mother who her boss was in New York. Or, rather, she had told her it was someone called Jasmine Latouf.

“You two are friends now?” her mother asked in confusion. “Whatever happened to her, anyway? One day, she was the toast of the London art scene, and the next day…” She clicked her fingers. “Gone.”

“She went to New York. That’s how we met. I worked for her.”

Her mother’s eyes went wide. “You mean Jasmine your boss was Jasmine the art gallery woman?”

“Yeah.” She scowled. “And we were only briefly friends.” She’s on my shit list now.

“Well,” her mother said, frowning. “That sounds all very complicated. She’s been texting you a lot, though. So maybe she thinks you’re still friends?”

Her mother held out the phone to Sienna, who reluctantly took it. She couldn’t not open the text since her mother had made such a production of bringing the phone to her.

Gritting her teeth, she opened the earliest message. She peered at the time stamp. It had been sent weeks ago. The day Sienna had left New York.

 

You didn’t have to do that. Give me the Suki Series

 

Then…

I had no idea you were the artist. I’m so sorry.

 

What? Why was she sorry?

 

I would never have made that comment about an artist wanting to ingratiate themselves with me by creating portraits of Suki if I’d known it was you. I know how much you and Suki bonded back in London.

 

It’s odd thinking of that teenager as you. I thought you were a boy!

 

I can see why you never told me you were Nothis after that awful comment. You didn’t want me to think you were using my dog as a way to get closer to me.

 

Tears pricked her eyes. “Mum, can I have some privacy, please?”

Curiosity darted into her face, but, to her credit, her mother nodded, then left the room, closing the door.

Bibo snuggled closer, and she gave him an affectionate ear rub as she opened the next message.

 

You are very talented, Sienna. I mean that. 

 

Six minutes passed in the time stamps before the next message had been sent.

 

I hope I haven’t disturbed you. I’m sorry for how things were left. But I couldn’t not say thank you.

 

Also, the auction’s coming up. I’ll leave a ticket at the door should you wish to attend. As this year’s Tier One creator, it’s your right to be there for the big moment. Trust me, this will be a bigger moment than anyone knows. Take care.

 

So, Oliver’s gossip had been right: The Obsession was indeed the chosen one. She could only imagine how much maneuvering Jasmine had had to perform in order to pull that off against Mark’s wishes. So much BS from a company full of games and politics. She wanted no part of the auction or anything else at Latouf Luxury Emporium.

The final text had arrived today, only ten minutes ago.

 

Please just let me know you’re okay? I know I made mistakes. It was wrong not to fight for you, even if there was no chance of winning. You’re right. It was the principle. You deserved better than silence in that meeting.

 

You do matter to me…even if I have a terrible way of showing it.

 

She wasn’t wrong about that last part. She was the absolute worst at showing it. Jasmine’s words blurred as tears filled Sienna’s eyes. She should ignore the texts. It was hard not to notice Jasmine hadn’t expressed affection. She was just admitting mistakes had been made.

Then there was the last line. You do matter to me. Okay, nice on the surface, but too little, too late. And what did “you matter” mean, anyway? It was vague enough to drive a bus through. It’s something you might say to a neighbor. No one ever proclaims “hey, you do matter” in a wedding vow.

Still, as much as she grumpily wanted to push the comment aside as worthless, her heart was doing a pathetic little squeeze. And, great, she was crying again. Bibo leaned up and licked her face cheerfully.

Sienna laugh-cried at herself. Oh, for fuck’s sake. She wiped her eyes, opened the camera app on her phone, and snapped a selfie of her and Bibo. Then she texted it to Jasmine with the words: Am fine.

Then she threw down her phone. “Come on, you lazy dog. Let’s go for a walk.”

~ ~ ~

The auction preparation was in full swing for next month, but Jasmine could barely focus on it. She didn’t expect Sienna to attend, of course. She was off wandering once more, exactly as she always had done. She’d also not replied to any of Jasmine’s texts, including the one sent ten minutes ago.

Indira stuck her head into the office door. “Jasmine, dear, do you have a minute?”

Jasmine waved for her to come in and forced herself to focus. “What is it?”

“East Moroccan Fine Linens’ CEO sent me a letter saying they’re so delighted with our cushions that they’d like to work with us again. They’ve also sent in some beautiful samples for us to consider for future projects. Now, I know you had some frustrating negotiations with them. Would you like me to tell them no?”

“Actually, they fired the source of my frustrations,” Jasmine said. “Work with them if you wish.” She paused, curious, as she saw a folder in Indira’s hands. “Are those the samples?”

Indira smiled knowingly. “I thought you might like a look.” She slid the package across Jasmine’s desk. “Textile porn.”

As Jasmine flicked through the samples folder, Indira rose from her chair, wandering the room as if stretching her legs. From Jasmine’s periphery, she saw her admire the various knickknacks on display. Nothing new that Indira wouldn’t have seen before.

She moved on before stopping by the wall, her hand tracing the lines down the wallpaper. Idly she said, “Did you know they consulted me on this?”

That got Jasmine’s attention. Her head snapped up. “You chose that wallpaper?”

“No, no. Goodness, no! Mark’s interior designer did the whole building. Mark was fine with all of it except for your office floor. Mark was insisting on this design”—she tapped the wallpaper—“so the designer brought me in to consult. I suspect he just wanted backup to argue against Mark’s choice. So, yes. I was there.” Her fingertips trailed the gold. “Do you know why Mark liked it?”

Jasmine snorted. “Because he has terrible taste?”

“Except he doesn’t, though, does he? Except when it comes to you.”

“Why, thank you,” she shot back, stung by Indira’s comment. The woman was usually so diplomatic.

“Oh no, sorry, I didn’t mean it like that!” She looked appalled with herself. “I meant when it comes to you liking something, he overrules you for reasons other than taste.”

Like the Tier Ones. “I see.”

“Anyway, Mark was adamant about his choice and kept holding up the wallpaper sample, saying, ‘This is the one.’ He tapped the name, which was Gilded Age. Mark laughed at it and was about to say something else but stopped himself when he saw me watching. I always wanted to know what he was thinking. What he saw when he looked at the pattern. I don’t suppose he ever told you?”

Jasmine couldn’t imagine what he’d seen in it. “No,” she said. And knowing her ex-husband, she probably wouldn’t want to know.

“A mystery, then,” Indira said with a smile. She switched to a different topic. “So, the auction!” she said brightly. “Three weeks to go! Will Sienna be here for it? The Obsession was her design, after all. And, oh, we all miss her around here. You too, I’m sure.”

Me too. “Thank you for showing me the samples.” Jasmine pushed the folder toward her, trusting the woman would get the hint. “To answer your question: An auction invitation was issued to Ms. Fisher and all Tier One team members, as is customary. It is unlikely she will attend as she’s overseas. Somewhere.” The frustration of not even knowing where rose again.

Somewhere she didn’t feel fit to tell me. Somewhere far away. Far from me.

“Somewhere?” Indira peered at her in surprise. “Don’t you mean she’s back home? In London? Living with her ma?”

“What? How do you know?” she asked sharply.

Indira’s smile was kind. “Oliver knows all. They stay in touch.”

Ah. The plant minder. Of course he’d know. She should have grilled him first.

Indira continued, “It would be wonderful to see her again. Maybe I’ll email her and see if she’s coming.”

“Her attendance is highly unlikely. I’m fairly sure she wants nothing to do with us.” Me.

“Oh, I don’t think that’s true,” Indira said, gaze soft. She gave Jasmine a knowing look before scooping up the samples book and heading out.

Jasmine stared after her in dismay. Did everyone know about her and Sienna?

And they weren’t opposed? Didn’t Jasmine seem compromised to them? Apparently…not? How confusing.

Her phone beeped. Jasmine reached for it, then stopped cold. Speak of the devil. Her fingers trembled as she swiped to open Sienna’s message. But instead of a text, she received an image.

It was like being catapulted back in time. Sienna was with Suki. Okay, not Jasmine’s Suki, but so close it made her heart ache. The dog had the same bright-brown eyes, fur coloring, and scruffiness. And seeing Sienna holding it exactly the same way she used to hold Suki back in her gallery made her throat tighten.

She traced the image with her finger, then zoomed in to look at them both even closer. Tears pricked her eyes.

Jasmine suddenly wanted to be back there. No, back then. When life had been full of hope and full of art and full of her knowing exactly who she was.

Damn it. She gripped her phone harder and gazed in wonder at the image. What a gift.

Oh, she missed her. Them. She missed her woman and her dog with an ache that threatened to overtake her. Instead, she was here, spending all her energies on an auction for a luxury car beyond the reach of ninety-nine percent of the population.

She wished it was over with. All of it. The auction. The job she now admitted she hated. And Mark. Especially Mark. Jasmine wanted to punish him for all his manipulations. For playing her, slowly, cleverly, until she’d allowed herself to be turned into his trophy.

Sienna had seen it. Drawn parallels between her life and the woman in a cage, its open door.

Antonio had pointed out Mark’s cynical goals and drive for capturing the things he desired.

Even Ethan had noticed, and urged her to go off and be the legendary Jasmine Gemayel again.

It was the steering wheel versus Sienna debate all over again. Had Jasmine gone after her when Antonio had first urged her, she might have won her woman back. But no. She continually focused on the wrong thing. Made the wrong choice. Put duty and image and reputation and what people might think ahead of what she most needed.

Oh God. I am my mother.

She’d spent years fighting the woman. Years pushing back against her heritage, faith, and otherness; anything she closely associated with her. Jasmine told herself often that she wasn’t Laleh’s and wasn’t Laleh. But she was. Oh yes, Jasmine could be just as judgmental. Just as full of herself. Regal. Cruel. Insulting. And she could be just as crippled as her mother was by fears of what others thought.

She inhaled sharply. What an ugly, depressing truth. But an ugly truth was still a truth.

Abruptly, Jasmine stood. Enough. She needed to accelerate her timeline, damn the consequences. Time to get back to who she really was—or, at the very least, who she’d always aspired to be. And that woman was no coward.


 

Chapter 21

Going, Going, Gone

Auction night—well, late afternoon—was a luxurious affair. Ethan came into his own at these events, driving them with his effortless charm and meticulous attention to detail.

Knowing how lazy the man could be, it had long intrigued Jasmine that when he enjoyed doing something, he was as thorough as a drill sergeant.

The gleaming white Bugatti Obsession was on display on the lower level of RM Sotheby’s New York showroom. The room was usually set up to sell multiple cars, but Jasmine had paid them handsomely to provide the venue for this one-off event.

Ethan was in charge of almost everything tonight, including playing auctioneer and host.

By God, he was good at it. He moved around the room, greeting by name the regulars he knew and introducing himself to those he didn’t. Gracious and smooth, he was just like his father. Unlike Mark, though, Ethan wasn’t two-faced. He literally said what he would do or what he thought, and, even if it was unpalatable, you always knew where you stood. Recently, she’d come to appreciate that.

Speaking of Mark, he’d yet to make an appearance, just as she and Ethan had planned. They’d already moved the auction forward to November. It was one of Mark’s busiest times of year because so many clients wanted to move into their new homes in time for Christmas. He would be bombarded constantly by builders with questions about his designs at all hours.

Just to ensure he wouldn’t be arriving early enough to kick up a fuss, she’d also changed the auction start time from its usual nine p.m. to six. Not that there was anything he could do either way. Sienna’s gorgeous car was already featured in the glossy catalog each guest was now holding, all its impressive features listed in detail.

From the second-floor viewing gallery, you could marvel at the Obsession under the bright lights from every angle. Two security guards in slick black suits stood below at each side, eyeing the enthusiastic elite examining the car.

That was a new word for a car auction: enthusiastic. She’d held several Tier Ones involving vehicles over the years. Usually, the bidders turned up in their expensive suits, too cool to show their delight outwardly, while their long-suffering wives threw back the free Champagne and waited for it all to be over.

This year, though, it was the wives whose faces were lit up brightly, discussing the vehicle in excitement while their husbands stood back watching them.

Jasmine wished Sienna could be here to see this. But Oliver had already told her she was home in London.

“How beautiful she looks,” said Henri Allard, drifting up to view the car beside Jasmine. “It is a dream come true for me.”

The Bugatti designer had been in New York for the past two weeks while Sotheby’s had made the car available for personal showings. He’d been the expert to answer questions and gush about the design. The latter requirement, he definitely fulfilled; his eyes could not lie. He loved the car with a passion.

Henri stepped aside and introduced an older woman with sharp, interested eyes. “My wife, Celeste. Celeste, this is Jasmine Latouf, who runs the company.”

“It’s Jasmine Gemayel now. Hello, Celeste,” Jasmine said, tone low and approving. “A real pleasure to meet you. The woman who originally inspired our car, I believe.”

“I am delighted to be here,” Celeste said in heavily accented English. “I wanted to see the car that has been my husband’s pride and joy for so long. He is so happy to see it finished.” She paused, then said, “I hear from the little birds that it did almost not happen?”

Jasmine lifted an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

Celeste shot her husband a loaded look that made his cheeks redden. “I apologize,” she said, “if I have spoken out of turn.”

“I suppose word gets around,” Jasmine said diplomatically. “Yes, my ex-husband, who owns the company, wished us to choose a different design.”

“An awful design,” Allard said sourly. “I did not approve. I told him this when he contacted me.”

Mark had contacted him? Directly? A breach of protocol of the highest order.

“I see,” Jasmine said slowly. “Did you also tell him we would not be making his preferred car?”

“I did not.” He tapped his nose. “Politics, I see it everywhere. I knew not to play my hand without the facts. I contacted the lovely Sienna for more information. She told me what happened: Latouf’s overruling the design and her being fired.” He clucked in annoyance. “What a fool that man is. I see why he is your ex-husband.”

Celeste tsked at him. “Henri! You do not say that to people!”

He gave an unrepentant grin. “Except it is true, non?”

Jasmine couldn’t restrain the twitch of her lips. “I would never argue with you, Henri.”

“So,” he continued, “Sienna told me that the one who makes the bad design is fired too. And another man is now in charge of the design team. I called this Jason up and asked what he will be doing to fix this awful design. And he says nothing.” He leaned in. “Because there’s a secret: that we are still making the Obsession.”

Henri put his hand on his chest and said earnestly, “Of course, I would never tell this secret to your ex-husband. Absolutely I want my preferred design to go ahead. And so, we worked it all out between us. And anytime this Mark imbecile phoned me to see all was well with his design, I would say ‘Oui, of course. It is all on track.’” He smiled, clearly pleased with himself.

“Good,” Jasmine told him. “Very good.”

“He will be having his heart attack soon, though, I think?” Henri winked.

“Very soon,” Jasmine said. “But what can he do now? Your beautiful car is finished and is about to be sold.”

Celeste eyed her curiously. “He could fire you,” she told Jasmine. “That is what he could do now.”

“I’ve made allowances for that too.” Jasmine smiled. “It will work out.”

Now Celeste looked intrigued. She turned to her husband. “I am so glad you brought me here. This is very much exciting. So much drama!”

Jasmine chuckled. “Well, I’m not quite sure that’s our mission statement, but I’m pleased you’re having fun.” More than she’d be having when Mark arrived. “I’ll leave you both to it.”

She mingled with guests for another hour and found herself next to Oliver just as Ethan took the stage.

Jasmine looked at her head assistant and lifted an eyebrow in question. There was an outside chance Sienna might be here for this. Slim, but still. Oliver would know.

“She’s not coming. I checked. I’m…sorry.” He did actually look disappointed too.

As am I, she wanted to say but didn’t. She sighed.

His face underwent myriad changes before he finally spoke again. “She really cared about us.” He added, “And you.”

She glared at him. “Do. Not.”

He held up his hands. “Sorry, sorry. I know. Totally inappropriate. But she really did not want to leave. Mark was such a bastard humiliating her like that.”

“She could have stayed in New York,” Jasmine said moodily. “She didn’t have to move countries over being fired.”

“That’s not why she moved countries,” Oliver said with the faintest chiding in his voice.

She side-eyed him, and her lips thinned in warning.

Oliver’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t know anything. She never talked about you, but I see things. I have eyes.” His shoulders tensed.

“I don’t know what your eyeballs think they’ve seen,” she said, her tone a low rumble, “but I’d advise not sharing.”

“I never would,” he said with a vigorous shake of his head. “I haven’t. But I think it’s a shame; I’m allowed to think that.”

“What’s a shame?”

“That two people so perfectly suited to each other can’t make it work?” He looked as if he wished he could cut his tongue out, even as he pushed the words past his lips.

“So perfectly suited,” she scoffed. “Absurd.”

“It’s not.” He lifted his chin. “I promise, it’s not. If you think about who she is and who you are? It’s not.” And with that, he all but scooted away to escape the range of her potential retribution.

My God, it was infuriating. It seemed her entire staff had formed certain…accurate…conclusions. So much for hiding anything.

She glanced back at the stage. Ethan had finished thanking everyone from the would-be bidders in the audience to Bugatti’s Henri Allard for flying in from France.

“And now to what we’ve been waiting for,” he said with a wide smile, “without further ado…” He pointed at a black screen to the right of his podium that turned on instantly with the words: Lot 1/1. The Bugatti Obsession.

She blinked in surprise. She’d thought Obsession was only their in-house nickname. Clearly Bugatti had approved it. Underneath it was the full name of the Veyron, its specs, and a starting bid.

Before long, the screen had lit up with a series of bids, each adding more and more zeros.

During a lull at one point, Ethan leaned on the white podium and goaded the crowd, “Seriously, people? High-performance cars are a dime a dozen. I can find a top sports car anywhere in the world. Something grunty and powerful for men to show how big their…” he paused, “wallets are.”

Everyone laughed.

“But this car? This? One of a kind. Something for the woman in your life, or something a woman with the means wants for herself. Doesn’t she deserve it?” Then he addressed the women in the room, “Ladies, surely you don’t need…permission?”

More laughter, and the bidding took off even more furiously now.

It finished half an hour later with Ethan triumphantly bringing down the hammer on a bid of almost ten million dollars.

It was a full three million above their best estimates.

“I should wring your damned neck,” came a low masculine voice in her ear that sent a shiver up her spine.

Mark’s furious eyes met hers. “You betrayed me.”

She glanced back to the stage as Ethan, next to the large projected image of the Obsession, held up the car key for the benefit of the motoring media taking photos.

“The new head of Smart Machines chose the best design,” Jasmine said. “And I endorsed him wholeheartedly.”

“I’ll fire you,” he spat.

“Good luck with that.” She turned away as Ethan called for her from the stage.

She headed up the stairs, lifting her sweeping blood-red sari with practiced ease. Jasmine met him onstage, all smiles, and adjusted the microphone to her lower height.

“Thank you, Ethan. Before we wrap up the evening, I just have one small announcement. I will be retiring as CEO of Latouf Luxury Emporium, effective immediately.”

Ethan’s shocked eyes met hers. This was not the timeline they’d agreed to. He inhaled sharply.

“My replacement has been confirmed as your talented auctioneer for the evening, and the son of the company’s founder, Mr. Ethan Latouf!” She began to clap and smile in his direction to show this was the reaction she wanted. The surprised crowd began to respond with applause.

As they did, her sharp gaze scanned the audience until she found Mark. Jasmine smiled graciously.

He would not fire his own son. He would pretend the transition had been his idea all along. Ethan had been delighted to go along with her plan, following her every directive in exchange for getting the keys to the kingdom.

“Thanks, Mom,” Ethan said, his drawled tone a clear imitation of Jasmine’s.

She mock glared at him, and the crowd laughed.

“She’s not really my mom,” he explained. “She’s been an incredible CEO and a tour de force, and she will be sorely missed by the Latouf Luxury Emporium. I have huge shoes to fill. We’ve been so lucky to have her. And I’m sure my dad, who I see in the crowd tonight, would be the first to agree.” His expression was mischievous.

Everyone turned to Mark, who plastered on a grim smile and nodded and waved.

Jasmine shook Ethan’s hand and left the stage. She made her way through the well-wishers, past Oliver, who put down his phone he’d been recording the event with. “Oh My God! QUEEN!”

She snorted and kept walking. She was so close to being done. Gone. An hour at most was all she had to endure and then she was free.

Antonio pulled her aside, looking hurt. “You might have told me,” he said quietly.

“I didn’t know I was going to do it until very recently.”

“Ethan seemed to know for a lot longer than ‘very recently.’”

“Oh, the handover? Yes, of course he knew. I meant, I had intended to phase out my departure over three months. Train him properly myself. And I would have sat down with you and worked out a detailed exit plan.”

“Jasmine,” he said with a sigh, “I’m not upset at your decision to leave. I’m upset because I thought we were friends. You gave me no warning.”

Oh. She looked at his disappointed eyes and dipped her head. “I’m sorry, Antonio. You’re right. I should have told you. You’ve been loyal for years. I didn’t…”

I didn’t see you as a friend because I didn’t see anyone here that way. Since she’d been in New York, Jasmine had truly seen Amara as her only friend, aside from Sienna. But she hadn’t told Amara of her intentions either. She’d been paranoid and hadn’t wanted to risk anything that could ruin the outcome she wanted.

She couldn’t tell him that. “I’m sorry,” she said again. She reevaluated everything they’d shared. He’d fought for her to be happy—with Sienna. If Jasmine had acted when he warned her to, they might even be together now. What was that if not friendship? “You are a good friend, and I’ve been foolish not to notice.”

“Yes, you have,” he said with a small smile. “But I accept your friendship now. And I think you’re not so foolish as you think, if you’ve quit.”

She met his steady gaze. “You thought I was foolish staying here?”

“Jasmine Gemayel,” he said quietly, emphasizing her real name, “I’ve worked for you for ten years. I’ve seen what you’re capable of, and I’ve seen your vast talent. You’re wasted here, and I think you know it.”

She did know it. “Well. It’s time to move on.”

“Will moving on mean returning home?” he asked. “To England?”

She wondered if that was an oblique way of asking about Sienna.

“I still have my gallery in London,” she said. “It’s been running under my assistant manager for years. But I still have it.”

“Was that a yes?”

She smiled at the hope in his eyes. He really was a romantic. Her smile dipped as Mark appeared in front of her, shaking with anger.

“Leave us,” Mark told Antonio.

Antonio waited a beat, darting a look at Jasmine.

“Or you’re fired,” Mark continued.

“Only the CEO—your son—can fire the regular staff,” Jasmine pointed out dryly. “And given that Antonio made Ethan’s last five handcrafted suits, I’d guess your son wouldn’t be inclined to fire his personal tailor.”

Antonio suppressed a laugh at that but said, “I’ll, ah, see to the guests.” He made himself scarce.

“You can’t just quit!” Mark growled at her. “No notice! Nothing!”

“I just did.”

“And appointing Ethan?” Incredulity laced his voice. “No. You are not leaving,” he said firmly. “I don’t allow it.”

“You don’t…allow it?” She stared at him in shock. This man she’d married a lifetime ago was speaking to her like a stranger. And now he was openly revealing his controlling nature? “I’m not yours,” she told him slowly. “I never was.”

His smile was cold. “You wish.”

“You can’t own someone,” she pointed out. “Not even you can.”

“I beg to differ.” He leaned in so close that she smelled the tinge of expensive Champagne on his breath. Mark wasn’t much of a drinker, so he’d had more than usual. “Oh, Jasmine Latouf, I owned you thoroughly,” he said in a low, mocking tone. “You moved countries for me. I gave you your job, your apartment, the designer clothes on your back. You relied completely on me. Without me, who are you? Nothing. No one. You owe me.”

“I didn’t ask for anything from you,” she snapped. “You wanted to do it. Why? Because you loved feeling I was yours.”

He ignored her. “No gratitude. No loyalty. I set up this entire company for you.”

“And it’s a success. Congratulations. Long may it continue.”

He scowled. “My idiot son couldn’t boil water.”

“He could. If he’s interested in it. Give him a chance to show you.”

Mark cocked his head. “You’ve changed your tune. You used to hate him.”

“I didn’t hate him, just his attitude. He’s maturing. I think he can do this. Why don’t you treat this as some enormous victory where your son is ready at last to take over your company?”

He stared at her long and hard. “And you’ll be running off after your intern, I suppose?”

“She was never my intern.” It was true, wasn’t it? Sienna had accidentally found herself doing those duties, but she was not what the job title said. “She’s a gifted artist. And, no, I’m not running after anyone. I’m returning to the career I abandoned. We’re done—in every sense of the word. I’ll be out of your apartment within the month.”

“Within the week,” he corrected, eyes glinting.

“A week, then.” What did she care? She’d be gone. Away from his stifling empire. Finally free.

With that, she spun on her heel and left him.

~ ~ ~

An hour later, Jasmine was finally almost out of the door when Ethan caught up to her and drew her into a quiet corner.

“Hey,” he said earnestly. “Well done.”

“To both of us.” She nodded to the other side of the room. “Your father’s pretty furious. I’d steer clear for a bit.”

“Yeah, I know. Dad tracked me down. Threatened to rip off my well-endowed boy parts if I ruined his company.”

“Oh dear.”

“Right? Given how attached I am to them.” He cupped his groin protectively.

With a small huff, Jasmine said, “Every time I think there’s hope for you yet, you revert back to the juvenile.”

He grinned. “I’m just yanking your chain. Look, I wanted to say thank you for sticking with your end of the deal. I was half afraid you might change your mind and not hand over to me.”

“A deal’s a deal. You kept feeding your father misdirection, got the real catalogs printed in secrecy, and kept all the Obsession marketing on track, yet invisible to Mark.”

“I suspect Dad didn’t really believe my bullshit, though. I’m starting to think he thought you folded too easily.”

“You’re right. He called Bugatti himself to make sure. Henri Allard lied for us.”

“Nice one, French dude!” He laughed. “Oh, hey, speaking of…”

“Yes?”

“Allard’s the one who bought the Obsession.”

“Excuse me?”

“He did it through a third-party bidder, so there was nothing funny going on. But, yeah, I saw the transaction details, and he confirmed it with me. Said once he’d seen Sienna’s design, that was it: He wanted nothing else in life but to see it become a reality. But then he discovered he couldn’t let it go to someone else. I asked him how he could afford it. He just sniffed and called me a ‘rude Américain.’” Ethan snorted. “But I did a little dig around. Turns out his wife’s filthy rich. She’s Paris’s top tax attorney.”

Jasmine stared. How…

“Google.” He smirked.

Ah. “Well, I’m glad the car went to him. It was his dream. He said his wife inspired it.”

“Yep.” Ethan rocked back on his heels, sounding satisfied. “Happy endings all over the place. On that score, you shocked the shit out of me saying you were stepping down now. That’s not three months. What changed?”

“I suddenly didn’t see the point in dragging things out. To what end? Don’t worry; Antonio knows how it’s done. Ask him to show you the ropes.”

“Roger that.” He broke out in a wide smile. “God, what a fucking night. Everyone’s a winner except Dad!”

“He’ll be a winner too, if you do well by his company. Just keep the top talent in each of the departments, and their designs sell themselves.”

“That was my plan. So, I’m guessing you’re finally going to take my advice? Get the girl?” He looked so hopeful.

The number of people who liked to stick their oar in about her life was getting ridiculous.

“My primary goal is reestablishing my art career,” she told him sternly.

“Sure it is.” He snickered. “Tell your ‘art career’ I said hi. And that she missed the night of her life by turning me down.”

Jasmine gave him a sour look. “Every. Damned. Time.”

“Just teasing,” he said and elbowed her. “All right. I’ll stop my shit. Promise. And don’t worry about Dad. I’ll keep him in line. He’ll never bother you again.”

“I don’t care about Mark in the least,” she said. “But do yourself a favor and get a good lawyer when you sign a business agreement with him.”

“Always do. Have done since I was thirteen and he wanted to link my allowance to chores.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

She blinked. Well. If that didn’t prove everything she’d ever thought about the obscenely rich. “That explains so much.”

“Yep. Okay, Mom, have a great life.”

She rolled her eyes at him once more, and this time, she’d have to admit, if pressed, the gesture was actually a little affectionate.

“You too, Ethan.” She kissed his cheek for the first and last time. “I mean it.”

And just like that, she was done with all things Latouf.


 

Chapter 22

When She Flies

 

Torn-Art Star’s Identity Revealed

Exclusive

By Senior Editor Justin Nellis

 

Torn-art collage has been making a comeback with the rise of international cutting-edge creators, such as our own local artist, Nothis, who is back home in London after a “soul-enriching wanderer’s adventure”.

The 34-year-old artist exclusively revealed to Art Wrap that her real name is Sienna Fisher, daughter of the late landscape painter Dearborn Fisher.

As Nothis, she has been creating torn-art collections for sixteen years, from wherever in the world she has based herself. That has included Europe, Asia, Australia, and South America, and most recently, the US.

Nothis won the prestigious Future Generation Art Prize twelve years ago, cementing her credentials as a rising star in the global art scene. The less favorably regarded medium surged in demand on the back of Nothis’s surprise win.

Her acclaimed Barcelona Series has won the Arte Laguna Prize and is seen as among the finest examples of torn-art collage in the world.

Ahead of Nothis’s launch of her latest collection, The New York Series, she revealed she was inspired by the hidden art of the city that never sleeps. Her montages include a tea house filled with terrariums, a building site with heritage wood as scaffolding, and a cheerful florist holding a toxic plant. Her favorite piece from this series, Nothis says, is The Room, which shows a large bed with rumpled sheets, cast in a grey pall. A Brewer’s Blackbird on a dresser studies the wallpaper’s golden lines while sitting next to a window open just wide enough for the bird to leave.

Is the piece about freedom, one wonders. Escape?

“It’s about choices,” Nothis explains. “It’s not for me to decide what the bird wants. But just personally? I hope it flies.”

Nothis will be basing herself at her family home in Cricklewood for the “foreseeable future”. Her immediate goals she lists as “putting my feet up and spending time giving Bibo ear rubs”.

Bibo is the family’s Portuguese Podengo dog, she hastened to add.

When asked about the origins of her pseudonym, Nothis said: “I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore, since my father’s gone. Growing up, I learned art at his knee and naturally copied his style and medium.

“When I’d just turned 18, I showed my portfolio to a gallery. The curator, who I highly respected, tore it to shreds as ‘derivative of Dearborn Fisher. Unoriginal. Uninspiring’ and said I needed to live before creating art.

“I was crushed. But I decided then and there to follow the advice, to travel and to make my own name in a medium of art that was nothing like my dad’s. Not His style. Not His ideas. Artistically speaking, Not His daughter either. NotHis was born—although everyone pronounces it NoTHis.

“I should thank that gallery curator. Finding my own path, seeing the world, and being free of all that old baggage has been everything. We all deserve to fly.”

Nothis, a.k.a. Sienna Fisher, will display her New York Series at GOMEA, November 23 - December 23.

 

Closing the article, Jasmine put down her phone. Her heart tightened. Apparently she’d not only crushed a teenage Sienna but also helped her reject her own father.

Jasmine had been so arrogant back then. Full of certainty in her own rightness. If her former self could see her now: a willing captive in a fancy tower, disconnected from art, wealthy and successful in an iconic city, unable to enjoy any of it. That was the truth she’d been hiding from herself for years.

Immediately, she looked up The Room artwork and confirmed, as suspected, that it was her own bedroom. She almost laughed at the disgusted expression on the bird’s face as it examined the gold-lined wallpaper.

The bird Sienna had created was identical to the one in Waiting to Fly, so it seemed that she’d not merely used elements from Jasmine’s life for her art. No, Sienna was sending a clear message to her: She hoped she’d fly.

That was the plan. Her wings had been clipped long enough. It was just embarrassing admitting she’d clipped them herself. Apparently, facing up to uncomfortable truths was her area of expertise these days. She had a therapist now who could attest to that.

Idly, she wondered at the choice of gallery for the New York Series. Given Sienna could get her work exhibited in a vast array of galleries these days, did it mean something picking GOMEA? But what?

Maybe it didn’t mean anything at all. She would ask her assistant manager to explain.

Or I could just ask Sienna…

Jasmine’s heart sped up at the thought, and she sighed at herself.

Honestly? Not subtle at all.

~ ~ ~

Jasmine pushed open the doors of Blooming Beautiful, dreading the final stop she had to make in New York. Saying goodbye to her best friend. Telling her she was leaving.

She barely made it a few steps inside when Amara rushed up to her and said, “Oh, I’ll miss you.” And then flung her arms around Jasmine in the fiercest hug that went on for minutes.

When they pulled away, Jasmine stared at her in astonishment. “How did you know?”

“I knew the day you brought your Sienna to me. I sensed your auras reaching out to each other like roots. Then, when you told me she’d left New York, I knew you’d follow her. I felt it in my bones. Then, this morning, my mother called to tell me you would come to see me today and say goodbye.” Amara smiled.

“Well,” Jasmine said, unsure what to say in the face of such unscientific accuracy. “Malake’s mystic tea leaves are certainly on the money today.”

“So it’s happening, then?” Amara asked. “When?”

“Tonight.”

“Okay. We have time. Come through. Let’s have one last tea. I picked up some of that Persian Princess from your Tea Life place after my mother called.” She led them into her kitchen and put the kettle on.

As Amara fussed about making the tea, Jasmine felt years of their friendship wash through her. So many chats and teas and laughs. She was tearing up by the time a steaming cup was slid her way.

“Oh no, don’t you start,” Amara said sternly, “or I will, and I’ll never stop.”

Jasmine smiled a watery smile at that and sipped the tea. Oh. It brought back all the memories of her afternoon with Sienna, of the explosive tea and Sienna’s shocked expression at the taste. How funny she’d been that day. How enticing.

“Now, then,” Amara said. “Let’s hear it.”

“Hear what?”

“All your doubts, concerns, frets, all the ways you’re worrying that your plot to win your woman back will fail.” She gave Jasmine a knowing look as one eyebrow lifted. “And could you save us both some time by not denying it, hmm?”

Jasmine was sorely tempted to claim she was really only going back to London to resume her art gallery career. But she could never lie to her best friend. “Fine,” she said. “What if she says no?”

“Then you tried.”

“That’s it?”

“Better to try than wonder for the rest of your life.” Amara shook her head. “But that’s not what’s really bothering you. Tell me?”

Her friend really was far too astute at times.

“I’m worried…” Jasmine’s cheeks flamed hot, and she sighed. “What if there’s no going back? She may not forgive me, and I wouldn’t blame her. I said some cruel things.” She stared morosely at her tea. “I told Sienna that she…didn’t matter to me at all.”

Amara’s eyes widened. “What did she say to that?”

“She told me to repeat that to her face.”

With an approving snort, Amara said, “Oh, smart girl. Holding a mirror up. Reflecting your words back at you.”

Well, she supposed that was exactly what Sienna had done. “I’ve been ashamed ever since. I’ve even…sought therapy to unpick why I did that.” She didn’t look at Amara. “Why the terrible lie? Why did I attack someone so kind, who didn’t deserve it?” She added wryly, “I never mind attacking someone who does deserve it, for the record. That’s never changing.”

Amara chuckled as if this was hardly a revelation to her. “Jasmine, we both agree the most important part of a relationship is respect. Mm?”

“Yes,” Jasmine murmured as shame wormed its way through her all over again.

“And you regret what you did and want to never do it again?”

She nodded. “I understand now, what happened. My therapist was helpful. I have some tools for handling when my fear and anger spirals. I will be a better woman. But…”

“But?”

“What if she walks away anyway? If I’ve left it too late or she’s no longer interested in a flawed old fool like me?”

Amara smiled fully at that. “Jasmine dearest, she won’t walk away.”

She said it with such certainty that Jasmine’s hopes soared. “Did your mother ‘see’ that? Or did you?”

“No,” Amara said, eyes now bright with amusement. “I have met Sienna, though. And never a gentler soul have I encountered. You have an excellent chance she’ll say yes. It’s in her nature. Just as long as you behave yourself. No turning into your toxic mother, now.”

“Low blow,” Jasmine murmured, wincing. “But what’s disturbing is how close you might be to the truth. My therapist thinks Suki dying could have been both the catalyst and the excuse I needed to escape my mother’s claws. Laleh Gemayel’s greatest fear is to be publicly shamed. Her tongue is so sharp that it could draw blood when it suits her. Now, to consider that maybe I’m turning into her is a truly depressing thought.”

“I didn’t say that to hurt you,” Amara said, her tone gentle. “I say that because it’s one of the paths you could choose to go down. Left unchecked, it’s easy for us to stray from where we want to be. Life is just an endless series of paths, isn’t it? I suggest you stick to the one that has Sienna on it, looking at you like she’s never met a more magnificent woman in her life.”

“She doesn’t look at me like that.” Jasmine peered at her in surprise.

“If you think that, then you haven’t really been looking.”

The bell above the shop jangled in the other room. Amara rose. “A customer.” Regret filled her face as she said, “Not enough time. But there never is when it comes to goodbyes.”

“No,” Jasmine agreed, rising as well. “I’ll miss you very much.”

“Write. Send photos. Invite me to the wedding.”

Jasmine laughed at her enthusiasm. “Such an optimist.”

“Am I?” Amara asked serenely. “Or maybe that’s just me pointing to destiny.”

“Destiny isn’t any realer than fate,” Jasmine objected as they walked back into the flower shop. “You said it yourself: Life’s just a series of paths. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“If you say so,” Amara said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Well. It’s time. Go. Be happy, my friend.”


 

Chapter 23

That Familiar Feeling

Sienna nervously regarded her artworks on the walls and stepped back. It was so, so weird being back at GOMEA again. Her mother had made the arrangements and decisions on where her New York Series would be exhibited. As far as Susannah Fisher was concerned, the choice of gallery was obvious: Sienna clearly loved GOMEA as it had been practically a second home for her as a teenager.

“They look beautiful, honey,” her mother said enthusiastically, eyeing the montages. “Don’t they always get the lighting so perfect here?”

“Yeah,” Sienna agreed. They did.

The assistant manager, Adrienne, had been so excited to host her work that she wouldn’t stop gushing. It was a far cry from the way Jasmine carried herself when she’d run this place. Not that enthusiasm wasn’t appreciated, especially for delicate artists and their egos. But Jasmine had a way about her. An untouchability and authenticity. And blowing smoke up her artists had not been on the menu. Far from it.

The gallery was starting to fill up, and Bibo gave a nervous little bark.

Yes, her mother had brought along her dog, “for old time’s sake,” she’d said.

That made no sense whatsoever, Sienna had pointed out. Bibo had never been here before.

“Oh, I just mean this used to be Suki’s gallery,” her mother said.

“And…” Sienna frowned. “So? I don’t get it.”

“Bibo is Suki’s nephew.”

Sienna blinked and looked down at the dog, then back at her mother. “What? And I mean…WHAT?” Why had she never mentioned that before?

“Oh yes,” her mother said with a nod.

“Are you saying you somehow coincidentally adopted a relative of Suki?”

“Heaven’s no!” Her mother laughed. “There was nothing coincidental about it. I asked Theresa… Oh, you remember her, don’t you? From bridge club? She’s the president of the London Portuguese Podengo Enthusiasts Society?”

Sienna nodded impatiently. “Yes. She found Suki for the gallery.”

“Yes!” Susannah beamed. “And, oh, how cute little Suki was. Adorable. So, each time I wanted a new dog, I asked Theresa if she happened to know of a Portuguese Podengo just like Suki.” Her smile dropped away. She was clearly thinking about her last two dogs that had both passed now.

“I’m sorry about Matisse and Socks,” Sienna said quietly.

“As am I.” Her mother straightened. “Anyway, the last time I made my usual request to Theresa, she said she could do ‘one better.’ Of course, she knows the entire family line of Suki and her brothers and sisters and all their puppies. And she found me a nephew. Bibo is from Suki’s youngest sister’s second litter. You can really see the resemblance.”

“This is too weird,” Sienna muttered, studying the scruffy animal. Now that her mother said it…Why hadn’t Sienna ever wondered before at how similar the two dogs looked? She’d just assumed it was because they were the same breed.

“You didn’t think this was worth mentioning?” Sienna asked incredulously. “Given how much time I spent with Suki? I even created the Suki Series!”

Her mother shrugged. “I meant to tell you a few years back when I first got him and forgot. Why does it matter?”

Sienna supposed it didn’t. But, still. Now she couldn’t unsee it. She crouched down to look at Bibo. “Hey, lil’ man? Did you know your aunt was famous?” She scritched behind his ears. “Suki was adored by quite a few.”

“More than that,” her mother corrected, amused. “Over a hundred people turned up to Suki’s memorial, all told. That was a sight. Now, stop giving Bibo an inferiority complex, and go off and be a famous artist yourself. Time to mingle, honey.”

The crowd was filling every nook and cranny. Sienna was glad her own photo hadn’t been in Art Wrap’s article on Nothis or they’d all be demanding her attention.

She still wasn’t in the mood for crowds, given she hadn’t been feeling sociable since leaving New York.

“Oh, I see Matthew Markham!” her mother exclaimed excitedly, thrusting Bibo’s lead in Sienna’s hand. “Remember him?”

She did. One of her father’s artist friends. Markham had always offered Sienna unsolicited “expert” advice during her visits home. In her head, she’d always had these great comebacks. “Why, thank you, Mr. Markham, and if you ever take up torn-art collages as a medium and excel at it, I’ll take your suggestions to heart.”

In recent years, however, she’d suspected he’d just been trying to show off and impress Susannah. Now she was convinced of it in light of her mother’s earlier mention of a friend who would often stop by to help out.

Sure enough, the man already had one hand on her mother’s forearm as he made a point. And her mother was laughing hard at something he’d said. Something not really funny, given it was her fake laugh.

Ugh. Romance. No, thanks. Not suitable for the recently heartbroken.

“Come on, boy,” she murmured to Bibo, “I know a cool place to escape the crowds.”

She led him through the maze that was GOMEA to the blue room at the back. It might be sixteen years since she’d last been here, but she knew this place intimately. She prayed everything had stayed the same, or Bibo was about to be disappointed.

Then she found the New Experimental Artists room, and her heart sped up with anticipation as she saw what was on the floor. It was still here! A big, squishy beanbag in one corner. “Designed for cute dogs belonging to the Suki line,” she informed Bibo. “That means you.”

Scooping him in her arms, Sienna flopped on her back into the beanbag with a familiar whoomph and exhaled. The most incredible feeling of being home swamped her. She hadn’t felt this sensation when she’d returned to her childhood bedroom or sat with her mum eating meals in the bright-yellow kitchen.

But here, the nostalgia was overwhelming. Bibo snuggled her chest, and she absently stroked his fur while gazing at the art on the walls.

“See that one?” She pointed at an indie artist she’d been following. “Going to be famous. You mark my words.”

A new artist on the other wall had a clashing mélange of styles. She was trying to decide whether she liked it when a voice she’d know anywhere spoke.

“Now, there’s a familiar sight,” came the low, rumbled words. “No hoodie, though.”

Dear God. Her head shot up. There was Jasmine leaning against the door frame, arms crossed, gazing at her with intense brown eyes. She wore a dark-crimson skirt-suit with a bottle-green silk blouse under the jacket. Bold and memorable. Very Jasmine.

“No hoodie,” Sienna agreed numbly, drinking her in. Her heart was pounding out of its chest. “Seeing you here is a surprise.”

“Is it?” Jasmine’s lips quirked up. “I’d have thought you’d be quite used to seeing me drifting in and out of this room?”

“You know what I mean.” Sienna stroked Bibo’s scruffy white head. “It’s giving me such incredible nostalgia being here.”

“Well, I think you might have been my most frequent visitor.”

“What? I didn’t think you’d noticed me at all.”

“Dear Sienna. Even when I didn’t know who you were…even when I thought you were some broody teenage boy…I noticed you.”

Jasmine came over and lowered herself to the floor. Her back was against the wall, her legs stretched out, crossed elegantly at the ankles, and her left side leaned into the beanbag. Somehow, she achieved the entire maneuver with more grace than Sienna could have managed.

Sienna snorted. “Broody teenage boy? Yeah, I guess I came off like that. But I was just shy. I didn’t really get down with the peopling until I started traveling.”

“Mmm.” Jasmine leaned up and stroked Bibo’s head. His tail wagged happily. “And who is this beautiful young fellow?”

“This is Bibo. Or, as my mother just casually dropped the bombshell five minutes ago, Suki’s nephew.”

Jasmine’s hand stopped stroking. Her eyes went wide and then teared up the tiniest bit. Her voice was thick when she said, “Suki had family?” She stroked under his chin. “I never thought to ask. Oh, and I can see the resemblance. I thought so when you sent me that photo, but I convinced myself I was just seeing what I wanted to see. In person, however, he’s like a little Suki clone.”

“You think Amara’s mother was onto something?” Sienna made a ghostly motion with her fingers. “About you seeing a dead loved one again?”

“Oh God, never tell her.” Jasmine laughed.

Sienna grinned, and warmth spread through her. She’d missed seeing Jasmine laughing. She did it so rarely that it felt intimate being granted access to see it. She stopped herself. No. She was not going back down this rabbit hole. Jasmine was charming and gorgeous but far too dangerous to be safe.

Sienna cleared her throat. “Why are you here? In London?”

“Why do you think?”

Sienna tilted her head. “Are you just checking on your gallery before going back to New York, then?”

Jasmine’s lips twitched.

“What?” she asked, feeling she was clearly missing something.

“Sienna,” Jasmine said with the softest of smiles, “I’m wondering why you’re asking, given I thought Oliver had sent you the video from the auction? He said he would.”

“The auction?” She paused. “He sent me a link called ‘OMG The Queen Slays at the Auction,’ but I didn’t bother clicking. Why would I care how much the Obsession sold for? And I admit I wasn’t strong enough to watch you in boss mode, ‘slaying’ or otherwise.”

Jasmine smiled fully now. “Well, firstly, I thought you’d be happy to hear Henri Allard was the secret winner.”

Sienna’s eyes sprang wide open. “Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, wow! How excellent! He dreamed of making that car for his wife!”

“Well I met his wife. Formidable woman. Celeste was highly entertained by our auction skulduggery.”

“I’ll bet. Oliver never told me how the Obsession ended up as the chosen design. I mean, the last thing I remember was how adamant Mark was that you go with the other design. He was pretty clear on that.”

“My ex-husband said a lot of things,” Jasmine said darkly, “and not a single one did I agree with.”

They fell silent, Sienna thinking about the way she’d been fired and how Jasmine hadn’t said a word of objection. Her heart started thudding painfully at the memory.

Jasmine’s fingertips slid to Sienna’s hand, still buried in Bibo’s fur.

“You were right,” she said. “I was being a coward. I was not happy. I said some things that were awful. I was angry and afraid, and I took it out on the person who least deserved it. I’ve been ashamed of what I said ever since. I truly am sorry. I came here hoping…” She hesitated. “I’m here to ask for a second chance.”

Sienna’s heart squeezed, but pretty words were still just words. She couldn’t forget Jasmine’s cruel streak. She wouldn’t be that woman who saw all their partner’s crumpled red flags and ironed them out for them, pretending there was nothing to see here.

“So now you’re all better?” Sienna asked quietly. “Never to hurt me like that again? Never to tell me I’m nothing to you the next time you’re angry with me?”

Pain filled Jasmine’s eyes, which she briefly closed. “I deserve that. And it’s a valid question. The truth is, I’ve…started seeing someone about this.” Her cheeks reddened. “Talking things through. For a few months now.”

She hadn’t expected that. Sienna had always assumed Jasmine was someone far too proud to admit her flaws to anyone, let alone a professional.

Jasmine stared at their joined hands, expression distant. “After our fight, the things I said…I became worried this was me now. Capable of hurting someone kind and good simply because I was afraid and felt my back was to a wall. A child’s reaction, not an adult one. My therapist helped me see who I was that day. Who I have been for years.”

“Who is that?” Sienna asked.

“Someone suffocating.” Jasmine’s eyes briefly fluttered closed again. “My mother had a firm philosophy: Never look back. What good is done dwelling on the past, especially when, for her, the past was so traumatic. I took her lesson to heart.”

“Okay,” Sienna murmured.

“As an Iranian refugee, she wanted us all to be worthy of the fresh start. Good, decent, successful citizens. But, as I got older, that changed from good to perfect. She slowly started fretting about how we looked to her friends, her community, even complete strangers, and gradually she began controlling everything.

“I couldn’t breathe. As a teenager, I had no outlet for my frustration. I took it and suppressed my emotions as best I could, and smiled politely, as required. Even when I became an adult with a shiny new career, nothing changed much in my mother’s eyes; she still watched me through her little network of spies, still judged me. She expressed her disapproval of everything I was and did, from afar when she could no longer do it from near.

“Suki was the only part of my life my mother never tried to control. She didn’t even acknowledge my dog. Suki was the safest, warmest place in my life. And when she died and I started to grieve, I couldn’t put it back inside me again. It was like a stopper came out and I grieved everything all at once: Decades of absorbing all my mother’s insecurities, cutting insults, and constant corrections. I mourned the fact that, no matter how I contorted myself for her benefit, I wasn’t free.

“I was so tired of suffocating. Tired of suppressing and always presenting only tightly controlled, pared back, acceptable pieces of myself to the world. My God, I’d become the very performance art I curated. It’s little wonder I took Mark’s offer of escape. And the worst irony was that I didn’t understand I’d simply swapped one enclosure for another.”

Her tear-filled, brown-eyed gaze met Sienna’s. “Because I don’t look back, I didn’t understand any of this until quite recently. It was a shock in some ways, and yet in other ways, not really. Anyway, that awful day when I hurt you—on purpose—I was terrified of being publicly exposed as a weak, pathetic failure who cared far too much for her intern. I’d be a laughingstock. A…scandal. I never wanted to become my mother, and yet, in that moment, that’s exactly who I was.” Her expression darkened. “Since then, I’ve been afraid about what that meant. Because all I know is I love you…and that’s not how you treat someone you love.”

“You love me?” Sienna asked, her heart thundering.

“With everything I am. Unfortunately, everything I am includes the worst of me too.” Regret darted into Jasmine’s eyes. “I vow this, though: I will never cross that line again with you.”

“Do you understand what will happen if you do?” Sienna asked softly. She needed to be clear on this. “We can fight and debate and bicker like normal couples, but if you ever become cruel and try to hurt me just because you can, Jasmine, I will walk. Just like I did last time. But unlike then, there will be no coming back.”

Hope flitted into Jasmine’s eyes at what else Sienna was saying. “I’d expect nothing less. If I ever disrespect you like that again, I will deserve the consequences.”

Sienna felt her sincerity like the air around them. Jasmine truly believed it. She smiled. “So, is this why you’re back? To be with me?”

Jasmine’s beautiful eyes leaked hope and fear when she said, “Would it please you?”

And oh. If that line didn’t hit in a whole other way outside the bedroom. Sienna didn’t answer immediately, caught off guard by so much vulnerability.

At the silence, Jasmine’s eyebrows drew together. “I’ve been worried that I’m too late, that you’re done with me. Maybe you found some gorgeous young woman to discuss art with. Someone sane and grounded, at the very least.” Her words edged into a question.

“Jasmine,” Sienna said, warmth filling every part of her now. “You are so silly at times.”

Jasmine gave a huff that sounded like half outrage and half agreement. She fully focused on Bibo, staring into him, refusing to look up.

“Sweetheart, my feelings for you haven’t changed,” Sienna said with every ounce of emotion. “And in answer to your question, nothing would please me more.”

Jasmine sighed then, a shuddery little exhalation, as if she’d been carrying the whole universe. “That is a great relief. These past months have been like a cheap, pale copy of a stunning Vermeer. I don’t want to continue like this. Not without you.”

Sienna’s heart melted even more. What a romantic thing to say. “What about your fancy job?” she asked. “You’re the CEO of a Fortune 500 company.”

“Not anymore. After you were gone, I noticed not just your absence, but all the other little irritations around me. I was over the manipulations and politics and Mark’s sense of ownership long after our divorce. I was tired of working for clients driven only by money. So, I blindsided Mark at the auction by revealing the Obsession was the Tier One car. And then by announcing I had resigned and Ethan was the new CEO of Latouf Luxury Emporium.”

Sienna’s mind raced as she tried to process all of that. Resigned? Blindsided? Ethan?

“You should have seen Mark’s face,” Jasmine said, closing her eyes in apparent euphoria. “He was livid and couldn’t do a damned thing. He couldn’t admit I’d checkmated him. He won’t take the job away from his son. He can’t stop me from going. He just thought he had me so perfectly under his thumb, and it shocked him to realize he didn’t.”

“You quit?” Sienna found her voice.

“Yes,” Jasmine said, and tickled Bibo under the closest ear. He wriggled over to her on his stomach, seeking more, and ended up plopping into her lap.

Jasmine smiled at him with so much affection, it made Sienna’s heart ache. “I’d forgotten how funny dogs can be.”

“You never wanted another one?”

“I wasn’t ready.”

Sienna nodded. “And so you’ve left your job, your old life? For…me?”

“I decided it was time to fix things. With or without you, I’m done passively waiting for life to get better. It’s time to be brave. Now I want to fly.”

So she’d read the article? Sienna smiled. “I hoped you might.” Her hand flopped down to rub Bibo as well. “I’m so proud of you. Are you feeling okay now you’ve taken that leap?”

“I am more than okay.” Jasmine held her gaze.

“Yeah?”

“Mmm.” Jasmine looked away. “I know I let you down. I let me down. I have had to learn some humbling things about myself. I haven’t been living up to my own expectations. You were right, I wasn’t worthy of you. And you have always mattered to me, despite what I said. The opposite is true. I love you. With all that I am and all I’ll ever be.”

Sienna’s heart trembled at that. “I have no idea why you chose me to love: I’m just the weird wanderer from Cricklewood who believes in fate above all else.”

“Sienna…Where to even start? You are air and light. Freedom and joy. Of course I love you.” Her tone was incredulous. “I don’t understand where you came from, how someone like you just wandered into my world. But I am so grateful you did. I fell in love with you, little by little, from the first day we met, when you looked at me in the conference room as if there was nowhere else on earth you’d rather be. I actually commented to Antonio about the rare sight of an intern looking delighted to be there.”

“Well, you’d be delighted too if you’d just seen the woman who inspired your career. You were the queen.”

Jasmine’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m no queen, as you well know now. I’ve made so many mistakes. I’ve become less and less of the woman you first met.”

“Perhaps.” Sienna eyed her. “Yes. But you’re back now. Right where you’re meant to be. Can’t you feel it?” She waved at the room, the gallery. “Doesn’t it get your blood pumping being here again?”

“It…does.” She glanced around. “Yes.”

“So, there you go,” Sienna said. “Even when you make mistakes, you’ll fix them.”

“All of them?” Jasmine said. “Are all my mistakes so fixable?” She held Sienna’s gaze tentatively.

“As far as I’m concerned, they are. I love your honesty. And I know who you are, Jasmine. I’ve been falling in love with you for years. You’ve stolen my breath so many times. In your talks, in your exhibitions, I’ve admired your insights and expertise. And in New York, I saw the other side of you. The flawed woman. The curious soul. The amusing friend. The passionate lover.” She paused then added with a small smile, “The grumpy patient. And all of them make up you, a woman I don’t want to be without.”

“I like that plan very much.” Jasmine smiled. “So, will you be staying on in London? Given how much you love to wander?”

Sienna hesitated. “It’s more than just wandering. I’ve recently realized I’ve been avoiding things by taking off, rather than dealing with my pain. I’d been so upset with Dad and his rejection. I kept running from him.”

“And me.”

“No, not you. I never ran from you.” Sienna studied her intently. “I broke a habit of a sixteen years for you. I waited. And waited. Then I got tired of waiting. If you were coming for me, you’d have done it by then, I reasoned. So, I left New York.”

“Ah.” Jasmine looked down. “I was foolish. I was afraid of…” She shook her head. “Many things that don’t even matter to me anymore. Not if we can be together. I’m really hoping you will be staying on in London now?”

“It turns out my running days are behind me.”

The tightness around Jasmine’s mouth and eyebrows relaxed. “Well,” she said, sounding adorably flustered, “that’s excellent. Good.”

“Mmm.” Sienna smiled at her obvious relief. “Right now, my mum seems to want me to stay as well. I’m not sure why yet, but it matters to her. So, I’m digging in. For her. And now for you. For me too. Honestly, my passport and I could use a well-earned break.”

Jasmine smiled warmly. “Lucky me.” She couldn’t look more pleased. “Unrelated note: I couldn’t help but notice something that looks a lot like my New York bedroom is featured in one of your pieces in this series.”

“Really?” Sienna deadpanned. “What a coincidence.”

Jasmine huffed. “You could have made the bed.”

“I liked the rumpled sheets. They give me fond memories.” Sienna laughed.

“Well, there is that. I also saw the bird in your art matched the one in Waiting to Fly.”

“I almost put my interpretation of Waiting to Fly on your bedroom wall in that artwork, too.” Her smile fell away. “I have to ask you something. Did you paint that picture? Waiting to Fly? Are you the artist?”

“What?” Jasmine’s mouth fell open.

“I’ve been thinking about it lately. It’s just a small thing, but it’s been niggling me: You said the artist was unknown, not anonymous. It’s odd…you never call artists without a name anything but anonymous at any other time. I just…I wondered if it was significant. I mean maybe it’s a friend who painted it and you’re keeping their secret, but I don’t think so. You treat it differently than all the other works.”

“I…do.”

“And last time we saw each other, I told you what I thought captivated you about it, and you replied: ‘That’s not what the painting means at all.’ How would you know what it means? You were so certain. Unless…” She lifted her hands in question.

“I did paint it,” Jasmine confessed. “When I was thirteen.”

“Thirteen?” Sienna inhaled in wonder. “That’s impressive.”

“It’s just a bit of girlhood angst.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m honestly surprised at myself for even framing it, let alone putting it out in public. It’s all very melodramatic, as only a teenager can be.”

“Don’t minimize it. I think it really means something to you. Will you tell me what it’s about?”

“If you must know.” Jasmine sighed. “Thirteen was how old I was when I realized I wasn’t straight. It’s a piece about being trapped by my desire for my own kind and my awareness it was safer to keep those thoughts to myself. I am both the unfettered bird and the caged woman, deciding what to do. Knowing I liked girls too, actually preferred them to boys, was torturing me at that age. I couldn’t decide what to do with that desire. Lock it up or set it free.”

“And now here you are,” Sienna said. “Finally free. More than that. Flying.”

“Because of you. Without you I never would have realized just how miserable I was. Or if I did, I probably wouldn’t have done anything about it. You are a catalyst. I’m so grateful.”

“Maybe I’m returning the favor. You changed my life first. I wouldn’t be the artist I am without you.”

Jasmine leaned up, slipping a hand to cup Sienna’s cheek. In turn, Sienna leaned down and closed the distance.

From the first touch and taste of Jasmine’s lips, Sienna’s brain flailed and then ended all logical thought.

The kiss was delicious and tender and conveyed all the hurt and love and regret between them.

“Oh, I thought I’d find you he…” Her mother’s voice faded out.

Sienna pulled back and scrambled into a sitting position on her beanbag. It wasn’t even remotely graceful. She didn’t care how awkward it looked: beanbag kisses and being sprung upon by her mother. Not when Jasmine had just kissed her as if Sienna was the air she needed to live.

“Here.” Her mother finished. “You’re…you’re Jasmine Gemayel!”

“I am,” Jasmine said, inclining her head. Despite the sudden tension in her shoulders, she didn’t pull away from their nearness. It was clearly an intimate pose.

She really wasn’t the woman Sienna had left behind in New York.

At her mother’s stunned silence, Sienna groaned inwardly. “Jasmine, this is my mother, Susannah Fisher. Mum, you already know who Jasmine is.”

“Yes, yes. I know. The CEO in New York who upset my little girl.” She scowled. “I heard you’re why she left.”

“I…” Jasmine slowly rose to her feet. “Am. Yes.”

“Good!” her mother said. “Not that you upset her,” she frowned, “but that you’re why she’s home! And you’re here now for her, so, apparently, it’s all worked out.”

Her that’s that attitude seemed to lift the heaviness in the room.

“It has worked out,” Jasmine said after shooting a glance at Sienna. “I hope. Of course, it’s up to Sienna whether she’ll have me.”

“Of course she’ll have you,” her mother said with an amused snort. “She’s been pining something fierce since she got home. I mean, it’s been painful to watch. I suspected there was a woman involved somewhere, but I never expected it’d be someone so…” She waved her hand.

Jasmine tensed as if expecting judgment about her age.

“Famous.”

Sienna scrambled to her feet, as elegantly as she could manage from a beanbag. “Gee thanks. So sorry my misery was hard on you.”

“Well, it’s all better now.” Susannah smiled widely. “I was going to ask you to be a dear and take Bibo home with you later. Matthew’s asked me out to dinner.”

Finally. How long had it taken the man to work up the courage? Ten years? “I’d be happy to,” she said. “Of course.”

Her mother hesitated. “I…erm…” Her cheeks reddened. “Do not plan to be coming home this evening,” she said, and looked anywhere but at them.

“Well, that’s absolutely fine,” Sienna said, trying not to smile at her mother’s embarrassed expression. “I happen to have plans of my own.” She shot a loaded glance at Jasmine.

Jasmine offered a surprised look back, tinged with relief and mischief.

Her mother blinked and glanced between them both. “Well. Fine. Good. We won’t speak of this again.” With that, Susannah backtracked out of the room and was gone.

“That went well,” Jasmine said dryly. “So, about those plans: Where are we going again?”

“To my family home. In Cricklewood.”

“We could go back to my hotel,” Jasmine suggested. “It has room service. And is not in Cricklewood.”

“Not with Bibo we can’t.” Sienna then ran a teasing finger down the vee in Jasmine’s silk blouse. “Face it. You’re just going to have to debauch me in my childhood bed.”

That charged the room, and Jasmine’s pupils darkened. “Well. One must make do,” she drawled. “I’m sure I’ll cope.”

“Yeah.” Sienna grinned. “You’ll survive. Maybe. It depends on how much I want to torture you a little first. You owe me.”

“I do,” Jasmine said, sounding earnest.

“I should make the rounds at the gallery first and do the right thing by the manager.”

“I’m the manager,” Jasmine pointed out. “GOMEA is still mine. I’m officially overriding my assistant manager and declaring you ready to leave.”

“Let me just see how my sales are going. I want to know if it’s baked beans or steak in my future,” Sienna joked.

Jasmine gathered her in her arms. “It’s definitely steak. All the art is sold. Red dots on every one when I walked through before.”

“How is that possible? The gallery’s barely been open ninety minutes?”

“Let’s just say, I’ve recently become a huge fan of Nothis’s work. I’m looking forward to seeing Her Room situated over my bed. The decor in that artwork looks oddly familiar.” She hmmed thoughtfully.

“Tell me you didn’t just buy all my art so you could leave with me immediately?”

“Hardly,” Jasmine said with a sniff. “I bought all that were still available because I greatly appreciated them. The one called Amara’s Deadly Flower I will be very proudly sending to my friend.”

“Aww, that’s wonderful.”

“So, is that everything? Because I’m fairly sure you mentioned a bed that needs debauching?” Jasmine’s eyebrow lifted.

Sienna smiled, her arousal threaded now with a deep warmth. Why did this feel so right? As if this was always how it was meant to be.

Some people laughed at her idea of fate, but they didn’t understand: Fate was being exactly where you were, right when you were meant to be. For Sienna, that meant this. Now. With the woman she loved.


 

Chapter 24

Seeing You

“So,” Jasmine said, looking around Sienna’s bedroom. “This is where teenage you lay in bed thinking of girls?” Her smile was wicked.

“Pretty much.” Sienna glanced around, relieved everything was neater than usual. “My thoughts were largely on girls, Suki, art, and, on occasion, you.”

“Me?” Jasmine’s eyebrow lifted. “Surely not at that age!” She sounded scandalized.

Sienna laughed. “Oh, I didn’t mean like that. I just worshipped your legend. You were my art icon. Although, even then, I was rather fascinated by your boss energy.”

“Until I dissected your art, crushed your soul, and practically guilted you into traveling.” Jasmine’s face fell. “I am sorry about that. Worse, I can’t believe I caused a wedge between you and your father.” She dropped to the edge of Sienna’s bed.

“You didn’t. He was only unhappy with me when my art started outselling his and winning awards in the competitions Mum kept entering Nothis in. Before that, he was actually rather sweet. I miss that version of him.”

“Ah. Well, I’m still sorry.” Jasmine prodded the bed. “No Little Mermaid sheets? That’s a relief.”

“I do have taste. But if it’s freaking you out being in my childhood room, we can relocate to the guest room.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m teasing.” Jasmine’s wicked smile was back. “I rather like the idea of me giving you a memory to last a lifetime in here.”

“A lifetime, huh? You make big promises.”

“I do.” Jasmine’s gaze turned dangerous as she raked her eyes over Sienna’s clothing. “You should probably lose the jeans.”

“Bossy.”

“You said you liked it about me.”

“Hoisted by my own petard.” Sienna toed off her boots and socks, never taking her eyes off Jasmine. She unzipped her jeans, nice and slow, admiring her lover once more.

Jasmine was a challenging woman, with her share of issues and fears like anyone else. But right now, to Sienna, she was perfection. She licked her lips.

“I can’t help but notice you’ve stopped,” Jasmine said, leaning back on her elbows. “Have you forgotten how to remove jeans?”

“I want you to slide your skirt up your legs,” Sienna said, voice low and thick. “Show me your thighs. Show me your panties.”

Jasmine stared right back, but her eyes darkened. “Drop your jeans.”

“Your skirt, Jasmine. Up.” Sienna’s nostrils flared at the thought. “Please.”

Jasmine pulled her loose crepe skirt up her legs, stopping midway up her thighs. “Take. Off. Your. Jeans.”

Sienna swallowed and slid them down her legs to her ankles and then kicked them aside. Standing in her tight floral boxers, she straightened and stared at the purple puddle of soft skirt still covering Jasmine. “Higher, my love.”

The word “love” seemed to do it. Jasmine buckled and shifted her skirt all the way up to her waist. She was wearing white briefs, which contrasted gorgeously against her light-brown skin. White like purity and innocence, yet everything in her heated gaze said the opposite. Everything said Jasmine would be pouncing very soon.

“White,” she whispered. What a teasing choice.

Jasmine smiled. “Boxers off,” she murmured.

Obeying, Sienna slid her underwear down and then tore off her shirt and bra.

“Perfect,” Jasmine said, her hungry eyes tracing her. “Oh, I’ve missed drinking you in. Missed your body. I can’t wait to devour you.”

Sienna whimpered.

Jasmine smirked. “Well, I believe a debauching was requested,” she said matter-of-factly and patted the bed beside her. “I’m a woman of my word.”

The way she said “debauching” promised all sorts of naughty delights, and Sienna became slick at the thought.

“Take off your panties,” Sienna said. “I’d like to see you too.”

Jasmine’s cheeks darkened, and she wordlessly slid them down. Then she tossed them away with one foot. Meeting Sienna’s gaze and locking onto her, she slowly parted her legs.

And, fuck. Jasmine spread for her, waiting, was the most erotic sight. Fuck, oh fuck.

“The way you look at me,” Jasmine said in her dangerously low voice. “A woman could feel very flattered.”

“I see you.” Sienna blushed. How absurd that comment was. Of course she could see Jasmine. The woman was lying right there with her thighs open for Sienna.

That’s not what she meant. I see your vulnerability. I see your need. I see your desire to please me and be pleased. I see your fears that this might not work out. I see your hopes that this is the best idea. I see your wetness and arousal. I see your trembling. I see you.

She didn’t say any of that, but Jasmine’s expression darkened as if she understood.

“I see you too, Sienna. Be in no doubt: I like very much what I see.”

It didn’t sound like she just meant Sienna’s body, the shape of her, the excitement, the jut of her hardening nipples. It sounded like she meant all of her.

Sienna’s embarrassed flush faded. “I’m so in love with you, Jasmine.”

Jasmine inhaled sharply. “Then come here. Touch me. Taste me.”

Oh God. Sienna was on the bed, kneeling between her legs with no conscious thought. Rapidly she divested Jasmine of the rest of her clothing, sending bra and blouse flying, until she could lower herself to press her body into her lover’s.

“You feel incredible,” Sienna said, pinning her to the bed, breast to breast, hips to hips. She could feel Jasmine’s coarse pubic hair and pressed into it. “I’m never leaving this bed.”

A low, dirty chuckle followed. “Darling,” Jasmine said, “people would notice your absence.”

“Don’t care,” Sienna said, and thrust against Jasmine’s center. “I’m taking you over and over until you can’t breathe.”

“Well,” Jasmine said approvingly, as her hips rose up to meet Sienna’s. “You’re off to a good start.”

Words stopped after that. There were long, wet kisses, trailing lips, and thrusting bodies. The air was filled with the sounds of slickness and soft moans as they buried themselves into each other. Sienna tasted Jasmine just as she’d promised, tongued her swollen lips and bundle of nerves, until a groan tore from Jasmine’s mouth.

The power she felt when Jasmine came for her was incredible.

And then Jasmine turned them over, sliding Sienna onto her back. Immediately, two questing fingers were between her thighs, pushing deep.

Jasmine’s thumb kept a steady rhythm as she thrusted. Her mouth fell onto Sienna’s nipples and, lord, the woman could do things with her lips. She plucked and sucked, twisted and nipped. It was sensory overload.

Honestly, it never took long with Jasmine, and Sienna was orgasmic putty in little time. But before she could come, Jasmine replaced her fingers with her mouth and greedily feasted on Sienna.

She was so good. Too good. Sienna came with a sharp cry and dropped back on the bed, chest heaving.

Jasmine’s dark eyes were filled with mischief as she watched. “Debauching complete,” she murmured. “For now.”

And Sienna trembled all over again.


 

Epilogue

Six months later

“Is everything ready?” Jasmine asked, a faint tinge of nervousness in her voice.

“It’s ready,” Sienna said with an easy smile. “Fret none.”

Jasmine exhaled and sat on the sofa in GOMEA’s front room. “Everything looks ready, but that can be deceptive. Fretting is all that’s left on my list.”

The twentieth anniversary of her gallery opening was to be a big affair, and of course there would be nerves. Jasmine was handling it pretty well, Sienna thought, given a lot of media was attending.

Arts editors and reporters from all over had been lining up interviews for weeks, and Jasmine was handling them with aplomb. What she wasn’t handling well was being treated like a returning queen. The more people bowed and scraped, the more she scowled.

It was odd, Sienna thought, because the woman she’d seen when she was a teenager would have embraced the regal title. The commanding way she swept into rooms was all part of that persona.

“The arrogance of youth,” was how Jasmine had explained it when Sienna had asked one day. “If twenty-six is indeed youth. But I was rather full of myself. I swanned about like I bought into my own publicity. Some days, I really did believe it. Very little is true except that I worked damned hard and had a good eye for talent.”

That was the funny thing about aging, Sienna decided. As you became more accomplished and deserving of your accolades, the less inclined you were to embrace them. No matter what Jasmine claimed, she was as brilliant as ever, and Sienna had a front-row seat to seeing her in action.

Gradually, Jasmine was reclaiming GOMEA’s influence and making the gallery her own again. She coaxed Dillon out of some art collective he’d been working in to take over publicity again. Now, once more, Jasmine Gemayel was a name on everyone’s lips in art circles. Return of the Queen, one article had called it.

Jasmine had offered a disgusted snort at that. Privately, Sienna agreed with the headline. Jasmine truly was back where she belonged, a legend once more and thriving.

These days, they lived together in Jasmine’s apartment above GOMEA—apparently living above galleries was Sienna’s thing now. It was like inhabiting an eclectic piece of art. From the brightly colored tasseled cushions on the funky couch to the gorgeous wallpaper—no stripes, gold or otherwise—it was a place of beauty. The Suki Series was featured in the hallway.

At Sienna’s insistence, hanging pride of place in the living room was Waiting to Fly. “A reminder,” she told Jasmine, “that you chose to be free.”

“In the end,” Jasmine would always argue. “And only because you pointed me to the door.”

“It doesn’t matter why you were brave,” Sienna said. “Only that you were.”

So they agreed to disagree on it quite often, but having the painting as the reminder of Jasmine’s courage delighted Sienna.

And now here they were, celebrating twenty years of the gallery where it had all started, for both of them.

A huffing noise came into earshot, and they both turned to find Bibo scampering toward them.

Jasmine’s face lit up as it always did at the sight of Susannah’s dog.

“Darling,” Jasmine said in her most adoring tone as she crouched. “Come.”

Bibo flung himself at her, his tail a blur.

Sienna’s mother had been delighted by this development. It turned out the main reason she had been so happy Sienna had come home was that she’d been able to embark on the next stage of her life.

Sienna kept a close eye on the family home and dog-sat Bibo after her mother had confessed her decade-long love to Michael. The declaration was mutual, shocker, so they found a registry office, tied the knot, and then disappeared off onto a honeymoon cruise.

It had been three months now, and the newlyweds were apparently stopping at every port on the globe. Her mother had written from Fiji to say they were considering returning there to live for a while after the cruise ended, if Sienna and Jasmine didn’t mind taking care of Bibo for a lot longer than expected?

Mind? Jasmine was practically floating on air. Truly, it was hard to know who’d have the greater separation anxiety, Bibo or Jasmine, if they were ever parted now. Susannah clearly knew that too. Something else Sienna loved about her mother.

“The caterers are ready,” Jasmine said, checking her phone with one hand while still scratching Bibo with the other. “I should go and do a quality check.”

“I’ll do it. You let Bibo de-stress you for a bit.”

Jasmine’s shoulders relaxed, and Sienna smiled. Her woman was so easy to read now that she knew her so well. All those times she’d seen Jasmine host an event, she’d never realized she’d been masking anxiety. Crowds stressed her. She’d pushed through the stress for the good of her business and career, but she didn’t enjoy it. The only events she’d ever enjoyed hosting were the Art After Dark talks because it was “sharing what I loved among like-minded souls.”

Parties, though? No.

Sienna, on the other hand, was an old hand with events now. All those waitressing gigs had paid off by honing her socializing skills. She knew all the same people Jasmine did, more or less, so she could schmooze like the best of them. They were a good team. The best.

Jasmine met her eye. “Thank you,” she said quietly, and it seemed the word encompassed so much more than Sienna seeing to the caterers.

“You too,” Sienna said back. “I love you.”

“And I you.” Her hand stopped stroking Bibo’s ears. “I dread to think where I’d be if you hadn’t found me in New York.”

“I assume you’d be selling off ugly black Bugattis and making French car designers cry.”

Jasmine smiled. “Speaking of Henri, I received an email from him. He’s retired to some vineyard that his wife owns. They’ve been using the Obsession in all their wine ads. It’s unique, so it gets a lot of attention. Car lovers come to admire their Bugatti and stay for a wine tasting.”

“That’s so clever. You know, last month, he sent me a photo of him and his wife in the Obsession. They looked so happy. I didn’t realize they’re using it for marketing too.”

“How else to get a partial tax write-off on it? Celeste is Paris’s top tax attorney, after all.”

Sienna laughed. “Good for them. That reminds me—on the topic of emails—I also heard from Oliver.”

“Oh?”

“Indira’s decided to retire.”

“That’s unfortunate for Ethan. She was the heart and soul of that place.”

“Mark installed his new girlfriend as a replacement.”

Jasmine inhaled. “Please tell me she has some expertise in decor and furnishings, at least?”

“She likes to shop, Oliver said. A lot.”

“How insulting to Indira. Her expertise is not easily replaced. Taste is not something everyone has.”

“Mark apparently doesn’t value his girlfriend’s expertise much, but the job makes her happy,” Sienna reported.

“He doesn’t value anything he can get cheaply.”

“It’s why he wanted you so much.”

“Apparently.” Jasmine gave Bibo a final pat and rose. “I’m surprised Ethan allowed someone with an inferior skill set to replace a key department head.”

“He conceded only because Mark asked as a personal favor. It’s pretty obvious to everyone in the office that Ethan’s not happy about it.”

“I’m glad that mess is not mine to worry about.” Jasmine glanced at her phone again, which had just pinged softly. “The caterers…”

“I’m on it.” Sienna rose. “I’m so glad you’re here, not in New York running that luxury madhouse.”

Jasmine held her gaze for a moment. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

~ ~ ~

The party had been well-received, Jasmine thought with satisfaction as she forced smiles and nods at the last two exiting guests—a TV arts program presenter from Berlin and a curator from an Irish gallery wanting to do a sister program with GOMEA.

That was everyone. Almost. All but one guest remained to be dealt with. She returned to the side room where she’d left him with promises she’d return.

Ethan was not on the sofa as she’d expected but on his back on the floor with Bibo pinning him down, tail wagging. He was laughing hard at the scruffball.

“If I knew dogs were this hilarious, I’d have been a brat about getting one when I was a kid,” he told her without looking up.

“You’re getting your fancy suit all crushed,” Jasmine noted. “Antonio would be appalled. And you were a brat anyway.”

“How would you know? Dad only had me on weekends.”

“Those weekends were long,” she teased back with a smile. “And you were entitled even then.”

“I was.” He grinned and sat up.

Bibo ambled over to Jasmine and licked her ankle.

“How’s it been going?” Ethan continued. “Surviving the London weather?”

“Could you do me a favor and spare me the small talk?” she asked him as she lowered herself onto the sofa. “I’ve had all day with it.”

“Fair enough.” He shifted from the floor onto the sofa next to her.

“I admit I’m surprised you’re here.” She patted her lap, and Bibo landed in it immediately.

“I knew this was a big deal for you. Your gallery was your life when you met Dad. Over the years, I started to really see how much it meant to you.”

She nodded. “It was my driving force for years.”

“Right, so I wanted to support you on your anniversary. I know I wasn’t much help when I worked for you, except for the auctions. I was bored and hitting on all the interns and being a pain. That wasn’t about you, by the way. I was going through some things.”

He sounded so serious that it caught her attention.

“Oh?”

“I worked out years ago that I could get any woman just by flirting and bandying about my name and implying how rich I was. It made me a jerk.”

“You made you a jerk, you mean,” she corrected with a smile.

“Yeah. I was a jerk.” He snickered and then sobered. “The thing is, the truth…” He swallowed hard. “This isn’t for public consumption.”

Jasmine waited, extremely curious now.

Ethan’s eyes darted away, and his fingernail scratched at the outer seam on his pants. “I was a jerk because I thought those women were pathetic. So easy. Women were throwing themselves at me, and I wasn’t…I wasn’t even interested in them.”

Shock filled her. “But you were always with one woman or another.”

“I was always seen out with them, yeah.” He darted her a sidelong glance. “It was expected of me. Playboy dad, playboy son. Truth is, I only ever took them to dinner. Then I’d do something obnoxious, like insult them, so they’d leave. Everyone assumed I’d screwed them and dumped them, but that was all for show.”

“Are you gay, Ethan?” Jasmine asked, tone gentle.

“That’d be easier,” he said ruefully. “Honestly, I’d rather be juicing up one of my cars than bedding anyone.”

Asexual then? “That must have been hard for you. Expectations are…difficult.”

“You don’t think I’m…broken?”

“No, Ethan, you’re not broken.”

His smile was so bright. He didn’t speak for a long moment. “I just wanted you to know I appreciated what you did for me.”

“What did I do?” she asked in surprise.

“You told Dad to leave me alone.”

She frowned, trying to remember ever doing that.

“It was ages ago, on the night of my prom…” he sighed. “I came home upset because I’d realized I didn’t want to have sex with this girl I’d been seeing. I was so messed up about it. And when I got home, Dad started making all these crude jokes about what I’d done to her. Sexual stuff. I’d barely turned eighteen, and she was only seventeen, so that was even worse. Then you came in and took one look at me. Saw I was upset. You didn’t even know what we were talking about, but you shut Dad down immediately. Told him to leave me alone. Said that I was an adult now and deserved my privacy. I never forgot that.”

“Ah.” Jasmine remembered it now. Ethan had looked so anguished. She’d never wanted to pry and ask why, but she remembered his expression. Her husband’s lack of empathy at seeing the same expression had rattled her enormously. “That was the night I realized I didn’t particularly like the man I’d married.”

Ethan was silent for a moment. “I realized I didn’t like my father much that night either. I took it out on everyone else. Hence: jerk.”

Jasmine considered him for a long moment. “I said once before that there was hope for you as you have both empathy and self-awareness. You’re also more mature now. I’d say you could accomplish anything you wanted to. You don’t need to do what your father expects of you.”

“Yeah, I’ve worked that out too. It’s been quite an experience running my own company. Having people rely on me. I’ve discovered how much work you did behind the scenes. I’d been dismissive before because it felt like Dad created a cushy company for his wife to run, set it up with expert department heads, and then you just sat in your big chair and said yes or no to ideas they brought you.”

“You see there’s a lot more to it now.”

“Hell, yeah.” He shook his head. “God, the amount of work you did was unreal.”

“So how are you handling it all?”

“I’m leaving. Not because I can’t do the work but because I’m fed up. Dad installed his girlfriend in Homewares, and she’s running the department like a flaky social butterfly. It’s a complete mess. His mess now. I’m quitting. I’m going my own way.”

“Good for you. But what will you do?”

“Don’t know yet. A man needs a plan, you know? But I spent some time watching Sienna back in New York. Her outlook? How she just floats about and takes each day as it comes, no worries, no stress, no second-guessing. She just goes with the flow, wherever fate takes her.”

“She does do that,” Jasmine said. “She really believes it too.”

“It’s…” He shook his head. “Well, it’s inspiring. She changed my way of thinking about things.”

“Mine too,” Jasmine admitted.

He grinned. “I knew you two were a thing in New York. Knew it.”

She rolled her eyes. “It turned out half the staff knew. Much to my chagrin. I’m still not sure how.”

“We all worked it out in different ways. I knew because you were so panicked when Dad fired her.”

“I was not panicked! I didn’t even say a word.”

“And that’s just it—any regular intern who’d been humiliated like that, even if you hated her, you’d have said, ‘Mark, is that really necessary?’” He imitated her long-suffering tone. “Because, Jasmine, you hate bullies. Now, with Sienna, whom we all knew you were friendly with, you said nothing. But your eyes! They were like, How dare you!”

Great. Apparently she had been leaking.

“Anyway, when Dad made my job untenable with his girlfriend, I decided. I’ll do a Sienna. See where fate takes me. I figured I’d come here first, since I have nothing better to do, and to say thanks and sorry I was an asshole. Also, if you need a hand around here, I’m happy to help.”

“A hand? What with?”

“It turns out I’m a rock star at running events. Launches, overseeing auctions, catalogs, and so on? I’m thinking of setting up my own international event company. I could take all your big events off your hands.”

Jasmine smiled. “I suppose we can trial you. See if you’re any good.” Her lips twitched.

“Okay. How about this: I’ll do your next launch for free.” He gave her a hopeful look. “You’d be my first client. I’m still figuring out where to base myself, but London’s as good a place to start as anywhere for now.”

Jasmine had only been teasing about the trial, but his ready acceptance made her wonder about him. “You’ve changed,” she said. “For the better.”

“So have you. You’re much happier. More relaxed. ‘Getting the girl’ works.”

“I enjoy being back where I belong. Finding my world again. Sharing it with someone who believes in what I do. All these things add up.”

Ethan scratched his chin. “Dad still misses you, you know. Because he can’t have you, probably.”

“I suspect that’s why. Do you think he ever loves anyone in a normal way?”

Ethan shook his head. “No. He’s only about possession.” He hesitated. “You know that lousy wallpaper he’s slapped up everywhere? In your office and your apartment? A few years back, when Dad was out celebrating too much, he told me what it meant.”

She stiffened. “And what was that?”

“He said it was called the Gilded Age, but that it should have been called the Gilded Cage because didn’t the vertical gold lines look just like bars?”

Jasmine’s nostrils flared. Her then-husband had liked the imagery of his wife being trapped in a cage? Not just at work, but at home too?

Oh, she’d already known how much Mark loved showing her off. To clients she was always, “Meet my beautiful wife, Jasmine Latouf.” Never a mention of her achievements or title. It was her plumage he loved.

Now she realized it was even worse than that. Mark loved that he’d caught her. To him, she’d just been an exotic bird.

Sympathy etched Ethan’s face, proving he knew exactly what he’d just revealed. “Would you rather I hadn’t told you?”

I already knew. Not literally, of course. But she’d always known, deep down. Grief had masked his red flags at first, but some part of her must have seen them. Filed them away.

Jasmine sighed. “It’s about what I expected. Perhaps I didn’t realize quite how deep his need to possess me ran, though. He kept that side hidden for years.”

“Yeah…” He drew the word out, looking appalled. “On that note, I brought you something.”

“Oh?”

“I remember when you first moved to New York, you’d just lost your dog?”

Reflexively Jasmine tangled her hands in Bibo’s fur. “Yes.”

He eyed her sadly. “And you don’t have photos of your dog?”

“I had some framed photos. They were lost in the move.”

He nodded. Then paused. “They weren’t lost in the move. Dad took them. Hid them. I thought it was so you wouldn’t miss your dog so much. A boy’s logic. But as a man, I know it was a manipulation. I took them out of his safe before I left. They’re all here.” Ethan passed her an envelope. “I’m sorry for all the things he did to you.” He looked so genuine.

She took the large yellow envelope and opened it. Dozens of photos spilled out of Suki, in all sorts of poses and expressions. She gasped in amazement, and then tears slipped down her cheeks. “Oh my God. I’d forgotten.”

Ethan bowed his head and mumbled, “God, Dad was a shit.”

“Oh, this one!” Jasmine held it up in delight. “Suki had just stolen my steak. I’d left it out to defrost and…”

She grabbed another. “Just after she’d had her nails clipped. She was so furious with me. Look at that enraged little face!” She held it out to Ethan, smiling, and then showed Bibo. “Look at your aunt!”

Bibo yawned.

She pulled out another one, a photo Dillon had taken and printed off for her. A “marketing opportunity,” he’d said at the time. “Suki interacts with gallery visitors.”

Except… She stared.

Suki was in the lap of a hoodie-wearing teenager, flopped in the beanbag, her little doggy tongue lolling. But in this photo, you could actually see the hoodie person’s face. She’d never noticed it at the time because she’d been so focused on her dog.

It was a young Sienna, so beautiful and innocent, with wide, soft eyes gazing lovingly at Suki.

“I’m getting it framed,” she said in awe, turning it to face Ethan.

He gasped. “That’s Sienna!”

“It is. She used to come to my gallery even as a teenager.”

“And then she accidentally stumbled into your office in New York?”

Jasmine laughed. “Pretty much.”

“Wow,” he said. “That’s incredible. You two really were meant to be.”

Well. Jasmine had no answer for that.

~ ~ ~

That night, Jasmine snuggled her lover in bed, exhausted after the gallery anniversary party.

Jasmine had shown Sienna the photo of her.

A surprised Sienna gazed at the picture for ages. “I’m so young!” she said with a laugh. “And so in love with your dog.”

“That seems fair since I’m in love with yours. Well. Your mother’s.”

“I can’t believe I went from this”—Sienna pointed at the photo—“to being in your bed. When it comes to ambition, I think I overshot the runway.”

“It’s a rather astonishing series of events,” Jasmine agreed. “Ethan thinks it’s proof we’re meant to be.”

“I still can’t believe he showed up!”

“He’s the man he always wanted to be now. It took a bit of growing up to get him there, but yes. And he gave me back my Suki photos, so I’ll forgive him a lot.”

“His new business idea sounds cool. It’ll be nice not to have to worry about event planning around here,” Sienna said. “He always seemed good at that.”

“He was excellent at it. When he believes in something, he works hard.”

Sienna stretched and then tugged Jasmine in closer. “Good. As long as he lays off flirting with me, it’ll be even better.”

“You won’t have to worry about that ever again.”

“No? Did you put the fear of God up him?”

“No. But trust me. It’s sorted.”

“Okay.” Sienna’s hand drifted down Jasmine’s arm, then slid over to cup her breast. “I’d rather not be talking about your ex’s son anymore.”

“What would you rather talk about?”

“Two things. One, I’ve been doing some research and found a bunch of good hotels across France that are dog friendly.”

“Why?”

“In case we decide to give your passport the workout you’ve always wanted. First stop: Henri Allard’s bursting with excitement to show me our finished Obsession. He’s invited us both to visit; he wants to give us the grand tour of his vineyard and restaurant. Last email, he even listed every five-star B&B in the area, ‘just in case.’ Mum’s already okayed us taking a driving holiday around Europe with Bibo. I told Henri we’d get back to him. But, sweetheart, it’s also fine if you don’t want to travel. It was just a thought.”

“Oh but I love it,” Jasmine purred, delighted by the suggestion. “You know, when I first returned to England, I decided that if you weren’t planning on staying, I’d wander the world with you. I thought we could visit interesting indie galleries and explore the art world together. Great minds think alike.”

“Oh, they do. Which brings me to the second thing I want to talk about.” Sienna smiled, expression wicked.

Jasmine arched an eyebrow.

“How aroused your nipple is. See? It’s practically doing a dance in my hand.”

Jasmine’s nipple was indeed standing at attention under Sienna’s soft caresses. Her lover teased it even more with her fingertips.

“I think I should kiss it now,” Sienna said earnestly. “Show how much I appreciate it.”

“I do agree appreciation is warranted,” Jasmine agreed. “As is anything else you can think of.”

“Important information to have,” Sienna teased, and she pushed up Jasmine’s nightie and regarded her plump breast with its dark, puckering areola. Her tongue did a quick circuit as Jasmine’s breath caught.

“I love it when you do that,” she murmured. “I love everything you do to me.”

“I think you’re soft on me,” Sienna said, smiling against her skin. “Speaking of soft…” Her hands skittered down Jasmine’s stomach and then just below it.

Jasmine gasped. “Very soft on you,” she agreed as Sienna set to work with her fingers.

Her lover had her measure with eerie accuracy these days. It didn’t take long before Jasmine was awash in arousal and pleasure.

She felt so free now, thanks to Sienna. Her heart was filled to capacity, and her career was flying once more. All because an accidental intern had upended her whole life. The proof was incontrovertible now, no doubt at all.

Jasmine Gemayel was a firm believer in fate.
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Length: 106,000 words (315 pages)

Life has become a farcical mess for icy British A-lister Elizabeth Thornton. America’s most-hated villain stars in a top-rated TV medical drama that she hates. Now, she’s been romantically linked to her perky, new co-star, Summer, due to the young woman’s clumsiness. As a closeted actress, that’s the last thing Elizabeth needs. If she could just get her dream movie role, life would be so much better. The only problem is that the eccentric French film-maker offering it insists on meeting her “girlfriend”, Summer, first.

Summer Hayes is devastated when her co-star shuns her for accidentally sparking rumors they’re lovers. Now the so-called British Bitch has the audacity to ask Summer to pretend to be her girlfriend to get her a role? Elizabeth doesn’t even like Summer! Oh, how she’d love to tell her no. And Summer definitely would if it wasn’t for the fact she’s maybe a tiny bit in love with the impossible woman.

A lesbian celebrity romance about gaining love, losing masks, and trying to stick to the script.
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Talented A-lister Cate Whitney is the gorgeous middle-aged movie star almost every lesbian has a crush on.

Rachel Janssen, an introverted medical physics student, is no exception. So when her celebrity crush starts filming near her Vancouver apartment, she can’t believe her luck.

A chance encounter with Cate leads to a little swooning, small-talk, and a shock offer to help the star as a science consultant on her Marie Curie film. And, wait, could Cate actually be flirting with Rachel?

However, as the chemistry sizzles between them, Rachel struggles with the harsh reality of being linked to a famous actress. Paparazzi keep dragging her into the spotlight when all she wants is to be taken seriously in her medical career.

Is falling for a superstar too much to handle? Even if sexy Cate Whitney is the one everyone wants? Even if she’s everything Rachel needs?

An age-gap lesbian celebrity romance about how much you’d risk to have your dream.
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Length: 107,000 words (298 pages)

Pop star Leontyne Blake might sing about love, but she stopped believing in it a long time ago. What women want is her image, not the real her. When her father has a stroke, she flees the spotlight and returns to her tiny Missouri hometown.

In her childhood home, she meets small-town nurse Holly Drummond, who isn’t impressed by Leo’s fame at all. That isn’t the only thing that makes Holly different from other women. She’s also asexual. For her, dating is a minefield of expectations that she has decided to avoid.

Can the tentative friendship between a burned-out pop star and a woman not interested in sex develop into something more despite their diverse expectations? 

A lesbian romance about seeking the perfect rhythm between two very different people—and finding happiness where they least expect it.


 

The Business of Love

Charley Clarke

ISBN: 978-3-96324-753-8

Length: 97,000 words (308 pages)

The only thing worse than fake marrying a woman for a job is falling in love with her! An opposites-attract lesbian romance that puts the ache in fake relationship.

Driven, reserved businesswoman Mackenzie Watson has one goal—take over her family company and secure her little sister’s future. The only wrinkle is her late grandmother’s decree that her company’s CEO must be married. 

Adding marriage into Mack’s well-ordered life is a recipe for disaster.  Her oh-so-logical solution? She’ll just hire a woman to be her wife for a year. Besides, maybe a little chaos is exactly what she needs…

Enter Taylor Sutton, the woman Mack accidentally stood up for a date six months ago. With a mountain of college debt, the barista could seriously use the money that comes with playing Mack’s wife. The big hitch—so to speak—is that her new wife is pretentious and arrogant and Taylor can’t stand even being in the same room with her.

God, Taylor pities anyone who’d fall in love with annoying, gorgeous Mack Watson and her kissable lips. 

Wait, what?

An opposites-attract lesbian romance that puts the ache in fake relationship.
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