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Violet Victoria Townsend was plenty aware that she was the very epitome of a stock character for snob.


Ask any sketch artist to draw a pampered Upper East Side princess, and Violet would skip straight to the top of the suspect list. Shiny, bouncy hair? Check. Expertly applied yet barely noticeable makeup? Check. Pretty, but not in the “look again” kind of way? Yup.


Her nails were never chipped, her ends never split. Her outfits tended toward neutrals and were always paired with a strand of simple, understated pearls around her neck. Even her home address was eye-rollingly cliché. She’d lived in the same apartment off Madison Avenue since age eleven, when her grandmother took her in.


Did that make Violet a caricature? Perhaps. But a self-aware one. Violet had heard all the Blair Waldorf, Charlotte York, and Holly Golightly comparisons and had made peace with it a long time ago.


So, yeah. She could and often did rock a headband. She had a purse dog named after a luxury brand of handbag (Coco, as in Chanel). Did she sometimes summer in the Hamptons? Indeed, and she was guilty of using summer as a verb.


But Violet Townsend was also kind to strangers, considerate of others’ feelings, and generous with her time. She always brought the perfect hostess gift to a party. Her brunches offered bountiful mimosas with high-quality bacon and vegetarian options.


Violet was also heavily involved with a half-dozen charities, volunteered as a tutor every Wednesday afternoon, and was adamantly opposed to gossip, though still somehow found herself knowing everything about everyone.


Not that she expected a medal for any of this. It was just that she figured if she was lucky enough to be born a privileged heiress, she sure as hell better be a good and generous person to go with it.


Which was why, when her late grandmother’s best friend had commanded Violet’s presence on a Sunday afternoon, Violet hadn’t hesitated to reschedule her longstanding Sunday date with her best friend.


Edith Rhodes was a precise, specific sort of woman. Violet would know; she’d been serving as Edith’s right hand of sorts ever since graduating college. But while Edith was a demanding, high-powered CEO, she was no diva. She planned everything down to the minute, believed that urgent was synonymous with ill-prepared.


In other words, not the sort of woman to cry wolf. If Edith needed Violet now, it meant now. And that something was amiss.


The January afternoon was sunny but brisk as Violet made the short walk to Edith’s Park Avenue home. She was perfectly polished as ever, because if Edith had taught Violet anything in the few years since she’d taken her under her wing, it was that emergencies were best approached with lipstick and a great pair of heels.


Violet was dressed in burgundy pumps, gray slacks, a white blouse, and, of course, the ever-present pearls that had become her trademark of sorts, even if their legacy was a bit sad.


But Violet didn’t like to think about that.


“Good afternoon, Alvin,” she said, stepping into the foyer and smiling at Edith’s live-in butler, maintenance man, and all-around loyal companion.


He looked pointedly at Violet’s feet, where Coco was usually happily prancing around her ankles. “And where is my little lady?”


“At home, getting her beauty sleep. She hates the cold, and her best sweaters are dirty,” she said with a wink, though her little Yorkie really did have a pile of doggy-sized sweaters in Violet’s laundry basket.


She gave Alvin an assessing once-over. “How are we today?”


He took her jacket with one hand and patted his slightly rounded belly with the other, looking forlorn. “It’s the stomach, dear. Probably an ulcer. Could be much worse.”


“Mmm.” She made a sympathetic noise, even as she tucked her tongue into her cheek. “I’m so sorry to hear that. What did Dr. Howell say?”


He frowned at her, looking just the slightest bit sulky, closer to six than his actual sixty.


Violet waited. Patient.


His frown deepened a little as he huffed, relenting. “Gas,” he admitted. “But the doctor seemed off his game. I may go back in a week when he’s got his head on straight.”


“Of course,” Violet said. She pointed at his foot. “And the toe?”


Last week, Alvin had self-diagnosed a sore toe as gangrene, for which amputation was the only likely cure, even as Edith had reminded him he’d stubbed that very toe on the sideboard in the dining room.


He blinked, no doubt struggling to keep track of his many ailments, then a little sheepishly said, “Oh. The toe’s better.”


“Wonderful.” Violet smiled. “I’m glad you got to keep it after all.”


He narrowed his eyes, then waggled a scolding finger at her. “When you were little, you didn’t used to sass me.”


“Who’s sassing?” she asked innocently, kissing his cheek as she moved toward the parlor. He was an exhausting hypochondriac, but he was her hypochondriac. “Edith in here?”


“Yes.” Alvin’s playful demeanor evaporated, replaced with concern, and not for his ulcer/gas.


The door was open a crack, and Edith’s head snapped up when Violet stepped into the room.


“Violet.” Edith’s utterance was more breath than word, and Violet’s stomach lurched in worry. The Edith she knew was never rattled, but the woman in front of her now looked downright fragile.


Edith seemed to sense Violet’s thoughts, because she resolutely straightened her shoulders.


“Where’s Coco?” Edith asked with a frown, glancing around the floor where Violet’s dog generally ran in circles.


“Home,” Violet said, sitting beside Edith on the love seat, taking her hand, and getting straight to the point. “What’s wrong?”


Edith swallowed, her free hand lifting to fiddle with her necklace. Violet’s concern notched up to outright alarm. Edith Rhodes did not fiddle.


The older woman slowly, deliberately dropped her hand back into her lap, as though trying to regain control. “It’s about Adam.”


Violet squeezed Edith’s hand in silent sympathy. Edith’s only son had died just a few months earlier. The loss had been hard on Edith, obviously, but Violet suspected that even Edith knew she’d lost Adam to addiction and his hard-partying ways long before he’d overdosed on a toxic mix of alcohol and heroin.


Which was why Edith’s distress now was a bit puzzling. A delayed reaction, perhaps, though Edith didn’t seem the type. She dealt with everything in the here and now.


Edith swallowed, then cleared her throat, her eyes darting nervously to the far corner of the room, before coming back to Violet. “You know that Bernard and I hoped to leave the company to Adam.”


Violet nodded, carefully hiding her skepticism about how that would have gone. The Adam Rhodes that Violet had known had been in no condition to take over a lemonade stand, much less the Rhodes International conglomerate. Violet wasn’t technically an employee herself, but as Edith’s right hand and personal assistant for several years, she’d learned enough about the business to know that multimillion-dollar real estate investment deals were on the table daily; not exactly the place for a man whose primary concern at work had been keeping his corner office sideboard stocked with his beloved bourbon.


“Knowing that Rhodes would pass out of the family made Adam’s passing doubly hard,” Edith continued, swallowing. “I should have made peace with it long ago, with Adam being who he was, and an only child who never married…”


Violet nodded again, this time in understanding. Edith had lost a beloved husband just last year, then a son months later. Since Violet had lost, well, everyone, she knew all too well the ache, the sense of being unmoored with nothing—and no one—to hold on to. “What can I do? What do you need?”


Edith’s blue gaze searched Violet’s face affectionately. “You’ve always been so good to me.”


Violet gave her a gently reprimanding look. “Says the woman who helped raise me. You’re practically family. Tell me what’s bothering you. We’ll fix it.”


Edith’s fingers went to her temples, past the point of pretending she was fine. “It’s no secret Adam was always a bit wild.”


Understatement. “Sure.”


“Well, it would seem he had one particularly wild escapade during spring break his junior year of college. He went to… Cabo… Cancún… I forget,” Edith said with a wave of her hand. “He met a girl, and, well, you know Adam. He always liked women.”


Lots of women, Violet mentally amended.


“Is there… is this woman threatening blackmail of some kind?” Violet asked, trying to keep from begging Edith to spit it out already.


“She’s dead.”


Violet jolted, because the cold pronouncement hadn’t come from Edith, but from a harsh, masculine voice behind them.


Violet stood, the smooth motion belying her galloping heart as she searched for the source of the voice.


She stilled when she saw the man leaning against the mantel at the far side of the room. How in the world she had missed him when she’d entered was beyond her. Violet couldn’t make out much of him from his place lurking in the shadows, but his sheer presence seemed enormous. Looming and very male, especially when contrasted with the fussy Victorian decor of Edith Rhodes’s parlor.


For that matter, this man didn’t even look as though he knew what a parlor was. He was dressed in faded jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and scuffed boots, and one thing was abundantly clear: he did not belong here.


“Get out,” Violet said, taking calm command of the situation. “I don’t know who you are, but you can’t just come barging in like some sort of… some sort of—”


A very dark eyebrow lifted in insolent challenge. Some sort of what?


“Violet.” Edith’s voice was quiet.


Violet meant to look at the other woman, but she seemed to be locked in the angry, sullen gaze of the stranger.


“Violet,” Edith said, her voice a bit more steady this time. “I’d like to introduce you to my long-lost grandson.”
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The silence went off like a rocket, explosive and all-consuming in its stillness.


Grandson!


Edith didn’t have a grandson. Adam was an only child, had never married, had never had children—


Violet’s brain slowly caught up as she recalled what Edith had just told her about Adam’s “wild” spring break. It had clearly resulted in…


Him. The man leaning against the mantel hadn’t moved a muscle.


Violet blinked rapidly, trying to regain her composure. Tried, and failed, because the next words out of her mouth were atypically rude. “Are you sure?”


“This is Cain Rhodes,” Edith said, her tone leaving no room for doubt. “Adam’s son.”


“Stone,” he snapped.


The single word, harshly uttered, rippled through Violet with unsettling intensity. He had a rasp of a voice: low, angry, and… southern? It certainly wasn’t the crisp tones she was used to hearing from men in her social circle.


“Stone?” Violet repeated.


He dipped his chin downward. “My name is Cain Stone. Not Rhodes.” He practically spat the last word as though it was an obscenity.


Cain Stone.


She repeated his name in her head, decided it was fitting. It had a sharp brusqueness to it, which certainly fit its owner.


Edith stood, and Violet instinctively reached out to keep her steady. But Edith gave her a sharp look, and Violet dropped her hand, knowing Edith’s dislike for demonstrations of weakness.


Edith nodded toward her grandson. “When Adam was in college, Cain’s mother and Adam had a—”


“They fucked,” Cain said in a bored tone.


If he was going for shock value, he succeeded in surprising Violet, but Edith merely shot him a cool, disapproving look. “Cain was the product of their union.”


Violet pressed her lips together, torn between amusement and alarm. The contrast between grandmother’s and grandson’s word choice could not be more telling.


“How did he find you?” Violet asked Edith, trying to pretend that Cain’s intensely masculine presence didn’t unnerve her.


He picked up on the skepticism in Violet’s tone and gave an incredulous laugh. “You think I’m a fraud?”


Actually, yes. Violet did think that. She lifted her chin and met his eyes to let him know it.


There was no way this rough, ill-mannered man had Rhodes blood running through his veins. Adam Rhodes may have been a dedicated party boy, but he’d had blue blood through and through, polished to the point of slickness. Violet found it hard to fathom that Adam could have fathered someone so… coarse.


“Listen, Duchess,” Cain said mockingly, pushing away from the mantel and standing to his full height, which was… tall. Very tall. “Her majesty here came and found me, so you can take all your suspicious snobbery and shove it right up your tight little—”


“He’s quite right,” Edith interrupted quickly. “I sought him out. Not the other way around.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Violet asked softly, trying to hide her hurt. Edith was as close to family as Violet had, and she’d thought the sentiment went both ways. Just in the past few weeks, they’d celebrated Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and New Year’s together.


Holidays and personal relationship aside, they’d also spent countless weekday hours together, Edith as the CEO of Rhodes International, Violet as her right hand. There’d been more than enough opportunity for Edith to bring Violet up to speed on something this momentous, she’d just…


Chosen not to.


The appearance of a grandson was easily the biggest event in Edith’s life since her husband’s and son’s passing, and yet somehow, Violet hadn’t made it onto her list of confidants.


Violet inhaled, trying to tuck the pain away to be unpacked later, but her tone was still accusatory. “How long have you known?”


“Just after Thanksgiving, I finally forced myself to go through some of Adam’s things. There was a birth certificate. Eve Stone was the mother, Adam unmistakably listed as the father. And a baby boy. Cain.”


A flicker of amusement edged out some of Violet’s hurt, and she lifted three fingers to her lips in an unsuccessful attempt to hold back a laugh. “Adam and Eve had a baby, and they named him Cain? As in Cain and Abel?”


“She,” the man corrected in a low warning tone. “My mother named me. Adam didn’t have shit to do with it.”


“Fine,” Violet said in a reasonable tone, shifting to face him. “So your mother named you after an Old Testament murderer who committed fratricide?”


He merely glared at her.


“Fratricide refers to the killing of one’s broth—”


“I know what it means,” he snapped. “And I don’t have a brother, dead or otherwise.”


“You do have a grandmother, however,” Edith interjected, bringing them back to the point at hand. “Which makes you the only heir to Rhodes International.”


Violet prided herself in tidily hiding her emotions, but even her carefully practiced self-control had limits, and her mouth dropped open. “Edith. You cannot be serious. You want to turn over the company?”


She managed to withhold the incredulous addition of “to him?”


Barely.


“He’s my grandson,” Edith repeated, as though she needed to keep reminding herself of that fact. “The company has always been run by a Rhodes. And it was Bernard’s dying wish that it stay that way.”


“But Bernard couldn’t have known Adam would die so tragically young, or that his only son…”


Violet cast Cain a dubious glance, and he narrowed his eyes in response.


Edith’s gaze was pleading as she stared at Violet, begging her to understand. “He’s family.”


“Family,” the man echoed tauntingly. “I don’t know how things work in this concrete monstrosity you call a city, or this museum you call home, but where I’m from, family doesn’t pretend someone doesn’t exist for thirty years.”


“Oh, would you quit squawking about that,” Edith said impatiently. Violet bit back a smile. “I’ll say this one last time until you get it through your head: there was no pretending. I didn’t know you existed until recently, and I began seeking you out the very second I found out.”


Cain snorted in derision. “Meaning you got out your checkbook and sent someone to Louisiana to come find me.”


Louisiana. That explained the accent.


Edith clasped her hands and gave him a pleading look that Violet had never seen before. “Cain, please. I was skeptical… I didn’t think Adam would have kept my only grandson from me—”


“Dear old Dad sounds like a real asshole,” Cain drawled.


“Like father like son,” Violet said under her breath.


Edith’s hearing wasn’t as good as it once was, and she missed Violet’s remark.


Cain had not.


His dark eyes cut over to her, darkening in annoyance before returning his attention to his grandmother. “I told you, I don’t want any part of this.”


“And yet, you’re here,” Edith said just a bit smugly.


He crossed his arms and scowled. “Can’t say the words billion-dollar company didn’t have me curious. But I don’t belong here.”


“No, you don’t,” Edith said bluntly. “Which is why I’ve asked Violet to join us.”


Violet jolted at the mention of her name. She’d been assuming Edith had called her here for moral support, but seeing the stubborn, speculative expression on Edith’s face had Violet bracing for a more taxing request.


“My retirement at the end of the year’s a foregone conclusion,” Edith said. “The board is already planning to vote for my replacement. And though I’d resigned myself to handing over the reins to a non-Rhodes, if I don’t have to…”


The raw hope in Edith’s voice scraped at Violet’s heart.


“I can teach him to run the company,” Edith said to Violet with almost girlish enthusiasm. “It’ll be a steep learning curve, but it can be done. The boy’s sharp.”


Violet’s lips twitched as the large, angry man let out a slight growl at being described as a boy.


“But those rough edges will need smoothing,” Edith continued, not bothering to lower her voice. “He’ll need an entrée not just into the business world, which I can offer, but into the social circle—your social circle.”


“Now hold on,” Cain interrupted angrily. “I have no intention of getting anywhere near the duchess and her fellow Barbies. She looks more like the woman on an ugly broach my mom inherited from my grandma—my real grandma—than she does a real woman.”


Violet bristled. It was one thing to insult her, but his words had been chosen to deliberately wound Edith, and that was not okay with her.


“Well then, feel free to hightail it on back to Louisiana,” Violet snapped with uncharacteristic temper. “Because I can assure you the broach and her Barbies don’t want anything to do with your torn-up jeans and ponytail.”


“Violet.” Edith’s voice was openly pleading now, and Violet looked at her warily.


“Please. Teach him. Help him belong.”


Violet and Cain let out twin laughs—his rougher than hers, but no less derisive.


“You’re joking,” Violet said just as Cain snarled a “Hell no.”


Edith scowled at them as though they were rebellious children. “It’s a logical plan. Nobody knows the unspoken rules of Manhattan life like Violet.”


Violet flinched. She knew Edith had meant it as a compliment, but for the briefest of moments, her heart sank at the thought that that was perhaps all she was. A collection of rules. Rules she never questioned, always followed. A vessel for pretty manners, problem solving, and whatever anyone needed from her.


Edith was too distracted to catch Violet’s wince, but she saw from the way Cain’s gaze sharpened in assessment that he’d seen her reaction and made note of it.


So he was observant. Which boded well for him assimilating into New York life—


No. No! She wasn’t seriously considering this.


Was she?


It was an impossible task. And yet…


Impossible was strangely appealing. How long since she had challenged herself? In anything?


Or since someone—even Edith—had thought her capable of anything beyond sitting still, looking pretty, and taking care of the seating arrangements.


Could she take this angry, uncouth man and turn him into someone who held his own in a boardroom? Who could navigate the sticky intricacies of the New York social set?


Who could not only tie a tie, but look good in it?


Suddenly she wanted to try, rather desperately.


But Violet was also increasingly aware that Edith had made a rare error in judgment. She seemed to be under the impression that it was Violet who needed convincing. Perhaps because of her emotional attachment to the idea of family, Edith didn’t seem to realize that it was Cain himself who would be the biggest obstacle to her grand plan. It took only one look at the angry set of his jaw to know he was itching to take the first flight back to Louisiana.


If he stayed, it wouldn’t be because of family loyalty. Judging from the look on his face, even the promise of money and prestige might not be enough. He was ready to bolt.


But maybe, just maybe, if Violet could hit at his pride…


“It’d just be a wardrobe overhaul,” Edith was saying, having regained her composure. “A few lessons in decorum. Show him around town, introduce him to people his own age.”


Cain spread his hands to the side. “Hate to tell you, Granny, but I can run your precious company just fine in what I’m wearing.”


Violet let out a delighted, condescending laugh, deliberately crafted to goad him. “Are you certain? Because it looks to me like you could start chewing on hay any moment.”


“Bet hay would be right good to scoop up caviar,” he said, exaggerating his drawl.


Violet extended her hand, palm up, and gave Edith a telling look. You see?


“You’re asking the impossible,” Violet said with a sad shake of her head, as though regretful. “I’d be happy to show him around town, but as long as he’s scared to death of failing…”


Cain gave an incredulous laugh. “Scared? What the fuck?”


Violet looked at him with wide, innocent eyes. “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. It’s a monumental task she’s asking of you, and I understand completely if you’re not up to it.”


“Oh, you understand completely,” he repeated in a mocking, uppity tone. His eyebrow arched upward in derision. “Reverse psychology, Duchess? That was your big plan?”


Violet inspected her nails to avoid having to confirm that he was exactly right. It had been worth a shot.


Cain shook his head at Edith with a contemptuous smirk. “You brought in the wrong girl, Edith. Duchess here is in over her head and doesn’t have the backbone to deal with anything outside of her comfort zone. She’d quit before the first week of trying to turn me into your puppet.”


Violet moved toward Cain for the first time, stepping between him and Edith so he was forced to address her directly. “Prove it.”


“I already told you, those mind games won’t—”


“I think you’re right, this won’t last a week,” she spoke over him. “But it won’t be me who backs out—it’ll be you who realizes you’re out of your league. You won’t last a day in my world.”


His eyes seemed to spark, if only briefly, at the challenge, and his jaw worked in clenched tension as though warring with his own instincts.


Then he swore, a low, long string of curses, half of which Violet had never even heard.


“Fine,” he snapped at his grandmother. “If Duchess here wants to play dress-up, I’ll be her doll if it means I inherit a fucking fortune.”


“Wonderful,” Edith said, clapping her hands in delight and ignoring her grandson’s profanity and clear disdain for the situation. “I’ll just go tell Alvin to bring in some champagne.”


Edith swept out of the room, her typical younger-than-her-age vitality restored, and the moment she was gone, Violet allowed her sweetly demure smile to widen in smug triumph.


“You’re pleased with yourself,” Cain said in a bored voice as he ambled toward her. He was even taller than she realized, and broader too. Once again, the unfamiliar, untamed masculinity made her heartbeat a little too fast, her breath a bit ragged. “Think you’ve handled me, have you?”


Since she guessed his proximity was deliberately meant to make her ill at ease, Violet forced herself to lift her face all the way to his and meet his gaze dead-on.


It was a mistake.


Up close, she could see his lashes were thick and curled with surprising gold tips. Up close, he smelled like mint and soap, without any hint of cologne.


It was irritatingly appealing.


Cain’s gaze was doing some exploring of its own, his eyes taking their time, starting at her hairline and moving—slowly—all the way down to her feet, as though seeing her truly for the first time.


When his eyes snapped back to hers, she felt a pull low in her stomach. Uh-oh.


“Haven’t I?” Violet said, relieved her voice wasn’t as breathless as she felt. “Handled you?”


His smile was slow. Predatory. He moved even closer until she could feel his body heat. “Careful, Duchess. Look at me that way again, and you’ll be the one who’s handled, and not the least bit gently.”


She sucked in a breath at the unapologetically sexual undertone.


“Don’t worry,” Cain murmured mockingly. “I guarantee you’ll like it.”










Three


[image: ]


You’ve got to be joking.”


Since it was the third time Keith had uttered that very statement, Violet didn’t hurry to respond. She cut off a bite-size piece of scallop and dragged it through the decadent butter sauce. She set the scallop on her tongue, savoring the richness for just a moment before chewing, swallowing, and taking a sip of chardonnay.


Finally, she looked back at Keith. “I’m not joking. Would it help to sink in if I wrote it down for you?”


Keith blinked in surprise at the sharpness in her tone, and Violet couldn’t blame him. She rarely resorted to waspishness, but ever since her meeting with Edith and her newly discovered grandson yesterday, she’d felt out of sorts.


She’d picked up her phone a half-dozen times to tell Edith she couldn’t do it. Or rather, that she didn’t want to do it—didn’t want to spend the foreseeable future with a man who clearly couldn’t stand her.


But every time, Violet had set the phone back down again. Partially because she hated the thought of disappointing Edith, but mostly because it felt like letting Cain win.


The man had made it clear he didn’t think she’d survive a week in his company. The last thing she wanted to do was let him think that she was so meek and sheltered as to back down before they’d even begun, especially given the taunting way he’d ended the conversation. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he’d rattled her. Or that in that moment, she’d forgotten that Keith even existed.


She was on edge, yes, but also determined, which was odd in itself. Violet wasn’t the sort to make a point for the sake of making a point. She was good at smoothing ruffled feathers, problem solving, and supporting people. That she was motivated to take on Cain Stone out of pride and dislike was out of character.


Violet looked across the table, caught Keith’s nonplussed expression, and realized she’d better put her feather-smoothing skills to work.


Violet smiled and reached for Keith’s hand. He glanced at it, hesitating a moment before covering her hand with his. The touch was warm and familiar, if not exactly electric.


She’d made peace with their lack of chemistry long ago. As far as Violet was concerned, there were more important things than butterflies and passion. She wanted someone who would be there for her, someone she could count on.


Keith was steady.


Safe.


Not the sexiest of adjectives, but it was important to her nonetheless. Violet had lost her parents at a young age and had been taken in by her grandmother. Years later, in college, her support network had been obliterated once again when she’d been dumped by her longtime boyfriend in the same year she’d lost her grandma.


Knowing that loss was inevitable had led Violet to seek out safety wherever she could, for as long as she could have it. It was part of why she appreciated Edith’s stalwart dependability, even if the woman could be less than warm. It had also impacted Violet’s romantic priorities. Her college boyfriend had been fun, and passionate, and spontaneous; she’d adored him, which had made it all the more crushing when his spontaneity had resulted in him falling in love with someone else and leaving Violet without ceremony.


These days, she treaded a bit more carefully and prized a different set of qualities. She wanted a man who was dependable and safe.


A man like Keith.


It didn’t hurt that she and Keith had always felt a little inevitable, almost as though they’d been tailor-made for each other. They’d grown up in the same neighborhood, they’d gone to the same school, and their parents had attended the same functions.


Not that they’d been friends, at least, not exactly. Four years her senior, Keith had mostly been the handsome older boy she and her girlfriends had giggled over at family friendly holiday parties.


For his part, he’d barely known she existed.


All of that changed in college when Violet had suddenly lost her grandma, and no longer had the boyfriend she’d come to lean on to get her through it.


Lonely and hurting, Violet had gratefully let herself be taken under Edith’s wing, and it had been at one of Edith’s many parties that Violet and Keith’s paths crossed again. They’d been friendly, but at that first meeting, he’d had a date. The second time they’d met, she’d been with someone. This had gone on for a year or two until they’d finally gotten their timing right and shown up to a New Year’s Eve party solo. A midnight kiss had turned into a Valentine’s Day dinner, then a Labor Day gathering in Southampton, and now here they were.


Her twenty-seven, him thirty-one, and… together?


In truth, Violet never knew what to call Keith. Boyfriend felt juvenile and fluttery. They weren’t engaged, and lovers didn’t apply—not for months now. She supposed they were partners, though she’d be hard-pressed to define what they were partners in.


Mostly, Violet reassured herself that theirs was the sort of grown-up, adult relationship that didn’t require labels or promises. They enjoyed the same restaurants. They frequently attended dinner parties together and were each other’s usual companions to nights at the orchestra and black-tie fundraisers. Keith’s parents adored her, and when Violet had dinner at Edith’s, it was taken for granted that Keith would join more often than not.


Violet knew everyone assumed they were headed for marriage. She was less clear on how she felt about that.


“Have you actually met this Cain?” Keith asked, apparently mollified by her soothing. “Edith brought him by the office, and he’s…” Keith waved his free hand. “God, I don’t even have the words.”


Trying to stifle her irritation at his relentless griping about the Cain topic, she pulled her hand back and picked up her knife and fork once more. “Yes, I’ve met him.”


“The maintenance man fixing the thermostat was better dressed.”


Violet sucked in her cheeks. His condescension rankled, mostly because it was an uncomfortable mirror to her own thoughts, her own snobbery.


“Easily fixed,” Violet said calmly. “I’ll take him to get some suits.”


Keith snorted. “You know as well as I do that it takes more than Edith’s credit card and a good tailor to make him look the part.”


“Keith,” she said, both chiding and soothing.


“Sorry,” he muttered, adjusting his tie as though it were choking him. “It just… it pisses me off that a hobo in a ponytail who’s never even met a razor can come in and take what the rest of us have actually worked for.”


Ah. So that was the reason for his extra prickliness: professional resentment.


Keith was a senior vice president at Rhodes, and he sat on the board. His job meant everything to him, and Edith always seemed pleased with his performance, even going so far as to say in admiration that he’d climbed the ladder faster than anyone she’d known.


If Cain took over as CEO, he’d make Keith’s rate of ascension up the ranks decidedly less impressive.


“I imagine that’s a difficult pill to swallow,” Violet said. “But it’s not like you didn’t know it was coming. Rhodes has always been a family company, and everyone knows the only reason Edith stayed on long past standard retirement age was because she was waiting for Adam to get his act together.”


He said nothing.


“Keith?” she prompted.


He took a distracted bite of his dinner and shrugged. “That felt different. Everyone knew Adam would never be sober enough to run the company. It was only going to be a matter of time until Edith realized she’d have to turn over the reins to someone else.”


Violet’s eyebrows lifted. “Does Edith know that?”


He made an impatient noise. “You know how she is. Stubborn and set in her ways and obsessed with her family’s ‘legacy.’ It’s always pissed her off that sheer force of personality couldn’t manufacture bloodlines.”


“Which is probably why she was so excited to learn about her grandson,” Violet pointed out. “It’s a Hail Mary chance at preserving the Rhodes legacy after all.”


He rolled his eyes. “I forgot how blindly loyal you are to that woman.”


“Loyal, yes,” Violet said, trying to keep the edge out of her voice. “But not blind. Edith’s done a lot for me over the years. And for you, I might add. She hired you to a senior position before you were even thirty.”


“Because I was qualified.”


Or because I asked her to, Violet added silently.
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