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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      CARI

      

      “Cari!” My boss’s voice slices through the air like a whip. I grit my teeth. My fingers pause on the keyboard and the words on the screen blur as my focus shifts to the storm brewing near me. 

      His door is ajar and I can’t see him, but I can feel him: Jett Knight, my boss and  my personal tormentor, is probably hammering away at his keyboard like the Neanderthal he is. I brace myself, knowing what’s coming.

      His door flies open and he storms out like a hurricane ready to destroy everything in its path. I prefer the Neanderthal version of him, quietly smashing his keys into submission. Not this version: Jett Knight on a rampage.

      “I can’t find the Morgan contract.” His voice is low and dangerous. One hand grips his phone, the other swipes the back of his neck.

      Devilishly handsome and smelling like temptation itself, he strides to my desk, and I brace myself. That Armani suit, the sharp, navy blue one worn with his crisp white shirt and the blue silk tie, that suit means trouble.

      Thank goodness there’s a desk between us because the smell of his aftershave, a mix of cedarwood and something dark and spicy, hits me and makes my pulse race. That scent, combined with the heat rolling off his broad chest, is intoxicating.

      At thirty-three years old, this man is older than me by almost a decade. There’s something about an older man, about his commanding air, about the power he wields, that turns my insides to mush. That’s why it’s dangerous for me to even be within sniffing distance of him when he’s in this kind of mood. Because I’m scared I’ll give my feelings away.

      “Find it.” His cold blue eyes lock on me, and if looks could kill, I’d already be in the morgue.

      “Okaaaay.” I hesitate to get up, hating that he’s pulling me away from my work, barking orders at me while he’s on the phone with someone else. All he has to do is look through his filing cabinet and he’ll find it. But patience isn’t his strong suit, and he can be an ogre a lot of the time.

      Yet he has a gentler side, the caring side that comes out when his little girl is around. Then he turns into a big teddy bear. Can’t do enough for her. I see the pain in his eyes when he looks at her sometimes, like she reminds him of his loss. And then there’s the fact that he’s also extended his kindness to me in many ways. Especially during my mother’s illness. There were many moments where I got to see the tender Jett, now that I look back on that darkest time of my life.

      “Speak to you later, Dex. There’s a shitstorm brewing over here,” he says to his brother before sliding his cell phone into his pocket. 

      His jaw tightens as he glares at me. “I need it now, Cari. Not next year.” His words drip with sarcasm, and I should know better. I should have dropped everything and jumped to attention, like he expects me to, like I used to. Though lately, I can’t do it anymore. Something about the way he stands there, all tension and power, gets under my skin now where before I used to marvel at his commanding presence and his air of authority.

      I’m sick and tired of being treated like this by him. Especially when I see him with his girlfriends, or when I have to pick up trinkets or sexy lingerie from a store for him to give to them. I am so sick of this; pining for him when I should know better.

      “Bear with me, Jett. I’m only human. I can’t multi-task like a computer.” I force myself to stand, pressing my palms into the desk as I rise and take a few deep breaths to ground myself. I walk toward his office. “It’s in the folder labeled⁠—”

      “I don’t care where it is,” he snaps, cutting me off. “Just get it.” I whip my head in his direction, startled by his viciousness even though I should be used to it.

      “Someone’s in a very bad mood this morning,” I say, loud enough for him to hear before I storm out of my office and to the filing cabinets in his, putting distance between myself and this gorgeous, sexy, commanding monster. Yes, I have an office. All to myself. Though I don’t have an actual room to myself where I can shut the door if I need peace and privacy. It’s more an open plan space off a hallway, but it’s enough.

      Unfortunately, Jett’s office is only accessible through mine. But he’s usually away on business or in meetings around the building where his brothers and father have their offices.

      My eyes almost bulged out of my head when I came here for an interview three years ago. I’m a personal assistant to one of the three legitimate sons of Paul Knight, the billionaire patriarchal head of Knight Enterprises. He is a man I try to avoid at all costs. The head of a sprawling, diversified, global conglomerate with stakes in multiple industries, and a man who doesn’t have an ounce of warmth in him. He’s driven by the desire to make more money, even when he’s got more than enough and could solve all the world’s problems with his fortune.

      Jett follows me in, and starts pacing around his office as he takes another call. I wonder who it is this time. From what I can make out, it’s not Alicia, or one of his brothers. Or the Italian Knights, who are the other three sons Paul Knight had with a mistress. I can’t remember which of the assistants coined that term, but it has stuck.

      “It’s probably where it always is, if you’d bothered to look properly,” I mutter under my breath as I rifle through the filing cabinet. I find and pull out the file. It was there all along. Filed under M. Any idiot could have found it.

      I place it on his desk.

      “I need to go. I have a meeting. We can pick this up later.” He hangs up and slams the phone on his desk. “A meeting with my father. The last thing I fucking need,” he groans.

      The mention of his father sends a shiver through me. Paul Knight is a force to be reckoned with and he rules with an iron fist. Every time he calls a meeting, Jett becomes even more unbearable than usual. His father has that effect on him. He has that effect on all his sons, really. Though Dex and Zach appear to be relatively calmer and nicer than their older counterpart.

      “It was exactly where it was supposed to be.” I can’t help myself, and I immediately regret my words. This is not the time to push buttons. Not when Paul Knight is breathing down Jett’s neck.

      “Easy for you to find, then.” Jett barely looks at me, let alone thanks me, as he sits down in his executive chair. But now his gaze flicks over to me, the intensity in his bright blue eyes taking in my appearance for a second longer than necessary. My heart does a small somersault in my chest and my eyes go to his silk tie. Sometimes in my moments of delusion I dream about undoing it and …

      He moves his mouse around on its mat then growls. “I can’t find the fucking link to the meeting. Can you find it?” he snaps, just as his phone goes off again. He stands up, stepping back from his chair and expecting me to sit down and solve his problem instantly.

      “I’m sure I can,” I say, tightly. I stare at the screen, unsure of what exactly it is he expects me to do. I slide his coffee cup to the side and out of my way. “Where is it?” I try to keep my voice level. I’m not so sure he wants me to go snooping through his mailbox. Unless he wants me to look in his online calendar.

      He hovers over me, his bicep inches from my face as I find myself squeezed between the desk and him. Then he leans in, dipping his head as he reads the computer screen. His breaths stir the loose strand of hair by my ear and I’m tempted to tuck it away, but I’m frozen in this moment, because his scent and body heat blanket me, holding me hostage, making my pulse race. My breathing turns choppy. My senses are overloaded and I become hyperaware of his every move; his every breath, his quiet inhale and exhale, the glint of his oversized black-and-silver watch face.

      His capable fingers drum on the desk.

      “It’s in this inbox, somewhere.” He’s clearly irritated, and I’m not surprised that he hasn’t yet found it.

      His body brushes against mine as he shifts back slightly, our hands touching for the briefest of seconds. Every nerve in my body lights up like a firework. This man is all hard muscle, and my skin tingles where we touched. I’m not sure if he even noticed, but I’m too stunned to move. It reminds me of that time he comforted me, when he wrapped his arms around me and held me in my darkest moment.

      Eliana would kill me if I told her about this.  My best friend and roommate has been telling me to quit for over a year. She knows the full extent of my Jett-induced condition.

      I will leave.

      I have to.

      For my sanity, if nothing else. It just hasn’t happened yet. I’ve been grieving, unable to step out of my comfort zone and do something new. Take the next step. Up until a few months ago, it was sheer torture just to get out of bed and get myself to work.

      I miss my mom so much, but I am slightly better now. I can make it to the office and back, sometimes without thinking about her during my workday. She still haunts me at night, and there are mornings when I wake up and think she’s still here.

      It was really for my mom that I stayed on here. I needed this job because it allowed me to put my mom on my health insurance. And Jett was really good about letting me have time off when I needed to be with her. He has his good moments, and he’s really not so bad.

      Despite his arrogance, despite how infuriating he can be, I’ve seen glimpses of his heart. He adores his daughter, Brooke, and seeing him with her was enough to keep me tethered here, even when everything in me screamed to run.

      “I’ve found it,” I whisper, pointing to the screen as Jett continues his conversation with his brother. I glance up at him as he bends down, his gaze flicks ever-so-quickly to my lips.

      Oh my goodness. He really did that. It’s too much, him being so close, looking at my lips. My heart leaps inside my ribcage and I spring up out of his chair, knocking the coffee cup over in my haste.

      My insides deflate in dismay just as quickly as the dark liquid bleeds across the desk, seeping into the edges of his desk diary. “Shit.”

      “Cari!” He lets out a frustrated cry, but there’s something else there, something weary. “What the hell?” He looks down at the spill, his expression blank, but I hear the disappointment in his voice loud and clear.

      I can be such a klutz sometimes.

      “I’m sorry.” I scramble to fix the mess, my fingers trembling as I burn with humiliation. I always turn into a quivering wreck in front of him. He’s so mature, and so composed. I can’t do anything right in his eyes. If only I were as cool and as glacial as Alicia. Heat tinges my cheeks like a pubescent teen and I’m horrified by what I’ve done. In my panic, I grab the edge of my dress and use it to frantically mop up the coffee. Brilliant move, Cari. Brilliant.

      I glance up to see Jett staring at my exposed leg. He quickly clears his throat and looks away, not saying a word. He’s already back at his computer as the meeting with his father starts.

      Paul Knight’s voice booms through the speakers, setting the tone for what I know is going to be a long, painful day for Jett.

      And probably for me, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      JETT

      

      My assistant can be a bit ditzy at times, but she’s usually very efficient, and she’s the reason I function as well as I do. She organizes and fixes things for me. I rely on her too much.

      Then there are moments when she gets distracted. Her mom’s passing six months ago hit her hard. I understand it, though. I know what it’s like to grow up without a mother.

      I was right there by Cari’s side after her mother lost the fight for her life. I’d been awful to her. A huge deal I desperately needed was stalled at the last moment because she missed something, and I unleashed my fury on her. I should have picked up on what she missed because she was going through such a tough time. I had no idea that her mother was lying in the hospital sick with an infection which spiraled into sepsis and took her life. I rushed to the hospital only to see Cari fall apart.

      I’m usually the last person to offer comfort, except to Brooke, my beautiful little girl. But that day, I couldn’t bear to watch Cari wrapping her arms around herself, as if she were trying to keep from falling apart. Tears streamed down her pale face, and I couldn’t stand there and do nothing. I pulled her to me, and she melted against my chest. I hugged her tight and tucked her head under my chin. She was so small and fragile in my arms, and she broke into pieces while I held her.

      That day is etched into my brain forever.

      I don’t yell at her for fun. She probably thinks I do it more since her mom passed, but that’s not what’s going on. There are moments where I see Cari drift off to another place. I know when it happens because I see grief crawling over her, winding its heavy vines around her and rooting her in sorrow. In those moments I try to do something, anything, to evoke an emotion other than the heartache and suffering she’s feeling. It works, because I see it. I see how my words and my moods incite a spark back into her eyes. They make her react, give her a fire and animation that’s a million times better than her drifting around the office with a blank expression. I will take Cari’s anger any time over her bottomless misery.

      So I do my best to elicit a reaction, because anything is better than seeing her heartbroken.

      But she is a dichotomy. One moment she’s a super-organized tower of efficiency who I’d be lost without. But some days I get the other Cari. Like the one who just tipped over my coffee cup and then mopped it up with her dress.

      I didn’t need to see her bare leg. Not as I’m about to start a meeting with my overbearing father. At times like this I need to be on my A game, and sometimes, Cari knocks me right off it.

      I stare at the computer screen, at my father’s cold face, and I listen. But my office smells of coffee, and it’s hard to focus.

      “I don’t like it,” my father says, pulling me back into the meeting. Thankfully, Zach is also in on this call.

      “What’s not to like?” I try to mask my irritation. I caught the gist of what he was saying. Our father distrusts everyone and everything. Hell, I’m the same way, probably more like him than I’d care to admit. Alicia once said that, along with every other woman I’ve introduced to the old man.

      “I don’t trust them, but that’s because I don’t know them. Yet. Is that the time?” my father grumbles, glancing at the corner of the screen.

      “It’s almost ten in the morning over here,” Zach says helpfully, ever the diligent son out of the three of us—six, if you count the Half-Knights. Brothers by another mother. The secret family that upended our world and our mother’s.

      Of us all, Zach is the one who seems desperate for our father’s love and attention. He’s the only one who calls him “Dad.” The rest of us don’t call him anything, if we can help it. We meet every so often at the Knight family dinners that our father hosts at his place, with me and my brothers and the other Knights. We all sit around the table, eating and talking shop. It’s a painful evening for everyone. Except, possibly, our father. He relishes the torture of putting us all together. I’m certain that he insists on it, not because he cares for unity, or about us being a family, but because a united front is vital to keeping his empire intact.

      “I’m looking at AO Eletronica. The owner, a hugely successful businessman, is worth billions. I like their business, it’s in the telecoms and electronics space, but I need to get to know him better as a person to see how we can help one another. Wine and dine him and his management board,” our father says. “And until I do that, I don’t trust them.”

      You don’t trust anyone.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll suss them out, Dad.” Zach reassures him again and I nod in agreement, my contribution minimal. Why isn’t Dex on this call? I was just talking to him earlier. The smart guy probably wised-up and found something to keep him busy. No one likes a meeting with Paul Knight, but a morning meeting just sets the day up wrong.

      “Are we done?” I ask, feeling a tightness at the back of my neck.

      “For now.” Our father hangs up.

      “Speak to you later,” I say to Zach, and hang up, before standing up and stretching. The tension in my shoulders ease with a satisfying crack. The air smells like coffee and wet fabric but my desk is spotless now, thanks to Cari.

      I step out of the office to find her. She’s standing at the copier with her back to me, still wearing that same damp dress. The soft hum of the photocopier fills the room. I clear my throat, but she doesn’t turn around. I wonder if she’s ignoring me on purpose?

      “Isn’t that still wet?” I ask, making my way toward her.

      She jerks her head toward me, cheeks flushed. She’s always been terrible at hiding her emotions.

      “Your dress,” I explain, gesturing toward the fabric clinging to her. “It’s still looks wet.”

      Nose up in the air, she swipes her photocopied sheets and swans away. “I’ll live.”

      She’s been quieter lately, and it doesn’t sit right with me. Normally, we trade banter; her sharp comebacks, my dry humor. Direct orders work best with Cari. She responds to those.

      She sits down, placing the pile of papers on her desk before continuing with her work. She doesn’t engage in small talk. I talk; she works.

      “Go buy yourself a new dress.” I pull out my credit card and offer it to her. Just as I expected, her brown eyes flash with defiance as she glances at the card, looking at it like I’ve handed her a dead rat. I don’t understand why she looks confused. I’ve given her the card before, to pick up gifts, jewelry, and lingerie for my girlfriends; things I don’t put on the company credit card.

      “I have my own money, Jett.” Her voice is low, almost wounded.

      “It’s just a suggestion,” I huff, trying to shake off the tension. It certainly wasn’t my intention to make her feel like she couldn’t afford it herself. She shakes her head, and I slip the card back into my wallet. “Have it your way. But that,” I motion at her outfit with my hand, “is a bad look for the office, especially if a client walks in and sees that.”

      “I’ll dry it with a hand dryer in the washroom.” She goes back to her work, still not meeting my eyes. Come to think of it, she’s been off for a while now. Even when I sent her to pick up those earrings for Alicia from Cartier, she didn’t throw her usual quips at me. I miss the barbed comments, the verbal sparring.

      I miss the old Cari.

      “We’re leaving early tomorrow,” I say, changing the subject. I’m going on a short business trip to Monaco, and when Alicia heard about it she wanted to come along. So, we’re going a few days early to have some time to enjoy the sights. I don’t care for it much, but Alicia says she could do with a break. “I won’t be in the office for the rest of the week.”

      “Enjoy your vacation,” Cari mutters without looking up.

      “It’s not a vacation.” I grit my teeth. “It’s business.” Of the seven days, five are for business, meetings with investors and shareholders, then more meetings with a couple of startups I’m interested in. Plenty of things to keep me busy.

      She meets my gaze, and something flickers there—something dark, simmering beneath the surface of those russet-brown eyes, something that has me feeling instantly restless and edgy.

      “Okay then ... Enjoy your business, Mr. Knight.”

      I’m about to make a comment. She doesn’t usually call me Mr. Knight, but recently, in prickly moments, she has been.
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        * * *

      

      “Daddy!” My little girl’s cheeky smile welcomes me.

      I open my arms, and she rushes towards me in her pink unicorn nightshirt, her damp hair still smelling like shampoo. “Gotcha, sprout,” I say, settling her on my hip as she wraps her arms around my neck.

      “Anything I should know?” I ask Anna, my live-in nanny.

      “She’s been waiting up for you, Mr. Knight. She’s had dinner, and a bath, and we’ve done some coloring, and the homework school sent. She didn’t want to go to bed without seeing you.”

      “You did the coloring without me?”

      “You weren’t here, Daddy. I never seen you ‘till bedtime.”

      I nod to Anna. “Thanks, I’ll take it from here.” After a hard day at work, the best thing in my life is coming home to my girl. We live in a four-story townhouse-style apartment in the heart of Tribeca. Me, Dex, and Zach. We each have an apartment on a separate floor, each accessed by a private elevator.

      This works for us, because it keeps us close but separate. Gives us privacy when we need it, but a chance to easily meet up if we need to. Naturally, being the oldest, I have the top floor penthouse. Dex and Zach have the lower floors, and we have a pool, sauna, and gym on the ground floor.

      Unlike the office block we share with our father and the Half-Knights in Midtown Manhattan, we have our own living space, away from the boys who live in SoHo. I like that distance between us.

      With my girl in my arms, I swirl her around in the air. Brooke giggles. “Daddy, stop!” So, I do, and sit on her bed with her still in my arms. Soon she’ll be too big for this. She’s no longer the chubby toddler I used to know. Now she’s all long legs and skinny arms. She’s only four, almost five.

      Brooke snuggles into me, and I sit down on her bed, holding her close. She’s growing up too fast. “I’m sorry I was late for dinner.”

      “You’re going tomorrow. Anna said you’re going for a long time.”

      I make a face, feeling genuinely wretched. I hate leaving her, but business comes first, for the moment. I would happily have taken Brooke with me, but her teacher said a week was too long to be out of school. She said Brooke needs stability, and consistency. I already took her skiing with us a few months ago when I pulled her out of her class for ten days, so I guess she has a point. “It’s not a long time, sprout,” I tell her gently. “It’s not weeks and weeks and weeks. It’s seven days.”

      Her face scrunches up just as her eyes widen. “That’s a long time, Daddy!”

      “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “But when will you come back? It’s my party, ‘member?”

      “I do remember. How could I forget such an important date?” I drop a kiss on her forehead. Because of Brooke’s birthday, I tacked a few days onto the start of the trip, not the end. There’s no way I’m missing this milestone. She beams me a smile that melts my heart and I rush to reassure her, stroking her damp hair. “I’m sorry things are so hectic, that I’m always so busy. But one day soon, things will slow down and we’ll be able to spend lots of time together.”

      “You promise?” Her eyes fill with hope.

      “I promise.” But I feel like a liar saying these words, even though a part of me wants them to be true. We’re always working, doing deals, traveling, and expanding our empire. It seems as if our father thrives on all of this, but I’m becoming aware that I’m missing the chance to see my little girl grow up. She’s already without a mother, and I need to be a better parent. I need to be a father and a mother, but I’m doing a lousy job at the moment.

      This addiction to money that afflicts my father, I once had too—until Brooke was born. But I was forced to slow down and enjoy what little happiness we got to share as a family—Sophia, Brooke, and I. And then when Sophia died, I got caught up again in chasing deals and money. More as a distraction, than anything.

      Brooke frowns as if she doesn’t believe me. “Anna’s not gonna be there,” she says.

      What? I huff as I start to remember. Of course she isn’t. She’s going away that weekend on a bachelorette party. I forget whose. Might even be hers, for all I know. “You’re right, she isn’t.”

      “You forgot, didn’t you?” She stares at me accusingly. How did she get so clever?

      “No, no.” It’s not technically a lie, since I knew,, but I just forgot this week. The meeting with my father was unnerving, and Alicia has been a distraction. “I know it’s your party.”

      “Is Cari coming?”

      My stomach drops. Fuck. Something else I forgot to do. I forgot to ask her. I beam a smile at my girl but she sees right through it.

      “Did you forget, Daddy?”

      I sure did. “I’ve been busy, sprout. Don’t you worry, I’ll sort it out.”

      “I want Cari there.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” I promise, knowing I’ll have to call Cari as soon as we’re in Monaco.

      Brooke adores her, and I can’t imagine the party without Cari being there. Alicia and my previous girlfriends have commented on their unusual connection, but I’ve brought Brooke to the office many times over the years. From what I remember, Cari met her during her first week on the job and took a liking to Brooke straightaway. Brooke seemed to bond with Cari, too. What I find most perplexing is how an only child like Cari can be so good with children, when she doesn’t have any siblings of her own?

      But Cari has so many endearing qualities, and she’s got a big heart. Her smile is infectious, as is her laughter, even though I haven’t seen much of these things in the last few months. “I can ask her, but she might be busy,” I forewarn my girl.

      Brooke grins, already content with my answer. Any mention of Cari has that effect. I owe my assistant so much. “I’ll ask her, and let’s hope she can make it.”

      My little angel nods, and I press a kiss on her cheeks, first one then the other, then a kiss on her forehead, nose, and chin. She giggles. “How about I read a book to you?” I offer, wanting to end the night on a good note. I want her to be happy with me, and to feel loved and cherished.

      She races to her bookshelf and grabs her favorite bedtime stories. As she curls up beside me, I kiss the top of her head, guilt gnawing at me. My daughter deserves more than a distracted father and a carousel of girlfriends who take up what little free time I have outside of business.

      Business comes first most of the time, but I’m determined to fix things. I’m taking Brooke to Bermuda for a long vacation soon. It’s a business trip, but I’ll make sure I spend quality time with my little girl.
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      CARI

      

      Just as I’m about to flip my fried egg, my phone buzzes and my heart sinks to my ankles when I see the name on the screen: Jett Knight.

      I freeze.

      My boss is FaceTiming me from Monaco.

      That’s never happened before. Panic squeezes my chest as I smooth down my hair, feeling a slow wave of paralysis. Should I answer? Is this about Brooke? What if it’s an emergency?

      I swipe to accept the call.

      Jett’s familiar, intense gaze widens slightly, and he tilts his head; his classic tell that he’s surprised or caught off guard. I’ve spent enough time around him to know his every microexpression. “Hey.” His voice is rich and smooth, like velvet wrapping itself around me, leaving a trail of heat in its wake.

      Damn him.

      Even from thousands of miles away, he manages to scramble my insides and effortlessly pull me under his spell.

      I hate that he has this power over me. I hate that he does it while lounging in a luxury apartment half a world away, with his girlfriend draped around him like an accessory. “Did you mean to call me?” I ask, keeping my tone flat, hoping it hides the traitorous warmth creeping up my neck. I hate that he has this effect on me even when I’m in the comfort of my own home and out of his kingdom.

      His brows furrow as he studies me, probably trying to figure out where I am. “Yes, that’s why I called you.”

      My stomach flips. “You’ve never FaceTimed me before,” I blurt, my mind whirring. Monaco ... He’s in Monaco and the time difference must be ... what, six hours ahead? I smooth my hair again, stepping away from the kitchen and into the hallway, out of earshot from Eliana.

      “Sorry to disturb you at home.” He shifts slightly, and behind him, the sky is painted in hues of gold and pink. It’s the kind of sunset I love. I could just stare at it and be happy. But I also feel a pang of envy. I know exactly where he’s staying, because I made the booking. It’s a place with seven-star service and spectacular views. He doesn’t own a place in Monaco. Not yet, but it’s just a matter of time before the Knights stake their claim there, too.

      I know everything. Where they’re staying, his meetings, even the restaurants I suggested for his precious downtime. It was torture planning this trip and there were times when I couldn’t help but imagine myself there in place of his girlfriend.

      “I was talking to Brooke. She FaceTimed me, which is why I didn’t think before calling you.”

      My irritation melts at the mention of his daughter. Brooke is everything Jett isn’t. She’s sweet, warm, and full of joy.

      “Is everything okay?” A flicker of worry gnaws at me. She’s back home with her nanny in that sprawling apartment. I wonder if she’s lonely.

      “She’s fine. She reminded me of something I meant to ask you.” He sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve been so busy⁠—”

      “You’re always busy.” My words come out sharper than intended. He just nods like that’s a fact of life. “What is it?”

      Before he can answer, my gaze drifts to the background again, where Alicia is lounging on the balcony wearing nothing but his shirt. The oversized fabric swallows her, but it’s impossible to miss the half-buttoned front. I grit my teeth. She’s tall, leggy, effortlessly stunning, and there’s no doubt what happened before she slipped into his clothes.

      He clears his throat, drawing my attention back to him. “I should have asked before, but ... Anna’s going to a bachelorette party this weekend, and Brooke’s birthday is⁠—”

      Of course. I knew this was coming. He forgot. And now, like clockwork, here I am. His go-to fix-it girl. “You want me to help out at Brooke’s party,” I finish for him, my voice tight. It’s always something with him. Always asking for more.

      “No.” He shakes his head so vigorously, I’m scared he’ll give himself whiplash. “No, it’s not that at all.” He pauses, keeping me on edge. If it’s not that, then why is he calling me?

      “Brooke was upset. She’s growing older now and becoming more aware, and she told me she’s really sad that her mommy is never there.”

      “Oh.” I put a hand to my chest. I’ve always had a special place in my heart for that little girl. Ever since I found out how young she was when her mother passed away.

      This year especially, Brooke’s misfortune sits heavier on me. I was twenty-three years old when my mom passed away. Brooke was two. I’m certain she doesn’t even remember her mom. “I’ll be there,” I tell him. I don’t need to hear the rest. Jett doesn’t need to convince me.

      “I’ll help out, if I’m needed,” I offer. Anything to make Brooke’s party so amazing that the little cherub won’t even have time to feel sad. Besides, I have ulterior reasons for wanting to be there, because I got so carried away with the planning of her party. I took it right out of Anna’s hands when Jett told me that she was making a half-hearted attempt at organizing the event.

      Brooke not having the party she dreamed of was something I couldn’t live with. If she had a mother, her mother would have done it. I offered to take it on and ended up planning the entire thing. Now I’m itching to see how the party ends up.

      Before I can respond, Eliana sidles up next to me, and I can already sense her annoyance when she sees Jett’s face on my screen. She steps away and mimes hanging up, rolling her eyes in disapproval. She’s never liked how much Jett leans on me—or how I let him.

      “Why’s he calling you at home?” she mouths, shaking her head.

      “Sorry, what?” I miss Jett’s last words, distracted by Eliana’s exaggerated gestures. She doesn’t like my boss, and what she hates even more is that I can’t often say “no” to him.

      “I’m going to a concert that day,” I tell him.

      “You are?” His brows push together. “With whom?”

      “The Mayflies,” I blurt out.

      “With whom?”

      “What?” I don’t understand the question.

      “Tell him you can’t babysit his daughter or work extra hours, no matter how tempting he makes it for you,” Eliana hisses directly in my ear.

      Jett’s face turns somber. “Hey, look, then don’t worry about it. I’ll tell Brooke you had other plans⁠—”

      “No! Don’t do that. Do not do that.” I can’t, I won’t let Brooke down. I’d hate to disappoint the motherless, sweet, and cute little girl who deserves to have a wonderful birthday. Especially if she’s becoming aware that she’s probably the only one in her class who doesn’t have a mother. My own loss, so raw and so recent, makes my heart bleed for that child.

      “But you have plans. A concert, no less,” Jett says.

      “I’ll make it in time for the concert. You don’t have to worry about that, and you’re arriving in the morning,” I remind him. I hope he’ll be at the party on time. I told him that it was the day of Brooke’s party when I booked the flights, and reiterated that he was cutting it close landing the same day. He told me he had an important meeting that morning, one he couldn’t possibly miss. He assured me that he would be back on time.

      “I am, we are. I’ll be at the party on time.” He stares at me. Even though he’s looking at me through a phone, I feel as if he’s right here. In my kitchen. Standing close by. Sometimes his gaze is so intense, my breath hitches in my throat.

      Eliana jabs her finger at me. “What if you’re late for The Mayflies?” she hisses.

      I won’t be, I mouth back.

      “Is he deaf? You’re busy,” Eliana says, loud enough so that Jett will hear. “We have tickets! What can’t he understand?”

      “I already told him that,” I say, accidentally speaking that into the phone.

      “Told me what?” Jett’s bright blue eyes settle on me.

      “Can you check on my egg?” I whisper to my friend, desperate to get her off my back.

      “It’s burned to a crisp,” Eliana mutters, before disappearing.

      “Sorry. That was my roommate.” I have a sneaky feeling that Jett’s heard most of that. Eliana doesn’t hide her contempt for him, and she’s pissed off that I still work there. I’ve been trying to leave.

      Trying.

      But so far, it’s not going to plan.

      It’s in moments like this, when I see Jett with his girlfriend in the background, that I wish I’d never walked into this man’s life. It’s sheer torture being in the office, being around him. Ordering gifts for his lovers, booking plane tickets, making reservations for tables at the top restaurants, the best hotels, for him and someone else.

      “I’ll pay you five hundred dollars for the trouble,” Jett says.

      I choke in surprise. Five hundred dollars? Neon dollar signs flash before my eyes. That’s almost half my rent. Eliana is at my ear again, hissing, “Don’t fall for it. He always does this.”

      “No. I won’t take any money for coming to Brooke’s birthday party.”

      “But I feel like I’ve guilt-tripped you into coming,” he says, “It’s just that Brooke wanted me to ask you, and I promised her I would. Please take the payment, Cari. This is a weekend, and you deserve your time off. You shouldn’t be at my beck and call on your free time.”

      His words send a shiver down my spine. “I’m not at your beck and call, Mr. Knight.”

      He raises an eyebrow, as if he’s not sure why I’ve reverted to calling him Mr. Knight. This is also a new thing, ever since my mom died and Jett was there for me. We shared a moment. He was at my mother’s bedside not long after the monitor flatlined and she passed away. When I was all alone, Jett held me in my time of need. After that, something shifted.

      I call him Mr. Knight only when he strikes at something and I don’t care to analyze it. It’s usually when he’s annoyed me, or he’s said or done something that causes an inappropriate image to flash through my mind.

      “Take the money, Cari.”

      “I will not. I’m honored that Brooke invited me. Please let her know that I’ll be there.”

      One day soon, I’ll have to find the strength to walk away from this man.

      But not today.
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      JETT

      

      I’ve messed up again. I’m an hour late for my little girl’s party.

      I’m the only parent she has, and I should have done better. I should have been better. I should have come back a day earlier, like Cari said, instead of being adamant about attending an important meeting this morning.

      I walk into the opulent hotel lobby, carrying two big bags of gifts, scanning for Brooke. The hotel is elegant, fancy but whimsical, just like my little girl wanted. Cari has done a great job. We follow the hotel receptionist as she leads the way, her cheeks flushing a shade of pink when she realizes who I am. Now she seems slightly flustered.

      “This way, Mr. Knight,” she says, breathlessly.

      “How long do we have to stay here?” Alicia asks, already putting a damper on the day. It’s not the reaction I want my girlfriend to have, not when it comes to my daughter. We had a few good days to unwind, but lately, I’m starting to realize she’s never satisfied. All my girlfriends seem to follow the same pattern. They start out sweet and understanding, then slowly, inevitably, become more demanding. They don’t show it so much at first, but over time I see how they avoid doing things with Brooke. Alicia and I have been together for almost seven months, and it’s usually around this time that I start seeing the cracks.

      The women I date want me, not my daughter. But my daughter is my life and she’s always number one in my world, even if I’m still adjusting to this “single dad” role. I want her to have the best of everything, because I feel so bad that she doesn’t have a mother. I try to make up for that loss and vow that I will be better, but there’s always another deal or the lure of more money.

      “You can go now, if it’s too much for you.” I don’t even look at her.

      She squeezes my hand. “Don’t be like that.”

      The receptionist opens the door to the large room, and the sound of children’s laughter and excited chatter fills the space. My eyes widen.

      The room is magical. Elephant decorations, and elephant-shaped lights are strung across the ceiling, and a dreamy pastel color scheme that makes it look like a fairytale. Brooke wanted a Cinderella theme, with elephants, and Cari made it happen. My little girl sits in the front row with her back to me, her long brown silky hair cascading down her back. She’s wearing a sparkling blue dress, her tiara perched perfectly on her head. She really thinks she’s Cinderella today. My heart aches. I hate that I wasn’t here from the start.

      “Holy shit,” Alicia murmurs, sounding awestruck. “This is your daughter’s party?”

      There’s a pastel-colored balloon arch, a popcorn stand, a cotton candy station, a chocolate fountain, and a candy buffet. I wonder if Cari was inspired by Tobias Stone’s Christmas party. This is magnificent. There’s an elephant pinata suspended in the air. A woman paints children’s faces, and a wizard entertainer, complete with a pointed hat, does magic tricks at the front.

      “Isn’t she just five?” Alicia drawls. Her voice lacks warmth and there’s something bitter laced in there.

      The wizard calls Brooke to the front, and she eagerly jumps up, her eyes glittering with excitement as she runs over carrying her beloved tattered elephant. I facepalm. She takes that plushy with her everywhere. We bought it soon after she was born. To this day, it’s Brooke’s favorite toy, though it looks all battered and tattered now. She has a butterfly painted on her cheek, and the sight of her joy brings a smile to my face. The wizard makes balloon animals for her, but each time he hands one to her, it pops, and Brooke bursts into laughter, joined by the other children. My heart swells. She’s everything to me.

      “She is. Cari did well,” I murmur, my gaze sweeping across the room as I look for a place to leave her presents. I’ve been taking note of everything Brooke said she liked, and I bought her everything.

      My father says I shouldn’t spoil her, and that kids who have everything grow up to be brats. My brothers and I didn’t have big parties, or get lots of presents. No cars on milestone birthdays, or expensive watches. Yet ours was still a privileged life. I realize that now. We lived in expensive homes, had the best education, and we didn’t want for anything.

      Except maybe love from our father. It was the important things he skimped on, like giving love and spending time with us. I’ll never deprive Brooke of the former, and I’m trying to get better with the latter.

      It was our mother who gave us the most special and priceless of things. She would spoil us with days out creating memories, moments I hold onto even now. She’d insist on baking our birthday cakes and spending the entire day together, just my brothers and my mom. My father was always absent. He was too busy building the Knight empire.

      “Who?” Alicia asks.

      “Cari.”

      “Your assistant did this?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Doesn’t she already have a full-time job working for you?”

      “She does, but somehow she manages it all.” The words come out with a hint of awe. Cari has pulled off something truly special. How did she find the time to do this? A thought crosses my mind: maybe I should give her another raise. Though I just gave her one a few months ago. Another one might make her suspicious.

      I glance around the room, but I don’t see her. Did she decide to skip the party and go to the concert instead? Did she have a date, maybe? I shake the twisted thought out of my head. No. Cari wouldn’t do that. She’s dependable, more so than anyone I know. I didn’t check in with her yesterday to confirm her attendance because I was in meetings all day, but I didn’t think I needed to. It’s Cari, and she’s completely reliable and trustworthy.

      “Where is she?” Alicia asks.

      I set my bags down and scratch my neck, feeling uncomfortable. Cari would never let Brooke down, but she doesn’t seem to be here. “I’m not sure.”

      Then I spot her by a table piled high with gifts, carefully arranging them. I never see her out of her usual office attire, and she looks so different. Effortlessly casual. Relaxed and beautiful. She’s casually dressed in jeans that fit her perfectly. She’s wearing a gold chain with a black oval-shaped gemstone dipping down the front of her dark green satin top. Naturally, my attention goes there. She looks less like my assistant in her usual pencil skirts and blouses. Even from here, I see the flustered blush of her cheeks and that long, loose red hair that’s usually tied up is now tumbling around her shoulders.

      There are days when I find myself thinking of her more than I should. She pauses to fan her face, looking a little overwhelmed.

      I’m about to head over when Brooke sees me. She’s still with the magician who’s now creating an elephant out of balloons. The huge smile on her face fills me with joy, but in the next instant, her eyes fill with tears. Her lip wobbles, and my heart plunges into my belly. She’s going to cry. I feel wretched.

      I caused this.

      She’s sad and so painfully aware that her mother isn’t here on her special day, but me? I let her down. I don’t deserve this precious angel.

      You’re no better than your own father.

      The wizard’s balloon pops again, and she bursts into laughter. Relief washes over me as I watch her laugh.

      “Hey.” Dex’s voice interrupts my thoughts. My middle brother nudges me in the ribs. “I can’t believe you made it back on time.”

      “This isn’t him being on time. He’s late.” Zach rolls his eyes. “Hey, Alicia. How was Monaco?”

      “Fantastic.” She snakes her arm around my waist.

      “Good,” I add, trying to peer around Zach’s head. “Did you guys get here early?”

      “‘Course we did.” Dex grins.

      “What happened to the nanny?” Zach asks.

      “She’s at a bachelorette party she couldn’t miss,” Dex answers for me. “That’s why Superwoman over there is on it.”

      “Who?” Alicia asks.

      “Her.” Dex jerks his chin toward Cari. “The woman my brother can’t function without.”

      I clear my throat, an odd feeling settling in my chest. “I hope you guys were helping.” With Anna not being here, and my brothers referring to Cari as Superwoman, I hope they’ve not sat back and relied on her to run around doing things. Though I have a feeling that Cari would step in if needed. For Brooke, she would do anything.

      “There wasn’t anything to do,” Dex says. “Superwoman took care of it all.”

      Typical response. I walk toward Cari, not in the mood for my brothers’ commentary.

      “This is amazing, Cari!” I set the gift-filled bags on the table.

      “Daddy! Daddy, you’re here!” Brooke comes barreling past Cari, her little arms reaching for me. I scoop her up, holding her close to me. Her laughter rings in my ears, washing away the stress of the last few days.

      “I’m here, princess,” I say, breathing her in. “And here,” I show her the bags, “are all the things you wanted.”

      “Thanks, Daddy. But you’re late.” She pouts, making me feel worse than I already do.

      “I came as soon as I could. I’m sorry, angel, but the flight was delayed.”

      “Delayed?” Cari asks, a hint of disbelief in her voice. She’s watching me closely. It’s the first time I see her displeasure so clearly. Usually, she hides it well. “Your flight was delayed?” she asks again.

      I don’t like the stone-cold edge in her tone. “You sound as if you don’t believe me, and I don’t blame you. But yes, it was. Something about a hydraulic leak.”

      “I did remind you that it was cutting it close,” Cari points out. She seems to gloat in reminding me of my shortcomings.

      “I couldn’t leave Monaco any earlier because of a meeting that couldn’t be moved,” I say, wearily. “Maybe I should have missed it, but then I’d have the wrath of my father to contend with.” I scratch my jaw, wondering why I put up with his shit. My daughter should come first, and it’s about time I started making sure she does. As far as my father is concerned, family doesn’t matter. Money. Empire. Legacy. That’s all he cares about, but maybe some things need to change.

      Cari shrugs and fiddles with the gemstone on her chain. “Okay, Jett. Whatever you say, but you let Brooke down. You need to make her understand and make it up to her.”

      “I came as fast as I could,” I tell her. Brooke clings to me, her tiny arms tight around my neck. Despite all her friends, the magician, the popcorn, and the balloons, she just wants me.

      “I chartered a flight out when they told us it would take at least two hours,” I announce, looking at Cari as if I’m expecting brownie points.

      She doesn’t give them.

      She looks unsure. If anything, her expression remains cool, her eyes distant. I clear my throat. “My brothers are calling you Superwoman.”

      “Why?” she remarks, as if she’s clueless about her superpowers.

      “Because you always get things done, and you’re good, but you’re here as a guest and I hope you haven’t been helping too much.”

      A smile spreads across her face. “I’ve been having fun.”

      “I bet my brothers have been no help whatsoever.”

      “They were here on time, which is more than I can say for you.”

      Ouch. She’s really mad at me, even though I explained. At least she’s calm and collected, even if she can’t bring herself to look at me. I side eye her, taking in her gorgeous tresses which I’m only seeing now, up close for the first time. The way she’s dressed down is so refreshing. I like her like this.

      “It wasn’t my fault, Cari.” Maybe she’s a little off because of that concert she’s going to later.  I offered to pay her for today, but maybe that’s not the point. Especially since she’s not taking the money. I don’t care what she says. I’ll slip it into her paycheck as a bonus, because she always comes through for me and for Brooke.

      “The magician wants you back, Brooke,” Cari says. I let Brooke down gently and see the way she takes Cari’s hand, giving Cari no choice but to walk her back to the front of the room.

      Cari is like a diamond in a sea of mediocrity. She’s dependable, smart, and irreplaceable. If I could clone her, I would. I’d have one Cari as my assistant, and one for Brooke. No one else can be trusted. No one else gets things done without being told twice. She’s a rare breed in a world where people seem to have stopped thinking for themselves.

      Though I’m starting to find her brittle tone and her frosty demeanor unsettling. I don’t know when it happened, when I started to care so much more about her opinion of me.
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      CARI

      

      “I have things to do, babe. I need to go,” Alicia’s arm snakes around Jett’s waist, possessive and casual all at once. His arms remain folded, his body rigid like he’s holding something in.

      “You want to go now?” His voice was cool, but I can’t quite read his expression from behind them. Their body language, though, tells me everything I need to know. After a few days in Monaco together, I expected them to be inseparable. Yet, the lack of any passionate, completely-in-love vibes make me wonder if all is well.

      “It’s not my scene.” Alicia leans in, kissing his cheek, but her attention already seems elsewhere. “I’ve got to unpack. There’s so much to do.”

      “It’s Brooke’s birthday,” Jett reminds her, his voice a little sharper, a hint of frustration slipping through. He rarely lets that mask crack, but there it is, just for a second. She smiles then kisses his cheek again.

      “Let’s take her out for dinner tonight,” she offers, brushing it off like it’s nothing. It’s not a question. It’s her solution. As if this can fix the disappointment in Brooke’s eyes. Jett doesn’t respond, and my heart twists.

      I spot a little girl sitting by herself at the edge of the room, looking lost and I go over to see her.

      “Hey, sweetheart. What’s wrong?” I ask softly.

      “I need to go to the washroom, but I don’t know where it is,” she whispers, her big eyes full of worry.

      Phew. At least it wasn’t the kids ganging up on her like I’d feared, or any drama like that. “No problem, I’ll show you.” She slides her tiny hand into mine, and I lead her out.

      We reach the washroom, and I bend down to her level. “There you go. I’ll wait for you right here, okay?”

      She nods and disappears inside, just as the door flies open. Alicia walks in, her expression faltering when she sees me standing there.

      “Oh.” She stops in her tracks and her eyes flicker with something I can’t quite place. Is it surprise, or annoyance? It’s like she wasn’t expecting me here.

      “You’re not staying?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      “It’s not my scene.” She chews her lower lip. “That makes me sound like the wicked stepmother, doesn’t it?”

      Stepmother? Is there something brewing?

      Her fingers thread through her silky dark hair. It falls perfectly over her shoulders, framing her face, softening her sharp features. All I can do is stand and stare as envy pours over me. I wish I could look as effortlessly stunning as she does. It’s a far cry from my practical, barely-there makeup, freckled face, and frizzy hair.

      “No, it just means you’re busy,” I offer politely. But the image of her in Monaco, lounging on a balcony in nothing but Jett’s white shirt, cuts through me like a blade. My heart twists. I wish I didn’t care so much. I wish it didn’t sting.

      But it does.

      And that is why I need to leave.

      Someday soon.

      Like next week.

      I’m going to do it.

      “I adore Brooke, truly,” Alicia says quickly. “She’s a sweet girl, but she won’t miss me. Besides, I have a huge case next week and it was impossible to prep for it properly while on vacation.” She gives a naughty giggle, and I immediately think of her and Jett together. They make a stunning couple, an unstoppable duo. They must make heads turn wherever they go. Me? I’m a plain Jane with red hair, freckles, and I’m on the short side.  Ridiculous fantasies swirl in my head, but that’s all they are—fantasies.

      “It’s understandable then, why you can’t stay,” I manage to say, though something in my chest tightens. Not only is this creature jaw-droppingly beautiful, she’s also brainy. I’ve noticed that Jett often falls for women who have brains. Why does that surprise me? They are beauties, but they are also professional women. Fashion buyers, attorneys, doctors, CEOs.

      I’m just a pathetic assistant. Hopefully, a florist one day, and the CEO of my own little kiosk. Though it’s hardly in the same league.

      “You did a fantastic job with the party, by the way.” Her compliment is as polished as she is, but I can hear the edge in her voice. “Jett says you took care of everything.”

      I blink and smile. “I just wanted Brooke to have an unforgettable birthday.”

      “So sweet of you.” She reapplies her lipstick. “I’m sure she did. It was good of you to make such an effort. Jett was in awe.” Her voice trails off, and she gives me a thoughtful look.

      Does she know? Can she sense my feelings for him? My useless, delusional, pathetic crush? If she suspects, has she voiced her suspicions to him? I imagine them laughing at it over a bottle of expensive champagne.

      I don’t know how to respond. I glance down at myself, feeling small and inadequate next to her. The little girl returns, reaching for the faucet. “Here, let me help,” I say, turning it on for her. She’s on tiptoes to wash her hands, and I smile.

      “You’re so good with kids,” Alicia observes, touching up her concealer. Her reflection catches mine in the mirror. “It’s no wonder Brooke adores you.”

      “Brooke’s my friend,” the little girl says shyly, as if that explains everything.

      “And that’s why you’re here, at Brooke’s party.” A bright red smile flashes across Alicia’s face. Her eyes glint with something I can’t place. Then she leans closer to the mirror, reapplying her lip gloss with precision.

      I don’t like her tone or her patronizing comment to the little girl. “‘Bye,” I say to her, before leading the little girl back to the party. My mind races as we reenter the room. Brooke’s face lights up when she sees me, her earlier frustration with her father forgotten.

      But I haven’t forgotten. She’d been sullen this morning, upset that Jett hadn’t been here from the start. And the way her face crumpled when he and Alicia strolled in late, it hurt to watch.

      The day hasn’t been terrible though. Brooke is happy now, and that’s all that matters. Jett seems to be impressed with the party, and I’m excited about my evening plans. The Mayflies concert is just what I need to unwind. I just need to get out of here.

      I head towards Jett. He’s leaning against a wall, watching Brooke playing games with her friends. He’s not in his signature Armani suit, but he still looks so eye-catching and sexy. He’s wearing an expensive, casual blazer over dark jeans and a white shirt with the top two buttons open. It hurts to look at him.

      I refocus on the concert this evening and I try to get in the right mindset for it. “I should head out,” I say to him. “Everything’s under control, and your brothers can help you wrap things up.”

      He pushes off the wall. “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes, Jett. I’m leaving. I have a life away from you.” My insides roil at my words. Heat creeps along my neck. “The party’s in full swing and the kids are going to start eating soon. You and your brothers can supervise,” I say quickly, hoping he doesn’t notice the wobble in my voice.  I gesture toward Dex and Zach, who are standing by a table, laughing, talking, and oblivious to the chaos.

      Jett blinks, looking utterly lost. “You want me to … supervise?” He looks around as if it suddenly registers that there are no parents here, and the Knights are the grown-ups. The parents will show up at the end of the party to collect their kids. Suddenly, he  doesn’t look like a hotshot billionaire. He looks lost.

      I shake my head. This isn’t going to happen. He’s not going to reel me in to help. “It’s simple enough. You’ll be just fine, Jett, but I need to go.”

      “Okay ...” He sounds reluctant for me to go and looks around helplessly. There are no parents around by design, because Jett doesn’t like to mingle with the other parents. He thinks they might want favors or money. He doesn’t trust people he doesn’t know, apart from the Stones.

      Most of the kids in Brooke’s class are the children of rich parents, but most people, apart from the Stone family, aren’t in the same league as the Knights. “Get your brothers to help,” I suggest. “You’re good at ordering and delegating.”

      “They know about as much as I do about getting thirty kids to eat,” he mumbles, shifting uneasily from one foot to the other.

      “They’re five years old, Jett, not babies. You can handle it.”  I try to stifle a laugh. This man runs so many successful businesses, and he’s panicking over a children’s party.

      “Do you have to leave now? I can get my brothers to help, but it would be good to have you around.”

      “I have a concert to go to, remember?” I glance at my watch. It’s two o’clock. I’m supposed to go home and get showered and ready so that Eliana and I can leave by five to make it to the concert which starts at seven. “I don’t want to be late.”

      “Of course. I’m just sorry to see you go …”

      I weigh his words and try to gauge what he’s thinking and feeling, because he suddenly seems softer. Not the demanding tyrant I’m used to in the office.

      He clears his throat. “Thanks for coming, Cari. It means the world to Brooke,” he adds quickly. “I appreciate you so much. You know that, don’t you?” Those blue irises gaze at me with such intensity that I’m forced to look away.

      “I need to tell Brooke I’m going.” I get her attention and beckon her over briefly. She’s watching her friend get her face painted. “Are you having a good time, sweetie?” I crouch down to her level. She nods, her face lighting up, before turning sad when she sees my handbag on my arm. “Are you going?”

      “Yes, sweetie, but I’ll see you soon, okay? Don’t forget to open the presents I got you.”

      Before I can stand, she throws her arms around my neck, catching me off guard. She buries her face in my shoulder, squeezing tight. My heart stutters. Brooke’s always sweet, but this, this is more than I expected.

      “Thanks for coming.” Her small voice is muffled against me. “Can you stay with me for a bit when we eat? Like mommies do.”

      My throat tightens unexpectedly. I kiss her on the cheek as we pull apart, my heart full and heavy all at once. “Oh, sweetie.” There’s no way I’m walking out of here and leaving this little girl alone. I can do this for her. “Of course I’ll stay. I would love to. Shall I just hover around? You’ll want to sit with your friends⁠—”

      “I want you to sit with me.”

      “Okaaaay,” I say slowly. “Then I’ll sit with you.” She rushes off in a blaze of happiness. Clearly there’s more to the story, and I need to dig deeper. I need to speak to Anna and Jett. Something’s going on in Brooke’s life that we need to get to the bottom of.

      “Told you it would make a big impression on her if you came.” Jett’s voice slices through the moment, snapping me back to reality. I think he heard what Brooke said.  I straighten up, emotions quickly replaced by the desire to find out what’s going on. I’m about to voice my fears to him but decide that now is not the time. “I’ll stay for food, because Brooke wants me to.”

      “What about your concert? Won’t you be late?” This is so not like Jett Knight. The man is worried about me missing my concert. What’s come over him?

      “It’s only two o’clock.” I glance at my watch again. “I can stay for a little while. Half an hour, an hour at most.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      “I’m doing it for Brooke.”

      Maybe my tone is sharper than I intended because he looks taken aback. “I know, and I appreciate it. I’ll call you a taxi when you’re ready to go.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Jett. I’m quite capable of⁠—”

      “I know you are. You are more than capable of most things. Please, Cari. It’s the least I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      The Knight brothers supervising a lunch for thirty hungry children is a sight to see.

      They don’t have to do much because the servers take care of most of it. The most the brothers have to do is pour glasses of juice when it runs out, and serve slices of pizza when the kids want more.

      Given that they’re not used to getting their hands dirty like this, I think they did well.

      As soon as the food is cleared away, the magician launches into a few last tricks for the kids. The party’s winding down and I’m about to slip away, when a server materializes beside me with trays of brightly colored party bags. “Hi, Mommy. Please can you make sure the kids each get one?”

      I blink, stunned for a second. “I ... I’m not ...”

      The server has already walked away, leaving two trays of party bags, one for boys, and one for girls, sitting on the table in front of me.

      My heart sinks.

      “Are we giving those out now?” Brooke cries. She takes hold of my hand, looking up at me gleefully.

      I glance toward Jett, who’s standing a few feet away, deep in conversation on his phone. I scan the room for backup, but his brothers are nowhere to be found. It’s just me, the servers, and the magician, who looks like he’s already mentally checked out.

      I glance at my watch in shock. It’s three o’clock. I can still go home, shower, and get ready for my night. I can still make the concert, but I won’t have time to wash and straighten my hair. All is not lost.

      “Yes, we are. C’mon on. Let’s get it done quickly, sweetie.”

      The magician gets the kids to form a line, thank God, and they wait patiently as Brooke helps me hand out the bags. She’s smiling and happy, and that is worth every minute of me being here.

      The parents trickle in right on cue, perfectly punctual, perfectly polished. Brooke hugs me tightly and tells me it was the best party she’s ever had. Those words mean everything to me.

      Then Jett calls me a taxi and I walk out, finally heading home to get ready.
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        * * *

      

      I jolt up with a start. Then rub my eyes as I look around the room.

      I fell asleep.

      In a panic, I jump up from the couch and find my phone.

      I have eight missed calls from Eliana. My stomach twists. There are no texts, but the voicemail icon mocks me for missing the calls.

      I don’t bother getting changed. I haven’t showered, but I slip on my boots and rush out, flagging down a taxi. I pray I can still make it. The concert starts soon. No time for pre-show drinks now, but maybe I can still salvage the evening.

      Sliding into the backseat, I hit play on the first voicemail. Eliana’s voice fills the silence, sharp with irritation.

      “Hey, it’s me. You’re not picking up. Why are you not picking up? We have a concert to go to, or has being in Jett Knight’s orbit turned your brain to mush again?” she snaps.

      She’s pissed. Of course she’s pissed. I check the timestamp. She sent it at four o’clock. I scroll to the next voicemail, sent twenty minutes later.

      “I knew this would happen. It always does! Why aren’t you answering your phone?”

      Her frustration is louder now, cutting deeper. My stomach knots. The final voicemail plays, the one that confirms what I already know.

      “That’s it. I’ve had it with you, Car. I didn’t hear back, so I’m taking Bianca. I can’t risk you bailing on me. She’ll pay you for the ticket, even if she doesn’t like the music, but she’s a good friend, so she’s coming. You have fun with the Knights.”

      I slump back against the seat, my jaw dropping. She didn’t wait. She really didn’t wait for me.

      A text message pings as I stare blankly out the window, but I already know what it’s going to say.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll pay you back for the ticket. When it comes to Jett, you always pick him over me.

      

      

      

      

      

      She thinks I stayed at the party because of Jett. Nothing could be further from the truth, and yet her words hit like a punch. My jaw tightens, guilt swirling with the anger already simmering under my skin.

      But she’s not completely wrong. God, I hate that she’s not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      CARI

      

      My gut churns. Bats, not butterflies, dance inside my stomach.

      Why is this so difficult?

      It’s Monday morning, and I’m back at work, my fingers trembling as they hover over the smooth white envelope. Inside is my resignation letter, the one I finally wrote last night. After everything that’s happened, I have to hand it in. I have to be done with this.

      I should be furious, not nervous. After missing the concert, I should be storming in there.

      Technically, this wasn’t Jett’s fault. I can’t blame Brooke. She didn’t hold me to ransom. I feel for her, and I see now that not only do I have an unhealthy attachment to her father, I also have one to Brooke.

      But I’m only human, and I’d have to be a monster to not feel for that child. The truth is, I let my best friend down. I hate that I hurt Eliana and missed this concert that we’d been waiting fourteen months to see. If I’m not careful, I won’t have a best friend at all. And then I’ll truly be alone.

      My fingers trace the edge of the envelope like it’s a lifeline. And then I see him, striding into my workspace, wearing yet another one of his dark blue Armani suits that fit him like it was designed by the gods themselves. This suit is one of the ten he has in the exact same style and shade, all of them tailored to perfection. I’ve taken them to the dry cleaners myself more times than I can count. But somehow today, he looks even more devastatingly handsome. Like he knows exactly what he’s doing to me.

      He stops in front of my desk. This is not how it’s supposed to go. He’s supposed to breeze past me, muttering his usual distracted “good morning” without so much as a glance, heading straight into his office like every other day. That’s the plan. I’m supposed to walk into his office, hand him the letter, and walk out with my dignity.

      My heart skips. I can’t do this now.

      No. No. No.

      I slide the letter under my diary, out of sight. My pulse races, betraying me.

      He’s too close and I can smell his aftershave again, a scent I recall each night I lie tossing and turning in bed. Spicy and intoxicating, it surrounds me like a spell I can’t shake.
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