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DESCRIPTION
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Taking over the family business is my destiny.

I just never expected to have to do it in a small town surrounded by nobodies.

I’m a big fish in a small pond in New York.

This town?

I might as well be in purgatory.

There’s one silver lining.

My assistant.

She’s curvy, too sweet for her own good, and easy to push around.

Until she isn’t.

She’s fire one minute and ice the next.

I can’t get enough.

I can’t focus, either.

Everywhere I turn, she’s there.

I suppose that’s the whole point of her job.

But soon I want more than her help in the office planning Valentine’s events.

I want her undone.

Unraveled.

And all to myself.

I never expected cupid to deliver me my dream girl, but here she is.

My Last First Date.


Introduction
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Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

Where you at?!?

Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

See you on the inside…

Get it HERE
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WAVERLY


The punch had been spiked. My first sip burned my tongue and warmed my throat as I sputtered ungracefully and swiped a paper napkin off the snacks table. I dabbed at my lips and eyed the remnants of my cup. So much for a taste of childhood. This stuff tasted like teenagers had gotten their hands on it on prom night. Looking around the office, I wondered who’d been bold enough to pour what must have been a gal of vodka into the fruity drink.

Ellis, a man I was fond of, was smiling and shaking the hands of the rest of the employees. He’d turned sixty-three last week, and today, he was officially retiring. We were just coming out of the busiest seasons of the year and Ellis was starting off the new year as a retired man. Richard Williams, my boss and the CEO of Elite Occasions, entered the room. His radiant if not wrinkly smile passed from person to person as he clasped hands and said his hello’s. As he approached, I fought the urge to dump the rest of my punch back into the bowl.

Richard sidled up to me.

“You’re late,” I said.

“You’re in charge of my schedule.” He waggled his fingers at a few people from the accounting department who came out of the break room, where there were trays upon trays laid out of sweet treats. They waved back and Richard picked up a plastic cup from beside the punch. I watched as he poured two full ladle scoops. “Not that I’m passing blame.”

Grinning, I held my tongue. I could have warned him about the punch. Key word could. “Your schedule had you leaving your meeting with the client over an hour ago. You had plenty of time to get here. Let me guess. They’re convinced their corporate party isn’t going to be lavish enough?”

He gave me a curious look out of the corner of his eye. “How’d you know?”

“Because I’m the best, and I know everything.”

He chuckled, pursed his lips to the cup, and tilted his head back.

I waited with bated breath.

Richard handled the punch better than me. He drained half of it in three easy gulps, smacked his lips, and held the cup up as if admiring the shine of the plastic under the office lighting.

I arched an eyebrow. “You knew it had been spiked.”

He winked at me. “Of course I did. I told Mikey to make sure this was a good night for Ellis. Shouldn’t you have known that, miss I’m the best and I know everything?”

I laughed. “I should have known.”

“This old dog still has a few tricks.” He finished his punch and dropped his cup in the nearest recycling bin. “Speaking of old dogs, I should go talk to Ellis. I sure do hate to lose him, but I envy him as well.”

“What do you mean?”

“Retirement, my dear.” He smoothed out his suit. “Which reminds me, after I have some cake, we need to talk.”

I had the sudden impulse to drink more punch. Retirement? Talk?

He drifted into the crowd gathered in the banquet room of the building Mr. Williams owned in St. George, Utah. On the horizon, we had a beautiful view of the gorgeous red rocks that made this place so unique. It was early January, and the weather was perfectly mild. The sun was shining with clear blue skies making the red rocks look even redder against the azure backdrop. Some people said it looked otherworldly. I said it looked like home. This town, this office, and these people were my life, and I liked it that way.

After Richard started his event company fresh out of college, it evolved and grew and became one of the most successful event management companies in the country. Some might even say the world. The building we ran our headquarters out of also included a gorgeous outdoor event area and a reception area. Renting it out was more like icing on an already towering cake. It wasn't where the bread and butter was. The people in this room were the bread and butter. They handled the events right down to the last-minute detail, ensuring everything was spectacular and exceeded expectations. Elite Occasions had the reputation of never failing to deliver on its promises.

As Richard made his way toward Ellis, I noticed the latter seemed genuinely touched by all the attention. His normally stern face melted into a soft smile as he received each handshake, pat on the back, and congratulatory words with grace. His retiring marked the end of an era. Ellis was one of the first people Richard had hired when he moved south. He was Elite Occasions’ backbone, a powerhouse who poured his heart into every event his hands touched.

Richard and Ellis embraced briefly, lightly pounding each other’s back in a gesture of enduring friendship.

Ellis had been the first person in the office to help me wrap my head around the planning elements of working here. Without him, I’d have lost my head years ago. Now, I itched to get the chance to plan my own event.

I loved working for the company. I had applied to be one of the planners, but Richard said he liked me and wanted me as his executive assistant. Me, a young twenty-two-year-old with no experience or education managed to get a very, very good job. I felt like I won the lottery.

I loved that I had the chance to learn from a legend in the event planning industry. He seemed immortal, his passion for the business evident in the lines etched on his face, a testament to the countless events he single-handedly orchestrated before he hired a team of planners. Now, he usually sat back and watched over the business without worrying about whether or not the balloon arches matched the tablecloths.

After cake, an endless number of toasts, and a teary goodbye, Richard and I made our way up to the top floor of the four-story building. We went to his large office and sat down in the comfortable sitting area like we often did. With my iPad in hand, I began rattling off his schedule for tomorrow while he stood in front of the window, gazing at the red rocks that had turned burgundy now that the sun had set.

I chewed on the inside of my cheek, sensing he hadn’t asked me up here to talk about his schedule. "So, retirement, huh? Are you thinking about following in Ellis’ footsteps in a couple of years?”

He turned his gaze to me and smiled. " I've got plans."

I grinned, thinking it was another one of his quips. "Plans? Are you going to spike the coffee now?"

His smile grew slyer, and he leaned in as if sharing a secret. "I'm bringing in someone to take over. Someone I'm going to train personally."

My grip on the iPad loosened and I had to scramble to catch it before it fell off my lap. My palms started to sweat as I looked up at my boss. My friend. "You're not serious, right? You can't leave. This place still needs you.”

I need you.

His eyes held a mixture of amusement and sincerity. "Serious as a heart attack, Waverly. I've got to pass the torch someday, and I believe the time is right."

The weight of his words settled on me like an anchor sinking into the sea.

"But who could possibly replace you?" I stammered.

He moved to sit down across from me, unbuttoning his suit jacket as he lowered himself into the armchair. “My grandson. I'm grooming him to take over. Family legacy, you know?"

Family legacy, I thought, feeling the unease creep in. I kept my smile in place while panic lit up my nerves. I was going to short-circuit the iPad in my hands with my sweaty palms. The idea of someone new taking charge, especially his own flesh and blood, felt like a threat to the stability I'd grown accustomed to.

"I see," I forced the words.

He leaned forward. "Waverly, my dear, you're not going anywhere. You're the backbone of this place. The new blood needs the old wisdom, and you're part of that wisdom. I'm counting on you to help guide him through the transition. He's going to need you."

I tried to swallow my anxiety and smile. "I don't think I've met your grandson."

"He's been in New York for years, but he's always been the one I was going to hand the place off to."

I fidgeted with the stylus. " What if he doesn't see the value in someone like me? I’m not qualified on paper."

Mr. Williams's eyes softened. "Waverly, you are invaluable to this company. I brought you in when you were just a bright-eyed young lady, and now you've become an integral part of our success."

My throat burned and a lump formed. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. I forced my shoulders back and looked my boss in the eyes. "But what if the new boss wants someone with more experience, someone more mature?"

He leaned back. "He won't. I chose you not just for your skills, but for your dedication and passion. I see that same fire in you now. The new boss may be family, but I've made it clear that you're not to be touched. Your job is secure."

A surge of relief swept over me, and I managed a weak smile. "Thank you, Mr. Williams. You've been like a grandfather to me these past few years. I'm going to miss seeing that smile every day."

He chuckled. "And you've been like a granddaughter to me, Waverly. This company is your home. You'll be fine. Besides, some fresh blood will keep things exciting around here."

Despite his comforting words, unease lingered. "Thank you."

"I think that's all for today. Tomorrow, I'll need you to make arrangements for me to fly to New York."

"So soon?"

"Yes," he grinned and pushed up to his feet. "I've made up my mind about retiring and I want to get my grandson on board sooner rather than later. I feel this sudden need to break free of the confines the business has put on me. I want to take my wife and explore the world. It's time."

I wondered if he'd been given some bad news from his doctor. This all felt very sudden. "Lucky lady," I said.

" She's been a very patient woman, but it's time. I've overstayed my place here as it is. I've loved working here, but it's time to move on. I want to make the most of the years I have left. I know the company will be in good hands with you and my grandson."

I kept smiling, but inside, my heart was breaking. "I will do everything I can to make you proud."

His eyes sparkled as he nodded, resting a comforting hand on my shoulder. "I have no doubt you will, Waverly."
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KNOX


“Bring me a cappuccino,” I said to my assistant as I strolled through the New York offices of Elite Occasions. “Please,” I added as an afterthought.

I had a cushy job in one of the best cities in the world. Our offices sat on the forty-third floor on Park Avenue. I was the captain of this little ship of the most successful branch of the company. One day, this would be my empire. I stepped into my office, shrugging off my coat and hanging it up. It was a chilly day with fresh snowfall covering the streets. I sat down, adjusting the collar of my Ralph Lauren polo. The cashmere was perfectly warm against the arctic blast New York was currently suffering under.  

I looked out the window and could practically hear the sounds of the city. From my perch high above, I heard nothing.

I gazed out at the cityscape, where a thousand skyscrapers jostled for prominence in the skyline, mirroring the ruthless competition that defined New York. Through my window, I could see Central Park, its trees stark and bare against the white snow. I took a deep breath and pulled myself away from the windows and went to my desk to start my day.

"Here you go," my assistant said, putting my cappuccino on the desk. "Your mother is on line one for you."

"My mother?"

"Yes. She's waiting."

I glanced at my phone, a sudden unease settling in. My mother and I had a cordial relationship, but her calls were never random, especially on a Tuesday afternoon. I sipped my drink and reached for the phone.

"Hey, Mom. What's up?" I tried to keep my voice casual. I'd been a good boy. She had nothing to call and scold me about. Not this time, at least.

"Knox, your grandfather wants to have dinner with you tonight," she said.

"Dinner? Tonight?" I repeated, my mind scrambling to rearrange my evening plans. There goes my chances of getting laid. Unless it was an early dinner. He was old. Maybe he'd want to have dinner at five. I’d be out of there by quarter after six.

"Yes. He's taking the company jet, and you're to meet him at the usual place," she replied, the usual place being one of those exclusive restaurants where the prices could fund a small country. The family had a standing reservation.

"Any idea why?" I asked, trying to sound cool while searching my brain for whatever crime I might have committed to warrant a visit from my grandfather. Had I pissed off a client? Fired the wrong person? Slept with an employee?

No, no, and… maybe?

She sighed. "I don't know, Knox. He didn't specify. You'll have to find out when you meet him."

My grandfather was the sole person to shape our family's wealth and name. He came from nothing and amassed enough wealth to keep several generations living very well, assuming we didn't piss it away. His presence always carried a weight, not just because of his age but also because he controlled the family fortune, my trust fund. Even though I'd gained access to my money years ago and successfully managed the company's most lucrative arm since I was twenty-seven, the thought of facing him still sent a shiver down my spine. He was the kind of man that demanded respect not only with his impressive stature but also with his natural charm.

"Okay," I replied, my voice steady. "I'll be there."

"Call me later and let me know what he had to say," she ordered before hanging up, leaving me staring at the phone in my hand.

I let out a quiet curse and placed it back on the hook. My mind buzzed with a million questions. What could my grandfather possibly want? Maybe he wanted to talk about opening that new branch in London. It was something he mentioned last year. I could live in London. It would be nice to put an ocean between us. I had spent a lot of time in London in my modeling days. It had some great clubs and sexy women.

I checked my email right away, wondering if there was a memo that would shed some light on this impromptu meeting. Unfortunately, there wasn't anything to give me a clue.

It would have to wait. My first meeting was scheduled. It was with a couple throwing their precious princess a sweet sixteen party. They were going all out.

I walked into the meeting and was immediately met with a barrage of questions and requests from the wealthy couple. They wanted everything to be perfect for their little princess—and rightfully so. After all, Elite Occasions had a reputation for making dreams come true, and I took pride in upholding that prestige.

"We heard about that event you did last year at the Hamptons. We want something similar but unique for our Maddy," the father said.

"We want that for Maddy and then some," the wife added.

I smiled, feeling good that my reputation preceded me. "Absolutely," I responded, my smile never faltering. "Maddy deserves nothing less. Our team will ensure that her sweet sixteen is a unique and memorable affair."

After detailed discussions about everything from color palettes to the guest list, they finally left, dropping subtle suggestions about famous performers they wanted at their event. I didn't typically handle events. I was more of the overseer of the office, but when it came to anything over six figures, I got involved, more as a figurehead. Just to make sure the client knew they were getting the best of the best.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of meetings, back-to-back conference calls, and budget discussions. Despite the looming prospect of dinner with my grandfather, I liked my job. It was something I had control of—or as much control as one could have in the event planning industry—unlike whatever curveball my grandfather planned on tossing my way. My trust fund was intact, and I didn't need it to live off considering my own wealth, but could a guy really ever have too much money?

I finished for the day, quickly going home to put on a suit. I couldn't get into the restaurant without a tie and my grandfather would not appreciate my casual polo, even if it cost nearly as much as the bespoke suits he always wore.

I hopped in my Porsche and made my way to the restaurant.

My grandfather sat at our usual table, his stoic expression unwavering as I approached. He rose, acknowledging me with a nod before giving me a quick hug.

"Knox," he greeted. "It's good to see you."

"You too, Grandpa. You look good."

He chuckled as he took his seat. "I look old, Knox."

"But tanned," I grinned. "I take it the weather in southern Utah is as sunny as usual?"

"If you came home to visit once in a while, you would know."

"I've got a very busy schedule here," I shrugged casually.

"Oh, I'm sure you do," he smiled. "I hope I didn't interfere with that schedule tonight?"

I flashed him a grin. "She was happy to take a raincheck."

“Indeed? Well, I should hope so," he chuckled, pouring himself a glass of the vintage red wine that had just been served. "You always did have a charming way with the ladies."

"I think I inherited that from you," I said. "I've seen pictures of Grandma back in the day. She was quite the looker."

He laughed again. "Yes, she was. She took a chance on some poor boy from nowhere going nowhere. I'm a lucky man."

We ordered dinner and I waited for him to tell me what this was about.

"So, Knox," he began, his piercing gaze fixed on me. "How is business?"

What is this about? Get to the point old man.

I leaned back, trying to maintain a nonchalant demeanor. "Everything's running smoothly. Profits are up, and our latest quarter is exceeding expectations. It was all in my quarterly report."

"That's good to hear. But there's something else we need to discuss."

Finally. "I've been considering some changes." He swirled the wine in his glass. "And it involves you."

"What kind of changes?"

"I'm getting old, Knox. It's time to reassess the family affairs. I've decided to shift some responsibilities around."

"What does that mean?"

"Knox, I've decided to entrust you with the business," he declared, his eyes searching mine for a reaction.

I blinked, the words taking a moment to register. "What?"

"I'm stepping down as CEO and I want you to take over."

CEO. Take over. Me? Now?

My mouth worked, but no sound came out.

My grandfather gave me one of those easy smiles of his and chuckled. “Take your time.”

"Why now?" I managed.

He leaned back. "Because I believe you're ready. You've proven your worth in running the company. It's time for the next phase. This was always the plan. Your mother doesn't want the job, and honestly, I don't think there is anyone else that could do it as well as you could. You have the knack for it. I know you’ll continue to grow our business and maybe even open that London branch we talked about in time. And, truth be told, I’m ready to relinquish the responsibilities and take a step back.”

“It sounds like you’re taking more than just one step,” I muttered.

“I trust you, Knox.”

I swallowed and let it sink in. The responsibility that came with managing the family business was not lost on me.

"Is there a catch?" I asked, narrowing my eyes. There almost always was with my grandfather's propositions.

He chuckled. "No catch. Are you saying you don't want the job?"

"No, I'm saying I don't get it."

"I want to retire."

"Retire?" I repeated. "You?"

"I'm not a young man and I've promised your grandmother I will take her on a trip around the world," he admitted, a twinkle of something like excitement in his eyes. It made him look suddenly younger. "I've been planning it for years. We've been talking about it since we were young, and now? Well, it's time."

"But you're the face of the company," I objected, trying to make sense of all this. "People associate our brand with you."

"But they'll start associating it with you, Knox," he said confidently. "You have the charisma I had when I was young. You'll lead our company toward even greater heights. Look at what you've done with the New York office. It's thrived under your leadership.”

"But I..." I muttered, at a loss for words.

"No catch." He waved his hand dismissively. "Just a legacy to continue. An enterprise to nurture."

"I thought you were looking at Nathan."

He frowned and shook his head. "Nathan is excellent as our marketing head, but I want someone that can see the bigger picture. I don't want all the focus on just marketing. You understand what it means to oversee a large office. New York rivals Utah. You can do this."

But I won’t do it the same way you’ve been.

Our dinner came out of the kitchen piping hot. My grandfather laid his napkin across his lap and made small talk with the server, who topped up our glasses of red wine. Their voices faded away as I lost myself to daydreaming about the new job. Yes, this had come out of the blue, but it’s not like this possibility hadn’t been dancing around in my head for the better part of half a decade. Eventually, something like this was bound to happen. I guess I just hadn’t seen it coming so soon.

I’d knocked things out of the park in New York. What if part of the family legacy wasn’t just continuing on with what my grandfather had created, but making it my own?

When I looked up, I found him smiling at me. “So?” he pressed.

"I’ll do it.” I lifted my chin. “And I’ll do it well."

"Ah, there's that humble young man I remember from all those years ago." He smiled.

"When?" I asked.

"Pardon?"

"When? When are you retiring?" I sipped my wine.

His face lit up. "I figure you should be ready to make the transition in two weeks."

I coughed, choking on the wine. "Two weeks!"

"We can make it three if you'd like."

A week didn't seem to make a huge difference. But he wasn't exactly asking. It was do it or lose my chance.

“Are you going to send some of your people here to go over all the major client files from your office? Two weeks is soon, but I can clear out some space for them if need be.”

He frowned. "The headquarters are in Utah. That's where they've always been and where they will always be."

I set my wine down. “Sorry?”

“You’re going to Utah, Knox.”

And just like that, the dream job sucked ass.
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WAVERLY


Janie refilled my wine glass and then her own. Gossip magazines sprawled across the coffee table along with my laptop pulled open to a New York gossip page. It was a Friday night, and this was our version of exciting. We lived in an area that wasn't exactly known for hot clubs and an exciting night life. That was fine by me. I wasn't really much of a partier. We had our heyday when we were in school but we both knew how important it was to get right to work and support ourselves. We first met while working at a coffee shop when we were in high school. We clicked right away. We went to different high schools. I lived in a small town just outside the city. We used to joke I was the country mouse and she was the city mouse.

She was a bubbly, beautiful, and outgoing woman. Janie was athletic and tiny. I, on the other hand, had the dark hair and curves. Many curves despite the countless types of shapewear I had tried. When I got to move into town, it felt like I was moving on up, even if it was only moving about fifteen miles. It was exciting to be in the city. That was why I was so nervous about losing my job. I didn't want to go back to my hometown. I didn't want to end up back in the coffee shop or working at the Family Dollar.

I considered this oppo research. And maybe a little gossipy, but entertaining, nonetheless.

Janie picked up her phone, grinning like a damn fool. "I mean, look at this," Janie exclaimed, her voice tinged with admiration, holding up her phone to display an old underwear model photo of Knox. "Isn't he hot?"

I rolled my eyes, unable to suppress a chuckle at Janie's unabashed swooning. "Janie, we're not here to admire his abs. We're here to figure out what kind of person he is."

"But, Waverly, have you seen those abs?" she countered with a playful grin. “Those abs should be worshipped.”

I sighed, reaching for my wineglass. "Yes, Janie, I've seen. But we need to focus. What do we know about Knox beyond his former underwear model status? I know the New York branch is very successful, but I'm having a hard time putting that face on the numbers I've seen."

"You think because he's sexy he can't be smart?" Janie laughed.

I frowned, shuffling through the open tabs on my laptop. "I didn't say that. I'm just saying it's hard to reconcile that face with a corporate manager. People will underestimate him."

"Isn't that a good thing?" Janie asked, leaning back on the couch with her wine glass held delicately in her hand. "Maybe he uses that to his advantage."

"Maybe," I murmured, clicking onto another tab.

"If you were planning a big party, can you imagine sitting across the table from him?" Janie sighed. "I would want to plan a party every week if it meant I got to have some time with him. I wonder if he attends planning meetings shirtless?"

I scowled. "That would be highly unprofessional."

"But hot!"

I turned my attention back to the bio page on the company's website about Knox Williams. Mr. Williams’s only grandchild. He was the heir apparent. The last couple of weeks had been spent getting ready for the transition. Richard insisted nothing would change, but everyone in the office knew that there was always change when a new boss came in. I was probably more nervous than the others. I was the one that was going to be working with him side by side for eight hours a day.

Janie scrolled through her phone, her brows furrowed in concentration. "Okay, let's see. Successful businessman, runs a profitable branch of the family company, and, oh, did I mention those abs?"

I shot her a mock glare, shaking my head. "Yes, Janie, you did. Now, what else? If you mention the abs again I'm going to take away all the pictures. No fantasies for you."

We delved into the world of business articles, social media posts, and the kind of gossip that felt a little intrusive and icky. I knew he grew up in our area, but I didn't remember him. He was one of the elite kids that went to a private school. According to his bio, he left school early to model full time but did online school to graduate and even earned an AA in business while modeling.

Maybe he was more than just a pretty face.

Knox had taken the New York office from average to putting up some of the best numbers out of the five locations. On paper, the guy looked good, but my skepticism lingered. The company was doing very well already. All he had to do was not screw up too badly to keep it afloat.

"He's a trust fund kid," I mused, scanning through an article detailing his latest business ventures. "With a hot body."

Janie raised an eyebrow. "So, you're saying he's the perfect package?"

I snorted, taking a sip of wine. "Perfect on the outside, maybe. But I don't see any substance. It's like he's been coasting on the success his family built."

Janie leaned back. "Well, maybe coasting is just a smart way to navigate life. Not everyone has to struggle, you know."

I shot her a look. "Janie, you know how hard I've worked to get where I am. I can't respect someone who just coasts by on their family's success."

She shrugged, her eyes returning to her phone. "Fair enough, but let's not pretend you wouldn't mind coasting with him on a beach somewhere."

I rolled my eyes, the image of sandy beaches and Knox Williams doing nothing for me. "I'm serious, Janie. I don't want to work for someone who's all looks and no substance."

"You're judging a book by its cover," she lectured.

"A lot of these pictures are old," I said. "He is thirty-two now. I'm guessing things aren't quite as hard as they used to be."

She raised an eyebrow. I realized the way it sounded and immediately blushed. "That's not what I meant!"

She giggled and sipped her wine. "Men that age are like fine wine. The pictures at the charity function over the holidays say he's still hot."

"He's wearing a tux," I countered. "Yes, he might be trim, but it's very unlikely he's still sporting washboard abs."

"I guess you can always ask him to lift his shirt," she smiled.

I grimaced. "That's the last thing I'd do."

"Just saying, you were so curious about his abs," Janie teased, scrolling through her phone to show me more of Knox's pictures. "See? Still ripped like a Greek god."

There was a picture of him sunbathing on a yacht last summer. Indeed, his abs were rock hard. His biceps were well defined without being ridiculously muscular. Sometimes, I believed God was a little sloppy with the gene disbursement. Knox was rich, hot, and possibly smart. The verdict was still out on the last bit.

I sighed, taking another sip of my wine. Was this what working with him was going to be like? A constant tug of war between my professional decorum and the temptation of his physical attractiveness?

"Let's change the subject," I suggested, closing my laptop. "This is getting us nowhere."

Janie laughed, topping off her wine glass. "Okay, okay. Let's talk about something else. How about we dream up the vacation we'll take when we finally get a break?"

"Suits me," I replied, relishing the thought of a far-off place where there were no spreadsheets and no Knox Williams to distract me.

We talked about going to San Diego for a week and hanging out on the beach. Even as we discussed the vacation we had been planning for five years but had yet to actually get to it, I thought about Knox. Not Knox, but my job. He was going to be starting next week. I was nervous as hell. If he was a cocky, arrogant dude, there was a good chance he was going to want some hot assistant he could flirt with. I knew his type.

"He's probably going to be arrogant and snobbish," I mused aloud.

Janie looked at me with confusion. "What?"

"Nothing," I muttered.

"You're still thinking about him!"

"Not him. My job. What it means for me and my future. I'll never find a job that pays this much. There's no way I can keep this place. My car. Everything. There's a lot riding on this. If he turns out to be an asshole, I don't know how I can work for him."

"Give him a chance," she said.

"A chance is a big ask."

"Don't be so serious, Waverly," Janie teased, swirling the last of the wine in her glass. "Maybe he's not all bad. And who knows? You might get to enjoy the view at the office."

I shot her a playful glare, knowing she was just trying to lighten the mood. "Janie, there is absolutely no way anything is going to happen between me and Knox Williams. I'm there to work, not indulge in some office romance."

She held up her hands in mock surrender. "Alright, alright. But just be careful. He's well known for loving and leaving the ladies. Just looking through these pictures and it's like looking at his very full little black book."

I scoffed, waving off her warning. "Janie, please. I'm not going to be one of his conquests. I'm there to do my job, and that's it. Besides, I seriously doubt a man like that is going to be interested in a woman like me."

"Stop," she chided. "You have a great ass and big boobs. You are every man's dream."

I burst into laughter. "Uh, thanks."

"I am serious! You are sexy and smart. I mean, you are an executive assistant at a multimillion-dollar company. That's no small feat. Stop letting that nasty little voice in the back of your head whisper you aren't pretty enough or good enough. We all have that voice. We have all learned to shut that bitch down. She needs to sit down, shut up, and let you live your life."

I appreciated her words, but I feared they were a bit inflated. "Well, if my sex appeal is what gets me through this job, it's going to be one hell of a rocky start," I admitted with a slightly bitter chuckle.

"There’s more to you than your physical attributes," she said, putting down the empty glass on the wooden table, her eyes serious. "You are dependable, hardworking, and have a big heart. Any boss would be lucky to have you as his assistant. And you're funny. You always turn my shitty day around. I know I can call you anytime day or night and you're going to be there for me."

Despite the humor in our conversation, I could feel the sincerity in her words. Janie had always been unapologetically honest, which was something I admired about her. And right now, I found it comforting.

"Thanks, Janie," I smiled, feeling a warmth spread through me. The wine certainly helped. "I just need to get a grip on my nerves. I've been kicking myself for not saving more money. I guess I let myself believe my job was secure. I should have known nothing was guaranteed."

"You'll be fine," she said. "You're overthinking it. Now, I have to go. I've got an early class. Don't stress yourself out about this situation. It's going to be okay. Your boss gave you a job because he knew you were going to be good at it. Don't let anyone tell you any different."

"Thanks," I smiled. I walked her to the door and watched her get in her car and drive away.

The skepticism lingered, but so did a sense of duty. Richard Williams had been more than a boss to me; he had been a mentor, a guide, and a friend. The prospect of working for someone like Knox, who seemed worlds apart from the man I respected, unnerved me, but I promised Richard I would do all I could to make sure this transition was a success. I loved the company too much to let it fall apart.
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KNOX


Iwalked downstairs with a pout on my face. I knew I was surly. Leaving New York sucked. Unfortunately, my grandfather wouldn’t budge on my location. It was take the job as CEO and move back to Utah or stay in New York and miss out on my chance to run the company. The family home was set on top of a hill overlooking St. George. While the view was nice, I missed the Manhattan skyline. I missed the noise and chaos. I missed the restaurants and clubs. It wasn't exactly the sticks, but it was a far cry from the thriving metropolis I had left behind.

I missed the hustle and bustle, the ceaseless excitement that had become a part of my daily life in New York.

The housekeeper was in the kitchen. “Good morning,” she smiled.

“Good morning.”

“There is fresh coffee and muffins,” she said cheerfully.

“Thank you.”

I grabbed one of the blueberry muffins and dumped some creamer into my coffee before going to sit at the small table in the breakfast room. My gaze drifted, looking at the houses below and to the left and right of our own. I remembered when the mansion was first built. It was the only house on the hill. That was a long time ago. The city had exploded practically overnight and now the hillside was the spot to be for all of the elites flocking to the area.

My mother came into the kitchen already dressed for whatever social function was on her schedule.

"Good morning," she said in a voice that made me think she'd been up for hours. "It's so nice to have you home."

I grunted in response.

"I hope you know we want you to stay," she said. "With Mom and Dad leaving, there will be more than enough room."

"If I'm going to be staying, I think I should get my own house," I said.

"Are you excited for your first day as CEO?"

I shrugged a shoulder. "I'm anxious to get started. I want to prove I'm the right man for the job. I'm guessing there are going to be a lot of execs that think I only got the job because of my last name. They'll be out for blood."

She laughed. "I don't think that's the case at all. You've been in New York too long. It's not like that in our company."

"Mom, it's like that in every company," I said dryly. "The'll say it's nepotism."

"Maybe it is, but it's also merit," my mother responded crisply. "You're a Williams, yes, but you've also got the degree and the experience to back you up. You've proven yourself in New York."

"I just don't want to screw this up," I admitted, running a hand through my hair. "This is Grandfather's company. His legacy."

"You won't screw it up," she assured me. "The team might need some time to adjust to new leadership. I hope you will listen to your grandfather's advice. Don't make any changes right away. Let people get to know you and they will trust you."

"Thanks. I know. This isn't my first time walking into a new office. I have to go."

"Have a good day," she said cheerily.

I left the house, getting into the new Lexus SUV I bought. My Porsche was in a garage in Manhattan with the hopes that I would return one day and get to drive it. The drive to the office was pretty quick and easy. I had to admit, I didn't miss the midtown traffic. Or the shitty weather. Today was a warm sixty-two degrees with nothing but clear blue skies. But eventually, the nice, mild weather would give way to extreme heat. That, I didn't miss at all.

With a quick check in the mirror, I adjusted my collar. My grandfather insisted on a suit, but I had to put my foot down. I wasn't going to wear a suffocating tie, especially not in the summer. When I laid out my reasons for keeping things casual, he let it go. It wasn't like I was going to demand everyone wear polos, but I was also not going to have a strict code. It worked in New York; it would work here.

As I walked into the office, I felt the laidback atmosphere of the town reflected in the office as well. The contrast to the bustling New York office was stark, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease as I navigated these unfamiliar waters. Everyone stopped talking as I walked in.

I nodded at those I made eye contact with. I knew my way around the office. I spent the weekend finalizing the takeover. My grandfather thought it would be easier if we took care of a lot of the little details without an audience. With the way everyone was staring at me, I understood why.

I walked to his—my—office. I opened the door and stepped into what felt like an empty space. I had yet to make it my own.

"Good morning."

I spun around and knew who the woman was standing inside my office. My grandfather had told me all about his assistant and just how valuable she was. By the way he talked about her, I figured she would have wings and a halo above her head. My grandfather never stopped singing praises of her brilliance and proclaiming her irreplaceable. If I was smart, he insisted, I'd trust her implicitly. I preferred to hire my own assistant. I needed someone that would mesh with me. I wasn't my grandfather.

"Hello," I nodded.

"I'm Waverly," she said. "Waverly Edwards."

"Knox Williams," I nodded, looking her over without being obvious.

"Can I get you a coffee?" she asked. "Or are you a tea drinker?"

I curled my lip. "Tea? Who drinks tea? That's for little old ladies sitting around in tea rooms."

Her shocked expression almost made me smile. Her big blue eyes looked even bigger against her pale skin. She had dark hair, pulled back in a ponytail. I wondered why her skin was so fair when she lived in the desert and the sun filled the sky pretty much every day of the year.

"I drink tea," she said in a tight voice. "Lots of people do."

"I don't want tea," I hissed. "Coffee. Black but bring me cream. I'll add it myself."

She pressed her red lips together. "Anything else?"

"Not this minute."

She turned and walked away. I saw the anger in her eyes. She didn't like me. I couldn't say I was all that impressed by her either. Waverly appeared too eager, too soft around the edges and too young. I found her curvier form out of place among the sleek figures of New York. I was used to women that spent hours getting ready in the morning and dressed in the latest fashions.

I liked my people a certain way. Waverly wasn't it. Not that I knew her, but from what my grandfather told me about her, I knew she wasn't for me.

The desire to reshape my team and hire an assistant more aligned with my vision surged within me. I needed someone sharp, business-minded, and profit-oriented. Those were the qualities I deemed essential for success. She was soft and probably nice. I was sure everyone liked her, but that didn't mean I did. I wanted to replace the old guard and bring the place into the twenty-first century. Unfortunately, for now, Waverly was under my grandfather's protection. He didn't want me making any changes, but more importantly, Waverly was not to be touched. His fondness for her was a weakness. I couldn't fire her right away, but eventually, my grandfather was going to have to cut the apron strings. Then, I could make my move.

It irritated me to no end that he treated her like his own granddaughter. I couldn't shake the feeling that he liked her more than me. I was the heir, but she was the one he really liked. That immediately made her my competition. If I wasn't careful, he would end up leaving the company to her. I would be damned if I let that happen.

Waverly came back into my office carrying the cup of coffee I had asked for. She set it down on my desk and looked at me expectantly. “Is there anything else you need?” she asked.

I took a moment to glance at her, taking in her soft features. There was a pleasant light in her eyes, but it wasn't the cutthroat ambition I would have preferred to see. It was too warm, too inviting.

"No," I said, drumming my fingers on the desk. "That will be all."

She studied me for another second before giving a small nod and turning to leave. There was an air of calm about her that irked me. This was business, and there was no room for softness. I wanted to take the company to the top event agency in the world. That required people with more drive. People that weren't afraid to be aggressive.

Just when I thought she was going to leave, she turned around and walked back to my desk. For a brief moment, I saw what looked like frustration.

"Is there something else?" I asked, my tone colder than I intended.

"I just thought I should let you know about the schedule for today. You have a meeting with the department heads at ten a.m., a lunch appointment with some potential clients at noon, and then a conference call with the board at three p.m.," she explained.

I sighed, realizing that my day was already packed with obligations. "Fine. Just make sure everything is set up for the meetings. And don't forget to send out an email to the department heads outlining the agenda."

She nodded, scribbling down notes on a pad. "I'll take care of it."

As she turned to leave, I couldn't help but voice my frustration. "And, Waverly, if you're going to be my assistant, you need to toughen up a bit. This isn't a place for the faint-hearted."

She shot me a defiant look, her eyes narrowing. "I can handle myself just fine, Mr. Williams. I've been running this office smoothly for years."

I raised an eyebrow. "Running the office for my grandfather isn't the same as working for me. Things are going to change around here, starting with the way business is done."

Waverly crossed her arms, her gaze unwavering. "What kind of changes? Richard—I mean Mr. Williams—assured the team things would not change."

I smirked, finding her determination amusing. "We'll see about that."

She left my office with a determined stride, leaving me alone to contemplate the challenges ahead. The clash between the old ways and my vision for the company was inevitable, and Waverly seemed to embody the resistance I would face.

The day unfolded with a series of meetings, introductions, and the inevitable scrutiny from the existing staff. I felt eyes on me everywhere I went. The rumor mill was already churning, and I could sense skepticism about my capabilities. That was why I planned on proving to every one of them I was the best man for the job, even if I wasn't the old, charming man they were used to.

By the time the conference call with the board came around, I was mentally exhausted. Waverly had set up the video conference in my office. I joined the call, facing a grid of faces on the screen, each scrutinizing the new CEO.

"Good afternoon, everyone," I began the brief speech I had rehearsed. "I appreciate the opportunity to lead this company into a new era of success. There will be some changes, but I promise you they will make all of us more successful."

As I outlined my plans, I could feel the tension in the virtual room. It was clear that not everyone was on board with my vision. That was fine. They didn't have to like me, but they did have to follow me.
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WAVERLY


Ifound myself taking a little more time with my makeup. Why? Why was I even trying to pretend a man that looked like Knox was ever going to look at me? It was so hard to be in the same room with him and not feel some kind of way. I was a woman with ovaries that came alive whenever Knox appeared. It was an overdose of pheromones. I didn’t want to be attracted to him. He was obnoxious. Arrogant, a little rude, and so not the kind of man I would ever willingly spend time with. Unfortunately, he was my boss. My job required I spend time with him.

He was undeniably one of the most handsome men I had ever seen up close and personal. His masculine appearance was striking. He was like Henry Cavill’s Superman with striking green eyes. I would not be surprised to find out he had a leotard with a giant S on under one of those polos he always wore. His chiseled features, confident stride, and an air of self-assurance left a huge mark on the office dynamics. Every woman seemed keenly aware of him, creating an atmosphere that I found entirely unprofessional.

Everyone was drooling over the man. It was gross. I hated that everywhere I went in the office, the ladies were talking about Knox. In our line of work, we tended to have a lot of women on staff. His arrival had been a disruption in my opinion. He was changing things, and not just the business side of things.

As I finished applying my mascara, I looked at my reflection in the mirror. I was a professional woman and experienced in my job. I shouldn't be feeling this way about my boss, let alone someone like Knox. I straightened my blouse and put on my new black pumps. Working around someone as tall as Knox made me feel very short. I was five-five, but he made me feel like I was two-feet tall.

As I walked past Knox's office, I saw him through his open office door, talking animatedly on the phone. He was waving his hands as if he could physically move the person on the other end of his words, his green eyes flashing with anger that was intimidating and strangely captivating. I couldn't help but pause for a moment, watching him. Even in his anger, Knox was gorgeous.

I shook my head to clear my mind. This was wrong. I needed to stay focused on my job. I kept walking, ignoring the fluttering sensation in my stomach. I sat down and got to work on Knox's schedule, knowing he was going to make changes regardless of what I planned. He seemed to think of me as a coffee-fetcher and little else.

It was annoying.

"Waverly!"

I rolled my eyes and took a deep breath, biting back my temper. He insisted on shouting. I was ten feet away. I could hear him. The whole office could hear him. I got up from my desk and walked to his office, standing in the doorway. "Yes?"

"I need coffee," he barked. "Bring me extra cream."

I forced a smile. "Anything else?"

He looked at me with those green eyes that could melt panties. "A snack. One of those protein bars I asked you to add to the breakroom supplies."

"Be right back."

I tried not to stomp my feet as I headed to the breakroom to fetch His Royal Highness his coffee and snack. Who did he think he was, barking orders at me like I was his personal slave? Yes, I was his assistant, but he seemed to lack any kind of basic manners. I wasn't sure if he even had the words please or thank you in his vocabulary.

As I prepared his coffee with extra cream, just as Sir Knox desired, I fumed. The way he ordered me around, expecting me to jump at his every command, made my blood boil. Sure, he was the CEO, but that didn't give him the right to be rude. Someone clearly never told him he would attract more bees with honey than vinegar.

But he was a spoiled, entitled asshole. He'd been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and probably had a team of servants at his beck and call from his first breath. While I was searching for the protein bars I knew I ordered, a couple of women came in.

They were engaged in a lewd conversation about him. Despite my discomfort, I chose not to confront them. Bringing him coffee and snacks was part of my job, after all, even if his brusque manner left something to be desired.

Yet as I listened to the other women's crude conversation, I felt a pang of sympathy for the guy. It seemed Knox was objectified for his good looks, rather than seen as a complete person. Perhaps his curt exterior was a defense mechanism, a way to protect himself from being treated as merely a sex object.

I found the protein bars and snatched one, carrying everything back to his office. "Anything else?"

"No."

I left his office, not expecting a thanks or polite conversation. That wasn't how he operated. Before going back to my desk, I went to the ladies' room. On my way out of the bathroom, I bumped into Knox's back. It was an accident. I was adjusting my blouse and not paying attention. In my defense, I wasn't expecting the jolly green giant to be standing directly in front of the damn door.

He turned around, looking down his nose at me. His nasty glare made me feel small and insignificant, an emotion I had never experienced under the leadership of Richard.

"Watch where you're going," he snapped.

Caught off guard, I mumbled an apology, and my cheeks flushed with embarrassment. It was a stark contrast to the warmth and respect I had received from Richard. Knox essentially shooed me off as he walked away, leaving me standing there feeling small and out of place.

With a huff, I continued on my way back to my desk, my mind swirling with a mix of frustration, embarrassment, and a yearning for the good old days. The good old days when Richard was in charge, when I didn't need to wear these uncomfortable heels just to feel less dwarfed by my egotistical boss, when I felt valued. Even a coffee-fetcher deserved respect.

Once at my desk, I glanced back at Knox's office, watching him through the glass partition. Despite everything, the sight of him leaning back in his chair, running a hand through his tousled hair, sent awkward shivers down my spine. It was infuriating how this man could get under my skin in ways I hadn't known were possible. I turned away, slightly angry at myself for allowing his ruthless charm to affect me. I was here to work. He was my boss, nothing more.

I immersed myself in routine tasks, diligently plowing through endless piles of paperwork, answering phone calls and organizing meetings. Knox was a demanding boss, but at least he kept me busy. Throughout those hours, I deliberately avoided any unnecessary encounters with Knox. His rude reprimand had left a mark. It shouldn't have, but it did. It stung. He hurt my feelings. I was unwilling to subject myself to further belittlement. As I went about my tasks, Knox sent long, demanding emails, each one outlining a variety of tasks with unrealistic expectations of my time. He was testing me. I might be young, but I wasn't an idiot. The temptation to tell him to fuck off and walk out the door was strong. I didn't have to put up with his bullshit.

However, I was not one to back down from a challenge. My determination to prove my capabilities, not just to Knox but to myself fueled me. I threw myself into my work, tackling each task with vigor. The long emails were not going to beat me. But they were relentless. Each one detailed a new task or project that needed my attention, piling up to a mountain of responsibilities.

Despite the daunting workload, I couldn't deny the thrill it gave me. There was something about Knox's impossible expectations that ignited a fire within me. This wasn't just about proving my worth to him or myself anymore. It was a battle against my own limitations. Working for Richard had been pretty easy. He told me what he wanted and I made it happen. His schedule was fairly light. I fielded phone calls and arranged meetings. I knew what Richard wanted and could easily meet his expectations.

Knox, on the other hand, was an unknown. I knew he didn't like me. I saw it in the way he looked at me and the way he treated me. Yes, he was a dick to everyone, but I felt like he really disliked me the most. I had no idea why, but it was apparent he had a problem with me.

My desk became a battleground, cluttered with files, schedules, and a never-ending stream of emails. He was doing all he could to bury me. It only made me fight harder. His ruthless management style created an atmosphere of tension and stress. It was a stark contrast from the collaborative and respectful environment under Richard's leadership.

After a particularly challenging afternoon of dealing with Knox's incessant requests, I found myself needing a break. I went down the street to get myself a drink from Swig. Soda shops were popping up every week, it seemed like. I ordered a Daisy Duke and waited.

A thought crossed my mind, a question that had been playing on a loop in my head all day. Was this really what I signed up for? Was the paycheck worth enduring Knox's arrogance and disregard for basic courtesy? I questioned my decision to stay, my loyalty to a job that seemed to chip away at my sense of self-worth.

When I returned to my desk with my reviver drink in hand, a new email from Knox awaited me. The subject line was bold and demanding. I groaned when I read it was a demand to be in his office at eight a.m. sharp for an important meeting. Every meeting was important to him.

I sighed and shook my head. Knox's idea of urgency bordered on the absurd. But there was nothing I could do. I had my orders, so all that was left was to prepare for this meeting. God knows what he wanted to talk about this time. He provided no details and there was no explanation about the purpose of the meeting, which made it difficult to prepare for. It kept me on my toes, certainly.

But it wasn't just that. I had a feeling he liked his cryptic meeting demands because he wanted me to worry. He wanted me to wonder if I was about to get fired. It was all about him wielding his power over me. It was a battle of wills. He wanted to push me out. I wanted to go, but I hated the idea of losing. That and that alone was the only reason I wasn't going to quit.
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KNOX


Ipulled my Lexus into the garage, parking alongside my grandparents’ matching Teslas, and killed the engine. It had been a long week. This place felt like I was in the backwoods, and it was starting to get to me. It wasn't exactly the sticks, but it was a far cry from the thriving metropolis I had left behind.

Today had been another reminder that I wasn’t in New York anymore. While in the middle of what I thought was a very important meeting, there were sirens. I didn’t even hear them but everyone in the room got this panic-stricken look on their faces. I didn’t miss the fact they all reached for their phones like they were expecting an emergency alert to come through to warn them of an apocalypse. That was when I realized they weren’t used to sirens in their sleepy little city. They were convinced they had to know whoever it was that was in need of EMS. It was weird.

The grandeur of the estate did little to fill the void left by Manhattan’s energy. I missed the hustle and bustle and the ceaseless excitement that had become a part of my daily life in New York. The transition from a thriving, noisy city to this place was proving to be more difficult than I thought it would be.

The quaint charm of my hometown proved to be a double-edged sword. I could understand why some people liked it here. It was clean with pretty surroundings. It went from desert to the mountains in a two-hour drive. Crime seemed to be nonexistent, and everyone seemed to know everyone despite the size of the place. People talked to me as if we had been lifelong friends. I honestly couldn’t tell if it was because they knew who I was from my modeling days or if it was because they knew me because of who my family was. It was a stark contrast to the anonymity I could enjoy in New York, where I could blend into the sea of faces without being recognized. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. My fame in my twenties still lingered but I wasn’t as recognizable as some other celebrities.

In this town, it wasn’t my modeling people remembered. It was my family name. The weight of my family's legacy pressed down on me. The Williams name seemed to precede me. It was a privilege that felt more like a curse. People asked me about my grandfather more than anything. I had the same pat answer—he’s enjoying retirement.

I missed the cold shoulders and scowls of people I passed on the street. Hell, I even missed the challenge of hailing a taxi in the rain, or when I was feeling really daring, I took the subway. I never thought I could miss the subway, but I did.

The decision to immerse myself in work seemed like a plausible solution. I could channel my energy into the business, make my mark, and distract myself from the persistent ache for the New York life I had left behind. The office became my refuge, a place where I could drown out the relentless cheerfulness of St. George and focus on the demands of the job.

I was on my way upstairs when my mother appeared from her sitting room. "I hope you don't have plans tonight."

I laughed. "No, Mom, I don't. I'm not sure if you're aware of the lack of a nightlife in this place, but no. I don't have plans. My exciting night will be spent watching Game of Thrones, again."

She smiled, not bothered by my surly attitude. "Great, then we'll go out for dinner."

"McDonald's," I muttered. "No thanks. I've been eating like shit since I've been here. I don't need greasy food."

"Stop," she chided. "There's a lovely Japanese steakhouse. You'll like it."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, no thanks."

"We're going out," she said firmly.

"Mom, I'm not in the mood. I've had a long week, and I don't want to do this right now."

"Knox," she sighed. "Why don't we just get through dinner, and after that, you can do as you please?"

"Fine," I sighed. "What time?"

She smiled, her eyes lighting up, and for a fraction of a second, I could see the joy in her face. She was happy to have me back, and no matter how hard I fought it, that made something twist inside of me. "Seven-thirty."

"Sure," I grumbled, my shoulders slumping in defeat.

She reached out and smoothed some unruly hair back from my forehead. The motherly gesture reminded me of simpler times when I was still a kid. Before the fame, before the modeling, before the pressure of the Williams name had become too much to bear.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "We've barely had a chance to catch up since you've been back."

I nodded and trudged up the grand staircase. I knew she was lonely. Yes, she had a million friends, but they were all superficial. She lived in this big ass house with her parents. As far as I knew she wasn't seeing anyone. When I was young, we were close. I loved my mother, even if she could be a little overbearing at times. I sat in the chair and pulled out my phone to call my friend in Manhattan. It was a Friday night and almost nine o'clock. He was likely out at our usual club or at dinner with a lovely lady.

"Hey, Jack," I said when he finally picked up the phone. The bass of loud music vibrated through the speaker, humming in my ear. He was at the club. Jealousy hit me hard.

"Knox! Good to hear from you." His voice was as boisterous as ever. I could hear a woman's laughter in the background. Jack always knew how to enjoy life.

"Sounds like you're having fun," I commented dryly.

"You know it. I'm always ready for a good party, especially on a Friday night. How about you? How’s your first week back at home? Are you headed out to a club? Fresh meat!”

I groaned, running a hand through my hair. “There aren’t clubs here. There are bars, but it’s nothing like there.”

“Ah, poor guy! You’re missing out big time,” Jack teased.

The booming music in the background underscored his words, making the emptiness of the huge house I was living in feel even emptier and farther removed from life.

“Yeah, it’s real fun here,” I said, my sarcastic remark dripping with so much bitterness it could have curdled milk.

“But hey, at least you’re back with your family, yeah?”

“Yeah, that's one way to put it."

Jack laughed again. "It can't be that bad. You're a CEO. You have to put in the time now but look at the bigger picture."

"It's going to be a while before I can move the headquarters to New York."

"Is that still your plan?" he asked.

My eyes drifted to my bedroom door. I didn't want to risk my mother overhearing my plans. I knew it wasn't what the old regime wanted, but I was looking at the bigger picture. I knew what the company was capable of. If they let me make the changes I wanted, it would only make the company bigger, better, and a lot more profitable.

"Yeah," I said, my voice lowered. "But don't spread it around just yet. It’s still in the works."

"Your secret's safe with me," Jack assured. There was another burst of laughter in the background, and a feminine voice calling his name.

"Gotta go," he said quickly, and the call ended.

I stared at my phone for a long moment, listening to the silence. The distant ticking of a grandfather clock was mocking the silence.

We walked into the restaurant and were quickly shown to a table. My mother apparently knew everyone. She smiled, asked about their health or their kids, and promised to catch up with them later.

She was royalty in this place. She made sure she introduced me, lavishing praise on me about how proud she was that I was the acting CEO. I smiled politely. In this small town, I was the prodigal son returned. I had a different kind of fame here.

When the waitress came over to take our order, my mother ordered her usual filet mignon and house salad. She turned to me with an expectant look in her eyes. I sighed inwardly and ordered a porterhouse.

"Isn't this nice?" She smiled. "How long has it been since you and I have been out to dinner alone?"

"A while," I answered.

"It's been too long. Now that you're here, we'll have to make this a habit."

"We'll try," I said.

"How is the house-hunting going?"

I shook my head. "Not great. There's not a lot of places that suit my needs."

"You mean a penthouse apartment."

"Yeah, something like that. I need space. I need amenities. I want privacy."

"If you're after privacy, there's plenty," she smiled. "I have a good friend. She's a realtor. I know she can find you something. There are some new homes being built out by Santa Clara. Maybe you can have a home custom built for you."

"That's an idea," I said. A custom-built home might just be the answer to my predicament.

"I know it's not the same as living in Manhattan with the hustle and bustle, but this town has its charms," she added. "You just need to give it a chance."

I nodded, not wanting to hurt her feelings by dismissing her suggestion outright.

The waitress returned with two glasses of red wine, filling our glasses before she retreated back toward the kitchen. My mother raised her glass, waiting for me to do the same. I reluctantly obliged.

"Here's to having my son home and a bright future."

I forced a smile and took a drink.

"Avery!"

She looked to her left and waved at a couple. "I'll be right back," she whispered. "That's the couple that just bought one of the new commercial buildings."

I watched her walk away, doing her usual kiss on the cheek as she greeted the couple. She waved me to join them, but I shook my head. I had met enough people this week.

I pulled out my phone and checked email. I started drafting emails to a few of my planners, along with my assistant. My thumbs flew over the keyboard on my phone as I began outlining details for a meeting I wanted to have next week. I flinched as a shrieking laugh cut through the low murmur of table conversation. It was my mother. She had a laugh that could shatter glass.

The couple she was with were laughing too, their toothy smiles glinting under the warm overhead lights. My mother's attention was momentarily torn away, and she glanced at me from across the room, her smile unfazed as she jerked her head, inviting me to join them.

I shook my head once again, earning a scowl from her. I went back to my phone. My mother appeared a minute later.

"You can't keep treating people this way, Knox," she said in a hushed voice. "You live here. It doesn't hurt to try and make friends. You're representing the family."

I sighed, pocketing my phone. "Mother, I'm not here on vacation. This isn't a social visit. I have a company to run."

She pursed her lips, her eyes studying me before she reached to grab her glass of wine. "And part of running a company is fostering relationships, is it not?"

I couldn't argue with her there. But these weren't business relationships. These were the townsfolk, friends of my mother’s who had watched me grow up and now needed something to gossip about.

"Fine," I conceded after a moment of silence. "Next time."

"It isn't like they are hounding you," she went on. "You've been moping since you got here. This isn't a prison."

"Take it up with Grandpa," I retorted, the words sharp and unapologetic. "He's the reason I have to work like this. If you want someone to blame, blame him. I could have done all of this from Manhattan, but he insisted I be here."

She flinched and I immediately felt guilty for being so harsh.
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WAVERLY


He was trying to kill us. That was the only explanation for his tyrannical behavior. It felt like a relentless assault on our sanity. Everyone was trying their best, but this was not sustainable. Everyone was fried.

January was traditionally a month of respite after the holiday rush. We all looked forward to January when we could kick back and breathe. November and December were total chaos. We barely managed to keep it together with a white-knuckle grip. That was with a good leader. No one was ever going to accuse Knox of being a good leader.

He had transformed the office into a battleground of overwhelming schedules and unmanageable expectations. The weight of Richard's absence loomed over us, a constant reminder that the business we had known was undergoing a drastic transformation under Knox's leadership.

The pace of events, far beyond our usual capacity, left the event managers overwhelmed and on the brink of burnout.

I slipped into the breakroom for a strong dose of caffeine. Because I was Knox's assistant, he assumed I would work the same long hours he put in. The paycheck seemed to be shrinking with every hour of overtime I put in since I was a salaried employee. There were a few people in the breakroom. Usually, there would be lively gossip about a difficult client or exciting details about an event they were planning. Now, it was tired people who looked like they were carrying the weight of the world on their shoulders. The smell of over-brewed coffee hung in the air like a cheap cologne. It was good enough for me. It wasn't like I was drinking it for the taste.

I filled my mug and turned to find Kathy, one of our wedding planners, standing in the doorway, her arms crossed tightly around her waist.

"I can't do it anymore, Waverly," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Her eyes were red rimmed and puffy, the hallmark of many sleepless nights.

"Kathy, are you okay?"

"I've got a bridezilla on my hands. Add that to the dictator in Richard's office and I feel like I'm being torn in two."

"I'm sorry," I said with a sympathetic voice.

"Thanks," she sighed. "I'm just at my wit's end."

"When is the wedding?"

"Two weeks. I just have to hang on two more weeks. That's assuming I don't get another difficult client. If I do, I don't think I'll survive."

I hated seeing the people I thought of as a second family so stressed out. How could miserable people plan fun, exciting events?

It made me question Knox's intentions. Was he trying to drive the business into the ground, or did he simply lack an understanding of the delicate balance required for sustained success? He'd always been an executive, I assumed. He didn't know the first thing about planning a huge event with difficult clients. He didn't know the dance these people had to navigate to keep the clients happy.

"I'm sorry," I said and put my hand on her shoulder. "Is there anything I can do to help? I can make calls or whatever you need?"

She smiled. "Thank you, but I know you are loaded with work right now as well. You're a sweetheart for offering. I keep telling myself it's worth it. I love what I do. The pay is good. It's just a difficult transition right now. We'll make it. One day at a time, right?"

I nodded and wished I could carry some of her burden. "We'll get through."

I left the breakroom and made my way back to my desk, looking at the faces of my coworkers and seeing the strain. The joy in the office was gone. No one was laughing, no one was sharing weekend plans, and no spontaneous conversations were happening. Everyone looked like they would rather be anywhere else but where they were. I supposed the one good thing that came from everyone hating the new boss was the fact no one was talking about how sexy he was. His personality was ugly and that turned everyone off.

Returning to my desk, I stared at the pile of paperwork and Knox’s itinerary for the day. Looking at the list of meetings and tasks he'd penciled in, I felt a surge of resentment for his complete disregard for other people's boundaries. He was not just a boss. He’d become a tyrant.

I glanced over at Knox's office, seeing him hunched over his laptop, his fingers tapping furiously on the keys. Did he even realize the damage he was doing? I suspected not. He was too caught up in his misguided vision of success to see the havoc he caused.

Suddenly, a stroke of daring overcame me. Perhaps it was the lack of sleep, or an overload of caffeine, or maybe it was just seeing Kathy, normally smiling and cheery, so close to breaking down. Regardless, I knew it was time for someone to say something.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed myself away from my desk, leaving Knox's crazy itinerary behind. Standing from my chair, I straightened my blouse and skirt, bracing myself for what could very well be my last five minutes at the office. There was no apartment good enough for me to keep working like this. The paycheck couldn't make me hold my tongue another minute when people I cared about were being mistreated.

I was ready to take one for the team.

"Knox?" I knocked on the door.

He looked up. "Waverly, good. Come in. We have some things we need to put on the schedule. I was just about to email you."

I inwardly groaned. The man loved email. I swore I got no less than a hundred emails a day from him, even though I was ten feet away. "Actually, that's what I wanted to talk to you about."

"What?"

"Maybe it would be prudent to ease up on the bookings for a few weeks," I said. "People need time to catch their breaths from a very busy season. They're exhausted. Everyone is running on empty and I'm afraid it's going to start to negatively impact their work. It would be better to have a refreshed staff ready to make events unforgettable for the right reasons. We don't want them tired, burnt out, and making sloppy mistakes that will disappoint clients and ruin our good name."

I heard a sharp gasp from behind me. A couple of the planners were standing in the doorway with files in hand. Their expressions were a combination of horror and happiness. I turned back around to stare down my boss. The look Knox shot me was enough to send a shiver down my spine. Shock and disbelief clouded his features, as if the mere audacity of my suggestion had caught him off guard. In that moment, I was reminded once again that Knox was not Richard. The consideration and respect that Richard afforded my opinions was not happening here.

"Close the door," he said in a deep voice full of anger.

I knew I was about to get my ass handed to me. I braced myself for the storm, determined to stand my ground. If worse came to worst and he decided to fire me for daring to speak up, I would go to Richard to get a reference for a new job. I refused to bow to the whims of a man whose leadership style seemed to lack both wisdom and empathy. He saw dollar signs. He didn't see people or their smiles or lack thereof. Knox was all about proving something to the world and he didn't care how many people he destroyed on his way to the top.

I closed the door and stepped toward his desk, not bothering to sit down. He took a moment, sizing me up with a piercing gaze that felt more like a challenge than an assessment of my abilities. He didn't like being challenged. I got that, but sometimes, a guy needed to be put in his place. I kept my chin high, staring right back at the man. He wasn't going to intimidate me. I had put up with his bullshit long enough.

"What's your problem, Waverly?" he finally spat out. "I think you might have forgotten who I am."

"That would be impossible," I shot back. "My problem is that you're pushing the team beyond their limits. The events you've booked are stretching us thin, and it's affecting the quality of our work. Richard always valued a thoughtful and well-paced approach, not a chaotic sprint that leaves everyone gasping for air. You're all about quantity, not quality. There's a reason this company is number one. We had a damn good leader who valued people. A leader that listened and understood that shoving twenty more weddings on the schedule wasn't feasible."

A sardonic smile played on Knox's lips, his dismissive attitude evident. "Richard is not in charge anymore. This is my business now, and I'll run it how I see fit. If the team can't keep up, maybe they're not cut out for this."

The condescension in his tone fueled the fire within me. I refused to let his disregard for the values that had defined our success undermine the dedication of the team. He had no idea how much work went into every event. A lot of our clients were repeat customers because they formed real relationships with their planners.

"Running a business isn't just about pushing for more and more events. It's about creating a sustainable and thriving environment. If you burn out the team, you'll end up with mediocrity instead of excellence."

Knox's eyes narrowed, a flicker of irritation crossing his features. "You think you know better than me, Waverly? You're just an assistant. Your job is to assist, not question my decisions."

The challenge in his words only strengthened my resolve. "Assisting doesn't mean standing by silently when I see the ship headed for an iceberg. I owe it to the team, to Richard's legacy, to speak up when I believe the course is wrong. I've been assisting a good leader for a few years. I know what a good leader looks like."

"Are you suggesting I'm not a good leader?"

The tone was asked in a low voice devoid of any emotion. His glare was icy and unflinching, his stance rigid as he met my defiant gaze. He thought I was going to back down. The man had another thing coming.

"Leadership isn't about amassing power and making everyone beneath you quake with fear," I replied with a calm voice. "It's about listening to your team and understanding their needs."

The silence that filled the room was deafening as he digested my words. His expression remained unreadable, only adding to the tension. I knew I was walking on thin ice, but there was no turning back now.

"And who, Waverly," he drawled out my name with a sneer, "gets to decide that?"

"Leadership isn't something you decide for yourself," I retorted. "It's demonstrated through your actions and determined by those who follow you."

He leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared me down. In the back of my mind, I was already updating my resume. I tried to hold my tongue, but the man infuriated me.
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KNOX


This was the moment I had been waiting for—the opportunity to finally assert my authority and rid myself of the defiant thorn that was Waverly. The disdain between us had been palpable from day one. Whether fueled by her loyalty to my grandfather or a general aversion to my presence, Waverly made no effort to hide her feelings. I had no intention of coddling an assistant who seemed more interested in challenging my every decision than supporting the transition of power. She actually thought she was going to walk away from this unscathed. That's because she thought she had my grandfather's protection.

The silence that stretched between us was heavy with unspoken animosity. I expected to see a flicker of fear or nervousness in her eyes, a sign that she understood the precariousness of her position. But instead, I was met with a gaze that held a surprising level of defiance. Waverly was not one to back down easily.

"I think you might be forgetting one crucial detail. This isn't a democracy. This is a company. And in this company, I am the final authority. Not the team, not you, and certainly not Richard. Everyone needs to understand my grandfather has retired. I'm the man in charge."

Her lips thinned into a tight line as she listened to my words, but she held her ground, refusing to be intimidated. “That may be true, but even in a company, you need people willing to follow your vision. Pushing them beyond their limits will only result in resentment, not loyalty. There are headhunters that constantly chase down the planners. Everyone wants to hire a planner from Elite Occasions."

"Are you saying they're all going to quit?" I asked with a smirk.

"No," she snapped, the word sharp and brittle. "I'm saying you'll lose their respect and their loyalty."

"I don't need their respect, I need their compliance," I retorted after a tense pause. My tone was icy as ever, matching my demeanor perfectly. “They can find another job if they don't like how I run things.”

"You can't just run a business into the ground, Knox," she snapped. "People love this place because our planners love their job, and it shows in their work! They're passionate about what they do. But you're grinding them down. They're too afraid to say no to anything, and it's affecting the quality of our work."

She wasn't backing down. It was not the response I had anticipated. Instead of cowering, Waverly was fighting back. She seemed to be enjoying going toe to toe with me. It was a strange sensation, to have someone challenge me. It wasn't a feeling I was accustomed to, or one that sat well with me.

"Is that what you think?" I asked, my voice a dangerous whisper as I leaned forward to rest my elbows on the mahogany desk separating us. "That I'm just 'grinding them down'?"

"I don't think," she retorted. "I know. And so do they."

I stared at her, my icy gaze meeting her fiery defiance. She was brave. I would give her that. It was a rarity to meet someone who could hold their ground against me. Especially women. I knew my looks disarmed a lot of females, but not her. She seemed to look right through me. No, when she looked at me, she had a look on her face of pure disgust, like she was staring at a pile of shit.

"You're playing with fire, Waverly," I murmured, and a dangerous smile tugged on my features. "And you better be prepared to get burned."

"I'm not afraid of you, Knox," she shot back, her voice unwavering. She was infuriatingly confident.

"You should be," I warned, but she just shrugged lightly.

"We'll see." Waverly's voice bore the same determination it had held since the beginning of our confrontation. She turned to walk back to the door, a clear signal that she considered our conversation done.

"And where do you think you're going?" I asked, raising an eyebrow in amusement.

She paused at the door, turning back to face me with a glint in her eyes that should've worried me more than it did. "To do my job," she replied pointedly. "Somebody has to keep this place running."

"Stop!"

She turned around and shot me a dirty look. "If you tell me to sit, I swear it will not end well for you."

I almost laughed. As if the woman could ever take me. But I got it. She was fired up. "You could learn control," I said.

"I've kept my mouth shut for a week," she spat. "That's control. I bring you coffee three times a day and don't spit in it or dump a bottle of laxative in it. I answer every email and have jumped through no less than a million hoops for you. So yeah, I have control."

"And yet, you fail to control your impertinent tongue."

"I'm not going to back down," she said. "Not with this. Not when your actions are hurting good people that deserve better. And for the record, you are lucky to have me working for you. I'm damn good at what I do. I don't know if you think you're trying to break me with all your demands, but it's not going to happen. You're wasting your time."

I wasn't sure whether to laugh or to yell at her audacity. But instead of doing either, I simply looked at Waverly with a newfound respect. "You're quite something," I murmured.

"Yes, I am," she said.

"Fine."

"What?"

"Fine, I'll consider what you've said on one condition."

She arched an eyebrow. "Condition? What would that be?"

"Show me some respect."

She smiled. "Respect is earned."

"I am your boss, and you will have to find a way to respect me when we're in mixed company," I said firmly. "You cannot talk to me like that. It's not going to help anyone if you start a mutiny."

She leaned her head back and laughed. "So that's it then?" she asked. "You're afraid of mutiny?"

"I wouldn't say afraid," I replied, leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms over my chest. "More like cautious."

"Cautious," she repeated, her lips curling into an amused smile. "Well, Knox, maybe if you weren't such a tyrant, you wouldn't have to be so cautious."

"Is that what you think I am?" I asked with some surprise.

"A tyrant?" she echoed, her expression softening. "You wield your power without mercy, Knox. That is the very definition of a tyrant. You expect everyone to work ten times harder without any kind of incentive. You're sitting in here writing a million emails. You're not the one out there busting your ass dealing with ten different events when they should only be working on one or two."

"I'm not a tyrant, Waverly," I rebutted, my voice cool and even. "I'm a businessman. There's a difference."

"Yes," she stated firmly. "A businessman would be aware of the morale of his employees and would care about their well-being."

"You do know this isn't my first rodeo," I said. "I ran New York for years. It's the most profitable branch. I know what I'm doing. My people there knew what was expected of them and they rose to my level."

"And got thrown overboard when they couldn't keep up I'm sure," she interrupted me, slowly shaking her head. "You're a shark, Knox. Not a businessman."

"That's enough!" My voice boomed out, echoing against the office walls. She flinched, but only slightly, maintaining her defiant stance. "I may be a shark, Waverly, but sharks survive. That's what I'm here to do—for this company and for myself."

"Survival at the expense of others is not admirable," she shot back.

I stood abruptly, my chair scraping back loudly on the wooden floor. "Then tell me, Waverly," I retorted, my tone icy. "What exactly is admirable to you? Kneeling down and letting everyone walk all over you? If you'd like, I can start doing that. But remember this—the moment this company goes under, not only will you lose your job, but also countless others who rely on us for their livelihood."

She was silent for a good minute, her eyes never leaving mine. "Your grandfather built this company by being respectful. He didn't have to be a tyrant and I think you have been living with the perks of his hard work and dedication since you were born, right?"

I felt a sting at her accusation. She was bringing up the nepotism, something I hated. I considered using a different name to avoid people assuming I was just a name.

"My grandfather is a great man," I conceded. "But the business world was different when he first started. It's not as forgiving now. There is a lot more competition. People want bigger and better. Everyone is competing with each other. It's a social media world. We have to be out front. This is a cutthroat world."

"I understand that," she said calmly. "Everyone out there knows how important it is to be the best, but business isn't just about numbers and popularity. It's about treating people right. And you can't treat people right by ruling with fear and intimidation."

"I said I would consider backing off," I muttered.

"Great. Is that all? I have a lot to get done."

The last was said with a sneer. I didn't miss the dig. "I have some things I need put on my schedule. I'll⁠—"

"You'll send me an email." She sighed. "I know. God forbid you have to have a conversation with me. Send your email and then back it up with a hundred more. As usual, I'll handle it."

Her words hung in the air long after the door clicked shut behind her. Despite myself, I let out a low chuckle, shaking my head in disbelief. Waverly's bravado was either bone-deep courage or sheer stupidity. I wasn't quite sure which one yet.

There was more to Waverly than met the eye. I had underestimated her. The magnitude of her loyalty to the team and the business was undeniable. I had to admit, her courage was refreshing. From the way she spoke, to how she held herself with such certainty, it was unnerving and infuriating but it was something I could appreciate. Now, if she would just apply that fire to her job and not to me.

As much as I appreciated her fierce nature, I couldn't let her take charge and run roughshod over me. I was the one who had to lead this company, and any sign of weakness from me could be fatal. Still, her words lingered in my mind.

Perhaps there was truth to her words. A businessman isn't just about numbers and popularity. It's about treating people right. It wasn't what I wanted to hear, but it was what I needed to hear. The people at the New York office knew me. They trusted me and no one said shit about my management style. I didn't have friends in the office, but I wasn't there to make friends. I was there to lead and make money. I did both and I did it well.

Little Miss Waverly was going to have to get on board or get out. I knew my grandfather wanted me to keep her and maybe I promised, but I couldn't have someone constantly questioning me. It would spread and more of my staff would fight back. There would be mutiny. If Waverly was the instigator, she had to go.
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WAVERLY


Ipractically slurped the last of my margarita from my glass. I wanted every last drop of alcohol in the glass. It had been a long week. A long two weeks. Every day I showed up at the office felt like a huge feat. I had never called in sick, but since Knox took over, I would lie in bed and think of excuses I could use to avoid going to work. I wanted to quit. I was hanging by a thread at this point. I was ready to give up the cushy job and flip burgers. Whatever it took to avoid being around the man.

Janie, Meredith, and I sat around a small table, sipping our cocktails at our favorite hangout. We tried to get together at least once a week.

"You look tired," Meredith said to me.

"I'm exhausted," I sighed. "And it's not regular exhaustion either," I continued, swirling the dregs of my drink in the glass. "It's like soul-deep exhaustion."

"Did he say anything to you today?" Janie asked, referring to Knox. They both knew I was going through hell at work.

"Only his usual spiel about how business is supposed to be cutthroat and ruthless, and how we're too soft. I don't know how he finds the time to bitch and write emails at the same time."

"I still can't believe you’re working with Knox Williams," Meredith sighed. "He's so hot. I had cut-out magazine photos of him hidden in my bedroom back in high school. Those abs. Seriously, he looks like he's been chiseled from granite."

"If you knew him, you'd realize he isn't as attractive in person," I quipped.

Meredith scoffed. "You're absolutely crazy, Waverly. If I had the chance, I'd jump his bones in a heartbeat."

"Okay, he's a hottie, but Waverly's right. Being around someone famous doesn't automatically make them dateable," Janie said.

"I would." Meredith shrugged. "I would just tell him not to talk while I worshiped his body."

"There's more to a person than their looks," I said. "And the more that Knox has makes him ugly. Hideous. He's not a man I would ever look twice at if you could see his shitty personality. He should have a tattoo on his forehead warning people he's a self-absorbed, cocky asshole."

Janie laughed. "If only we could enforce that for all men."

"He's also the most infuriatingly arrogant and stubborn man I've ever met," I went on.

"I think you should sleep with him," Meredith announced.

I choked, clapping my hand over my mouth to keep from spewing margarita across the table. "Are you crazy?" I asked.

"I'm serious," Meredith said. "I think you hate him because there's sexual tension between the two of you. Take him to bed and strip away that tension."

"You're crazy," I said. "Batshit certifiable."

"She can't sleep with her boss," Janie said. "That will only make things worse."

"But what if he likes her?" Meredith countered. "Men mature slower than women. Maybe he has the maturity of a twelve-year-old boy. He likes you and doesn't know how to flirt. He's picking on you because he likes you."

I rolled my eyes. "You've lost your mind, Meredith," I replied with a laugh. "And for the record, I am not attracted to him. Not in the slightest."

"Sure, you aren't," Meredith said, raising an eyebrow at me. "That's why you're always talking about him."

"I talk about him because he's making my life a living hell!" I exclaimed, throwing my hands up.

"Okay, okay," Janie said, jumping in to defuse the situation. "Let's just change the topic. Waverly doesn't want or need to sleep with Knox. End of story."

The conversation shifted away from Knox, but Meredith was a little right. Yes, it had been a horrible week, but since our little blowup, he had seemed to soften a little. He even said please and thank you. I supposed it was progress. It was a shift that had taken me by surprise, and part of me wondered if his initial brashness was merely a façade, an attempt to assert himself in his new role. He was the new dog in the park and was intimidated. He was coming on strong to keep the other dogs at bay.

Melanie and Janie talked about their jobs while we ate nachos and sipped margaritas. Knox remained at the back of my mind. He was a distraction. He was an attractive man, and when he smiled, it was like the sun peeking through storm clouds. I found myself wondering what it would be like to have a cordial relationship with him. What would it be like to hear him laugh and talk about things he liked? My interactions with him were always so tense and full of anger.

As much as I hated to admit it, Meredith had hit on something. There was tension between Knox and me, but whether it was sexual or just two hard-headed individuals clashing over business, I wasn’t sure. I doubted the man would ever look at me in that way. He was a model that probably dated other models. I imagined him with one of the Victoria's Secret Angels or a Hollywood actress.

"She's thinking about him," Meredith said. "You can see it in her eyes."

I blinked. "What?"

Janie looked at me. Her eyes widened. "You are!"

"I am not," I replied but I could feel my cheeks burning. I was so busted.

"Yes, you are." Meredith laughed.

"I was just thinking he's been a little nicer since we had our little Come to Jesus moment."

Janie groaned. "Oh no."

"What?" I asked.

"People can only hide their true colors for so long," Janie cautioned. "He might be playing nice right now, but you've met the man in his natural state."

Knox might be more palatable now, but that didn't erase the history of his abrasive behavior. He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. I needed to be careful I didn't fall under his spell.

"I'm not going to get involved with him," I assured her. "Besides, I think I'm about eight sizes too big for him. He's used to size zeroes. He's one of them."

"One of who?" Janie asked.

"The beautiful people," I answered.

Meredith was busy with her phone. I had no idea what she was doing but the look on her face said she was up to something.

"Look at this," she said and turned her phone to face me.

The first thing I saw was a picture of Knox. "Are you stalking him again?" I asked.

"Look at the article," she said.

I took her phone and scrolled through the article that was a compilation of Knox's long list of ex-girlfriends. Most of them were models or B-list actresses. That wasn't a surprise. The article speculated about Knox's intentions with women. It wasn't a good assessment. They claimed he used women to get ahead. He was all about his image.

"I guess I'm not surprised," I said with a sigh and handed the phone to Janie for her to read. "Of course, he dates celebrities."

The article gave me pause. Yes, my opinion of him had softened a little but maybe it was a ploy to disarm me.

"This article cites some sources that say he actually hates women," Janie said and handed the phone back to Meredith.

Meredith turned her attention back to her screen. I could only imagine what kind of dirt she had found on him.

"I don't know about that," I said. "I suppose it's possible, but I'm guessing that statement came from a disgruntled woman."

"Or perhaps ten of them?" Meredith said. "It seems his list of 'disgruntled' exes is growing. This blog says he likes first dates but not second."

I smiled. "Again, the first date doesn't guarantee a second. Maybe he just didn't like them. I've been on a few first dates that I never went back for a second."

"That's true," Janie conceded. "But you're not a serial model-dater with a reputation for being a jerk."

Before I could respond, Meredith interjected. “Look at this," she said again and turned her phone to face us. It was another article about Knox. This time it was an interview where he had talked about the pressures of being in the limelight and how he struggled to balance his personal life with his professional image.

"He says he's misunderstood," Meredith read aloud. "That people judge him before they get to know him."

I took a sip from my margarita and swirled the lime-green liquid around the glass, considering Meredith's words. "Misunderstood, hmm?" I mused half-rhetorically.

"Oh, don't tell me you're buying into that nonsense," Janie exclaimed, her brow furrowed in concern as she watched me over the brim of her own margarita.

Meredith put her phone down, resting it on the table between our drinks. She leaned back with a thoughtful frown. "Is it so hard to believe that he might be telling the truth? That he really is misunderstood?"

"It's not impossible," I admitted slowly. "He does seem to carry one hell of a chip on his shoulder."

"You would be a fool to fall for him, Waverly," Janie warned. "You have a big heart, and you like to see the good in people. This guy isn't it. Yes, he's attractive but we've all met guys like this. He's going to play nice, get in your pants, and then dump you."

"That's a bold prediction." I laughed. "We're not even close to that."

"I have to change my initial assessment," Meredith said. "I think you should keep your distance. Don't fall for him."

"Who's falling for anyone?" I countered.

"You're naive in the best way." Janie smiled. "You don't see the bad in people."

I glanced at Janie and then back to Meredith. "I'm not naive. I'm just trying to survive working with him. I'm not falling for him, and I have zero intentions of sleeping with him. I just prefer to judge someone based on who they are from my own assessment and not some gossip rag. I'm sure I might have an ex or two that might not sing my praises."

Meredith nodded thoughtfully, tapping her fingers against her glass. "Fair point. We all have skeletons in our closets."

"As long as you're being careful," Janie added, her tone no longer chiding but now edged with concern.

"I'm not a child," I grumbled. "I can handle myself just fine." They both went quiet, and I let out a sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose in regret. "I'm sorry. It's just stressful, you know? I remind myself this is Richard's grandson and he loves him. I have to try and have patience. Richard asked me to help Knox make the transition. If I start cataloging all of his faults, I'm going to get very negative. That is not what Richard would want. I owe it to Richard to give the guy a chance. No, he's not as refined as his grandfather, but maybe one day he will be."

"That's very big of you." Meredith smiled.

"Now, if he keeps being an asshole, I might change my mind." I laughed. "I will not hesitate to tell him to stick it where the sun doesn't shine if he keeps it up."

They both laughed at that.

"Good for you," Meredith said.

"But seriously," Janie said after a moment. "Promise us you will be careful, Waverly. I can see that guy wearing you down. I don't think I would have the self-control to shut him down if he looked at me."

"I promise," I replied, raising my glass in a mock salute. "But let's stop talking about Knox and his many alleged faults for one evening."

"Sounds good to me," Janie said.

"Me too," Meredith agreed. "Enough of Knox and his model-dating ways."


10


KNOX


The week had been nothing short of miserable. I was glad it was over. I felt like I was treading water. My hometown might have been a picturesque location for some, but for me, it was like serving time. I poured myself a drink from the bar in the living room and carried it out to the patio. It was a cool evening but nothing like New York. The patio heater took care of any lingering cold.

I felt like I was at a crossroads. I couldn't walk away. It would disappoint my grandfather as well as my mother. There was no way I was going to be able to go back to my old job. My grandfather wouldn't let it happen. He controlled my trust fund. Yes, I could live without it, but I didn't really want to. Quitting wasn't an option. Yes, it was hard, but it wasn't impossible. It was going to take time to iron out the kinks.

It just felt very lonely. I didn't have any friends here. I certainly didn't have any friends at the office.

The name Waverly ran through my head. She was a thorn in my side but a beautiful one. There was something about her, something that I found refreshing despite our differences. The way she stood up to me intrigued me. It wasn’t like the other women who hung around me. They were always looking for something, their eyes gleaming with ulterior motives.

But Waverly? She was different.

She didn't seem to want anything from me except to do her job well. She seemed genuinely interested in the business and the legacy of my grandfather. She cared about the company. I could see the value in that.

And then, there was the way she looked. The woman had curves for day. She was gorgeous and humble. Unlike a lot of the women I encountered, she didn't bat her eyelashes at me or try to get me into bed. It was the exact opposite with her. She could barely stand to look at me. That was new to me.

My phone buzzed on the table, pulling me from my thoughts. I glanced at it and saw it was a text from my mother.

I groaned as I read it. Another dinner. This time, she wanted me to join her and a few of her friends. I was expected to play the dutiful son. I loved her, but damn, I hated being trotted out to smile and shake hands. The prospect of enduring another round of conversations with well-meaning strangers left me with a profound sense of dread.

I drained the rest of my drink and texted her back, letting her know I was exhausted and not up for dinner. I wasn't worried she was going to be alone. She would be out late, just like she was most nights. It was pretty sad my mother had a more active social life than I did.

I stood up, stretched, and walked back inside. After showering and changing into jeans and a hoodie, I poured myself another drink. After finishing my second drink, I decided I had to get out of the house. I didn't know where I was going, but anywhere but here worked. I pulled up Google maps, looked for a bar, and then ordered an Uber. The driver delivered me to a dimly lit, hole-in-the-wall bar. I didn't know if someone was breaking the rules or the place was so old the wood still held the unmistakable scent of tobacco. It was the kind of place where nobody cared about legacies or family obligations. No one gave a shit about who I was. This was the perfect place to be anonymous.

I took a seat at the worn-out bar, telling myself not to get weird about the dingy atmosphere. The wood was weathered by years of spilled drinks and wear and tear. I put my elbows on the edge and quickly pulled them back when I realized there was something sticky on the bar.

The bartender approached me with a nod, tossing a paper coaster in front of me. That seemed pretty ridiculous, considering the condition of the worn wood.

"What'll it be?" he grunted.

"Whiskey," I replied, my voice carrying the weight of my frustrations. "Top shelf."

He smirked. "Yeah, top shelf." He chuckled. As the amber liquid filled my glass, the man looked at me. "You're not from around here."

"What gives me away?" I asked.

"Your clothes, for starters. And that 'top shelf' request. Folks come here for cheap booze and peace from life's bullshit."

I looked down at my hoodie. It was a Dolce and Gabana. I didn't really think about dressing down. To me it was casual.

I smirked back at him. "Busted."

He shrugged nonchalantly. "I won't hold it against you. Just don't tell me you're from LA."

"Worse." I grinned. "New York."

He groaned. "A Yankee."

"To be fair, I did grow up here," I told him.

He looked at me, scrutinizing my face. "You look vaguely familiar."

"What about you?" I asked, hoping to steer him away from who I was. "Are you from around here?"

"Kind of. Moved here about ten years ago. I grew up in Phoenix."

The bar was fairly slow. He had time to chat, and he seemed happy to do so. I listened, happy to have a distraction from my own thoughts. He told me about his life, how he'd grown up in a small-town community, dropped out of high school, drifted from job to job, and finally landed here.

"Best decision I ever made," he said, giving the bar an affectionate pat. "No place like it."

"What about you?" he asked. "You seriously look so familiar. Maybe you just have one of those faces."

"I've been told that before." I smiled.

"Are you visiting?"

"Unfortunately, no," I said. "I've moved here."

"Unfortunately?" he asked with a laugh. "Shit, there are a lot worse places."

"I'm not sure about that," I said. "I suppose this place is great for raising a family, but that's not in the cards for me. I like a vibrant nightlife."

He stretched his arms out. "Man, you've come to the right place!"

I laughed. "Absolutely."

"So, why'd you move back?"

Maybe it was the whiskey that loosened my tongue or maybe it was the fact I was in desperate need for a friend and conversation. "I've been running the most profitable division of my grandfather's company in Manhattan for the last five years. I had a great life there. But I was out here to run the company from here. My grandfather doesn't think I can successfully run the company from Manhattan, which means I'm stuck here."

"What's the company?" he asked with curiosity.

"Elite Occasions."

He frowned. "Wait, you're a Williams?"

And just like that my anonymity was over. "I am. Knox Williams."

"Shit, wasn't there like a parade or some shit because your dad retired?"

"He's my grandfather," I said. "And yes, he retired. I'm the lucky guy that gets to try and fill his shoes."

He laughed. "Your grandfather left you what I imagine is a very successful company. My father left me this shithole."

"The company isn't mine," I corrected. "I'm just the CEO."

"Sorry, man. Must be hard to be the heir of a billionaire who entrusts you with his company and legacy. It could be worse."

I frowned and feigned surprise. "Do I detect a note of sarcasm?"

He shrugged. "Maybe a little. But you've got to admit, Knox, life could be worse."

I took another sip of my whiskey and looked around the bar. His bar. Sure, it was a dive, but he had something I didn't—control over his own destiny. He wasn't trapped by familial obligations or the weight of an empire. He could sell the bar tomorrow if he really wanted to.

"You're right," I conceded. "It could be worse."

Someone called out, distracting him. He drifted away to get their drinks. I slowly turned the glass back and forth in my hand, staring through the liquid to the bottom. No one wanted to hear a rich dude complain about how much his life sucked. I had been taught that from an early age. In the grand scheme of things, my problems weren't really problems. I was living in a mansion and searching for one to buy. I had money, power, and looks. I was pouting because I couldn't have my way.

I knew what my grandfather would say if I tried to plead my case to him again. He was going to tell me this was a great place to raise a family. That would lead to the lecture about my bachelorhood and his insistence I should be looking for a woman I could settle down with.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. My grandfather was old school. He didn't understand things were different these days. We didn't all go out and get married by twenty and have a big family by thirty. I was taking the time to enjoy life and the freedom of being single.

My self-pity was interrupted when the bartender slammed his hand on the bar with a resounding thud. "I've got it! You're that pretty boy underwear model! My girlfriend had photos of you in her dorm room."

I winced but didn't try to deny it. "That was a long time ago."

"Shit, not that long ago. I didn't know you were from this area."

"I kept it a pretty big secret," I said.

"Is that why you like New York?"

"What do you mean?"

"In New York, I bet you're recognized all the time. You get the red carpet rolled out for you wherever you go."

"Not anymore." I laughed. "I have a few spots that I get the royal treatment, but that's not what I miss. It's just a different vibe. There is so much more excitement. There is something to do every night. And of course, there are a lot of beautiful women."

"There's a lot of everything in New York," he said.

"Exactly," I agreed, leaning back on the bar stool. "That's what I love about it."

“But you're back here," he pointed out. "I would say you make the best of it. I know my old shack isn't exactly some Manhattan nightclub, but liquor is liquor. And really, aren't you a little old to be hanging out in nightclubs with a bunch of twenty-somethings?"

"You're only as old as you feel," I said. "I don't feel old. The ladies keep me young."

He laughed, shaking his head. "Hell, Knox, it must be rough to be you. I don't know how you sleep at night with all the stress."

I chuckled, swirling the ice in my glass. "A lot of expensive scotch and occasional insomnia. It's not all glitz and glamour."

"I suppose there is a certain pressure in maintaining that reputation," he mused. "Your family are all pillars of the community. They are always hosting this or that. I think they must sponsor half the Little League teams in town."

"Yeah," I admitted. "He built an empire, and I have some very big shoes to fill."

"Like I said earlier, you could have it worse," he pointed out, pouring himself a glass of cheap beer from the tap. "So, you bear a legacy, shoulder the weight of an empire, so what? You've got all the resources in the world to make it work."

"I understand where you're coming from," I replied. "But just because someone puts a golden crown on your head doesn't mean it’s not heavy. Fame, money, influence? They are privileges, sure, but they also come as a cage."

"Ah, the classic tale of the gilded cage." He smiled.

"Dude, just tell me to shut up." I laughed. "I'm a dick. Trust me, I know."

"I don't think you're a dick, I just think you're in the middle of a big change. No one likes change. It sucks. But I think if you make the best of it, it's not so bad. You can't dwell on the negative."

"You're right. I'll shut up. Nothing is going to change for a long time. I hope."

"What does that mean?"

"My grandfather made me promise not to make any big changes. I'll respect that."

"You mean until he's no longer here to see what you've done?"

I nodded. "Exactly. And I have no desire to lose my grandparents, so I'm in it for the long haul."

“Then I look forward to being your friendly neighborhood bartender.” He grinned. “I’m Alex. I hope you’ll come by again.”

“I’m sure I will end up being one of your regular customers, Alex.”
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WAVERLY


Igot to work about twenty minutes early. I wanted to get a jumpstart on what I knew was going to be a very busy day. Every day was busy, but today I had to go through old client files and get the names of those who hadn’t used our services in a while. Then the planners were going to have to start making cold calls. I thought it was a horrible idea, but Knox insisted. It wasn’t like we were hurting for business. We had plenty on the books, but that wasn’t good enough for him. My hopes of having a little peace were interrupted by heavy footsteps echoing through the hall. I knew those footsteps. I closed my eyes and prayed for patience. It was a new week. I was determined to make it better.

"Waverly," he said with a hint of surprise. "You're early."

"I am. Do you want your coffee?"

"Yes, please." He nodded. "And can you come into my office? I need to talk to you about something."

And so it begins all over again.

"Be right there."

Taking a deep breath, I poured his coffee into his monogrammed mug. Steam rose in spirals, the rich aroma of the coffee beans filling the office. The office was quiet this early. Most of the other employees wouldn't be in for another half hour or so. Knox was usually in five minutes after I was. This was a big day.

"Thank you," he said as I handed him his coffee. He took a sip and sighed contentedly. "That's good."

I smiled politely and waited for him to say what he'd called me into his office for. "Anything else?"

"Have a seat. Please."

I wanted to pat him on the head and tell him he was a good boy for remembering his manners. I sat quietly and waited for him to tell me what he wanted now.

"I need you to take charge of a grand opening for a small business as a personal favor to me. The team is swamped, and we're on a tight deadline."

I stared at him. I was at a loss for words. "What?"

"It's a small event. You can handle it."

I didn't understand why he wanted me to take on an event. Maybe he was testing me. He thought he could push me to the edge. If I succeeded, would he make me a planner? Was this his way of pushing me out of the position as an assistant so he could hire someone he liked? He could make me a planner and put me on the shelf. I knew that was a strong possibility. I didn't trust the guy.

"Okay." I nodded. "Sure. I can handle that."

"I'll send the details," he said. "I'm sorry to make your first planning job a difficult one, but this is important. You're up against a tight deadline. I'll make room in the budget for an assistant that will help you out."

I nodded, unable to stop the excitement I felt at getting the opportunity. I didn't care how big or small the event was. It was my chance to prove myself. "We'll make it work, no matter what."

A small nod was all I got. “The details will be sent to you.” There was almost a smile, but it was more of a twitch than a full smile. "This isn't going to be a cakewalk."

"I understand," I said. "I'm up for the challenge. Thank you for the opportunity."

Then he actually smiled. It was reminiscent of the smiling pictures of him in his modeling pictures. I noticed the lone dimple that gave him a boyish look. It was sexy. Charming. He was a big tease. For a moment, I found myself admiring the beauty of his natural smile.

Caught off guard by the sudden surge of admiration for a man I mostly loathed, I felt a blush creeping up my cheeks. I cleared my throat, shaking my head to clear the thoughts from my mind.

"You'll need to schedule a meeting with the client to get the details," he said. "I had very little information to go on."

"Were you working this weekend?" I asked.

"Just checking email and stuff," he said. "This client is a friend of the family. There wasn't an option to decline his request."

"I understand." I nodded. "I'll get started right away."

"I was thinking about hiring another assistant to help take off some of the workload from you."

"No!" I schooled myself. "I mean, no thank you. I can walk and chew gum at the same time. If I have an assistant with the event, I can manage both. Although it wouldn't be terrible if you lightened my load a bit."

He flashed another smile. "Understood."

I went back to my desk and immediately went through the employee roster to search for a part-time planner. Someone that would be willing to assist me and not try to take over the event.

Scanning the list, my eyes caught a name. Marcy Hansen. She was a recent hire who worked part-time as a junior planner. I remembered her enthusiasm and fresh approach during our weekly meetings.

"Marcy," I murmured under my breath, envisioning the perky redhead with a pixie cut and infectious laugh. She would be perfect for this task.

Pulling up her contact information, I shot her a quick email outlining the situation and asked if she could meet me later that day to discuss the event in more detail. She responded almost instantly.

It was about thirty minutes later when Knox sent me the information. I grimaced, realizing there was really very little information. I did what I did best and called the contact.

"Good morning," I greeted. "My name is Waverly Edwards with Elite Occasions. I'm the planner for the grand opening event for your new outdoor store. I'd love to set up a meeting to get more details."

The woman wasn't all that enthusiastic. She gave me a list of bullet points and not much else. She didn't seem to like her job.

"Okay, well, I am going to toss around some ideas, and I would like to schedule a time to meet with you to finalize the details. From there, we will jump right into things."

"Sounds good," she said and ended the call.

Marcy showed up a few minutes later with a heavy binder and her laptop bag. "I'm ready," she said with excitement.

"Why don't we move to the conference room? No one is scheduled to use it today. We can spread out in there. This is proving to be a challenge already. I'll meet you in there in a couple of minutes."

I stopped by Knox's office. "Hey, I'm going to be in the conference room working on a theme for this event. Do you need anything?"

He shook his head. "Did you talk to Benjamin?"

"I spoke with his assistant," I said. "They really didn't have a lot to tell me."

"Yeah, it's a tough one," he muttered. "Good luck."

Once again, I got the feeling this was all intentional. He was really hoping I would fall flat on my face. "Thanks," I said.

When I got to the conference room, it looked like a bomb went off. I was surprised by how quickly Marcy could make such a big mess in just a few minutes. Balloon samples, ribbon swatches, color schemes, mood boards, and a pile of reference books were scattered across the table. Marcy was kneeling on the floor, sorting through a box of fabric samples.

"Wow, you don't waste any time," I said, slightly taken aback by her energy.

She looked up at me with a grin. "Go big or go home."

"So, they say," I agreed. "Well, why don't we start with what we know? Our client wants a Valentine's theme to celebrate the grand opening of their store. They didn’t offer much else. Oh, black tie."

She stared at me with her mouth hanging open. "That's it?"

I nodded. "That's it. Marcy, this is a first for both of us. I know it's a monumental task, but I think we can handle it."

"Hell, yeah." She laughed.

"So, let's start with three different options to pitch to the client," I said.

"Sounds like a plan!" she exclaimed enthusiastically, clapping her hands together and bouncing up from her position on the floor. "We can do this, and we will blow their minds! We are going to get planners of the year."

For hours we worked together, brainstorming ideas, creating mood boards, and mapping out possible event layouts. I was surprised at Marcy's creativity. She was truly a breath of fresh air. Her optimism was infectious, and it made the monumental task seem somewhat manageable.

The first concept we came up with was an elegant “Midnight in Paris” theme. The setting would showcase romantic Eiffel Tower silhouettes against a starlit sky backdrop, with tables adorned with black silk tablecloths and golden candelabras, reflecting a luxurious twilight Parisian charm.

"I like the Paris thing, but I have a feeling they'll choose something else," I said. "I hope they don’t because I love it. Maybe we can give it to one of the other planners if our client doesn't pick it."

"It is very cool," she said. "And we could do it within budget."

The second idea was an “Alice in Wonderland” meets “Valentine's Day” concept, with heart-shaped red roses and playing cards as centerpieces, illuminated with soft fairy lights to create a charmingly whimsical atmosphere.

"You know, I think this would be a lot easier if we had some direction." I sighed.

"I think it's awesome that our first solo, well, joint solo project is such a challenge." She smiled. "I like it the hard way."

The last one was a “Classic Hollywood Romance” theme, where the venue would be draped in rich velvets and twinkling lights, mimicking a vintage cinema atmosphere, complete with red carpet and marquee lights.

I had a feeling that was the one our client would go for. It was a little cliche and had been done a thousand times, but we could put a unique spin on it.

"Maybe we could have posters of outdoorsy movies," I mused aloud.

She nodded excitedly, her eyes sparkling with ideas. "We could have a faux movie premiere section where guests could pose like Hollywood stars on a red carpet."

I tapped my pencil on my notepad. "You know, I think we should come up with an outdoor theme just in case."

"Does black tie and outdoors really go together?" she asked.

I sighed. "No, but we can think of a way to blend the two, can't we?"

"Of course." She grinned, rubbing her hands together. "Challenge accepted! Black tie... outdoors... How about a 'Starry Night Gala?’ Where the grandeur of the indoors meets the charm of the open skies."

My eyes lit up as I saw the potential in this idea. "Yes! We could have a canopy of glistening fairy lights overhead, giving the illusion of a star-studded sky. The tables could be draped in midnight-blue cloth, adorned with delicate crystal centerpieces for a dash of elegance."

"And we could add a touch of nature," Marcy chimed in. "Think tall glass vases with branches sprayed white and decked with twinkling lights so it seems they are reaching for those artificial stars. Plus, the guests could enjoy an open-air dance floor, a testament to the magic of dancing under the stars."

"Excellent!" I exclaimed, making quick sketches on my notepad. "We can use soft white drapes to define the dance area and hanging lanterns for soft, romantic lighting."

"And maybe we could incorporate some elements of the forest too," she suggested. "Like wooden accents in the decor and natural centerpieces made up of foliage and flowers. It would create a great contrast with the formal black-tie attire."

I nodded as I furiously took notes. "And we'll ask the client for some of their camping gear to set up a little campsite."

She jumped out of her chair and clapped her hands. "That's it. That's the one. I don't even want to present the others."

I thought about it. "You're right. I agree. I say we run with this one. We'll have the others in our back pocket as a backup, but I don't think we're going to need it."

We were going to nail it. Knox thought he was going to make me fail. He was dead wrong, and I couldn't wait to see his face when we got glowing reviews.
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KNOX


Ipopped my head out of my office only to find my assistant was MIA once again. I shook my head with frustration. When Benjamin called my cell to speak with me, I ignored it.

I didn't like Benjamin. He was a dick. He was the proverbial jock that loved to pick on everyone. He got a kick out of talking shit about me and my looks. It should have been satisfying that I made it big in the modeling world. In one way, it did. But I really hoped he would have moved out of town before I came back.

Unfortunately, he made his fortune opening outdoor equipment stores. And he was back.

"Yay fucking me," I muttered.

Benjamin thought he had the right to call me direct and ask me to do him a solid. As if we were ever friends. But that didn't stop him. He needed me to plan his grand opening. I was happy to push the job off on Waverly. I knew she didn't have any experience and that was exactly what I was counting on. I hoped she failed miserably. Not that I wanted her to fail, but I wanted him to fail and assigning the newbie to handle his event was one way to make it happen.

"Waverly!" I hollered with frustration.

Everyone in the office turned to look at me. I glared back at them. I should have considered what it would mean to have my assistant working on an event.

I went back into my office and sank into my chair. A familiar pitter-patter of footsteps echoed from the hallway, followed by a flustered Waverly appearing at the entrance of my office.

"Yes, Knox?" she said, her cheeks slightly flushed.

"I need you here, Waverly," I said, waving a hand vaguely around my desk, littered with papers to sign and decisions to be made. "I know Benjamin's event is a big deal, but so are your day-to-day responsibilities."

"I understand," she replied, her eyes darting nervously from me to the pile of paperwork on my desk. "Actually, I was just coming to talk to you about that.'

"About what?"

"Who is Benjamin to you?"

"What?"

"You know him."

The way she said it sounded like an accusation. "We went to school together," I said. "I wouldn't necessarily say we were friends."

"He wants you at the grand opening," she said.

I scoffed. "No."

"I told him you would go."

"That was stupid because I have no intention of going to that opening."

She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me. "He thinks you're going."

"I'm not."

"He wants you there. It would be good for the company if you went. You're the face of the company now."

"Perhaps, but I am also its brains and backbone," I shot back with frustration. "I cannot prioritize this event over the numerous other responsibilities demanding my attention. It's a silly grand opening. It's not a children's charity or anything of real importance."

"But, Knox,” she pleaded. “This could be a huge opportunity for us. We could build contacts, create partnerships, and who knows what else?”

“I appreciate your initiative, Waverly. However, I can’t afford to waste time on an event like this, especially one that benefits Benjamin of all people.”

Her lips pursed in frustration before she spoke again. “I’ve been working hard on this. You put me in charge, and I’ve been busting my ass. My client wants you there.”

“It’s a hard pass,” I said.

“Richard attended events,” she said.

I sighed. I was so sick of the comparisons to my grandfather. “I’m not him. I think we’ve established that already.”

"It's good for the clients to see the head of the company dedicated to the success of their events. They know you aren't personally planning the events, but it makes them feel special to know you are at least involved."

"That's precisely why my grandfather wants to retire early. He's given too much to this company. I'm the CEO. I'm not some celebrity getting paid to make an appearance."

"Are you suggesting your presence is worthy of a paycheck?" She scoffed.

"You're twisting my words, Waverly," I retorted, bristling at her response. There was a silence between us for a moment, time stretching as we held each other's gaze. In the weeks we had worked together, I had become very familiar with her stern, judging stares. Every time we had a disagreement, it ended up in a staring contest. I was getting better at it, but she was still the queen of the stare down.

"Listen," I began slowly, steepling my fingers in front of me. "Benjamin is not my client. He's yours. You've done a fantastic job prepping and planning this event. You should be proud."

"You're not going to the grand opening?" she asked again, the hopefulness in her voice fading.

"No," I said with finality. She looked ready to argue again, but I held up a hand. "Don't."

"An appearance," she said. "Fifteen minutes, thirty minutes tops."

"Waverly," I said, my voice hardened with authority. "You're not listening. I'm not going."

"Alright," she finally said, her voice thin and brittle. "You're disappointing a client. He expects you to be there. I think that's why he called you to handle this. Don't be an arrogant ass."

"What the hell is that about?" I scowled.

"You know your family name is a big deal. Having you there would make him feel special. Yes, he's cashing in on the fact you two go way back. Not everyone has been as lucky as you. Why can't you just show up for a few minutes? You're acting like you're some hot shot that is too big for the little people that knew you back when."

I shouldn't care, but she made me feel like an asshole. "Yeah, well," I muttered, "that's because he's always trying to ride my coattails. He did it in school and now he's doing it in business. Just because I've been successful doesn't mean I should be at his beck and call."

She rolled her eyes with a hint of exasperation. "You're stubborn," she said, leaning back against the edge of my desk.

"Look, Benjamin and I were never friends," I said. "I'm sure there are people from your past you would rather not hang out with. Wasn't there a bitchy cheerleader or a bully in your past?"

She nodded and I thought she might have finally understood what I was trying to convey. Just when I thought we were getting somewhere, I saw her eyes flash with frustration. "You hold on to grudges like they're precious gems."

Her remark almost made me laugh. "Maybe. But I've also learned to protect myself. Not every relationship is worth maintaining, Waverly. And some are best left in the past. Unfortunately, my name earns some unwanted attention. People claim they are my friends because they want something from me."

"But it's about business, about taking one for the team."

"I'm always on the team," I replied. "But this isn't about team-playing or even business. This is Benjamin taking advantage of my position to elevate his own status."

She sighed, and for some stupid reason, she wore me down. I realized she was putting a lot of effort into this. I didn't want to disappoint her.

"Fine, fine. I'll consider it."

She smiled. "Thank you."

"I'm making no promises," I said.

"Of course. Now, did you need something?"

"What?"

"You were hollering across the office like a child searching for his mother," she said. "What? Why were you calling me?"

I had forgotten I called her. "I needed the file for the Hanover event."

She scowled at me and then stomped back to my desk. She picked up a file and dropped it directly in front of me. "Anything else?" she asked with a tight smile.

"I wouldn't mind some coffee," I said.

"You know, there is a stocked breakroom right down the hall. If you want, I can have a coffeemaker put in here. Then you could walk three feet and get your own coffee."

I smiled at her. "And then what would you do all day?"

"You're not that cute," she muttered and walked out.

I laughed and watched her walk away. She returned a few minutes later with my coffee and a handful of little creamers. "Is that all?"

"Yes. Thank you."

"I'm serious about putting a coffeemaker in here. It'll save me at least an hour a day. You really should consider drinking more water. You drink more coffee than anyone I've ever met."

As she left my office, a huff of frustration escaping her lips, I found myself caught in the absurd thought that she looked rather cute when she was pissed. I dismissed the thought. I couldn't think about her like that. Normally, I barely registered the fact she was a woman at all. I had such a head for business, I didn't notice most of the women I worked with. I had never been a fan of office romance.

I turned the Hanover file over in my hands, refusing to look at the door through which she'd left. I didn't need this distraction. Not when there was work to be done, clients to meet, and numbers to crunch. But as hard as I tried, I couldn't shake off her last words. Or the image of her cheeks flushed with frustration.

I poured the creamer into my coffee and stirred it into a whirlpool, and I found myself thinking about Waverly. Not her so much as her body. I guessed her to be at least a C cup. Maybe even a D. I wouldn't mind getting my hands on those beautiful boobs. They were so round and perky. And her ass was like a ripe apple that needed to be plucked. My mind conjured images that led me down an erotic path. This was dangerous territory. Mixing business with pleasure was never a good idea. I felt a pull that was undeniably tantalizing.

I tried to set it aside, shaking my head to clear it, but it just got worse. I opened the file on my desk. I had only been working an hour when I smelled food.

Looking up, I found Waverly standing in the doorway, two boxes of Chinese takeout in her hands, and despite everything, there was a smile on her face.

"Thought you might need some fuel," she said, walking over to place one of the boxes on my desk. "You tend to get cranky when your blood sugar drops."

I smiled. "I have a fast metabolism."

"Just another reason to hate you," she muttered.

"What?"

"Rich, hot, and no need to watch what you eat," she said. "I really do hate you."

She said it in a way that said there was no hate at all. "I do work out," I said. "I haven't since I've been back, but I should. I need to get back into that."

"If there's nothing else, I'll be in the conference room."

"Stay," I said, surprising myself. "Have lunch with me."

She looked at me like I was crazy. "Why?"

"Because it's lunchtime. We'll make it a working lunch."

She hesitated, standing by the desk with a look of discomfort on her face. "I don't think that's a good idea."

"Nonsense," I replied, waving it off with a chuckle. "We're both adults and colleagues. Eating lunch together saves time. You have to eat. I have to eat. And we need to discuss the meeting tomorrow. It saves time."

She gave in, taking the seat opposite mine. We ate in silence for a few minutes, the only sound being the scrape of wooden chopsticks against paper boxes.

Every so often, I would glance up from my food to find her watching me. Each time our eyes met, hers would dart back down to her box of food, a faint blush creeping onto her cheeks.

I liked seeing her blush.
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WAVERLY


Igroaned and rubbed my temples as I read the email from Benjamin. I had yet to meet the man in person. We’d had a few phone calls, a video call, and lots of emails with his assistant. The grand opening was testing my professionalism.

It became apparent that Benjamin was not the easiest client to work with after our first ideas were all rejected. Ultimately, he ended up coming back to the “black tie meets nature” idea, but it felt like we'd been around the world with him. I was exhausted and we hadn't even really started. But today we had our first in-person meeting. I might have strategically planned it at a time when Knox would be out of the office. I was still trying to decide if the two of them were friends and I was being set up or if Knox really didn't like the man.

Marcy was already in the conference room getting things set up. This was my first client meeting, and I was a little nervous. Although most of the details were already set, seeing things in person was always important to make sure there were no surprises.

As nervous as I was about this meeting, my mind kept getting invaded by images of a different handsome man. Knox. It was like trying to ignore a bee buzzing around the room. I couldn't stop thinking about the man, and not with the usual frustration and anger I felt when I thought about him.

I gathered my notes and headed for the conference room. Marcy was already there with Benjamin and his assistant. I recognized her from our video calls.

I took a deep breath to steady myself. My palms were sweaty. "Good afternoon, Benjamin," I greeted, extending a hand. He looked up from his phone, shook my hand briefly before resuming whatever he was doing on his phone. His assistant, however, gave me a warm smile.

"Hello, Waverly, lovely to finally meet you in person," Brenda said, shaking my hand.

"Likewise, Brenda," I replied, settling into the seat next to Marcy. The room smelled of strong cologne. Too strong. It was obnoxious, but I smiled through it.

"Alright, would you like to see the mock-up plans?" I asked. "We've secured the country club like you requested. Our plans are based on that space. We were very lucky to get a reservation at all on such short notice."

"Yes, please," Benjamin said and looked directly at me. There was a predatory vibe coming from him.

I swallowed, feeling a little uncomfortable under his gaze, but I did my best to give nothing away. I gestured to Marcy, who stood up and set the projector to display our mock-up designs on the big screen.

As soon as the images flicked onto the screen, Benjamin's attention was drawn away from me and toward the designs. I watched as his eyes scanned over our hard work and could only hope that he'd be pleased with what he saw.

"Here we have the entrance area," Marcy began. "We've planned for a red carpet, large floral arrangements on either side, and twinkling fairy lights hanging from above."

"And you want the camping stuff, right?" Benjamin asked. "Sleeping bags and all."

"That would help complete the setup," I said.

He looked at me and then my boobs. "I wouldn't mind testing out the comfort of our sleeping bags with you. Have you ever been camping?"

I could feel heat rushing to my face, whether from pure outrage or embarrassment, I didn't know. But I quickly composed myself and fixed a polite smile on my face. I looked at Marcy. "Show them the space inside," I said.

Benjamin chuckled. "Alright," he said, raising his hands in mock surrender but grinning like he'd just won a prize. "Not available. I get it."

He turned his attention back to the designs, but the smirk never really left his face.

After Marcy finished her presentation, she sat down.

"What do you think?" I asked Benjamin.

Once again, his gaze made my skin crawl.

"I think you both have done excellent work," he commented finally, his gaze finally moving away from me to look at the designs again. "I must admit, I had my doubts. But you've proven me wrong. I would like to set up another meeting. Maybe just me and you over dinner."

He was looking directly at me. "Marcy is an integral part of the planning," I said. "It wouldn't be right if she wasn't involved."

"Two ladies," he said with a lascivious smile. "I think I can handle that.”

I blinked, taken aback by his audacity. I clenched my hands underneath the table, fighting the urge to snap back something unprofessional. Instead, I forced a polite smile onto my face once more.

"If you're okay with what we've presented, we'll order the decorations we need. We'll put a rush on things, which, as we've stated in the budget, will be a little more."

"I can afford it," Benjamin said. "Just like I can afford taking two beautiful ladies to dinner. All as a show of gratitude for taking on this job with relatively short notice."

"Thank you, but you don't need to do anything extra," I said.

"Okay, then just you," he said, leveling his gaze at me. "Do you like oysters? They are an amazing aphrodisiac."

I nervously laughed. "I'm afraid I have an allergy, Benjamin," I lied smoothly. "Seafood doesn't really sit well with me."

His eyes narrowed slightly, as if trying to size up whether or not I was telling the truth. "Red or white?"

"Excuse me?"

"I was just wondering what kind of wine we'll have on our first date." He shrugged.

Brenda shifted nervously. Marcy cleared her throat. The man seemed oblivious to the fact he was making this very awkward. Oblivious or he just didn't care. As I looked at him, I got the feeling it was intentional. He was getting off on this.

This was not something I knew how to handle. I never considered myself a sex object. Men didn't hit on me like this. His incessant flirting and inappropriate comments cast a shadow over the meeting. This was supposed to be my chance to shine. He was making it very awkward.

I prided myself on being a consummate professional, but Benjamin's behavior pushed the boundaries of propriety. I wondered if this was why Knox put me on his project.

"Okay then." I smiled. "We have a lot of work to do. Brenda, I will be in touch."

"You can touch me," Benjamin said with a disgusting smile.

I got to my feet.

Brenda stood up as well. I saw the apology in her eyes. "It was nice to meet you. I'll get you the finalized list of guests in two weeks."

"I appreciate it."

Benjamin was ogling me. Actually fucking ogling me.

"Shall we get started on that work then?" Marcy asked, more to break the uncomfortable tension than anything else.

"One step ahead of you," I said pleasantly, ignoring Benjamin's leering gaze. "I have a full schedule today."

Benjamin's laughter filled the room, a sound that was as detestable as his remarks. "I like your fire," he commented, looking me up and down once more. "I am looking forward to this party in more ways than one. When can we have our next planning meeting?"

Never.

"I'll let Brenda know if there's anything we need to discuss. For now, I think we have everything."

"Too bad," he sighed. "I think I'd like to schedule at least weekly meetings to stay on top of things."

I flinched. "I'm sorry, but that might be too demanding on my schedule. I can assure you, your event is in good hands."

"We need to go, Benjamin," Brenda said. "We have another meeting in twenty minutes."

He looked back at me. It was strange, but when I confronted Knox, I could hold my own. Benjamin was different. He left me feeling icky.

"Goodbye, Benjamin," I said with a tight smile. I didn't dare extend my hand to his. No way. I didn't want to touch him.

Thankfully, Brenda managed to get him out of the conference room. Marcy and I stayed exactly where we were.

"Did that just happen?" Marcy whispered.

"Unfortunately, I think it did," I sighed.

"What a pig."

"Agreed." I nodded. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

I took a deep breath and shook off the last of the heebie-jeebies. "I should get to work," I said.

"I'll call the caterer," Marcy said.

I went back to my desk feeling just a little off. In a different scenario, if Richard were still at the helm, I would have told him about Benjamin's advances. I was certain he would prioritize my well-being over a contract for what was, in the grand scheme of things, a pretty small event. However, with the relationship between Knox and Benjamin, I didn't want to get into a big thing. The unwelcome attention from Benjamin felt like a cruel joke. I wasn't sure if Knox was in on the joke.

"I just need to keep my distance," I whispered to myself, placing my fingers lightly on the keyboard of my computer. I pulled up my calendar, scanning the dates filled with meetings and appointments. If it were up to Benjamin, one of those dates would be reserved for him. I didn't know how I was going to get through the next couple of months planning this thing.

I felt a chill run down my spine. This wasn't fair, nor was it right. I shouldn't have to feel like I was walking through a minefield.

If this was a prank between Knox and Benjamin, I was going to be pissed. If I found out it was, there'd be hell to pay. I might not have the power or influence they did, but I had my dignity and worth. And if this was what I had to put up with just to keep a job I loved, then maybe it wasn't worth it.

I started typing an email to Brenda, outlining the subsequent steps we needed to take for the event planning. I tried my best to be professional, knowing full well that Benjamin was testing me in the worst possible way.

Marcy came over, sitting on the corner of my desk. "Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said with a determined nod. "You?"

"Yeah, I think so," Marcy said, her voice lacking the usual cheer. "I just hate that he made you uncomfortable."

"Me too." I nodded.

"I wish there was something we could do."

I took a deep breath and forced a smile. "We'll just keep our distance as much as possible. I can handle this. We're professionals. This shit is bound to happen."

Marcy looked doubtful, but she offered a small smile in return. "Alright then. I'm leaving for the day unless you need anything else. I talked with the caterer. I'm going by the party rental store to try and get linens. I don't have a lot of hope, given the fact it's Valentine's. We'll probably have to order from our online vendor."

"Thank you for handling all the heavy lifting," I said. "I will make sure Knox knows you have been a huge asset. You have been busting your butt. I'm so glad we get to work together."

Marcy blushed, her smile growing wider. "Thanks, I appreciate it. You've been doing a lot too. This isn't easy for either of us."

"No, it's not," I agreed. "But we'll manage. We always do."

After Marcy left, the office felt eerily quiet. Usually, I enjoyed the solitude, but tonight it was different. The silence did nothing to quell my unease.

I realized then, more than ever, that Benjamin was a real issue. He brought unwanted trouble and stress that I didn't need. I hated that he was such a dick. This was my chance to shine, and this dude was making it difficult.
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KNOX


Idropped off my car at home and hopped into the Uber I had called ahead of time to take me to my new favorite watering hole. Things were very slowly smoothing out at work. It still wasn't the ideal scenario, but I felt like the office was coming around. I wasn't about to tell Waverly it was her advice that had helped ease my way into the office.

I walked into the bar and swore I picked up on the scent of stale cigarettes. My buddy Alex saw me and waved. He gestured for me to take a seat. He was busy pouring drinks for some of the other patrons.

"You're back," Alex said.

"I'm back."

"Top shelf whiskey?" he teased.

"Actually, I'll take a light beer. Whatever you have on tap."

"Ah, it's a workday," he said.

"Yes." I nodded.

He filled a glass with a pale amber liquid and put it on one of the cheesy paper coasters in front of me. I took a gulp, relishing the feel of the beer sliding down my throat. The taste wasn't great, but I didn't care.

"How are things in the event-planning world?" Alex asked.

"Getting better, but it's slow going," I replied after a moment of thought. "Not a lot of people are fond of the new guy. Add in the fact I'm the boss's grandson and things get a little dicey. But I have three months. Three months and I'm hoping I can talk to my grandfather about letting me move back to Manhattan."

"Why three months?" he asked.

"Because my grandparents left the country. They are taking a three-month cruise around the world. I am not about to disrupt that. They deserve some peace. I can handle things a while longer."

March seemed like an eternity away, but that was when they would be back. I was hoping with some time away, my grandfather would see I was capable of handling the company. There was no reason for me to stick around. I could do it from Manhattan.

I took a drink and tried to imagine I was back home. If I concentrated really hard, I could smell the exhaust from the thousands of cars packed on the street. The more I thought about my isolation, the harder things got. I was doing everything I could not to think about home.

Alex was pouring drinks, leaving me to my thoughts. I wasn't really in the mood for idle chatter. My mind was too preoccupied with thoughts of work, my grandfather, and despite my better judgment, Waverly.

As I sat there, nursing my beer and staring blankly at the rows of bottles behind the bar, I thought about spring in New York. Summer in the Hamptons. I wanted to get back.

"Knox! Knox Williams! Is that you?"

I looked over my shoulder to see who it was that recognized me.

Benjamin Caldwell.

He grinned, walking toward me with a confident smile and the swagger I remembered from high school.

I tried to pretend I was invisible, but it didn't do any good.

"Knox, it's me, Benjamin." He sat on the stool beside me without invitation. There were at least ten other empty stools, but he chose the one next to me.

"Hello, Benjamin." I nodded.

Alex looked down the bar with a smile.

"What is a man like you doing in a dump like this?" Benjamin asked.

Alex laughed and shook his head but kept his distance at the opposite end of the bar.

"I'm just having a beer," I said.

"Shit, a man like you should be in a better place than this," he said.

"Maybe, but I like it here," I replied and took another swig of my beer. He looked at me curiously, then signaled Alex for a drink for himself.

Alex moseyed toward us. "Can I get you something?" he asked Benjamin.

"I'll have what he's having," Benjamin said, nodding toward my beer.

"Coming up," Alex replied, pulling another pint glass from beneath the bar and filling it from the tap.

He set it down in front of Benjamin, who took a gulp immediately and grimaced. "Do you not have cold beer?" he hissed.

"Nope," Alex said and walked away.

I smiled and shook my head. Benjamin rambled on about his outdoor stores and how successful they had been. The monologue washed over me. I couldn't even say for sure what he was saying. It was all about him, him, and more about him.

Alex occasionally looked over at me but kept his distance. Benjamin was carrying on like he was my biggest fan. His adulation was annoying.

"Knox, let's get together sometime. We should catch up." While he talked, Benjamin was clapping me on the back. His voice was loud enough to draw the attention of the other patrons.

"I'll think about it, Benjamin," I replied, not wanting to be rude. I had no intention of seeing him anytime soon.

"Man, I got to meet that hot assistant," he said with a low whistle. "Talk about tits. And those lips. And her ass. What's the saying? More cushion for the pushin'. That chick was something else."

I clenched my jaw tight, holding back a retort. Waverly was not just an assistant and certainly not “a chick” for him to objectify. She was brilliant, capable, and stunning, both in her looks and her spirit.

"Her name is Waverly," I corrected him, putting more edge in my voice than necessary.

Benjamin looked at me, surprise flickering across his face. "Oh? Got a thing for her, do we?" he said with a chuckle.

"I am professional about my staff," I responded, resisting the urge to punch his smug face.

"She's not my staff." He smirked. "I think that makes her fair game. Woman like that would be very happy for a man like me to take her out and show her a good time."

"Stay away from Waverly."

"Oh shit." He laughed. “You have the hots for her. You want to keep her for yourself.”

The comment struck a nerve. “Shut the fuck up,” I growled.

Benjamin laughed. “Someone’s got a temper,” Benjamin teased, downing his warm beer.

“You’re a jackass. You always were.”

“Alright, alright,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. “She’s all yours. Don’t get your panties in a wad. How about you hand her over to me when you’re done with her? Just don't use her too much."

I stared at him, feeling my blood boil. I had participated in my fair share of locker room talk, but he was vile. He was a fucking adult talking like a sixteen-year-old punk.

My patience snapped. I rose to my feet and glared down at him. The bar fell silent. "That's enough, Benjamin," I warned, my voice deep and threatening. He looked up at me, his face betraying a hint of apprehension.

"Hey now, Knox," he stammered a bit. "I was just joking around. No need to get all serious."

"No," I said sternly. "You don't get to joke about her like that."

Benjamin frowned now, clearly taken aback. "She must really be something," he said after a moment, the smirk returning to his face. "But I know you. You'll get tired of her eventually. And I'll be there to pick up your leftovers. With a body like that, I'm sure there will be plenty left over for me."

Alex stepped around the bar and snapped his fingers. Before I could knock the guy off the stool, two men stepped forward and grabbed Benjamin. They escorted him outside before going back to sit at their table like nothing had happened.

Alex walked back behind the bar. "Have another drink," he said. "On the house."

"Thanks," I muttered.

He delivered the draft beer and shook his head. "A clown like that isn't worth the bruised knuckles," he said, a wry smile playing on his lips.

"Thanks."

"Do you work with him?"

"No. He's just some dude I knew a long time ago. He hired my company to do some grand opening for him."

"And Waverly? Is that your girlfriend?"

"No." I laughed. "She's my assistant. But she's a woman. She doesn't deserve to be treated like that."

"I agree," he said.

I finished my drink and called an Uber for my return home. So much for going out and unwinding. I was pissed.

"Thanks, Alex. I appreciate the drink."

"No problem." He waved from the other end of the bar.

I walked outside to wait for my ride. Out of the darkness, a figure emerged. The moment he stepped into the light, I knew my night was about to get worse.

"It must be nice to be you," he sneered. "You get away with murder because of your last name.”

"Go home, Benjamin. You're drunk, or you're just stupid. Just go."

He gave me another dirty look. "Do you think you're the king of Utah? King of the whole damn country. I'll have you know the only reason you're the CEO is because your mom only managed to have one kid. If there had been another heir, I'm guessing you wouldn't have gotten the position. You landed it by default."

"Whatever," I said and walked away.

He followed and grabbed my shoulder, jerking me back. "If that Waverly chick was smart, she'd get the hell away from you. You're going to sink that ship. Nepotism doesn't get you anywhere."

His breath stank of beer and desperation, an obnoxious combination. "You're just jealous because you're stuck, Benjamin, stuck in the mud of your own making," I said coldly.

His grip on my shoulder loosened, but he didn't remove his hand completely. "Jealous? Of what?" He laughed, but it was hollow, brittle. "Of your money? Your company? Your woman?"

I shook his hand off my shoulder and glared at him. "She's not my woman. She's a person. And yes, you are jealous. You'd do anything to have what I have."

He shoved me, catching me off guard. I stumbled back a few steps, barely catching my balance.

"Really?" I asked with a laugh. "You want to fuck with me?"

Benjamin lunged at me, but I sidestepped his charge. He stumbled past me but quickly recovered.

"Come on, Knox," he taunted. "You're all talk."

I was tired of talking. I swung, my fist connecting with his face.

He made a surprised sound as he staggered back, blood streaming from his nose. I barely had time to catch my breath before he lunged at me again. This time I was ready for him. He threw a punch that I easily dodged. I aimed mine at his gut. He doubled over with a gasp of pain.

"Get up, Benjamin," I growled, feeling the adrenaline coursing through my veins.

He stumbled back to his feet. His face was a mask of rage and humiliation. "You'll pay for this, Knox!" he spat through bloody teeth.

"Just stay the hell away from Waverly," I growled. "You're drunk. You're making a huge mistake. Just go home."

"Fuck you," he hissed.

My ride pulled up. The last thing I wanted to do was get arrested for assault. I got in the car and leaned my head back. I looked down at my hand, stretching out my fingers and wincing when the pain hit. I shouldn't have let my temper get the best of me, but damn, the guy had it coming. The way he was talking about Waverly pissed me off. He needed to get punched.
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WAVERLY


Ishowed up for work early once again. Between my normal duties and fine-tuning the plans for Benjamin’s event, I was burning the candle at both ends. Knox was very energetic. I supposed I might have gotten a little used to Richard’s laidback style of business. The man was seventy-one and didn’t have the same energy as his grandson. Nor did he have the same burning need to be the best of the best. Richard didn’t need to walk around like he was the king of the world. He was confident in himself and his status.

Knox was young and still trying to prove himself. I didn’t know who he thought he needed to prove himself to. He was the leader of the company. If I was him, I’d take the win and focus on keeping it running the way it was and not risk blowing it up by pushing too hard.

But Knox was not the type to rest on his laurels. He was always looking for new opportunities, new avenues to explore, and that meant more work for me. Not that I minded. The busier I was, the less time I had to think about anything else.

Thirty minutes later, the office was humming along but Knox had yet to show up. I actually got up and searched the office for him, thinking maybe I missed him. But he wasn't there. It irritated me. I assumed he was probably in the bed of some random woman he picked up while out and about. I should have worried less about where he was and been happy he wasn't in the office making demands for coffee and protein bars. A pang of guilt followed my uncharitable thoughts. I shouldn't think so negatively of the man. I didn't know him or what he had going on in his life. Maybe he had a girlfriend, and she was in town. Maybe he was sad and missing her.

I sighed and returned to my desk, focusing on what I needed to do. There was an endless list of things I needed to do, and none involved speculating over Knox's love life. However, the more I tried to push away my thoughts about Knox, the more he made his presence felt inside my head. Although now, I needed to make sure there was nothing on his calendar that I was going to have to cancel since he didn't show up. It was pretty rude in my opinion for the boss not to show up or have the courtesy to call and let me know he wasn't coming in. Instead of it being an easy day with no one to wait on hand and foot, I was now going to be dealing with clients and staff all needing to talk to him. Was he gone for days? Weeks?

"Fucker," I muttered under my breath. He had all of us in here busting our asses and he just decided not to show up. It was unprofessional. And obnoxious.

My scowl deepened as I double-checked his calendar. No meetings, but there were a few calls he should have been on. I'd have to send out apologies and reschedule them. I was still in the middle of crafting a polite email to one of our clients when I got a new email alert.

I clicked over and saw it was from Knox. I rolled my eyes, tempted to ignore the email altogether. It was a little late to call in sick. But maybe there was a good reason he wasn't in the office.

I opened the message from Knox. He informed me, in no uncertain terms, that I was being removed from the Benjamin Caldwell event. All of my meticulous planning and hard work was cast aside. The news struck me as a slight, a blow to my capabilities, and I couldn't shake the feeling that he doubted my competence.

My hands clamped onto the edge of my desk, knuckles white with the force. My breath hitched in my throat. Why would he do this? What had I done wrong? I could feel my heart racing, and a cold sweat starting to bead on the back of my neck. This was more than just a job to me. It felt like a personal attack. And worst of all, there were no explanations or reasons given in his terse message, just a curt dismissal of my efforts.

Hadn't I shown him I was capable of handling events? Hadn't I proven myself? Benjamin was happy. The ideas were good. The planning was without flaw. Everything was on track. Why in the hell would he give me the project and let me dump a bunch of time into it just to jerk it away?

Was I merely a pawn in his grand design for the company? An idea crept up to the edge of my consciousness—quitting. He wanted me to quit. He was purposely trying to push me out without actually firing me. The notion of severing ties with the company, the place where I'd built a career under Richard's nurturing wing, was very tempting. I didn't have to put up with this shit.

I exited the email before I responded. I knew better than to let my emotions rule. It was a good time to take a walk. It wasn't like I had to worry about Knox needing anything. I grabbed my phone and purse and left the office.

I walked to Swig to get my usual drink. It was my comfort drink. It was a nice day, not too cold, so I decided to take advantage of the time away from the office and sat on a bench. I sipped my drink and watched the people around me. I wasn't the only one taking advantage of the nice day. People were walking their dogs, little kids were laughing and playing, and a few ladies were doing yoga on the brightly colored mats.

The idea of quitting popped up again as I watched a woman playing with her son. I had worked so hard for this position and loved my job until he had taken over. It wasn't fair that he could come in and ruin everything. Why did Richard have to give the job to Knox of all people?

I decided to call my mother, hoping for understanding and empathy. This might be the day she gave me a little encouragement and told me it was going to be okay. "Hi, Mom," I greeted.

"Waverly?" she asked. "What's wrong? Aren't you at work?"

"I'm at work, just taking a break," I said. "It's been a crappy day."

She sighed. "You have a great job. I don't know how it could be bad."

That was exactly what I expected. My mother and I had a rocky relationship. She couldn’t care less if I liked my job or not. As long as I kept sending her money, she couldn’t care less if I was happy or not. I was used to her indifference toward me by now, but I was tired of it all. I felt a pang of sadness for the relationship we should have had, and for the missed chances of being loved and supported by my own mother.

"It's not a great job anymore," I complained.

"Why not?" she asked without any real concern. I could hear the television playing softly in the background, some soap she had been engrossed in before I called.

"The guy is really difficult to work for," I said. "He doesn't respect me."

"It's a job. You're paid well. You don't have to work outside.”

"Mom, it's not just about the money," I tried to explain. "I have dedicated years to building this job into a career. But now, everything I cherished and worked hard for is being stolen from me."

"Oh, come on, Waverly," she interrupted. "Don't be so dramatic. You sound like one of those whining kids on TV."

I sighed and clenched my jaw, my mother's callous words cutting deep. This was part of why I hated reaching out to her. Her uncaring nature only added to my frustration. All she wanted was the reassurance she was going to have her bills paid. I was the main support for my mother. I had been in the role of parent for a long time. I was the one who took care of her.

"No, Mom," I retorted, my voice firm yet laced with sadness. "I'm not being dramatic. This is real. And if I don't quit, I might get fired. You should probably prepare for that."

"Don't you dare get fired!" she snapped, her voice sharp, cutting through the phone call. "You should know better!"

I winced, my hand gripping my phone tighter. "And you should be more concerned about my mental health rather than just your livelihood," I shot back, my own voice mirroring the harshness of hers.

"Enough with this nonsense!" She huffed. "Your job is to work and provide. Keep your personal problems away from work."

I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose as I tried to keep my emotions in check. "This isn't healthy for me."

"You need to grow up. No one likes their job. It's life."

I bit back my retort. My mother barely worked. She worked for a week before she quit or was fired. "Thanks for your great advice," I muttered. "I have to go back to work."

"Waverly?"

"What?"

"I'm a little short this month and the electric is going to shut off," she said. "Do you think you can cover it for me?"

I could see this coming from a mile away. It was the same song and dance every time. I sucked in a deep breath before releasing it slowly. This was just another day in the life of Waverly.

“Why am I not surprised?” I replied, my voice dripping with sarcasm. "How much do you need?"

"Only a few hundred dollars. I promise I'll pay you back."

"I'll just pay the bill direct," I said. "I have to go.”

I hung up before she could insist I give her the money directly. She would spend it on something else. I went back to the office and got back to work. The day passed relatively quickly and I actually got to leave on time since I didn't have to run around taking care of Knox's demands.

The following morning, I went into the office at the usual time. I had no idea if Knox was going to show up or not. I had resolved to confront him on his decision to pull me from Benjamin's event. I knew I didn't do anything wrong. I was going to make him tell me why he did it.

Knox strolled into the office like nothing was different. As Knox settled into his office, I seized the moment, marching purposefully toward the lion's den. I had stewed on the situation all damn night and I was ready to confront him. I closed the door, at least respecting that one request, and marched toward him.

"What in the world were you thinking, Knox?" I questioned, keeping my voice down but making it very clear I was pissed. "You take me off the Caldwell event without so much as a discussion? Is this how you plan to lead the company, by undermining your team? By jerking away projects whenever you feel like it? I deserve at least an explanation!"

Knox leaned back in his chair, a smug expression on his face. "Waverly, you're getting out of line."

"No," I retorted. "You crossed the line when you decided to strip me off a project that I worked so hard for without giving me a valid reason." My voice was firm, my gaze relentless. "I’m part of a team that you seem to have little respect for."

"Waverly, there are decisions that need to be made for the benefit of the company. I didn't think explaining my actions was necessary."

His response was a mere brush-off. "Benefit of the company? I busted my ass on that project. I did the pitching and planning, and you just swoop in and take control because you think you know better?"

He jumped up from his chair and rounded his desk. He stalked toward me, and I thought maybe he might hit me with the way he was coming toward me. He grabbed the back of my head and jerked me forward at the same time his lips slammed against mine.

I froze in shock, my mind racing as his lips moved over mine. I shouldn't have enjoyed it. I should have slapped him and pushed him away. But that's not what I did. I leaned into him and the kiss. For a breathless instant, the world narrowed. It was just his lips on mine.

The shrill ring of Knox's phone pierced through the silence. He stepped away and walked to answer it. It was like it never happened and he forgot I was even in the room. I turned and walked out. My mind grappled to understand what happened.

What on earth was that?
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KNOX


Iwoke up to my alarm and considered skipping work again. I rubbed my face and immediately was reminded of my bruised hand. That ushered in a feeling of regret. My confrontation with Benjamin had veered into uncharted territory. I wasn’t used to losing my shit. I had better control of my temper, but the man had pushed my buttons. I was already stressed and frustrated when he pushed too far.

I seemed to be on quite a roll this week. Punching and then firing Benjamin was stupid. As if that wasn’t bad enough, I kissed Waverly. I didn’t even know where that came from. She was yelling at me, and before I knew it, I was kissing her. And it was a damn good kiss. I should regret it, but I didn’t. I regretted that I kissed my assistant but not the way it felt. In fact, I craved another kiss.

I stepped into the shower, knowing I couldn’t skip another day at the office. It was unprofessional. I didn’t want to give the staff any reason to think I was screwing off. I had big shoes to fill and that wasn’t going to happen if I kept playing hooky.

While I was getting dressed, my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway. “Knox Williams speaking.”

“It’s Benjamin.”

I let out a groan. “What the hell do you want?”

“I’m going to offer you a deal,” he said.

I laughed. “What makes you think I would ever want to make a deal with you?”

“Because I have a black eye and bruised ribs that would make a very compelling case for assault,” he said. “After going to the police to report the assault, I’ll go to the media.”

Part of me wanted to say I didn’t give a shit what he did, but my name in the local papers attached to an assault would not look good. “What do you want?”

“I want my grand opening,” he said. “You’ll do it.”

I wanted to tell him to fuck off. I didn’t need his bullshit. But this was not the time to have bad publicity. It was wrong to hit him, even if he shoved me first.

“Blackmail,” I said. “Wow, you really are a piece of shit.”

“Hey, I’ve put a lot of money and time into this thing already,” he said. “I don’t have the time to start over. I want the party Waverly promised me.”

“Waverly will not be handling your event,” I said.

“I want her.”

“This works both ways, asshole. I’ll personally handle your event, but you will not talk to, look at, or talk about Waverly. Period. Do you understand?”

“I knew you were fucking her.” He chuckled. “Fine. You don’t want to share. I get it, but I also know you well enough to know you aren’t going to be with her forever. When you’re done with her⁠—”

“You’re going to want to shut up right now before I call the police and let them know they better send an ambulance.”

He laughed again. “I’ll have my assistant send over the updated invite list. Looking forward to working with you.” He ended the call.

“Fuck!”

If I could have kept control, I could have been done with all of this. I wouldn’t have to see the piece of shit ever again. Now, I was stuck. I wasn’t in a position to have my name smeared. It would cause my grandparents a lot of stress. If I was painted as an entitled jerk, the business would suffer. That meant I had to suck it up.

I walked into the office, feeling the tension. It was a tension only I felt. I had to face Waverly after kissing her. She hadn't talked to me or even looked at me after she left my office. I knew I could have another legal battle on my hands for harassment. I was making mistakes left and right.

She didn't know why I pulled her off the event. Yesterday, I thought the event was off. I didn't feel like explaining it all to her and left it as it was. But damn her and her defiant ways. She just had to push me.

The only way I could keep her from yelling at me was to kiss her. It worked. But I didn't think about the consequences of my choice.

Now, more than ever, I had to pull it together. Sitting behind my desk, I realized how much trouble I was in. The prestigious image of the event company was on the line. I was playing with fire. Maybe I needed a distraction, something to keep me away from Waverly and her intoxicating eyes and lips that tasted like honey and mint. I knew it was that lip stuff I always saw her putting on instead of lipstick. I wanted to taste it again.

But no, I had to put a stop to that. I couldn't afford a scandal.

I pressed the intercom button on my desk phone. "Waverly," I said, trying to keep my voice as neutral as possible. "Can you bring coffee?"

A moment of silence fell before her voice filled the room. "I'm busy right now, Mr. Williams." She was using her professional voice, the one that hinted at detachment. "I'll get it for you in a few minutes."

I bit back a strong rebuke. She was testing me. She knew I couldn't say much after I kissed her.

“Take your time,” I replied as evenly as possible and then regretted it. It sounded too casual, like she wasn’t my assistant but something else. I rubbed my temples, realizing that nothing was easy anymore. She had moved into the position of power.

I found myself trying to focus on anything other than the kiss. The event preparations for that asshole took center stage, which was just as well. A distraction was what I needed, but it didn't feel right doing it for him of all people. Still, this was business, and business does not concern itself with personal feelings. It had been a long time since I actually planned an event. Thankfully, I had Marcy. I called her into my office to hand off the job to her. Unfortunately, she wasn't in the office but would come in soon.

A knock at the door drew me out of my thoughts and Waverly entered holding a steaming cup of coffee.

Her eyes met mine for a split second before quickly averting them. The tension was palpable. I watched her walk across the room. The way she moved always drew me in, but today, I tried my best not to watch her.

"Here's your coffee," she said, placing it on my desk and turning to leave immediately.

"Waverly," I called out, stopping her in her tracks. She turned to face me, her features betraying nothing. "Thank you."

An awkward pause filled the room as we both grappled with what to say next.

"Marcy will be coming in at one," I said. "Can you please hold calls?"

She flashed me a dirty look. "Marcy?"

"Yes."

"She's on Benjamin's event?"

"Yes."

Her lips curled with disgust. "Of course. Anything else?"

"No, thank you."

She walked out, slamming my door a little harder than necessary. I knew she didn't understand why I pulled her off the event. Telling her what Ben said about her wasn't going to help anything. She didn't know he was a pig. She didn't need to be subjected to his bullshit.

"Marcy's here." Waverly's voice cut through my office like ice.

"Thank you."

The door opened and Marcy strutted in, a bright smile on her face. She was always enthusiastic about her work, which made her the perfect person for this job.

"Good afternoon," she greeted cheerfully.

I managed to return her smile. "Marcy. Have a seat." The less said about Waverly and me, the better it was.

She sat down and crossed her legs. "Are you calling me in to pull me off the event?"

I frowned, quickly realizing they had talked. Marcy was Team Waverly. I wondered if she told her about the kiss. I hoped not. I didn't need that kind of a reputation.

"No, actually, I am making you the lead and I'll be overseeing the project."

"Why isn't Waverly the lead?"

"Because I need her to do other things," I said.

"She didn't do anything wrong."

"I didn't say she did."

"If that guy said anything, it's not true," she said. "Waverly was very professional. She didn't do anything. In fact, I think she handled him a lot better than I would have."

I exhaled, feeling the weight of the situation. "I know," I said. "I have a lot on my plate. I need a dedicated assistant."

Marcy stared at me for a long moment, her eyes narrowing slightly, trying to piece the puzzle together. But she didn't have all the pieces.

"But—"

"We're not going to discuss it further," I said, my tone final. "Let's talk about the event."

We went over the highlights of the event. When she left the office, I got the impression she was pissed at me as well. I was making friends left and right.

My day drudged on, a series of meeting after meeting. None of which made me feel any better. I sighed deeply, rubbing my temples as I looked at the stack of documents needing approval on my desk.

The office was unusually quiet, the only sounds being the occasional rustling of paper and the distant hum of conversation. Waverly wasn't around, probably in some corner dealing with her other duties. I wasn't an idiot. She was avoiding me. This was her way of punishing me. She was showing she had the control. It pissed me off, but I had no one to blame but myself.

I found myself missing her presence. This was ridiculous. A tap at the door made me glance up and I was momentarily mad that it wasn't Waverly. Marcy stood in the doorway, her sharp eyes softened with understanding.

"I have the layouts for you," she said softly. The files landed on my desk with a soft thud and she turned to leave without another word.

At least she was acting like I was the boss. "Thanks," I said.

"I'll send the list of confirmed vendors," she said.

The door shut once again. I had never felt so alone.
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WAVERLY


Iwiped the sweat dripping from my brow, my legs still pumping the spin bike. I didn’t know why I tortured myself like this. I was hoping a spin class would help ease the frustration.

The music blasted through the speakers, the instructor's voice egging us on. It didn't help. Sweat trickled down my face and onto the handlebars as I pushed myself harder, hoping the exertion would make me forget about everything. Janie was the instructor for the class. She only looked sweet and innocent. She was a damn drill sergeant. "Come on, Waverly! Push it! I know you can do it!"

"I'm going to kill you, Janie!" I shouted back, half in jest. She responded with a wicked grin.

When the class finally ended, I was drenched in sweat and my legs felt like jelly. But it felt good. I had worked off some of that frustration that had been plaguing me the last couple of days.

It seemed a little unfair that I could bust my ass just as hard as the other ladies in the class and they all had cute little perky butts and no matter how much I rode that bike to nowhere, my ass was still the bubble butt it had been since puberty.

I showered at the gym and headed to my favorite coffee shop with Janie. I needed caffeine if I was going to survive the rest of the day.

As I sipped my triple shot latte, my mind drifted back to work. This job was becoming far more complicated and stressful than I was prepared for.

"So, tell me what has you so upset," Janie said.

"Nothing."

"You're a horrible liar," she said with a laugh. "You never want to take one of my spin classes unless you're upset about something. Is it your mom or the job?"

"Both," I confessed.

"Tell me what happened," she said.

"Let's see. Knox took away the project I've been working on. When I confronted him about it, he kissed me."

She blinked. "Come again?"

"He kissed me," I repeated, a flush creeping into my cheeks. I looked down at the table, studying the design of the wooden grain as I felt too embarrassed to meet her eyes.

Janie just blinked again before an incredulous laugh burst from her lips. "Knox? As in your boss? Knox Williams the ex-underwear model?"

I nodded, my fingers drumming nervously on the side of my cup. "Yep."

"Why?" she asked the obvious question.

"I don't know."

"What did he say?" she asked.

"Nothing. I don't know. I walked out and I haven't talked to him since."

"What the hell?" She burst into laughter.

"I don't know," I groaned. "I don't know what the hell is happening. He didn't show up for work. He emailed me and said I wasn't on the event. Then he shows up and it looks like he went a couple of rounds with Mike Tyson. Although it looked like he won. He kissed me. I got freaked out. I don't know."

"Did you kiss him back?"

I frowned. "I don't know."

"Was it good?"

"I don't know."

Janie threw her head back and laughed, nearly choking on her coffee. "Oh, sweetheart, if you can't say it was good, then it probably wasn't."

I cringed at her words, my mind running back to the moment. It had been abrupt, unexpected. It wasn't like any of the stolen kisses from college boys or the few tentative ones shared with my high school boyfriend. This had been different, raw and passionate. It wasn’t that it had been bad, more so that it had been confusing.

"Stop grinning like that," I snapped at Janie, trying to hide my blush.

"Oh, so it was good," she teased. "So, what now? Are you going to kiss him again? Does he like you? Obviously, which is why he kissed you. Do you like him?"

"No! He's my boss! And not a very good boss at that."

She laughed. "So?"

"I can barely stand to be around him, let alone get involved with him."

"And you haven't talked about it since it happened?"

"No." I shook my head. "I don't want to deal with him. I think he's upset with me."

"I wish some hot dude would kiss me when he was mad at me."

"I don't know what I did with Benjamin's party. It was going to be so good. I think Benjamin must have complained. The guy was an asshole. He was obnoxious. I didn't come right out and say he was an asshole or even scold him for acting inappropriately. I thought I handled the situation with decorum. But apparently not."

"Did you tell Knox?"

"No. I doubt it's going to do any good. Knox already pulled me off the party. Marcy is still on it. She says Knox pretty much put her in charge."

"You should tell him," she said.

"With him, I don't think it would matter," I muttered. "I really think I have to start looking for a job. I mean, how much stress is worth it?"

"I agree." She nodded. "But maybe this is all a misunderstanding. You should talk to him."

"I talked to my mom, or at least I tried. She told me to suck it up and pay her electric bill."

Janie snorted, sputtering on her coffee. "Oh, she did? Charming."

"Seriously." I sighed and looked at the time. "I better get to work.”

"Talk to him," she said.

I found myself tiptoeing around the office, doing my best to avoid Knox. I didn’t know what to expect from him. I didn’t know if he was going to kiss me again or yell at me. The last couple of days he had been very finicky. He didn’t smile and seemed to be barking orders at everyone.

It wasn't just the kiss that confused me about Knox. It was the aftermath and the way he treated me like an unwanted stranger. He was doing all he could to avoid me as well, like I was the one who attacked him. There was a coldness in his gaze. When I delivered his coffee, he barely looked at me.

And when our eyes did meet, he’d promptly look away. There wasn't even a hint of the fiery passion that had been there during that unexpected kiss. Instead, it was replaced with indifference.

While working on Knox's schedule, I saw the young guy that worked as a mail clerk pushing the cart down between the aisles.

"Good morning, Waverly." He smiled and reached for a stack of mail.

"Good morning, Charlie." I returned the smile as he handed me a handful of envelopes. I liked Charlie with his too-big glasses and shaggy hair. He was always cheery. It was nice to see his smile in this otherwise dreary office.

"I'll see you tomorrow," he said and walked away.

I sifted through the mail, making piles like I always did. I came across a postcard from Richard. I immediately smiled and flipped it over to read it.

"Miss you. Don't let my grandson bully you. I know you're keeping everyone in line. I wouldn't have felt comfortable leaving the company if it wasn't in good hands. That's all I have for today. Love, Richard."

Tears welled up in my eyes at his sweet words. Richard had been such a calming presence in our office, always ready with a quick joke or comforting word whenever things were at their most chaotic. When he retired, the atmosphere of the place had noticeably shifted.

I sighed and tucked the postcard into my desk drawer. I had a feeling I was going to need to refer to his supportive words many, many more times. This cutthroat business was not what I signed up for. But now, it was my reality.

"Waverly!" Knox's booming voice dumped cold water all over the warm feeling Richard's postcard had given me.

I took a deep breath and got up from my desk. "Yes, Mr. Williams?" I asked in a sweet voice.

"I'm looking for the Nelson file. It was on my desk this morning. Where did you put it?" He glared at me, his cold eyes sending chills down my spine.

"I haven't touched your desk today, Knox," I replied, my voice steady. I wasn't about to let him bully me.

He grunted in response and turned away dismissively. "Well, find it," he ordered before marching off back toward his office. "I need it for the planning meeting today."

I sighed again, heavier this time. "Do you want me to look on your desk?"

"I can look on my own desk. It isn't here."

"What happens if I find it?" I asked with exasperation.

"You're not going to find it."

"But if I do?" I said with my eyes scanning his messy desk.

He looked at me, challenging me. "Then you'll have the satisfaction of knowing you were right."

I picked up a few things on his desk but didn't see the file. "Where were you the last time you had it?"

"In my hands, when I was at my desk," he spat out, irritated.

"Well, that's not very helpful," I muttered under my breath. I figured the Nelson file had to be somewhere in this mess of paperwork. I started sifting through the stacks of papers, trying not to get irritated with the sloppy way he kept his desk. Richard had always been so meticulous. So organized. Knox was the exact opposite.

When I didn't find it, I looked around his office and then smiled. I saw some paperwork sitting on the coffee table in his sitting area. I walked over, moved a few magazines away, and picked up the file. He was sitting at his desk, watching me. I held it up, wanting to crow like a proud rooster at the fact I had found the stupid file.

"Is this it?" I asked, my voice laced with triumph.

Knox's eyes narrowed as he looked at the file in my hand. He got up from his desk and walked over to me, snatching the file from me rather roughly. He flipped open the cover, scanned the contents, and then slammed it shut abruptly. Without a word of thanks or even acknowledgment of my effort, he turned and stomped back to his desk.

"I knew I left it here." His tone was decidedly defensive and I couldn't help but roll my eyes.

"Of course, you did," I said sarcastically, earning me a sharp glare. I straightened, forcing a smile onto my face. "Anyway, I'll let you get back to work."

His dark eyes flicked over me, his expression unreadable before he gave a curt nod and turned back to his desk.

"You know, I could get some kind of file holders or something if that would help keep you organized."

"I don't need to get organized."

"I think it would save a lot of time if you could find what you needed without a manhunt."

"It was one file."

"And yesterday it was two files," I reminded him.

"I have my own way of organizing things," he muttered.

"If you mean scattering things all over, that's a very unique organization system," I said sarcastically.

He frowned at me. "I have it under control."

"Yes, I can see that. Do you need anything else?"

"No."

"Will you need me at your meeting?"

"No," he answered without looking at me.

"Very well."

Sighing, I made my way back to my own desk. It was a haven of neatness. I pulled open my drawer to grab a pen and saw the postcard. His cheery, supportive words were such a stark contrast to Knox's abrasive manner.

I missed the old man. I wished there was a way I could turn back the clock and give Richard another twenty years. I longed for his easy-going ways. But there was no use in wishing, I realized. Richard was gone and Knox was my present reality. I could either make the most of it or quit. Period. Two options. Lots of people worked jobs they hated. I supposed that made me an official adult.
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KNOX


The planning meeting with a few of my head event planners was moving along. I jotted down notes and tried to stay focused on the plans for some of the biggest clients. I appreciated how organized everyone was. One planner, Kate, was very efficient. She was planning a fall event for a major company based somewhere in Nebraska.

All the details were coming together perfectly, and I could tell she was going to nail it. These were the kind of people I needed. People who took the initiative, who had their own way of working, who didn't need constant supervision or handholding.

Kate finished presenting her plans and sat down. There was a lull in the room, a brief moment of respite as people shuffled their papers and prepared for the next presentation. While the next planner outlined a wedding that included hot air balloons, I was calculating numbers. Numbers and publicity. The balloon thing was going to be a huge hit.

"I'd like to put together a new brochure," I said at the end of the last presentation. "We need to update the stuff that was put together ten years ago. Get releases from your clients so we can use their photos on our updated website."

There was a collective nod around the room. I glanced around at their attentive faces and found it somewhat amusing how they all immediately nodded in agreement. That was what I liked about this team—their capability to adapt and follow orders without a fuss. Waverly could learn from them.

Turning my attention back to the meeting, I continued to explain my vision for the new brochures, going into detail about the styles, colors, and content that I wanted. As I spoke, I noticed Kate jotting down notes meticulously, her brow furrowed in concentration. That was why she was one of the best. She paid attention to every word.

"I'd also like to encourage each of you to pitch more unique, exciting themes," I said. "I know the traditional stuff is always a hit, but it's stale. I want to wow the people in this area. I want them to see what New York and LA are doing. We have an amazing climate to work with. Let's use it. I've seen some pictures from your last events, and while they are successful, they aren't exactly fresh."

My words hung in the air, and I could see some of the planners shift a bit uncomfortably in their chairs. Some of them had been with the company longer than I had and were probably set in their ways. It didn't matter. They'd either catch up or get left behind.

"I'm not saying we need to completely change everything," I continued, trying to temper my previous statement. "But, let's broaden our horizons a little bit. Try new themes, new designs, something different. Obviously, we want to give clients what they want, but I'd like you all to pitch at least one totally new idea. See if they bite. I don't want us to get stuck in the past. There is timeless and there is just plain boring."

"Like what?" one of them asked.

I glanced at the speaker, a man named Derek who had been with the team for about five years according to his file. He was reliable but traditional.

"Perhaps an all-out futuristic theme. Metallics, holograms, even incorporating tech in some way. Holograms are the future. Yes, they can be expensive, but all kinds of people are offering the technology. Imagine having a late loved one or someone like Elvis performing at their event."

A murmur of agreement ran through the room. The idea seemed to appeal to them.

"Use your imagination," I continued. "New York and LA have amazing event planners with clients that tend to include A-list celebrities. The circus thing has been done. The typical red carpet, Hollywood vibe, done. Yes, our clients are going to love the old stuff because you've done a good job. They don't know any better. It's up to you to bring them into the future. Why don't you guys pitch some ideas? Think out of the box. We'll work together to develop them."

While they were all talking and throwing out ideas, my phone vibrated on the polished surface of the conference table. A quick glance said it was Waverly. It was odd she was texting me, but I assumed that was because she didn't want to be in the same room with me. I read it and nearly jumped out of my seat.

"You guys keep tossing around some ideas," I said. "Put them together and email them to me."

I left the conference room and walked back to my office.

"Waverly, my office, now."

She took her sweet time coming in. "Yes?"

"You said there was a VIP client in New York that wanted us to take on their event."

"Yes." She nodded. "I forwarded you the email request. It named you specifically. I texted you because it's urgent."

I groaned. "I know. Can you please give me the details?"

"I'll be in there in a few minutes," she said. "I need to finish this email."

The woman was trying to drive me bananas. It went against every part of me to let her defy my basic requests. I was the CEO. She acted like I was an annoying fly bugging the shit out of her.

Her defiance was almost admirable, in a comedic way. I rolled my eyes, deciding to keep the peace. "Fine," I said. "I'll wait."

I spent the next ten minutes checking the other emails and reports that had trickled in during our meeting. When Waverly finally decided to grace me with her presence, she was holding a slim tablet, a frown etched on her face as if she'd rather be anywhere else.

"Finally," I muttered.

"The event is for a lingerie company," she said as she sat down. "They want a Valentine's Day event. The firm that was handling the event either got fired or quit, which is why it's so short notice. The client specifically asked for you because they heard about some event you did for their competitor a couple of years ago."

"Lingerie company?"

"Yes," she muttered.

I couldn't help but smile. "Well, that sounds like something I could handle."

She made a noise. "I'm sure you can."

"Do they want it in New York?" I asked eagerly.

"I sent you the email."

I couldn't suppress the surge of pride that welled within me. This wasn't just a job. We made it. If a national company was coming to us to pick up the pieces of someone else's failed job, that meant they trusted us.

"You're my assistant," I growled. "Assist me."

She rolled her eyes but leaned over me to pull up the email on my computer. The scent of her perfume invaded my senses, like a bouquet of wildflowers laced with a citrus, forcing me to adjust in my seat uncomfortably as she read.

"New York City, yes. The venue is set but they're not happy with the previous event planner's design and they want it all changed. Two weeks from today.”

I looked at her, noticing the arch of her eyebrows. “Two weeks? Is that even possible?”

Her eyes met mine and I saw a flicker of annoyance. “We’re about to find out, aren’t we?”

My smile practically split my face in two. "Get them on the phone," I said.

"Does this mean you're going to New York?"

I didn't miss the hopeful tone. She wanted to get rid of me. "Yes. Of course. I have to. This is something I need to handle in person. You said they requested me personally, right?"

“Right,” she muttered, crossing her arms. She might have been hoping for my absence, but I was not about to give her an easy ride. "Have you planned many events?"

"I started as a planner," I told her. "I know you all think I got this job just because I'm Richard's grandson, but he put me through the typical training. I had to learn how to plan. I won't pretend I'm as good as some of the others, but I can do it."

"You should use one of your planners," she offered. "Just to make sure you can do this right."

"Are you implying that I can't pull this off?" I asked with a twitch of annoyance. I was often amused by her defiance, but this was a question of capability and I wouldn't let that slide.

"Did I say that?" she retorted, her cool eyes never leaving mine.

"No, you didn't. But it's quite clear you don't think I can handle it."

"Well, you're reading too much into it," she said. "I was merely suggesting that it's a big job to handle alone. Especially on such short notice. Just in case, I reached out to the New York office to find out if anyone is available to jump on this with you."

"You did what?"

"It's a big job," she said. "You need help."

"I do not."

She rolled her eyes. "Do you really want to risk failing? This is a national campaign. This is the rival to Victoria's Secret. If you fail, you may as well call Richard and let him know you sank your company."

I stared at her with total shock. I couldn't believe she was talking to me like this. How fucking obnoxious. She doubted me. I was so sick of people underestimating me.

"Fine," I growled, leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms over my chest. "Summon whoever it is you think can help me out. We'll see how much of a difference they make."

Waverly seemed to take this as a victory, straightening up slightly and breaking into a small smile. "Good," she said, her voice annoyingly satisfied. "I've sent the email already. He'll be ready for a video call tomorrow morning."

"He?" I frowned at her, not liking the sound of that.

"Yes, Patrick," she replied without missing a beat. Then, noticing my puzzled expression, she elaborated further. "Patrick Allen, senior event planner. He's been with the company for five years."

"I know who he is," I grumbled under my breath, not pleased with the arrangement. "I was his boss for years."

"He was happy to be a part of this project. He said he had a few other things on his calendar, but for this, he could shift a few things around."

"Fine," I conceded again, sounding more like a petulant child than a CEO of a successful company.

"I'll put it on your calendar," she said. "Anything else?"

"No, apparently, you've already handled everything."

"That's because I'm a damn good assistant," she said as she got to her feet. "And a good planner, but you wouldn't let me prove it."

She walked out of my office, closing the door behind her.

I pulled up the email she had forwarded to me. There wasn't much information. I vaguely knew the woman that was reaching out. We had met at a Christmas party. I told her who I was and what I did. She must have taken me seriously. I was thrilled to have the chance to prove to her I meant every word I said that night.

The company had helped plan some huge events, but we were still on the fringes in New York. We were big, but we weren't Colin Cowie big—yet. I was hoping this lingerie gig would put us in that same circle. The next royal wedding was ours if I pulled this off.


19


WAVERLY


Idrove through the small farming community outside of town. Nothing changed. Sure, ownership of some of the local businesses changed hands, but it was the same old buildings. The same farms and grain elevators stood tall against the sky. Cows grazed in the pasture that ran alongside the roadway marked with signs reminding people there might be livestock in the road.

I rolled down the window, taking in the familiar scent of hay and manure. It was a smell most city folks would plug their noses at, but to me, it smelled like home. It carried with it memories of my childhood. Even if my childhood wasn't always happy, it was still nostalgic.

I turned off the highway onto a gravel road, my tires crunching on the uneven surface. I could see the single wide trailer I'd grown up in up ahead.

I couldn't shake the tug of nostalgia. Homecomings were supposed to be comforting. Mine was anything but. My mother was almost fifty but still acted like she was twenty. She loved to party. Nothing ever fazed her. I supposed I was a little jealous she was such a free spirit. She would spend the whole mortgage payment on a wild night out without a care in the world. She never worried about where the money would come from. I was always there to pick up the pieces. My father had left when I was very young. I didn't know if he left because my mom refused to grow up or because he didn't want to grow up. I ended up being the one who grew up and took care of her.

The trailer looked like shit. The siding was faded and dented, the windows were dirty, and the yard was nothing but dried-up weeds. A beat-up old car sat on blocks beside it, a testament to some long-abandoned restoration project by an old boyfriend. My old tire swing hung from a gnarled tree, its rope frayed and ready to snap.

With a sigh, I pulled up to the trailer and cut the engine. Silence fell like a blanket over everything. The trip to see my mother was something I did at least once a month. I wasn't sure why. It wasn't like she wanted to see me, but I couldn't just abandon her. It would be like abandoning a ten-year-old. She wasn't a great mother, but she was all I had.

Taking a breath for courage, I stepped out of the car and opened the trunk. I grabbed the bags of groceries I bought. She ate like shit. I did my best to try and keep her eating well.

I carried them onto the old, wooden porch that had been weathered by the sun. I kicked at the bottom of the flimsy door. "Mom, it's me."

The door opened to reveal my mother with a shower cap on her head and a cigarette hanging from her mouth.

Classic Mom.

The shower cap meant she was bleaching her hair for the hundredth time. I didn't even know what color her hair really was. It'd been half-blonde for as long as I could remember.

"Hey, baby girl," she drawled, plucking the cigarette from her mouth and blowing a cloud of smoke. Her eyes squinted through the thick cloud, wrinkles crinkling at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Despite it all, there was a youthful spark in those stormy gray eyes that I couldn't ignore.

"Hey, Mom," I replied, stepping inside. The familiar scent of bleach was strong in the air, mingling with stale cigarette smoke. I set the bags on the worn Formica countertop. "I brought you some food."

Her eyes wandered over to the bags, her hand reaching out to rummage through them. My mom didn't have a lot of redeeming qualities, but she was always a good housekeeper.

"Oh, I like these." She smiled as she pulled out the package of Oreos. "They cut back my benefits since I got that job at the gas station. Can't afford them anymore. Rick bought some generic ones at the Family Dollar. They are not the same."

I smiled and opened the fridge to put away the milk. I quietly groaned when I saw there was nothing but beer and basic condiments. My mom drank beer, but vodka was her preference, which meant there was another boyfriend in her life. There was always a boyfriend. My mother didn't do alone well. She always managed to pick up a new loser that mistreated her or mooched off her.

"Is Rick here?" I asked casually, not looking at her. Her men all had the same dirty, grizzly look. Unshaven and perpetually drowsy from late night binges. They were interchangeable, just like their drinks of choice.

"Nah, he's at work," she replied nonchalantly, opening the Oreos and popping one into her mouth. She looked almost pleased for a moment. "Thank God for small mercies. Finally found someone who works."

I couldn't help but smile a little. It was good to see her upbeat, even if I knew it would be short-lived. There was a rhythm to these visits. Today she was buoyant. Tomorrow she might be pissed or drunk.

"Is he living here?" I asked.

"Don't tell his soon to be ex-wife." She cackled.

I forced a smile and helped her put away the groceries. "How's it going at the gas station?" I asked.

"It sucks," she said. "But it pays the bills."

Which was bullshit. It didn't pay the bills. I paid the bills.

"But at least you have some income now," I tried to sound supportive, taking note of the cigarette butts in the sink. I always hated that she smoked inside.

"I guess." She shrugged, finishing off her Oreo and lighting another cigarette. "Say, baby girl, can you lend me some cash for gas?"

"Again?" I let my surprise slip, a sigh escaping my lips before I could stop it. "The gas station isn't that far. You told me you were riding that bike I bought you last year."

"It's embarrassing," she pouted. "I just need a little bit until I get paid."

"Mom," I sighed.

"Ricky's working now. He'll pay you back as soon as he gets paid." She had that whining tone she adopted whenever she wanted something.

"I'm giving money to Rick?" I asked.

"No, you're giving money to me. Rick and I have to share a car. His motorcycle needs some work. I've been walking to work but it gets old."

I bit down on my lower lip, trying not to say what was on my mind. My mother's new boyfriend was just like every other boyfriend. They always fell on hard times for one reason or another. "Mom, where is your car?"

"Rick has it. Like I said, he's got to fix a fuel pump or something on that bike of his. We can't afford to fix it right now."

"But you've got money for cigarettes and beer?" I asked.

"You always think you're too good for me," she accused, her voice laced with bitterness. "Yeah, we've got money for beer and cigarettes. I don't need you to tell me how to spend my money."

I fought the rising frustration, attempting to tread lightly, but dammit, it was so frustrating. "It's not about being better, Mom. It's about growing up, taking responsibility for ourselves. I want you to have a good life. These guys are just bringing you down. You manage to hook up with one loser after another."

Her face turned red, a sure sign that the argument was heating up. Just like so many other arguments.

"Not all of them are bad," she defended, her voice tense. "Rick's not like the others."

"Mom, you say that every time," I retorted, trying to keep my voice level but the frustration seeping through.

"They're not all the same. You don't know Rick. You don't know any of them," she shot back, standing up abruptly. "Rick has a good job. He's a foreman at a farm. He makes decent money. You've never even met him."

"Maybe that's because they never stick around long enough for me to meet. You go through men faster than most people go through shoes."

"That's not fair," she snapped, her bony fingers gripping the edge of the countertop until her knuckles grew white. "I'm not perfect, but at least I'm trying."

"Trying to do what exactly, Mom? Add more names to your list? These guys don't love you, Mom. They are using you. I want you to be happy. I want you to get out of this dump and find a man that will treat you right."

Her face twisted into a tight scowl. "I don't need your judgment, Miss High-and-Mighty. You act like you've got it all figured out. But let me tell you something, sweetheart. Life ain't no fairy tale."

"I know that, Mom," I replied, my voice softening. "I just want you to have more than this."

"More than what?" she asked, her voice now dangerously low.

"More than old, broken-down cars and guys who can't keep their jobs. More than struggling to make ends meet. More than living from paycheck to paycheck. I got a good job. You can too."

There was a long silence, interrupted only by the sound of the refrigerator humming in the background. "You should probably go before Rick gets home. He's not going to care for your attitude."

I shook my head. "Mom, please. I drove out here to spend the weekend with you."

"I'm busy. Rick and I are going out tonight. And I'm going to pick up a shift tomorrow."

It hurt. I wasn't going to lie. It hurt to have my mom kicking me out. She was choosing her newest boy toy over me. Again. When would I ever learn?

"Fine," I sighed. "I love you, Mom. I hope you know that."

"Thanks for the groceries," she muttered.

I pulled out my wallet and pulled out all thirty-six dollars I had and gave them to her. I walked out of the trailer and made the drive back to town feeling abandoned. I wished she could see the light. I wanted her to see she was worth so much more than what she thought.

When I got back to town, instead of going straight home, I went to the office to grab a few things. When I walked in, I was surprised to see Knox in his office.

He looked startled when I walked in. "Waverly."

"I'm just picking up my tablet," I said.

"Come in here. It will save me an email."

I almost laughed at the idea this man wanted to skip writing an email. "Yes?" I asked.

"We're going to New York."

"Excuse me?"

"You," he said. "I need you to go to New York with me. This is too big for me to manage on my own. I want you there. Can you arrange it?"

"New York?" I echoed.

"Yes."

"I thought, I mean, I already made arrangements for you to work with Patrick."

"I understand that, but I'm still the CEO. I can't just do this one thing. I have to manage the company and plan the event. That means I'm going to need your help."

I had a feeling I wasn't really being given a choice. I was his assistant, and where he went, I went. "New York," I said again. "You need me there."

"Exactly. Pack your bags. We're leaving in two days."

"Two days?" I squeaked.

"Yes. I assume you've traveled with my grandfather before."

"Yes, but⁠—"

"But nothing." Knox cut me off, a touch of impatience in his tone. "This isn’t a debate, Waverly. This is a huge opportunity. We can't let this get screwed up. I need you there."

"Alright," I conceded, regaining my composure. "I'll make the arrangements."

"Good. Do you have the pilot's information?"

"Of course." I nodded.

"You'll want to make sure you pack for at least a week. Evening wear as well."

"A week!" I gasped.

"We're putting together a major event that will include some very important people. I'm not going to risk this falling apart."

"Right. A week." My mind was already whirling with the logistics of it all. I was going to have to check his calendar.

"That's all I have," he said.

With that, he dismissed me and turned back to his desk, effectively ending our conversation. I stood for a moment in the doorway, my mind reeling with everything he had just told me. New York. I hated the city. Not that I had ever been, but I didn't like cities in general. It was too loud, too bright, and just too much of everything.
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Icould not wait to get back to Manhattan. I wished I could go back to my penthouse, but I had sublet it to a couple. I couldn’t kick them out on such short notice. But I didn’t care. I was going to be in Manhattan and that was all I cared about.

I watched Waverly exit my office, her face a mask of composure. Underneath that though, I could see the faint glimmer of panic, the worry about leaving the comfort of her desk. But I knew she was capable, more than capable actually.

Once she was out of sight, I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling. If only I could find a way to stay in Manhattan.

I went home feeling better than I had since I first stepped off the plane in St. George. Mom was sitting in the kitchen at the breakfast counter when I walked into the house. She had her usual glass of wine in front of her. I could smell something good.

“I was just heating up some lasagna,” she said. “Hungry?”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging. I went to the bar and poured myself a drink. “I’m headed to New York Monday, maybe Tuesday.”

“New York?” she asked with surprise.

“I have been asked to take on an event in New York,” I said. Yes, I was feeling very proud. I wanted to shout it from the rooftops. This was my shining moment. I was on top of the world.

Mom’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, her wine glass frozen halfway to her lips. “New York?” she asked again, her voice carrying an unmistakable note of pride.

“Yes,” I answered, a smug smile pulling at the corners of my mouth.

“Does your grandfather know about this?”

“I don’t know how he would. I just found out. It’s an emergency situation. It’s for a national lingerie company. Something happened with the original event planner. They called me, Mom. Me. I’m the one they are turning toward to save them.”

My mother’s eyes widened. “Wow. Your grandfather would be very proud. Do you think you’re going to be able to pull it off?”

“Mom, come on,” I said. “Yes, I will pull it off. I’m going to blow their socks off. They’re going to wonder why they didn’t come to me in the first place.”

She smiled. “You’ve always been very confident.”

“I’m confident because I know what I’m doing,” I said. “I know everyone thinks I got this job because of my name, but I’m good. I can do this.”

“Who else do you have on it?”

“What?”

“If it’s a national campaign on short notice, you can’t be serious about doing this by yourself. Are you getting someone from the New York office to handle it?”

“I’m going to have my assistant with me,” I said. “And I’ll probably have a couple of others help, but it’s my gig.”

“Waverly is going to New York?” she asked with surprise.

I forgot my mom knew Waverly from the length of time Waverly had been working for my grandfather. Hell, she was probably a frequent visitor to the house with the way my grandfather took her under his wing.

“Yes, she is,” I said. “She’s my assistant.”

“Oh, well, Waverly is very capable. She’ll be a good asset.”

“I could do it without her,” I snapped.

I could see the surprise flash across my mom’s face, but she quickly composed herself. “Well, I’m sure you could, Knox. But isn’t it better to have someone you can trust with you?”

I downed the rest of my drink and poured another immediately. The thought of going to New York thrilled me but having Waverly was a double-edged sword. She was an excellent assistant, probably the best I’d had, but her presence also brought back memories that I’d rather forget.

“Knox?” My mom’s voice broke into my thoughts.

I shook my head slightly, “What?”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

Taking Waverly to New York might not be the smartest thing I chose to do. There was still an underlying attraction to her I couldn’t quite ignore. Hopefully, being back in Manhattan with fertile hunting grounds, I could find someone to distract me from this thing I had with Waverly.

That night, I lay in bed thinking about the trip to New York and how I could make it good for Waverly. The moment the thought crossed my mind, I dismissed it. The last thing I wanted to do was spend time with Waverly outside of the office. I wasn’t sure if I had the self-control needed to avoid kissing her again.

Monday, I went into the office feeling a little like I was in a good mood. Waverly was sitting at her desk already busy on the computer.

“Waverly,” I called. “My office, please.”

“Coffee?” she asked with a sigh.

“Yes and you.”

I thought I heard her mutter something under her breath. “What was that?”

“Nothing. I’ll be there in a minute.”

I smiled and walked away. I knew she was pissed at me. Whether it was because I kissed her or pulled her off Benjamin’s case, I didn’t know, but she didn’t like me. I shouldn’t care. I was her boss. It didn’t matter if she liked me.

A few minutes later, she walked in with my usual coffee. “I called Richard’s pilot. I assume that’s who you typically use.”

“Yeah, that works. When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Good. I want to get a couple of suits.”

“Suits?” she asked with her brow raised.

“Yes. I think this requires a more professional appearance. I have a couple of suits back home, but they’re in storage. I don’t suppose there is any chance I can find a place in town that sells suits and I don’t mean Wal-Mart.”

She scowled at me. “I don’t think Wal-Mart sells suits.”

“I need a tailor. I have a particular look I’m going for. I can’t wear something off the rack.”

“Heaven forbid,” she muttered. “You won’t find Armani, but your grandfather had a tailor he trusted. I’m sure he could put something together for you.”

“By the time we leave?”

“I don’t know,” she said, shrugging. “I guess you’ll have to find out.”

“Call and make me an appointment.”

“I’m not sure he can get you in on such short notice.”

“Tell him who I am,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “I’ll try. Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

She walked out, once again muttering under her breath. I should be pissed or irritated with her insubordination, but it just turned me on to be perfectly honest. It awoke a small fantasy involving me throwing her on my desk and fucking that frown right off her face.

Ten minutes later, she popped back in my office. “If you can get there in twenty minutes, he’ll make time for you,” she said.

“Thanks.”

I made my way to the address she had given me. It wasn’t anything like I was used to, but I needed a jacket.

The tailor ushered me into his dressing room and immediately started taking measurements. “I just happen to have a few suits on hand that were recently ordered but never picked up. I believe we can fit them to you.”

I hated the idea of what was essentially hand-me-downs. “Fine. I’d like to see them.”

We went into his showroom. I was inspecting the three suits when I heard a familiar voice.

“This town is too small.”

Benjamin.

I turned around to face him, noticing the black eye that was fading but still visible.

“Knox Williams,” he drawled, his voice full of disdain.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Following me?”

“No, I’m getting my fitting for my tux for my grand opening,” he said, smiling. “Speaking of, I’d like to know how that’s coming along.”

The smirk etched across his face was a reminder he was the puppet master. I couldn’t wait until this thing was done. Blackmail was bullshit. I had no one else to blame but myself. I lost my temper and now I was suffering the consequences.

“All set and ready to roll,” I told him. “I won’t have to lift a finger until we’re back from New York. Your assistant approved everything.”

He smirked. “I don’t know. I might have to change my mind.”

“I wouldn’t advise it,” I said. “It’s short notice. You’re going to risk losing the arrangements you already have.”

His smirk widened. “I like risks.”

“Benjamin, you wouldn’t want to disappoint your guests now, would you?” I replied, matching his smirk with my own.

He let out a sigh as he looked me over. “You always thought you were so much better than everyone else. I should go to the police.”

“Do it,” I said, shrugging. “I don’t care.”

“Yeah, you do,” he said, laughing. “That’s why you’re doing exactly what I want. I’m going to review the plans. If I don’t like them, I’ll require a redo.”

“And you’ll pay for any time I spend on them, and trust me, I’m not cheap.”

He laughed but thankfully the tailor and his assistant returned. Benjamin was escorted away. I fucking hated the guy. He was an entitled prick. I had to get through the next couple of weeks and hopefully I would never see him again.

A few minutes later, I was escorted back to the dressing room to try on the suits. The tailor was quickly pinning and making adjustments.

“How long?” I asked. “I have a flight tomorrow.”

“For Mr. Williams’s grandson, I will get them sent over tonight.”

The suits fit remarkably well. The tailor was skilled indeed. I caught a glance at myself in the mirror and nodded in silent approval.

“Very good, sir,” the tailor said, dusting off a stray thread from my shoulder. “A fine addition to your wardrobe.”

I thanked him and paid for the suits before heading back to my office. As I drove through the quiet town, my mind replayed the encounter with Benjamin. His smug words echoed in my ears. He knew he had me under his thumb.

When I got back to the office, Waverly barely looked at me. “The tailor said he would have the suits delivered here this evening. I have to go to a meeting later. Can you please bring them to the airport in the morning? I assume you know where the airport is?”

“Of course.” She nodded.

“And you’ll want to pack warm. It’s a cold January in New York.”

“I’m not an idiot,” she muttered. “I can check weather reports.”

“Just make sure you’re prepared for some cold weather, including footwear.”

“Got it. Thanks for the concern.” I felt her icy gaze drill into my back as I walked into my office.

I spent the rest of the day going through reports and contracts, signing off on projects and responding to clients. I couldn’t wait to leave tomorrow. I was already imagining dinner and a good bottle of scotch. Yes, it would be cold, but I didn’t care.

I tossed the stack of finished contracts onto my desk and leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling. Tomorrow, I would be on a plane back home.
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Itossed the last of my things into my suitcase and dragged it out to my car. I found myself taking one last look at my townhouse just in case I was one of the unlucky few that didn’t get to come home.

I hated flying. Even after all my experience traveling with Knox’s grandfather, I never really got used to the idea of being trapped in a metal tube with nothing holding it up but physics—which also wasn’t my forte. If God wanted me flying twenty-thousand feet above the earth, he would have given me wings.

I didn’t have wings.

I reassured myself by counting the number of trips Richard and I had been on in the plane. We came back every time. At least with the private plane, we knew the pilot. There wasn’t any risk the guy was going to be exhausted after days of flying long trips back and forth across the world.

If only Richard was here to reassure me. He’d always been good at that.

The airport was small. I dragged my suitcase behind me with the garment bag I bought for this trip draped over the top. When I walked into the airport, Knox was already there, pacing back and forth as he talked on the phone.

I stood back and waited, unsure what else to do. He spotted me, gave me a slight wave, and then held up a finger to let me know to wait. I had cotton mouth. My nerves were going to get the best of me. If he made me wait much longer, I was going to lose my nerve to get on the plane.

“Ready?” Knox asked.

“Yes.”

He frowned and studied my face. “What’s wrong? Are you sick?”

“No.”

“You look pale. And sweaty. And weird.”

“Thank you, Knox,” I muttered. “Your compliments are always a breath of fresh air.”

“I’m serious,” he said with more concern. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

He stepped closer, his hard expression softening a bit. “Hey, for real, what’s going on?”

“I hate flying,” I confessed.

“Really?”

“No. I think I hate flying.”

“You think you hate flying?” he questioned with confusion.

“I was being sarcastic,” I sighed.

His face lit up. “It’s safe. And say the worst happens. At least you’re going down in the lap of luxury.”

“Thanks. That helps.”

He chuckled. “The plane is top of the line. My grandfather has it maintained regularly. Come on, you’re going to like this. You’re not going to be sandwiched in with two hundred strangers. You’ll have plenty of leg room and there won’t be any weird smells.”

“Weird smells?” I questioned.

“Two-hundred people you’ve never met packed into a tin can tends to produce some funky smells,” he said, laughing.

Weird smells never killed anybody, I thought. But plunging twenty thousand feet into the ocean sure has.

My bags were quickly taken and loaded onto the plane. Knox gestured for me to walk ahead of him up the small stairs. I climbed up and was pleasantly surprised to see the inside of the plane.

It was like stepping into a miniature version of a luxury hotel suite. Richard had a nice plane too, but compared to this, it was outdated. Plush cream-colored seats lined one side of the cabin, with a polished mahogany table stretching out in front of them. A flat-screen TV was mounted on one of the walls, and behind a partition, there looked to be a small kitchenette. The silverware on the countertop sparkled under the overhead lights. I was expecting basic seats in blue and a cold environment. This was like a flying living room complete with carpet.

Knox stepped up behind me. “Not too shabby, huh?”

“Not too shabby,” I said. “Am I supposed to sit somewhere? I mean, is there an assigned seat?”

“No,” he said, laughing. “Pick one.”

He moved around me and sat down. I sat across from him, cautiously running my fingertips over the armrest. The leather was cool and buttery soft beneath my touch. He casually adjusted the seatback a little and looked over at me. I was sitting up straight and feeling a little stiff.

I hesitated before following suit. The leather seat conformed perfectly to my back, and I found myself sinking into the luxury of it. Allowing myself to relax, I took in the surroundings once more. Everything gleamed. I could smell the clean. Knox was right. This was better than smelling the body odor of the stranger next to me or the bag of Doritos some kid spilled in the walkway.

A woman came into the cabin wearing a black suit and a blouse tucked in. I wondered who she was. Was she flying with us? Was this his girlfriend? She smiled at me. “Hello.”

“Hi.”

“I’m Alexa. I’ll be taking care of you on the flight today.”

“Hi, Alexa,” Knox said easily.

That was when I realized she was the flight attendant.

“Are we ready to go?” Alexa asked.

“We are.” Knox nodded.

She smiled and moved back to the front. The daylight was blotted out as she closed the door. The engines were running, and my panic was starting to kick in. I could hear the steady hum of the engines, a sound that wasn’t as comforting as I wished it could be. The plane began to move, a gentle rolling sensation that was still enough to cause my heart to lodge into my throat. My imagination was running wild, coming up with all kinds of disaster scenarios.

Knox noticed my discomfort and leaned across the aisle, reaching out to grip my hand. His fingers were warm and sturdy against mine. “You okay?”

I took a deep breath, squeezing his hand. “Yeah… yeah, I’m okay.”

“Good,” he said, settling back into his seat but not releasing my hand. “Just remember to breathe.”

The plane moved more quickly now, and the engines began to roar louder in my ears. I could feel my heartbeat rising in tune with the whining engines, my grip on Knox’s hand tightening just a little more. As the ground fell away beneath us, I closed my eyes, reminding myself to breathe.

“Look,” Knox coaxed after a few moments of silence. I hesitated before opening my eyes to see him pointing out the window.

The thrum of the plane’s engines started to level off. The feeling of being plastered to the leather chair eased.

Knox flashed me a smile as sparkly as the interior of the plane. “We’re not dead, and statistically, take off is the most dangerous part of flying. Well, that and landing.” He winked, knowing exactly what he was doing, messing with my head like that. “Kidding.”

I dropped his hand, feeling a little silly for being afraid of something millions of people did every day, and wanting to act tougher in front of him. I took a few deep breaths and felt myself relaxing just a bit. Knox unbuckled his seatbelt and reached for his laptop. He was so casual. He was acting like we were in the office or he was sitting in his living room. I was still gripping the armrests and pushing my belly out to make sure my seatbelt was fastened nice and tight.

Alexa came into the cabin carrying a silver tray with bottles of water. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Water’s fine,” I answered. Now I had to figure out how to reach for the water. I needed a third hand.

“We have soda, tea, coffee,” she went on.

I shook my head. “Water.”

She stared at me. I knew she wanted me to reach for the bottle, but I couldn’t do it. Knox reached up and took both. “Can I get a coffee?” he asked. “And we’ll take the sandwiches in an hour.”

“Sounds good,” Alexa said, smiling, and turned.

Knox reached out and touched my hand. “You can let go. Would you be more comfortable on the couch? You can watch TV. There are probably some magazines in the cupboard.”

“Are there seatbelts on the couch?”

He chuckled. “I’m sure there are, but I haven’t actually worn them. Come on. Trust me, this is the safest way to fly. Would you like a snack?”

“A snack?”

“I’m sure there is an assortment of cheese and meats. Probably some fruit.”

“I don’t think I should eat cheese,” I muttered. When I realized I actually said the words aloud and he was now grinning at me, my cheeks felt like they were going to burn right off my face. That was not meant for him to hear.

“No thank you,” I said. “The water is fine.”

“Come on, let’s sit down on the couch. Do you watch Real Housewives?”

I curled my lip, momentarily forgetting I was flying through the air on a wing and a prayer and the complete trust in modern technology. “No. Gross.”

“Ah, come on.” He grinned and got to his feet. He reached for my hand with his other hand clicking the button to release my seatbelt. I would have panicked if my body hadn’t reacted so strongly to the feel of his knuckles brushing against my belly.

“I’m sure we can find something else to watch,” he said.

I didn’t think I was going to be able to focus on TV. We sat down and Alexa brought his coffee. He looked so relaxed with his foot resting on the other knee, his arm stretched out across the back of the couch, and his coffee in hand. My mind was struggling to make it all work. I had only ever seen commercial airplanes in movies. This did not make sense.

“I’m guessing you’ve never been to New York if you’ve never flown,” he said.

“There are other modes of transportation,” I retorted. “I have been to New York. We drove when I was younger.”

“Damn. That had to be a hell of a drive.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” I said, smiling. “Back then, my mother was more, well, normal.”

“Normal?”

I shook my head. I did not want to get into that sordid, dysfunctional mess. “Yes.”

“Are you close with your mom?”

“It’s complicated.”

“I think relationships with mothers are always complicated,” he agreed. “My mom and I should have a good relationship and I suppose we do for the most part, but that’s because she thinks I’m something I’m not.”

“What aren’t you?”

“Perfect. Good. The ideal son.”

I laughed. “I think parents are supposed to think that.”

“Yeah, but I’m not good or perfect. I’m far from it. She hasn’t really known me since I was seventeen. When I left Utah to pursue modeling, my life changed. I changed. She sees me as this innocent kid. That kid never existed. Living in New York, I was able to do what I wanted without her ever really hearing about it. I think some part of her knows. She just prefers to ignore it.” He sighed, a ghost of a smile touching his lips.

I glanced at him. “Is that why you avoid going back home?”

Knox shrugged, but the casualness of his body language was belied by the intensity in his eyes. “Maybe,” he admitted after a pause. “But it’s also because I really loved my life in New York. I cannot wait to get back to my old stomping grounds.”

“You don’t like Utah?”

“It’s a great place to visit when you want to get away from the city, but it’s not my cup of tea. In Utah, I feel like a shark in a fishbowl. I don’t have room to stretch out and soar. I like getting lost. I can’t get lost when everyone knows who I am. There are too few faces to blend into. No bright lights, big city vibes to forget about the day.”

“Too small for your liking?” I prodded.

He chuckled, his gaze still fixed on the distant horizon. “Something like that. Don’t get me wrong. Utah’s beautiful and all, but it’s slow. Too slow for me. In New York, everything is fast paced. You can be someone in the morning and completely different by nightfall.”

I felt a sense of wonder creep up on me as I watched him speak with such passion about the city lifestyle. It was clear that he truly loved New York. His eyes lit up as he spoke, his words enthusiastic and lively. It was endearing. He looked like a normal man, not the uptight prick I had become used to at the office.

Maybe he wasn’t so bad after all. Hearing him talk about himself and sounding normal had made me forget all about the fact we were flying above the clouds. Alexa returned with a charcuterie board filled with meats, cheeses, and grapes.

“Thank you,” Knox said. “Maybe Waverly would like a cocktail.”

“Oh no.” I shook my head. “It’s too early for that.”

Knox grinned and held up two fingers. “Mimosas, please. It’s never too early for those.”

“Cheers to that.” Alexa winked, leaving us again to prepare the drinks.

I watched Knox as he moved a grape between his fingers. “You know, you’re starting to surprise me,” I said, picking up a piece of cheese.

His eyebrows furrowed. “How so?”

“Well, for one thing, you’re not acting like a jerk.” I paused. “And I kind of like this side of you.”

His lips curled into a smile, and he popped the grape into his mouth. “I have many sides, Waverly. You just need to stick around long enough to discover them.”

“I’m not sure if I want to,” I retorted, raising a challenging eyebrow at him. “The prickly side seems to come out far too often.”

Knox chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Fair point. But don’t we all have our off days? Besides, that’s just one dimension of me, and it takes time to understand the whole picture.”
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KNOX


She gave me an appraising look, and I could see her wheels turning. This was new. Waverly was tough as nails, no-nonsense, and I was pretty sure she hated me. Our verbal sparring was normal, but there was something different about this conversation. Something more real.

“It still won’t excuse you for being an ass.” She pressed a piece of cheese to her lips before taking a bite. Her eyes were sparkling with challenge and a bit of mischief.

“We all have our faults.”

She seemed to relax, leaning back in her chair. “I can’t believe this is how you people fly all the time. I’ve always seen the movies and TV shows with people cramped into little seats and rushing through the airport.”

I flashed a grin. “You people?”

“Rich people,” she replied.

I laughed, the sound more genuine than I intended. “Well, it’s not all rainbows and unicorns flying private. It gets lonely sometimes.”

Her expression softened and she actually seemed to consider my words. “I never thought of that,” she admitted, picking at the cheese on her plate.

It was a side of her I’d never seen before—vulnerable, understanding. It made her even more attractive, if that was possible.

“And you? Do you ever get lonely?” I asked.

Waverly shrugged, suddenly very interested in the cracker she was holding. “Maybe. But I find ways to keep myself busy.”

“Like working those grueling hours at the office?” I asked, watching her reaction.

She shot me a smirk, a bit of the steel back in her eye. “It’s better than flying alone, I suppose. Or being alone all the time in general.”

“I’m not always alone,” I countered. “In Utah, I have been, but not in New York. It’s pretty hard to be alone.”

A moment of silence fell between us as Alexa returned with our mimosas.

“Alone isn’t bad, though. Not really. If I’m being honest, I spend a lot of time alone. I don’t mind, but I don’t think I could ever fly alone.”

“It’s like working in my office,” I said, shrugging. “Except peaceful. No interruptions. I get a lot of work done typically.”

I flipped on the TV and pulled up the menu. We settled on an old movie and stretched out. I had to admit, this was better than sitting alone and working. We ate our sub sandwiches, sipped our mimosas, and watched Avatar, making lots of comments. It was fun. It was one of the best trips I could remember.

Alexa stepped into the cabin. “We’ll be landing soon.”

“Back to our seats and seatbelts,” I said.

“Oh no,” Waverly groaned. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this.”

“I’ve got you,” I said. We settled into our seats, and I once again took her hand.

She glanced at our intertwined fingers. “Thank you, but you don’t have to hold my hand.”

“If it helps, I don’t mind,” I responded, shrugging nonchalantly. In fact, I liked holding her hand. I liked the physical connection. I knew I shouldn’t, but I did. There was something comforting about a legit human connection. I realized I didn’t have one of those. I had a lot of friends in New York, but they were guys I went out and got drunk with. I didn’t have a girlfriend. My mom and I were close at arm’s length. This was a very grounding experience.

“I didn’t peg you for a gentleman, Knox,” she said, leaning back in her seat as the plane started its descent.

“Don’t let it get around. It could ruin my reputation,” I joked, squeezing her hand lightly. Her laughter echoed through the cabin again.

The plane started the descent. I didn’t miss the fact Waverly’s other hand was gripping the armrest hard enough to make her knuckles turn white. As the airplane tilted, her tension amped up. Her anxiety was even more palpable now. Her eyes were wide as she held on tight. She didn’t let go of my hand and I certainly wasn’t going to.

“Hey, look at me,” I said gently, bringing her focus back to me. Her eyes met mine. “It’s okay, Waverly.”

Her gaze lingered for a moment before she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her hand relaxed slightly around mine as she nodded.

“I should be braver with all of this by now,” she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Bravery is overrated,” I answered softly, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze.

She opened her eyes again, meeting my gaze. There was fear in them, yes, but also determination. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said. She took another deep breath and relaxed back into her seat.

The plane continued its descent, the ground below growing closer with each passing minute. Waverly didn’t look out the window again. Instead, she kept her focus on me, our hands entwined tightly for the remainder of the journey.

As the wheels of the plane finally met the runway, a sigh of relief escaped her chest. “We made it,” she said, a tentative smile playing on her lips.

“We sure did,” I said, smiling back at her, giving her hand one final squeeze before releasing it so we could gather our belongings.

The moment the cold air hit my face, it felt like I had stepped back into my world. The hustle and bustle of New York City surrounded us. I took a moment to inhale the smells of the city I loved. I couldn’t stop smiling as we made our way toward the waiting car.

“What’s got you all excited?” she teased.

“I like being in the city.”

“I like this side of you. It feels real. And your real smile? Way better than that model smile.”

We made our way to a town car waiting for us, a courtesy arranged by the lingerie company that enlisted our services. The familiar skyline welcomed me home. We drove by the sprawling beauty of Central Park with joggers braving the cold. I found myself at ease, a sensation that had been sorely absent since my relocation to Utah. The honking horns and dirty snow piled up alongside the road were all part of the package.

The car pulled up to the entrance of a luxurious hotel where we’d be residing for the duration of our New York venture. The lingerie company was providing the accommodations. They had spared no expense in ensuring our comfort. We stepped out of the car with a bellhop waiting to take our bags. I reveled in the familiar energy that coursed through the air.

Waverly and I entered the opulent lobby, greeted by the elegance I was used to. The concierge handled our check-in efficiently, and soon, we were directed to our rooms. The excitement of being back home made me feel giddy.

Waverly’s room was next to mine. “We’ll get dinner at six if that works for you,” I said.

“You don’t have plans?” she asked.

“No, why?”

“You’ve been dying to get home,” she said, shrugging. “I assumed you would have plans with friends.”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “Dinner at six?”

“Sure,” she said, smiling. “What kind of dinner?”

“What kind?” I asked, not understanding the question.

“Like what should I wear?” she replied.

I smiled. “Just casual. Business casual. Do you like sushi? That’s something I’ve been craving.”

“I like sushi.” She nodded.

“Good, you haven’t had the good stuff.” I chuckled.

“I’m looking forward to it.” She smiled.

I walked into my suite and looked around. It boasted a breathtaking view of the city. I took a few moments to look around the suite before moving to stand in front of the window that gave me a beautiful view of Central Park.

“Damn,” I murmured. I had missed the view. I couldn’t wait until it got dark, and the skyline came into view.

Exhausted, I flopped onto the plush bed, letting out a content sigh. For a moment, I simply lay there, my eyes shut as I soaked in the luxury of it all. However, just as quickly as I’d stretched out, I sat up and checked my watch. I needed to get some work done. I had planned on taking care of some of my duties on the flight over, but Waverly’s fear had taken center stage.

I liked being her hero.

With a smile tugging at my lips, I retrieved my laptop from my bag and started going over the emails I’d missed. There were a few from the lingerie company we were working with, confirming our schedule and asking for some last-minute preferences. I had to give them credit. They were thorough and efficient.

My phone buzzed with incoming messages. Friends who had heard of my arrival were eager to catch up. I replied to them all, reassuring them that there would be time for reunions. But tonight, it was about Waverly. It was crazy to be back in a city full of beautiful women that wanted to spend time with me but the only one I wanted to be with was in the room next door. I couldn’t explain when things shifted. I was interested in her in a way I couldn’t explain. I wanted to get to know her.

I closed my laptop and went to freshen up. As hot water cascaded over me, I found my thoughts drifting back to Waverly. She was different in the most intriguing way. There was an innocence about her, a refreshing contrast to the cunning, career-driven models I was used to spending time with.

After a quick shower, I dressed in a pair of slacks and a warm sweater. Just before six, I went next door to knock on Waverly’s door. She answered it, wearing a similar outfit to mine, except black leggings with a sweater that hung below her ass. She wore boots that went just over her knees.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Let me grab my coat.” She pulled on a coat that still had tags.

I didn’t jerk them off. “Do you want to keep these on?”

She laughed. “No. I bought this on clearance last year and have never had the chance to wear it.”

We left the hotel and got into the car I had ordered earlier.

The city was alive, as it always was, with the usual chaos of people moving in every direction, cars darting in and out of traffic, and the hum of life in the Big Apple. As the car headed toward my favorite sushi spot nestled in the heart of SoHo, I found myself stealing glances at Waverly.

Waverly looked like a kid on Christmas morning, taking in all the sights.

“I guess I can see the allure,” she said, smiling.

“Wait until you’ve been here for a few more days,” I said. “There’s so much to see and do. And the dining is amazing.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” she replied.

The sushi place was just as I remembered it, sleek, modern, and minimalistic, with a warm glow from the overhead lighting. The chef stood behind the counter, crafting each roll with an expertise that only came with years of practice.

“I’ve been here plenty of times,” I said as we were led to a table in the corner. “I’ve never been disappointed.”

Waverly’s eyes widened at the array of dishes set before us. “This is wild,” she whispered.

“I’m glad you think so,” I replied, my gaze lingering on her awestruck expression.

Over the course of dinner, our conversation flowed as easily as the saké. We talked about the meeting tomorrow morning and some of the sights I was hoping to show her while we were in town. By the end of the night, I was feeling a certain way. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I was looking forward to spending more time with her.
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WAVERLY


The first in-person meeting with the lingerie company loomed ahead. I was grappling with a mix of excitement and trepidation. I wanted to make sure I impressed the clients as well as Knox. He trusted me enough to bring me along. He pulled me off Benjamin’s event but was bringing me to this one. It didn’t make sense. I hoped this was my chance to prove to him I was capable.

I dressed in my best business outfit. It was a charcoal pencil skirt that hugged my curves in all the right places, a well-fitted white blouse, and a black blazer. I paired it with black patent leather pumps, my hair was pulled back into a neat bun, and I wore just enough makeup to highlight my features.

I gave myself one last glance in the mirror. I looked professional, capable, and confident. This job meant a lot to Knox. I had listened to him talk a lot about it last night. I got the impression he wanted to prove himself. Now that I understood him a little better, I could understand why he carried such a chip on his shoulder. He was self-conscious about getting the job simply because of his name. I had to admit, it was what I thought.

I stepped into the hallway just as Knox was walking out of his room. He stopped when he saw me. At first, I thought maybe I was wearing the wrong thing.

“Is everything okay?” I asked nervously.

“Fine. You look nice.”

“Thank you.”

“I think we’re ready,” he said with a smile.

We walked toward the elevator. He was carrying a laptop bag slung over one shoulder. I had mine as well. I hoped we looked like a power couple—in a professional sense. Not an actual couple because that would never happen. I would be punching way above my weight with him. I was happy with our newfound friendship. That was good enough for me.

The car delivered us to the headquarters of the lingerie company. Knox and I stepped into the conference room. This was all so surreal to me. Pictures of beautiful models wearing sexy lingerie lined the walls. My meticulously chosen wardrobe suddenly felt insufficient. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being an outsider in this world of glamour. This was Knox’s world.

Seated across from the lingerie company’s director, a woman who exuded authority and sophistication, I attempted to maintain a professional demeanor. Inside, I felt like I was a serf sitting at the king’s table. Knox seemed at ease in this environment. He exuded a confidence that I resented, even if only momentarily. This was his world.

The director delved into the details of the upcoming events. She outlined what they had planned and what they wanted Knox to do. As she spoke, I found myself zoning out, entranced by the flicker of her diamond earrings in the soft light of the conference room. Knox would occasionally glance my way, sending a quick smile before returning his attention back to the director. When he looked at me like that, I felt my heart hammer against my chest.

I wondered why he kissed me when he could be with the models looking at me from their pictures on the walls. They had flat bellies, perky boobs, and smooth skin without a single stretch mark or flaw. Those were the kind of women Knox would dream about. The kiss in his office was more of being in the right place at the right time. He wasn’t actually attracted to me.

The director’s voice cut into my thoughts, pulling me back to the task at hand. I quickly jotted down the details, feeling that odd knot in my stomach again. I could see Knox attentively listening, nodding his head at the appropriate times and jotting down notes on his laptop. Occasionally, he would ask a question or make a suggestion. The most surprising thing was that he even asked for my opinion at one point. I nearly choked at his unexpected request but managed to recover and provide a coherent answer.

Midway through our meeting, the director’s assistant came in and slipped her a note. Her composure faltered as she read it. The atmosphere grew tense when the other members of the company read the note and got that same pinched look on their faces. It was evident that something has disrupted the company. After a brief exchange, she looked at us with something akin to devastation.

“Is everything okay?” Knox asked.

“One of the models slated for the fashion show has dropped out,” she said in a tight voice. “This puts us in quite the predicament.”

“Let me know if there is anything I can do,” Knox offered. “I have some old contacts I can reach out to.”

While part of me regarded his eagerness as a bit smarmy, I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised. He was from the modeling world.

“I forget you’re a model,” the woman said, smiling at Knox.

“Used to be,” Knox replied. “But for the right job, I could be convinced to take off my shirt.”

Everyone laughed, but I felt like it was at a joke I wasn’t privy to. They were all beautiful people used to this world. I was the outsider.

The laughter reverberated around the room, a stark reminder of the social chasm between me and the rest of the room. I could only manage a stiff smile, feeling my cheeks heat up.

Knox caught my eye and winked. It was a silent gesture that was supposed to somehow make me feel part of the inside joke.

The director sighed and leaned back in her chair. Then her eyes went to me. I suddenly felt like a prime piece of meat being evaluated by a picky customer. I squirmed in my seat and looked at Knox for help.

“You,” the woman said.

“I’m sorry?” I asked.

“You are the perfect size.”

I almost burst into laughter. I had never been called the perfect size for anything. “I’m sorry?” I repeated and once again looked at Knox. Were they actually making fun of me right to my face? That wasn’t cool. Maybe I wasn’t one of them, but they didn’t have to make fun of me.

“You are the perfect size. A little smaller than the original model, but it could work. Can you stand up?”

I was smaller than a model?

This was not funny. I fought to keep from crying.

“Please,” the director said. “Can you stand up? I think you’re perfect for our needs.”

“Are you serious?” Knox asked.

“As a heart attack.”

Knox looked at me. “Go ahead.”

“Knox,” I hissed.

“Just stand up,” he said, nodding to punctuate the command.

With a mix of astonishment and disbelief, I stood up, smoothing my skirt down. The woman stared at me and then twirled her finger, ordering me to turn around. I was certain I had never been so embarrassed in my life. I slowly turned with my cheeks burning.

“You’re perfect,” the director said.

I sat down and looked at Knox.

“What do you have in mind?” Knox asked.

“I’d like you to take the model’s spot in our show,” she said.

The suggestion hit me like a tidal wave, and for a moment, I was left speechless. If this was a sick joke, I didn’t approve. It was cruel.

I opened my mouth to refuse, but Knox beat me to it. “That’s not possible,” he objected, his voice firm. “She doesn’t have any modeling experience.”

The director shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We can teach her the basics. And she won’t be alone on the ramp. There will be other models too.”

It felt like my heart was pounding in my throat. Me? A model? I could hardly believe what I was hearing. The idea itself was so absurd that I nearly laughed out loud. But one look at the director’s serious face stopped me.

“Think about it,” she urged, her eyes never leaving mine. “This could be an opportunity of a lifetime.”

Knox looked at me, his eyebrows raised in a silent question. I swallowed hard, my eyes darting to the floor. I felt so out of place, so overwhelmed. This was not what I signed up for.

But as I looked around, I saw genuine hope in the eyes of the people around the table. I was no longer just an outsider but a potential player in their world.

“I’ll think about it,” I mumbled, stunned by my own words.

“Good,” the director said, smiling. “You would really be helping us out. The lingerie she was supposed to wear is very important to our new line. We want to make sure we are getting out all of our new stuff.”

“I’m sorry,” Knox said. “But can we give Waverly a minute?”

“Sure,” the director said, smiling.

“Go ahead and get yourself some water,” Knox urged.

I wasn’t an idiot. They were kicking me out of the room. “Sure, thanks.”

I got up on legs that felt just a little shaky. I was convinced they were all looking at me as I walked out of the room. It took me a second to find the bathrooms. When I did, I ducked inside and was grateful to find it empty.

Of course, there was a full-length mirror. I stepped in front of it and looked at myself—like really looked. What did the director see? I believed she wasn’t pulling my leg. She genuinely wanted me to be in her show.

“Oh my God,” I breathed.

Lingerie!

They wanted me to wear lingerie in front of people. I didn’t even wear lingerie in the privacy of my bedroom, and now they were asking me to parade through a room full of strangers with my tits and ass on display?

I gulped, my face burning at the thought. I was not model skinny. My legs were too short and my hips too wide. And let’s not even get started on my chest. But that director had looked at me like I was the answer to all her problems. How did she know the top would fit me? Then again, this was her business. She could look at a person and know their size.

I wasn’t sure if that was what I was going to do, but I was definitely considering it. It could be exciting. I only lived once. This was so far outside of my comfort zone, it might be good for me. As long as I didn’t have to wear heels, I could handle the job.
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Iwaited until Waverly was out of the room before I said anything. I couldn’t have replied before that if I wanted to. The proposition had shocked the hell out of me.

“No, absolutely not.” The words escaped my lips with a hint of anger.

The sheer jealousy running through my veins took me by surprise. It was not what I expected. I had no claim to the woman. She wasn’t mine. She wasn’t even a little bit mine. This thing I was feeling was foreign to me. I had never felt jealous a day in my life.

I came from privilege. I had a good life. I had never had a serious relationship. If a woman cheated on me, whatever.

So, this feeling I had about the idea of Waverly in lingerie was taking me by surprise. The notion is absurd, and I can’t fathom the idea of her parading down a runway in nothing but lingerie.

“It would really help us out,” the director said. “This new line is tailored for women just like Waverly. She’s a beautiful young lady.”

“I understand that, but Waverly’s primary role is to assist me. I need her help coordinating the event. She’s meant to operate in the background, ensuring the seamless execution of our projects, not becoming a spectacle for the guests.”

“It would only be for the runway portion of the event,” she argued. “I really think she would be the star of the show.”

“I don’t think Waverly would be comfortable wearing lingerie in a fashion show,” I said. “One of the reasons our company is so successful at running events is because we know how to stay out of the limelight. Our planners are ghosts. We believe in not being seen. These events are about our clients and their guests, not us.”

The very thought of strangers scrutinizing her body in such a manner is unsettling. She’s my assistant, a colleague, and the idea of her in that context is, frankly, horrifying.

I knew she would do it because it was being asked of her and she wanted to do what she could to help the client. She knew how important the job was to me and she would likely do it for me as well. She was a good assistant, dedicated to the job. She was loyal to the company. There was a lingering contradiction that was simmering just beneath the surface even as I tried to think of a good reason why she shouldn’t do the modeling thing. I had to admit there was some curiosity on my part. I did have a desire to see her curves in lingerie. It was a thought that I swiftly rejected. It was completely inappropriate to think such things about my assistant.

“We don’t have time to find another model on such short notice,” the director said. “And honestly, even if I could, I don’t think I would want anyone else. She’s perfect. She’s exactly what we want. She’s a real woman. She’s not a stick-thin, runway model with an unrealistic body. She’s got curves, and I can tell you, curves sell.”

The director’s words hung in the air like a lead balloon. Thinking about Waverly wearing something lacy was making it increasingly harder for me to breathe.

“She doesn’t have any experience on the runway,” I tried again, sounding increasingly desperate even to my own ears.

“She won’t need it. Our show is all about promoting body positivity and embracing who we are. We don’t want a trained model. We want authenticity.”

I swallowed hard, my heart pounding against my chest. Waverly walked back into the room. “Am I interrupting anything?” she asked quietly.

“No, please, come in,” the director said, smiling.

Waverly sat down, the blush was gone from her cheeks, but I could feel her unease. She looked very uncomfortable. I felt like I needed to protect her. She was my innocent little flower from Utah. This was all outside her comfort zone. She was a small-town girl.

“I’ve been telling them their offer is nice, but you would prefer to decline.”

She looked at me and that familiar defiance flashed in her eyes. I knew what was coming next.

“I would like to think about it,” Waverly said. “When would you need my decision?”

“The sooner the better,” she replied. “Just to be clear, there will be compensation for modeling.”

They aren’t going to let up. “We’ll let Waverly consider it,” I said. “In the meantime, let’s finalize the details for the event and give Waverly time to make her decision.”

I understood this was ultimately her choice to make.

We finished the meeting and left the office without saying anything. I could feel her hesitation. Once in the car, I turned to her, trying to gauge her response.

“I’m sorry about that,” I said.

“About what?”

“Them putting you on the spot like that,” I said. “I told them you can’t do it. If you’re not comfortable telling them no, I will. I don’t want you to feel obligated. You’re a damn good employee and I know you would do anything to make my grandfather happy, but this is not necessary.”

“Actually, I’m thinking about doing it.”

“You are?” I asked with astonishment.

“Yes.”

“But I told them no,” I said.

“It’s not your place to tell them,” she shot back. “They asked me. I’m an adult.”

“But you’re my assistant and you don’t need to do it.”

“And perhaps that’s the precise reason why I should,” she retorted, her eyes flashing with defiance.

“But, Waverly—” I tried to protest but she cut me off.

“I’ve spent my entire life living in the shadows, feeling like I never quite fit in. This might not seem like a big deal to you, but for me, it feels like an opportunity. An opportunity to prove to myself that I can do anything I set my mind to. That maybe I might actually be pretty enough to do something like a fashion show.”

Her jaw was set, and I could see her determination. The small-town girl had grown up and was ready to take on the world. I sat there quietly and let her words sink in.

“You are pretty enough,” I said.

“Maybe, but I know I don’t look like the others.”

I met her eyes, acknowledging this meant a lot to her. “Look, I understand that it was a hasty decision on my part. I thought I was protecting you. I didn’t consider your opinion, and for that, I apologize.”

“Just don’t count me out. I know I’m not quite like the women you’re used to and maybe not as worldly as them, but I can try new things. I need to try new things.”

I nodded, her words resonating within me. She was undeniably beautiful, and she deserved to know it.

“Alright,” I said, my voice soft. “It’s your decision. But promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“Promise me you won’t let it change you.” I looked into her eyes earnestly, trying to convey how much I meant it. “You are perfect just as you are, Waverly. I’ve been in the modeling world. It’s pretty harsh. “

“I’m not going to be in the modeling world,” she corrected. “Just this one thing. I don’t want to be a model and I have no illusions I would ever be a model. But I think I want to do this.”

“For the money?”

She scowled at me. “No. I don’t care about the money. I just want to know I did something that terrifies me.”

I absorbed her words. It was a moment of vulnerability and I was glad she’d been able to trust me with it. “You’re right, Waverly. I shouldn’t have assumed. From now on, I promise to consult you before making decisions that affect you directly.”

“Thank you,” she said without meeting my eyes.

She was angry. I had crossed a line.

“I’m sorry, Waverly,” I said again, my regret evident in my tone.

She glanced at me but didn’t say anything. The silence that filled the car was deafening. I knew she was pissed and most probably disappointed in me. A few minutes later, we reached the hotel.

“Waverly,” I said, trying to catch her gaze. She looked at me, the defiance still flashing in her eyes, but there was a hint of sadness too. “Forgive me,” I asked.

“For what? Underestimating me? Not acknowledging that I can make informed decisions on my own? Or for trying to shield me from the world as if I were a fragile porcelain doll? Like you are so much better than I am because you’ve been in the modeling world.”

“I realize my protective instinct might have come off as disregard for your feelings and opinions. It was wrong of me to underestimate your abilities.”

Her gaze softened, but she didn’t immediately respond. The doorman opened the door. She put one foot out and then turned back to look at me.

“Just because I’m your assistant doesn’t mean I can’t make decisions for myself,” she finally said. “I need you to understand that.”

“I do understand, Waverly.”

I climbed out of the car behind her, following her across the lobby. She was doing all she could to get away from me.

“Waverly, wait.”

She slapped her hand against the button for the elevator. “I have work to do.”

“I’m your boss. I decide that.”

She shot me a glare. “You are not the boss of me all the time.”

It was such an absurd argument, it was hard not to smile. “I understand that.”

We stepped into the elevator together. She pretended to be interested in a Broadway poster on the wall.

“Well, with the meeting out of the way, would you like to go anywhere special for dinner tonight?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s still early.”

“Let’s do some sightseeing.”

“Shouldn’t we work?” she asked.

“I think we’ve both earned a break, don’t you?” I suggested.

“Maybe,” she relented, but it was clear she was still upset. After a long silence, she finally sighed. “I’d like to see Central Park if that’s okay?”

I nodded, relieved that she hadn’t shut me out completely. “Sounds good to me.”

The rest of the ride was quiet, the tension still palpable. When the elevator doors opened onto our floor, Waverly took off at a brisk pace. I watched her for a moment before following, the gap between us representing more than just physical distance.

“Should we meet up in an hour or two?”

“Better make it two,” she replied. “I still have a job back home I have to keep up on.”

That was a dig at me. “I have some work to do as well.”

“Fine. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

I watched her retreating back, her steps confident but with a hint of anger still lingering. I had been wrong to assume that she wouldn’t be capable of making her own decisions. It was my jealousy. And there was some concern she was going to get in over her head and end up getting hurt.

After she went into the room, I turned around and went right back downstairs. I stepped into the lobby and spotted the concierge. I approached him, catching his eye.

“May I assist you with anything, sir?”

“I was wondering if you could arrange for a carriage ride through Central Park in the evening,” I said, thinking that the gesture might help mend things between us.

“Certainly, sir. Would you prefer a specific time?” the concierge asked, his professional demeanor never wavering.

“Let’s say around seven? And could you please ensure it’s private?”

“Absolutely, sir.”

I thanked him and went back up to my room. I sat down, getting comfortable on the couch before I did a little work. I pulled out my phone and began to work on my backlog of emails and calls. It was a welcome distraction from the tension that still lingered between Waverly and me. I knew she was going to tell them she was going to do it. I hoped with a little time to think about it, she might change her mind. But once I saw that defiant look in her eyes, I knew better.

I could tell by her fiery spirit, she was hurt. It wasn’t what I intended, but it was what had happened. I finished my emails, glanced at the time, and saw that two hours had already passed.

I got up, changed into something a little more casual, and headed out to meet Waverly downstairs. When I walked into the lobby, I spotted her from afar. She was nervously staring out the window overlooking Central Park. She had changed into jeans with the same boots and sweater. Her ass was perfect. Seeing it clad in lingerie was going to be a real treat. Although I was not looking forward to everyone else getting to see her ass with me.

“Waverly,” I called softly.

She turned around and smiled. “I bet it would be so pretty with fresh snow.”

“It is.” I nodded. “Maybe it’ll snow while we’re here.”

“Maybe.”

“I’ve made reservations for dinner and then I was thinking we could take a carriage ride.”

She frowned. “A carriage ride?”

“Through Central Park.”

“Oh,” she sighed. “Wow. Okay.”
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WAVERLY


The realization that I had agreed to strut down a runway in lingerie hit me like a ton of bricks while I was putting on my makeup. I had decided to do it, but I also told myself to think about it overnight. I wanted to make sure I was going to be okay with things. The idea of doing something that was outside of my comfort zone excited me. But there was still that lingering fear. I knew Knox didn’t want me doing it. Whether it was because he thought I was going to bomb and embarrass the company or he was pissed that my time was not going to be his to control, I didn’t know. But yes, the driving force behind my decision to do the show was my need to rebel against him. He was too arrogant. Too bossy. Too everything.

I felt an odd mix of exhilaration and terror. My decision to take part in the lingerie show defied logic, but making the choice felt liberating. I didn’t have to live in the little box I’d created for myself. I could do whatever I wanted. There were no rules.

I decided to keep my decision under wraps until the last possible moment. I didn’t want Knox to know. Last night, before I went to my room, he seemed confident he had convinced me not to do the show. I didn’t want to argue with him. I planned to tell him after I told the director I was going to do it. Then, he wouldn’t be able to do shit. He could be pissed all he wanted. I was doing this. He might have been my boss, but he wasn’t the ruler of my life. He didn’t get to make my decisions. I honestly didn’t care for his opinion. Knox and I were different people. We were not the same in any way, shape, or form.

I walked over to the mirror and studied my reflection. The woman staring back at me was not the same compliant, shy Waverly from a few weeks back. Her eyes held a spark of defiance, a newfound determination that had been lacking before.

“Alright, Waverly,” I said to my reflection. “You’ve got this.”

I completed the last touches to my makeup and grabbed my purse. I was going to meet with the director by myself. Knox would try to talk me out of doing this. I didn’t want to hear his negativity. This was my choice. He could like it or not. I didn’t care.

I walked into the lingerie company’s headquarters alone, eager to meet the management team and talk without Knox’s judgmental stares. He could be just a little controlling. The elevator ride to the designated floor felt like it took forever. The little voice in the back of my head kept telling me to walk away. Don’t do it. It would be humiliating. But I stayed strong and kept pushing forward.

As the elevator doors finally slid open, the sight that greeted me made my heart pound faster. It was an expansive room bustling with activity. I could see racks of clothes, models, stylists, and photographers all in a frenzy. A sudden surge of adrenaline hit me as I stepped into the chaos, my nerves being replaced by excitement. Our first meeting had been rather tame. This place was a hive of chaos.

I gave my name to a young woman that looked a little frenzied.

A few minutes later, the director from yesterday appeared. I plastered a confident smile on my face. “Hi,” I said. “I hope I’m not bothering you. I was hoping we could talk for a couple of minutes.”

“Absolutely! We’ll go to my office.”

Her office was a haven from the organized chaos outside. It was tastefully decorated with subtle feminine touches. There was a vase of fresh flowers on her desk along with framed black and white fashion photographs on the walls. She gestured for me to sit across from her. There was a sense of authority about her, but she felt very approachable. I felt comfortable around her. Her management style was very different from Knox’s.

“So, Waverly, what’s on your mind?”

I took a deep breath. This was it. “I’ve thought about our discussion yesterday and I have decided to do the show.”

For a moment, she didn’t say anything, studying me with a thoughtful look in her eyes. Then, a slow smile spread across her face as she leaned back in her chair. “Well now, that’s fantastic news. I’m glad you’re taking the leap. I knew you’d be perfect for the show. Yes, I’m sure this feels scary, but you’ll be surprised at how empowering it is as well. Our lingerie is tasteful, beautiful, and elegant. We have ways to make models feel comfortable on stage, so don’t worry about that. But more than anything else, I want you to know that you’re not alone here. If at any point, you feel like you can’t do it, we’ll respect your decision. Alright?”

Relief poured over me. To know I wouldn’t be pushed was a comfort that Knox had never offered me. “Alright,” I said.

“Of course, there will be rehearsals and fittings to attend,” she continued. “And there will be events promoting the line and the event leading up to things. You’ll need to be dressed to perfection. It’s all about elegance and allure. Part of what sets our lingerie apart from our competitors is our elegance. We don’t do sleazy or vulgar.

I nodded. “I’ve noticed that. It’s one of the things that attracted me to your brand. The elegance, the sophistication. I did some research before we flew out here.”

She laughed. “That’s exactly what we’re going for. You’re a beautiful woman, Waverly. I think you’d make our lingerie look simply stunning. We want real women. We want to make women feel beautiful and sexy. Of course, we have the typical models, but we are not all about size twos.”

I felt a warm blush spread across my cheeks at her compliment. “Thank you,” I said humbly.

“Let’s get started then,” she said, getting up from her chair. “We’ve got a lot to prepare for.”

She went over what was expected of me. The panic set in when I considered my meager wardrobe, filled with sensible clothes more suited for the office than the world of high fashion. I was mousy, plain and simple. I didn’t know shit about fashion.

After the meeting, she stood and walked me to the elevators. “I’m looking forward to working with you,” she said, smiling. “I promise, this will be fun. If at any time it isn’t fun, we stop. Okay?”

“Okay.” I nodded. “Thank you so much for the opportunity. Yes, I’m scared, but I’m also excited.”

Once I stepped into the elevator, I felt the fear. It wasn’t fear about strutting down a runway. It was a fear based on my lack of style. I would embarrass myself before I ever stepped foot on the runway. I needed to update my wardrobe before I showed up to an event dressed in one of my frumpy, boring outfits.

Swallowing my pride, I decided to seek assistance from the one person who might possess the fashion expertise I needed. He just happened to be the only person I knew in New York as well. The thought of approaching him was unnerving. I had a feeling he was going to be pissed that I accepted the job without telling him. But it was my decision. He said that several times. He also said he would support me. I hoped that was still true.

I headed back to the hotel. I knocked on his room door, wondering if he would even be in the room. He might have left to meet up with friends or whatever. I knew he was happy to be back in New York.

When he opened the door, I took a second to regain my composure. His hair was messy, like he’d just gotten out of the shower. He was wearing a dress shirt, but it was left unbuttoned, revealing a glimpse of his chest and stomach. Turned out, he was still sexy as hell.

“Did you go out?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

We stood staring at each other for a moment. With a deep breath, I gathered my courage. “Knox, I need your help,”

“Help with what?” he asked. “What’s wrong? Come in.”

He was concerned, which made me feel guilty for going behind his back to accept the job.

“I’ve committed to being one of the models for the lingerie company,” I blurted out.

His eyes widened, surprise flickering in his gaze. He stepped back, ushering me inside the room. I stepped in and he closed the door behind us.

“You what?” he asked. His voice was quiet, but not angry, just surprised.

“I accepted the job,” I repeated, a little softer this time. “I met with the director. I’m going to do it.”

Knox sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “You’re scared though,” he stated. It wasn’t a question.

I nodded. “A little but in a good way. The thing I’m most afraid of is my suitcase.”

“Why are you afraid of your suitcase?”

“Because I’m supposed to attend some events and look the part,” I said. “I didn’t bring anything fashionable or attractive.”

His expression shifted from curious to surprised. “I see.”

“Can you help me?” I asked. “I don’t know where to shop. I don’t know what’s fashionable. I just buy what I always do whether it’s trendy or not.”

He grinned and it was very hard not to beg him to strip for me. “Ah, so you want a shopping buddy?”

“Yes.” I blushed, finding myself unable to meet his gaze. “Please.”

He stood there for a moment, considering it before he smiled at me again. This time, his smile was softer. He reached out and brushed a strand of hair from my face. “Alright,” he agreed, nodding decisively.

“Really?” I asked, my heart fluttering in my chest.

“Yeah.” He nodded, still looking at me with that warm smile. “It could be fun. Besides, I think you’re going to be amazing.”

Suddenly the panic that gnawed my insides began to ebb away. “Thank you, Knox,” I whispered. “I promise, this won’t get in the way of my job. I was thinking of buying just a couple of things.”

His eyes locked onto mine. For what felt like a moment suspended in time, he stared at me. I could see the wheels turning and wondered what he was thinking. I was suddenly very aware we were alone in a room with a huge bed and he was half-dressed.

“It’s fine,” he said, ruffling his damp hair. “I need to finish up here and then we can go.”

“Thank you,” I said again. “I promise I’ll work late tonight to catch up on everything.”

“It’s fine,” he said. “I was planning on taking the afternoon to do a little shopping myself.”

I nodded and left his room. I went back to my own room and covered my face with my hands. I couldn’t believe I had gotten myself into this situation. But shopping in New York was very appealing, especially considering I was told to buy whatever and it would be covered by the company.
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“Ready?” I asked Waverly when she stepped into the hall.

“I am.”

“Why do you look nervous?” I asked. “It’s just shopping. You’re a girl. Aren’t you supposed to like shopping?”

She frowned. “Just because I’m a girl, that doesn’t mean I like shopping. And it isn’t that I dislike shopping. This isn’t fun. This is a job. I have to try and look like one of you.”

“One of me?” I questioned.

“Yeah, you know. Fashionable, alluring, stylish. Everything I’m not,” Waverly said. “You’re from here. You know how to dress. You have a very easy body to dress. You’re one of them, the beautiful people.”

“That’s not true,” I countered, trying to keep a teasing note out of my voice. “You’re plenty attractive, Waverly. You’ve been asked to do this show because they think you’re hot.”

She blushed at my words, and I felt a twinge of satisfaction. She wasn’t like the usual models I worked with. She had a draw to her that was hard to explain. It was her authenticity, maybe, or the way she didn’t seem to realize she was beautiful. I knew that was what the director saw and why she wanted Waverly in the show.

“I’m not going to back out, but I’m so nervous. I accepted the offer because I was thinking about me and what this will do for me. I failed to think about what it might mean for the company if I showed up looking like me at some of these events. I only have two days to go from boring Waverly to a woman worthy of wearing expensive lingerie.”

“Hey,” I said. “You’re already a woman worthy of wearing anything you choose. The only thing we’re changing is your wardrobe, not you.”

She blinked at me, smiling softly. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

“No, I’m saying it because it’s true.” I stepped back to give her some space. “So shall we get going?”

“You better be careful, Knox. You’re almost human. You’re going to ruin your badass reputation.” Waverly nodded and pulled on her coat.

We exited the building, stepping onto the bustling sidewalk. She looked around the city with awe, her gaze darting from one skyscraper to the next. “I don’t think I will ever get used to being surrounded by such huge buildings.”

“You get used to it,” I said. “I barely notice anymore.”

“Where are we going first?” she asked.

“I spoke with the director. She wants you to visit their flagship store. A couple of outfits and a gown for the night.”

She groaned. “Two days. What was I thinking?”

“Don’t think,” I said. “Let’s just do this.”

I hailed a cab and helped her inside. The flagship store was in an exclusive shopping area of Manhattan. The car pulled up outside a seemingly endless glass-fronted building. I stepped out and offered her a hand. I had never actually been inside the store. It was all very high end. The lingerie was tastefully displayed on mannequins with plenty of portraits to give customers an idea about what the lingerie looked like.

“Wow,” she whispered. “I’m afraid to touch anything. I’m guessing a bra costs more than I make in a week.”

I chuckled and led her deeper into the store. Soft music played through unseen speakers. The smell of musk and vanilla filtered through the place. It all felt very seductive. It was like they were trying to set a mood to encourage the purchase of their tantalizing lingerie.

A woman wearing all black appeared out of nowhere. “Hello,” she said, smiling. “Can I help you two find something special?”

I realized she thought we were a couple searching for something to spice up the bedroom. I shook my head. “No. Well, yes, but I’m Knox Williams. This is Waverly Edwards. She was sent here to pick a few pieces.”

Waverly gave me a thankful smile. I didn’t necessarily mean to speak for her. It just happened.

“Oh yes,” the woman said, smiling. “We have the VIP suite reserved for you. We’ve pulled a few things the director thought would look great on you, but you are free to browse.”

“Thank you,” Waverly said in a nervous voice.

I followed the women to a back corner that opened to an average room with a plush red sofa. Various pieces of lingerie hung from hooks. A wall of mirrors was on one side. A red curtain sectioned off a changing area.

“Would you like champagne?” the woman asked. “Cappuccino? Latte?”

“Champagne, please,” I said, taking a seat on the sofa.

“Nothing for me, thank you,” Waverly said.

“She’ll have champagne,” I chimed in.

Waverly frowned at me, but she needed it. She needed to take the edge off.

“Feel free to look at what we’ve pulled for you,” the woman said with a smile. “You can try them on in there or wherever. You’ll have total privacy.”

She walked away, closing the door behind her. Waverly looked at me nervously.

I shrugged, gesturing to some of the outfits. “Go for it,” I said. “Pick one.”

She grimaced and slowly moved to pick up one of the outfits. “I didn’t want champagne,” she muttered defiantly.

“You look like you need to take the edge off,” I said. “Consider it part of the experience.”

“This is so weird,” she groaned. I watched her take a couple of things into the dressing area and pull the curtain closed.

The lingerie store was about the last place I expected to find myself with my assistant. I glanced around at the lacy designs, feeling a sense of nostalgia for the days when the fashion industry was my playground. I would be the one getting to walk into any store and given free rein. But now it was Waverly’s turn. She was the one getting a blank check to buy anything she wanted on the lingerie company’s dollar.

The director of the lingerie company had been insistent that Waverly get a feel for what the company was selling. She was supposed to wear a few pieces so she would not only feel comfortable but would also be able to talk about it. How it made her feel and all of that.

I couldn’t quite shake off the twinge of annoyance that they wanted her on the runway and not me. After all, I had a history in this world. I was used to strutting down catwalks in tight briefs that left little to the imagination. It was once my bread and butter. It wasn’t like I had gotten soft during my time away from the runway. I still had it. I worked out. I swam. These people were acting like I was on the shelf.

The woman brought in two glasses of champagne. “If you need anything, just pop your head out or you can push the button there. I’ll leave you two alone to do your shopping.”

“Thank you.” I nodded.

I didn’t bother correcting her assumption we were a couple. The privacy would be good for Waverly. I could feel her nervousness coming off her in waves. I sipped the champagne and pulled out my phone. I could hear her moving around in the changing room. I focused on my screen to avoid picturing her naked just a few feet away from me.

The silence continued. It was only punctuated by the occasional rustle of clothes and her little grunts and sighs. I sent a couple of emails on my phone, took another sip of champagne, and glanced at the clock on the wall.

Finally, I heard a soft voice mumble from behind the closed curtain, “Knox?”

“Yeah?” Behind the curtain, I could see her bare feet and the rest was left to my imagination.

“I changed my mind. This is ridiculous. I’m not doing it.”

I had a feeling something like this would happen. “That’s why I asked for the champagne. You need a little liquid courage.”

“I can’t do this.”

I got up, carrying the champagne, and casually pulled back the curtain. I’d seen countless models in various stages of undress during my modeling days, not to mention naked women in general. I wasn’t worried about seeing a little skin.

“What the hell, Knox?! Knock much?” she exclaimed, hastily trying to cover herself.

I shrugged, a mischievous grin playing on my lips. “You’re going to be changing backstage in front of hundreds of people. You’re going to be parading down a runway and posing for pictures in front of another hundred people. What’s the difference?”

Waverly glared at me, clearly unimpressed by my logic. “The difference is that you’re not supposed to be one of those people.”

I laughed, enjoying the flustered state I’d managed to put her in. “Relax, Waverly. It’s just lingerie.”

“Just lingerie? It’s not the same when it’s your boss peeking at you in your underwear,” she retorted with her cheeks turning red.

“Didn’t you say you were going to be professional about this? Besides, it’s not like I haven’t seen hundreds of women in less than what you have on.”

“That’s entirely different.”

I ignored her protests. “You know, this isn’t so bad. Red lace, almost sheer, covered in tiny pink sparkly hearts. It screams Valentine’s. You’ll look great.”

Waverly scoffed and glanced at herself in the mirror. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one wearing it in front of an audience.”

I reached around her to pick up another red bra with sparkling sequins. “This one is nice.”

“Watch it, Knox,” Waverly warned when I brushed against her body.

“I’m trying to help,” I said. “Did you try all of this on?” There were pieces of lace and satin scattered around the area.

“No. I thought about it, but I didn’t want to.”

“It’s just lingerie,” I said again. “It’s not bad. It’s full coverage.”

She turned, still trying to cover her boobs. Just as I reached for another bra, her elbow caught me in the nose. “Ouch,” I said and reeled back.

“That’s what you get for barging into dressing rooms,” she retorted. “There’s barely enough room in here for me, let alone both of us.”

“You’ve got a whole room out there to change in,” I said.

“No! I am not about to try on lingerie in front of you.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” I insisted.

“Go,” she ordered. “You can’t be in here.”

“Then come into the room so you can see yourself in the mirrors.”

“I can see myself just fine,” she muttered.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the tiny dressing space. I put my hands on her shoulders and turned her to look at herself. Her hands were still crossed over her chest. I gently reached for her wrists and pulled them away from her, holding her hands at her sides. “Look,” I whispered.

Waverly hesitated, her gaze flickering nervously between me and the reflection. I had to credit her for being brave and putting up with my teasing. She was trying so hard to play it cool. Her cheeks were flushed a soft pink, but she held her chin up high, refusing to back down.

Her eyes slid closed for a moment, and when they opened again, she was staring at herself in the mirror. The lingerie looked beautiful on her. It was as if it had been made just for her. She was breathtakingly gorgeous. If this didn’t turn heads at the event, nothing would.

“See?” I murmured, still staring at her. I stood behind her, close enough to feel the heat coming off her body. Her eyes met mine in the mirror. The tension in the room intensified. I couldn’t bring myself to let go of her wrists.

“Waverly, you’re beautiful,” I said, and it was nothing but the truth. She always was, but in this moment she was beyond that, ethereal, captivating. Despite the blush on her cheeks, she met my gaze in the mirror.

“Knox.” There was something in her eyes, a silent plea that I couldn’t quite decipher.

The air around us felt charged, ready to crackle and burst into flames any second. I took a deep breath and loosened my grip on her wrists. But instead of pulling away like I thought she would, she turned around to face me.

Her gaze was steady, her lips slightly parted. Any hint of her earlier nervousness had vanished. There was a challenge in her eyes. A dare. I felt like we’d crossed an unspoken line here in the dressing room surrounded by silk and lace and satin. I couldn’t form words for a moment and ended up doing the only thing on my mind.

I kissed her.
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My heart seized as his lips met mine. Time stood still. The world narrowed and faded until it was just Knox and me in the small dressing room surrounded by delicate lingerie.

His touch was soft and his lips warm. It sent jolts of electricity through my body. I responded without thinking, my hands moving up to hold on to his broad shoulders. I had pictured this moment a thousand times in my head, each fantasy different from the one before, but none of them came close to the reality of it.

The first kiss in his office had been good, but this was incredible.

I leaned into him, encouraging him to keep kissing me. And he did, in a way that made me forget everything else. I forgot I was wearing a very skimpy bit of lingerie in front of my boss. In that moment, he wasn’t my boss. He was the sexy man with his tongue halfway down my throat.

His hands moved to my waist, pulling me closer. The sparkles on the lingerie bit into my skin as I was pressed against him, but I didn’t care. All I could focus on was the feel of his lips on mine and the taste of him, which was intoxicating. His fingers traced patterns over my bare sides, and every touch felt like heaven.

“Knox,” I breathed when we finally broke apart for air. My heart pounded like a wild drum in my chest. His dark eyes met mine, filled with a hunger that mirrored my own. His lips, swollen from our kiss, curled into a smile that sent shivers down my spine.

“Say it again,” he murmured, his voice raspy as if he’d been running for miles. He pressed his forehead against mine, closing his eyes as if savoring the moment. I could hear the ragged rhythm of his breath intermingle with mine.

“Knox,” I whispered, my hands reaching up to thread through his hair, not caring that I was messing it up.

“You drive me wild,” he groaned.

Part of me wasn’t entirely sure this was real. I’d had more than my fair share of fantasies about him in the last few days. When he slid his hand down to cup my breast and then pinch my nipple that was hard against the sheer lace, I knew it was very real.

“And so do you,” I confessed, barely able to find my voice. The world outside the dressing room had vanished entirely.

I wrapped my arms around his neck, allowing myself to be lost in our shared desires. He moved one hand to the small of my back, pulling me even closer until our bodies molded together like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. The smell of his skin and the cologne he wore was intoxicating, sending wave after wave of desire crashing through me.

His lips trailed from mine down to my neck, leaving small love bites that made me want more. The lace of the lingerie was nothing compared to the feel of his warm skin against me. The scratchy lace rubbed against my nipple, heightening my pleasure. His fingers slipped past the delicate fabric, tracing the curve of my hips before moving upward to explore further.

Every part of me wanted this man. His mouth kissed over my chest and then returned to my lips. As he kissed me, he carefully guided me backward until I was standing in front of the sofa. Once again, he gently pushed me down until I was sitting on the sofa with him standing over me. The look of raw hunger in his eyes sent a spiral of heat through me.

He dropped to his knees in front of me. I gasped when he reached for the delicate lace panties and yanked them down. He tossed them over his shoulder and jerked my butt so it was resting on the edge of the sofa. My heart was pounding so hard I could hear nothing else. I was frozen by desire.

“Relax,” Knox whispered, his eyes never leaving mine as he gently rubbed my inner thighs. His touch was electrifying, making my body tense with anticipation.

I nodded at him, too breathless to speak. His gaze locked onto mine, his eyes filled with a predatory hunger that sent shivers down my spine. Slowly, he moved closer until his mouth met the bare skin of my thigh. His lips were hot and soft against me.

My fingers dug into the cushions of the sofa as he continued to tease me with his mouth. Each soft kiss and nibble from him made my heart pound harder in my chest. When his lips finally met the apex between my thighs, I released a gasp that was half-surprise, half-delight. He looked up at me, a smirk playing on his lips as he continued his sweet torture.

I looked down at him, my hands moving from the cushions to his hair, encouraging him, guiding him. The heat building inside of me was unbearable. It spread through my entire body like wildfire. His tongue moved in ways that made me writhe and squirm under his touch. Our shared breaths filled the small dressing room. I trusted the door was locked, or if it wasn’t, the saleswoman wouldn’t come in and find me spread eagle with Knox’s face between my legs.

He nibbled at my clit, and I no longer cared. It felt too good to care about anything except for what he was doing to my body.

I whimpered his name again and again. It seemed to be the only word I could form.

My body was singing with delight. I opened my eyes and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. The sight was erotic and surreal. My back arched off the sofa, my chest heaving with each ragged breath, my face flushed with desire. And there was Knox, completely lost in the moment. He was giving me his full attention.

He pulled back for a moment, looking up at me with a smoldering intensity that took my breath away. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his voice husky and filled with raw desire. With one last glance into my eyes, he dove back in, his tongue teasing, tormenting.

I let myself go, surrendering to the pleasure he was igniting within me. He was an expert at what he was doing. The man found my G-spot and knew just how to hit it. My lips parted, a gasp spilling out as I felt a finger slide inside me. His name tumbled from my lips once more, a prayer in the hushed silence.

“Knox.”

He hummed against me in response, sending vibrations through my core that only added to the electrifying sensation building within. I felt his other hand move up to cup my breast again, fingers playing over the hardened nipple through the lace.

The potency of his touch was overwhelming, his every caress amplifying the crescendo building within me. It was an exquisite rhythm, a dance of pleasure that he choreographed with absolute precision. His deliberate movements, the tantalizing strokes of his tongue, were threatening to hurl me into an abyss of pleasure that I was not sure I could recover from. My legs were shaking. My toes felt like they were permanently curled with every muscle in my body clenched in anticipation of the release I could feel coming toward me.

His lips latched onto my clit once more, sucking gently, pulling a sharp gasp from me. The wave of pleasure that hit me was intense, forcing a guttural groan. My fingers tangled in his hair, gripping tight as the impending wave of climax loomed closer and closer. Knox didn’t falter. He continued his expert touch, driving me to the edge of ecstasy with every stroke of his tongue, every nip of his teeth against my sensitive flesh. I was teetering on the brink.

He looked up at me then, his eyes piercing into mine as he gave one final lap against my clit. That was it. The dam broke. Waves of pleasure washed over me in quick succession, a tsunami of sensations that left me breathless and trembling. My heart pounded in time with the convulsions that wracked my body. My head was thrown back in ecstasy, a silent scream on my lips.

He didn’t relent until he had pulled every last tremor from me. His tongue continued to taunt and please me long after the waves of my orgasm had subsided. The overstimulation was bittersweet, as if I were both relaxed and wired all at once.

Finally, after what seemed like a divine eternity, Knox released his hold on me and moved back. His face held an expression of contentment, his eyes shimmering with satisfaction and pure, unadulterated cockiness. He looked beautiful. His chest was rising and falling heavily, matching the rhythm of my own breaths.

“We should probably get back to the task at hand,” he said. He got to his feet and picked up the panties. “Add this outfit to the purchase pile.”

I got up from the sofa, my legs feeling weak underneath me. “I’ll just grab a few more of these and we can go.”

“Why?” He grinned. “Take your time. I wouldn’t mind seeing you in a few more outfits.”

I shook my head. “I think we should probably get out of here. I pray they don’t have cameras in here.”

“They don’t,” he said, laughing.

I went back into the changing room and jerked the curtain closed. The moment I was in the room, I buried my face in my hands.

What the hell?

I had no idea what had come over me. It just happened. I didn’t regret it, but I also didn’t know what it meant for the future. He was my boss!

“Are you freaking out in there?” Knox asked.

“No.”

“Look, I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable,” he said. “I don’t know what happened. I saw you and lost control. You are an alluring woman.”

His words were sweet, but I didn’t know how to reply. I simply stood, frozen in place with my back pressed against the fitting-room wall. I was a mix of emotions, flustered, confused, and incredibly overwhelmed. I just didn’t know what to think.

The moment we shared was completely unplanned, but it was also undeniably powerful. It wasn’t what I had expected from this shopping trip with my boss, at all. This side of him was completely new to me.

“Listen,” Knox called out from the other side of the curtain, his voice gentle and coaxing. “I don’t want this to affect our work relationship. I want you to be more confident in your body. I’m a man. Any man sees you in that thing and they’re probably going to want to do the same thing.”

I couldn’t help but smile. He had certainly bolstered my self-esteem. “Thanks. I’ll be out in a minute.”

I dressed in my own clothes quickly, glad for the modesty they offered after what had happened. Once I was fully clothed again, I peered out from behind the curtain, meeting Knox’s gaze with as much conviction as I could muster. I was embarrassed, but he was playing it cool. I could do the same.

I picked up several of the outfits and bras and joined him. “We should probably get going. We’ve got a lot to do and not a lot of time.”
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Iwatched her emerge from the changing room, her cheeks flushed prettily, and felt a surge of pride. I did that. I made her blush. My tongue had given her the kind of pleasure that left her with a satisfied glow. The memory of how she looked under my touch, how she tasted, was still burning brightly in my mind. I had to squeeze my hands into fists to keep from reaching for her again. My balls were aching and likely blue.

“Sure,” I said nonchalantly. “Let’s get going.”

She passed me several items, lacy provocative things that would only spark my fantasies even more. I grabbed them without hesitation. My mind was already wandering to the next time I’d get to see her in or out of one of the tantalizing pieces.

I walked over to the counter, with the thrum of desire still coursing through my veins. The shop assistant, an older woman with a knowing smile plastered on her face, started to ring up the sale. I prayed she didn’t know what happened in that room. Not because I was embarrassed, but I didn’t want Waverly to feel like she had done something wrong.

I could see the salesperson’s eyes flicking between the two of us, likely trying to decipher the nature of our relationship. She must have seen countless couples come through here. Did we look like one? Did she detect the heightened sexual tension thrumming between us?

Waverly was standing a few feet away, looking slightly embarrassed. I shot her a smile, making sure she knew it was all okay. With her purchases in hand, we left the store and stepped into the cold of the outdoors. It was exactly what I needed to get my libido under control. I took a few deep breaths.

“Where to next?” she asked.

I looked up and down the street. “I think Bloomingdale’s is a good choice. We can get everything you need.”

“I’ve never been to Bloomingdale’s,” she said, smiling.

“I can’t say I’ve been in a long time. I did some modeling for them in my early days.”

As we walked, my mind raced, replaying all of it. The aftermath of that dressing-room encounter left me in a state of internal chaos. The embarrassment coursed through my veins as I recalled the unexpected intensity of my reaction to seeing Waverly in that red lace lingerie. I’d never been one to lose my composure, especially over something as trivial as clothing. Yet, here I was, grappling with the vivid image etched into my mind. She had looked so fucking hot.

Waverly’s presence beside me was a constant reminder of the electrifying tension that now lingered in the air between us. There was tension before when we kissed, but this was different. I literally had the taste of her in my mouth and I craved more.

We were in search of the perfect gown and shoes for Waverly. I had never actually shopped for a dress. This was all new to me.

“Maybe we should get some help,” I suggested. “I don’t know shit about colors and all that crap.”

She laughed as she held up a black gown. “Me either. I buy what looks comfortable.”

“Comfortable?” I grinned, eyeing her from the corner of my sight. “In this case, it’s about looking unforgettable. People are going to be looking at you.”

Her cheeks turned pink at my words, and she hid behind the black gown. It was a beautiful dress, but it didn’t do her justice. It didn’t highlight her curves or the soft tones of her skin. Waverly deserved more than just comfortable.

“I think I’ve found something,” I called out as I moved toward a rack of exquisite gowns, each more breathtaking than the last.

The moment my fingers brushed against a particular dress, I knew that was it. Made of shimmering red fabric, the dress was a spectacle of understated elegance, with thin straps that formed a delicate V at the back, and a fitted bodice that would accentuate Waverly’s lovely curves. The skirt flowed out in soft waves, brushing the floor with a subtle train trailing behind. It was romantic, sensual, and had enough dramatic flair to make her stand out. The red made it perfect for a Valentine’s Day event.

“Try this on,” I insisted, handing her the gown. Our fingers brushed against each other’s and the spark it created made me draw in a sharp breath.

She looked doubtful as she held up the dress against her body. “Do you think so? I mean, it’s pretty but it’s also very bold. That’s a lot of exposed skin.”

“I think you can pull it off,” I countered with a reassuring smile. “And remember, we want unforgettable.”

She returned my smile cautiously and, with the dress in tow, disappeared into the fitting room. I knew better than to offer any assistance. The lingerie dressing room had been private. This one was not.

My heart hammered in anticipation as I waited for her to reemerge. The image of Waverly clad in the red lace lingerie from earlier refused to leave my mind. If she looked that breathtaking in intimate wear, what would she look like in this elegant piece?

“I don’t know about this,” she called out from behind the door.

“We already know you’re not the best judge,” I joked. “I think I should be the judge of what looks good. I’m the former model after all.”

I heard her laugh from behind the door. “Fine, but I’m telling you, it’s very revealing.”

“Just come out,” I said.

The door opened and she stepped out. I forgot to breathe. Waverly was fucking gorgeous. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t really seen it before. Her outspoken nature and refusal to conform to my expectations had blinded me to the beauty of the woman that had worked alongside me for weeks without me really seeing her.

I nodded approvingly, momentarily caught off guard by the realization that I was not just assessing the gown. I was appreciating the way it enhanced Waverly’s presence. “It looks great on you,” I replied with a lump in my throat. “Really hot.”

Waverly smirked with a playful glint in her eyes. “I’m not sure if that’s a fashion critique or a personal compliment.”

Caught in the act, I chuckled. “Maybe a bit of both.”

The dress did more than just wrap around Waverly’s body. It framed her, drawing attention to the undeniable allure of her form that I had ignored. She looked like a Greek goddess. Every curve was accentuated, her skin glowing against the deep red fabric. Despite the amount of skin showing, the gown was elegant and tastefully provocative.

“I think I should look for something a little less… or rather a little more,” she said. “More of everything.”

“Not a chance,” I said. ‘You’re supposed to turn heads. You will absolutely be turning heads in that. I think that’s the one. Now, we need to find shoes.”

I couldn’t stop stealing glances at Waverly when she was engrossed in inspecting shoes. I’d never considered myself to be a man with a foot fetish, but watching her slip on one heel after another was turning me on.

Finding the right pair took longer than I’d expected, seeing how Waverly was not as decisive with footwear as she was with gowns. Finally, she settled on a pair of strappy stilettos, the thin heels and sleek design complementing the dress perfectly.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m not sure I can walk in these.”

“You’ve been walking,” I said.

“Just here,” she argued.

“But you know they look good,” I said.

“I think we’re done here,” she declared. “I’m shopped out.”

“You need a backup gown,” I told her.

“Why?”

“Trust me, I’ve been around enough women to know you should always have a backup gown. And you’ll need an outfit for the meeting with the journalists.”

She groaned. “It’s too much.”

“This is all on them,” I reminded her. “You may as well enjoy it. You’re not going to find this kind of shopping in Utah.”

“Good point,” she said, smiling.

“After you’re done, we’ll get an early dinner.”

“Are you bribing me with food?” she teased.

“Yes.”

“I don’t think I’ll be eating until I get back home,” she said. “I’m going to be wearing a very skimpy gown and lingerie in front of strangers.”

“You have to eat. We can order light. You don’t have to starve yourself.”

She gave me a small smile, but I could see the nerves dancing in her eyes. This was all so new to her. I wanted to protect her from the harsh reality of this industry, but at the same time, I knew she could handle it.

We spent the next hour searching for the perfect backup dress and a stunning outfit for the press meeting. Waverly wasn’t as hesitant anymore. She was growing comfortable with the glamorous side of this world, and it warmed my heart to see how she was embracing it.

After we finished shopping, we headed back to the hotel. While she got ready for dinner, I took care of finalizing details for the event. I was not getting nearly as much work done as I should have. She was a distraction but the best kind.

The launch party was mostly planned. I was lucky. I didn’t have a lot to do except follow up and handle a few details the company wanted changed from the initial plans.

The catering had been arranged but I double-checked the menu to be sure. The music was sorted as well. A local band would be providing the night’s entertainment.

This was going to be one of those events that was featured on social media and the news. It had to be good. While the news wasn’t going to report on who helped plan the event, the people behind the scenes would know. That was how word of mouth worked. The other event companies were going to be eating their hearts out. I was making my mark on the scene. This was the first of many major events, if I had my way.

I worked for a couple of hours when I realized what time it was. I quickly changed and met Waverly in the lobby for a simple dinner at the hotel restaurant. I was committed to not crossing the line with her again. At least not until I figured out what I was doing with her.

I cut dinner short, telling her I had a lot of work to get done. She seemed very eager to get away from me as well. It was for the best. We didn’t need to spend any more alone time together.


29


WAVERLY


This was a Cinderella moment. Things like this did not happen to girls like me. I never aspired to be a model. Sure, I used to think about the women that walked the red carpet at various awards shows. They were always so beautiful and glamourous. I knew they all had glam squads to make them that pretty. I never imagined I would find myself in one of the chairs getting beautified.

When I first showed up for the runway show, I was terrified. Knox had warned me about some of the antics models pulled on each other. I assumed being the new girl, they would give me a hard time, especially since I didn’t look like them. To my surprise, it was nothing like that.

They were all nice and I found myself accepted into their sisterhood.

They walked me through the routine, gave me pointers on how to strut down the runway, and even helped me into my outfits. Their welcoming attitude took a load off my shoulders, making everything feel a bit less daunting.

I became part of their world. Now, as I sat in the chair with a makeup artist applying mascara, I felt like I was a part of the glamorous lifestyle that Knox belonged to.

“I’m not sure I can wear those heels,” I said to one of the women, Laura. “Not in front of people.”

The director had been in and out of the dressing room checking on things.

“Don’t worry about it,” Laura said. “We’ll bring in someone to show you how to do the walk.”

“And what if I trip?” I asked.

Laura just laughed. “Honey, it’s not a question of if, it’s when. We’ve all tripped. Even the best of us,” she said, gesturing to herself. “The trick is in how you recover from it.”

Recovering from a fall didn’t seem as glamorous as the rest of this journey but it was a reality I had to accept.

“Everyone goes through the catwalk training,” another girl said.

While they all continued getting their hair and makeup done, I was led out to the runway where people were busy arranging chairs and setting up the lighting.

“Watch me,” the coach said. “The idea is to exude confidence. You walk like you mean it. You walk like you are the queen of this world and no one else matters. Remember, you’re not here to blend in with the crowd. You’re here to stand out.”

With a flourish of her hand, she started down the runway, her back straight and eyes fixed on an unseen horizon. She moved with an elegance that I could only dream of emulating, her heels clicking against the floor rhythmically. She made it look so easy, so natural. When she reached the end of the runway, she turned around and walked back. “Now you try.”

I took a deep breath and stepped to the subtle X on the runway. It was the starting point. I was glad I was getting the practice now before tonight when all those chairs would be filled with people looking at me. I could feel my nerves mounting as I pushed my fear aside and took my first step forward, mimicking the coach’s movements.

Each click of my heels echoed around me, amplifying my anxiety. I tried to keep my focus straight ahead, to exude the confidence she’d spoken about. But it wasn’t easy. I felt like an imposter.

When I reached the end of the runway, I paused, unsure of how to turn back as gracefully as my coach. But then I remembered Laura’s words. The trick was not in avoiding the fall but how you recovered from it. So, I took the turn and hoped for the best.

“Shoulders back, Waverly. Look straight ahead. The runway is wide and there is nothing in front of you. Just walk. Own it.”

I almost laughed but stopped myself because I was afraid I would lose my balance. Ignoring the tremors of fear in my legs, I took a deep breath and began my return walk.

A few of the other models had come out to do their practice walks. I could feel their scrutiny. It was all I could do not to wince under their gaze.

When I reached the starting point, I let out a shaky breath that I hadn’t realized I had been holding in. “How was that?” I asked my coach.

Her faint smile was all the answer I needed. “Again,” she said. “Laura, you’ll start behind her when I say.”

Panic gripped me. Now, I wasn’t alone on the runway. I looked at Laura and grimaced. “If you see me teetering, get out of the way. I don’t want to take you down with me.”

She giggled softly. “You’ll be fine.”

I started the walk again, and this time I felt a little better about things. After thirty minutes, we all went back to the room to finish getting ready for the runway show.

I got a look at myself while I waited to put on my outfit for the show. I didn’t even look like me. I did but not the plain me. The person I saw in the mirror looked confident and beautiful. I slipped into the lingerie I had been assigned. When I stepped out, I was set upon by another team of people. They pulled and tucked and dusted my skin with a shimmering gold powder. More hairspray and velvet red lingerie clung to my curves. I was happy to see I wasn’t the only larger girl. There were all sizes of women. That made me feel a little better.

I glanced around and took in the chaos happening backstage. There had to be a hundred people running around to try and make everyone look just perfect. I had not seen Knox since that morning. I knew he was going to be in the crowd. That gave me some comfort, but I was also a little worried about him seeing me. I hoped I didn’t fall on my ass in front of him.

The thumping bass of the runway music vibrated through the backstage area. My nerves were ridiculous. Knox told me to make sure I ate and drank throughout the day to avoid being lightheaded. I tried to remember to do it, but I was so nervous.

I took a deep breath, and the scent of hairspray and anticipation filled my lungs. I told myself I could do this. I was going to walk down the runway and walk back. I wasn’t going to make eye contact with anyone.

“Ladies!” A woman with a clipboard walked into the room. “Everyone, you know what order we’re going in. Take your places.”

The backstage crew ushered us toward the entrance. I stepped into the dimly lit corridor that led to where the runway was set up. The hum of the crowd intensified. The announcer gave a little speech. The music started and the lights went out a moment before I saw the glow of the spotlight filter into the area.

Laura squeezed my hand. “You’re going to do fine. This is supposed to be fun. Don’t overthink it.”

One after another, the other ladies stepped out onto the runway. Soon, it was my turn. I swallowed the nerves and stepped out. The runway stretched out before me. The audience was a sea of faces. I didn’t look at anyone. I took one step after another. As I walked, confidence surged. I was doing it. I was walking the runway in lingerie. It was exhilarating.

I made my way backstage and had to stifle a scream. I was giddy.

“You’re a natural,” Laura declared and gave me a hug. “How do you feel?”

“I feel like I’ve swallowed a lightning bolt.” I giggled. “I’m so excited. I can understand why you guys do what you do. That was incredible.”

The rest of the night was a whirlwind. I went back out on the runway several more times, each walk more confident than the last. The adrenaline rush was intoxicating, and I found myself riding the high of it all. The announcer’s voice blended with the beat of the music, creating a rhythm that I found myself walking to.

Backstage, there were quick changes, constant touch-ups, and whispered words of encouragement. Through it all, Laura was by my side.

At the end of the show, backstage was once again chaos, but this time, it was celebrating. I was caught up in the excitement when Knox walked in.

He handed me a dozen red roses. “Congratulations on your runway debut,” he said. “You nailed it. How did it feel?”

I smiled. “I don’t know. I’m still kind of numb.”

Laura approached. “Your girlfriend is a natural,” she said.

“Yes, she is.” Knox nodded. He didn’t correct Laura’s assumption.

“I hope we’ll get to do shows in the future together,” Laura said.

I laughed. “Thanks, but this was it for me.”

“Too bad,” Laura said, smiling.

After she walked away, Knox looked at me.

“You were fantastic,” he praised. “You killed it.”

“You sound surprised.”

“Honestly, I am, not because I doubted you, but you looked like you’ve been doing the runway thing for years. My first trip down a runway was not that smooth. I’m saying you did great.”

“Really?”

“I didn’t expect you to own the runway like that,” he admitted. “You owned it.”

The compliment lingered in the air. I felt sexy. “I should change.”

“I’ll be waiting,” he said. The way he said it made me feel like he was staking a claim. I didn’t mind.

I changed into one of the new outfits and returned to the celebration. Champagne had been opened and everyone was drinking and toasting. Knox spotted me almost immediately. He approached me, giving me a glass of champagne.

“I’m guessing you’re starving, right?”

I grinned. “I think I’m still a little too amped up.”

“Well, you’ll need to eat something,” he insisted, steering me toward a table laden with food. There were bite-sized sandwiches, little appetizers, and an array of desserts.

I couldn’t help but giggle as Knox piled a plate high with food for me, acting very much like an overprotective boyfriend. “I can feed myself, you know.”

“I know,” he replied with a grin. “But I’m just looking out for you.”

Feeling overwhelmed from the night’s events and his gestures, I thanked him and picked at the plate. Despite being on a runway in lingerie in front of hundreds of people, it was this intimate moment in the backstage chaos that really made my heart race. Between mouthfuls of mini sandwiches and sips of champagne, we exchanged glances and laughed at inside jokes. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about the incident in the dressing room. My body hummed with the very thought of it.

As the evening began to wind down, Knox suggested we head out. “Want to go back to the hotel?” he asked.

“I thought you would never ask. I want to get this makeup off my face and put on my fuzzy slippers.”

“Let me find the director and let her know we’ll be leaving.”

“I’m going to say goodbye to the girls.”

As Knox disappeared into the crowd, I looked around for Laura and the other models. I found them huddled together, laughing and sipping champagne. They welcomed me with open arms, congratulating me once again and promising to stay in touch.

Laura pulled me aside, her cheeky grin making my heart flutter. “You’re one of us now, you know. Once you’ve walked the runway in your undies, there’s no going back.”

I laughed, but there was a sense of truth to her words. The runway had transformed me tonight, allowed me to break out of my comfort zone and be someone else. Someone bold and daring.

I would never be the same Waverly. I had a new confidence that made me feel like I could conquer the world.
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The drive back to the hotel was a blur, but I couldn’t help but keep my arm securely around Waverly’s waist. There was a feeling in me I couldn’t quite explain. I wanted to make her mine. It was the most primal feeling I’d ever had.

I did my best to dismiss all thoughts of her, but it didn’t work. I had the taste of her, and it was always going to be lingering. Seeing her on that runway with her body on display had been exciting and irritating. I saw the looks on the faces of the other men in the audience. It killed me that they were ogling her. I didn’t have any claim to her, but I couldn’t shake the feeling she was mine.

We stepped into the elevator with my arm around her waist. She didn’t make any attempt to pull away. “Your feet hurt?” I asked quietly as the elevator moved up.

“Yes, a little.”

“Maybe I can rub them for you,” I offered.

She laughed. “That’s not necessary.”

“Maybe I want to.”

We stepped off the elevator and made our way to our rooms. This was the moment of truth. “Would you like to come to my room for a nightcap?” I asked.

I told myself I couldn’t be disappointed if she said no. She owed me nothing. Yes, I would go to bed with blue balls and a lot of frustration, but that was her choice.

“That sounds good,” she said.

I quickly unlocked the door and led her inside. I opened the minibar and pulled out a bottle of champagne. I poured us each a glass. She had kicked off her shoes and was standing in front of the balcony doors overlooking Central Park.

I stood behind her, handing her a glass before taking a drink from my own glass.

I couldn’t resist the allure of her bare neck and leaned down to kiss the skin still dusted with gold powder. I planted a trail of kisses along the delicate skin.

“You stole the show,” I murmured against her skin. “You were the hottest woman up there.”

Her response was a soft laugh that filled the room. “I think you might be a little biased.”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t change the facts,” I whispered.

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate the compliment.”

“Your lips sparkled in the light,” I went on, punctuating the words with my tongue lapping over her earlobe.

She tilted her head to the side, giving me clear access.

“And your skin glowed,” I continued, my lips trailing a path along her jawline.

She sucked in a breath.

“You were stunning,” I said, my hands tracing the contours of her body. “And I couldn’t take my eyes off of you.” My voice was a low murmur against her ear, and I could feel her shiver in response.

“I want you,” I said.

She slowly turned to face me. “Me too.”

The words were music to my ears.

I leaned in closer, my intent clear. But just before our lips met, she gently pushed me away, placing a finger on my chest as if to say wait. The look in her eyes was part playful, part serious, and it made my heart pound harder against my ribs.

“I might have done something,” she said.

“Done something? What does that mean?”

She smiled and downed the last of her champagne. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

I had no idea what that meant. “Am I going to like this thing you’ve done?”

“I think so,” she said, smiling.

I had no idea what she was talking about. I just wanted her. I put my glass down and took her empty one. I grabbed her face and let the hunger I had been trying to squash for days take over.

Our lips met in a heated exchange, and my hands roved over her body, eager to explore every inch of her. After a moment, she pulled back slightly, her eyes dancing with mischief.

“Just a minute,” she said breathlessly, gently prying herself from my hold. She turned around and presented me with her back. “Unzip me.”

I happily obliged. I only got the zipper down a couple of inches before I discovered her surprise. Red velvet graced the back of my fingers. “What’s this, Waverly?”

“We were allowed to take what we wore,” she replied. “I thought you might like this.”

A second later, she stepped out of the gown and revealed the red velvet lingerie set. My breath hitched as my eyes took in the sight. With her back still turned to me, she glanced over her shoulder and gave me a sultry smile that went straight to my groin. The sight of her, so vulnerable yet so bold, made my heart pound harder.

“You’re full of surprises,” I managed, my voice rough with desire.

She laughed, a sweet feminine sound that made me want to hold her even closer. She sauntered toward me, and the suggestive sway of her hips was hypnotizing.

“Woman, you turn me inside out.”

She turned fully to face me now, her lips curving into a slightly mischievous smile. “Well, that was the intention.”

I drew in a sharp breath at her boldness, the electricity between us crackling palpably. She was close enough now to touch, and I couldn’t resist drawing her further into my arms. The feel of velvet against my skin was intoxicating, the scent of her hair driving me wild. I let my hands roam freely, treasuring every dip and arch of her body.

“Come here,” I growled, unable to keep the hunger from my voice.

She obeyed willingly, her body melting against mine as my lips found hers once again. The taste was intoxicating. It felt like electricity was humming through my veins. She had turned me on more than I could ever explain.

My hands roamed over her body as she jerked at my shirt. She was suddenly a wildcat. Her hands slid under my shirt, her nails scraping over my flesh. I jerked with a combination of pleasure and pain. I sucked in a breath through my teeth. She pulled at me.

“Patience,” I whispered against her lips, but the word came out more like a groan.

“Patience? That’s rich coming from you.” Her hands traced fiery paths along my torso.

The desire that had simmered between us finally broke free, flooding our senses and drowning out all rational thought. Our clothes were discarded, leaving us bare in more ways than one. Our exploration deepened, fingers tracing lines of fire over flesh.

Her kisses moved to my neck, biting gently and sending shockwaves of pleasure down my spine. My hands found the soft curves of her back, caressing the velvet that still remained on her. I groaned. My control was slipping. She pulled away, looking at me with lust. I followed her to the bed.

This woman had me unraveled, my heart racing, my mind clouded by the sheer intensity of my longing for her.

She pushed down my briefs and a moment later we were both nude. I watched as she climbed onto the bed and patted the mattress in open invitation.

I happily complied with her demands. I pushed her onto her back, my mouth going to her breasts. I had been thinking about sucking on them since I saw her on that runway.

Her moans echoed throughout the room. Her skin was on fire, her body writhing beneath mine with each touch. I alternated between each peak with her fingers threading through my hair as she arched her back, grinding against me.

My hands never stayed in one place too long. They trekked down to her hips, tracing their lines before descending further still. A gasp slipped from her lips as I explored the intimate parts of her body with fervent desire.

Out of nowhere, she practically threw me onto my back. Her hand wrapped around my dick, tugging as she squeezed. “I think it’s my turn.”

She kissed down my chest. I knew where she was going but I was not ready.

“Easy,” I groaned.

Her eyes met mine, gleaming with mischief and promise. Her lips formed into a small smile as she made her descent, her hand never letting go of my length. Every touch was deliberate, every movement intentional. There was no give.

Her tongue swirled around the head of my cock. My body jerked at the contact.

“Ssh,” she whispered, her voice a silky purr against my skin. “Trust me.”

I did trust her implicitly. The potency of her touch was making me crazy. She continued her languid exploration, her mouth moving with painstaking deliberation. It was deliciously sweet torture. My hand closed around her hair and jerked.

She continued to love me with her mouth, taking me close to the brink. I grabbed her arms and pulled her away with my cock throbbing. I hopped off the bed and reached for the bag on the floor. I had bought a box of condoms earlier and boy was I glad I did.

I tore open the package with my teeth and quickly rolled it on. I was back on the bed in an instant, pulling her toward me. My hands pulled her legs open, staring at the sweet center and nearly exploding right then. I slid the back of my hand over her slit, causing her to jerk.

“Please,” she murmured.

I ran my finger over her wet folds and pushed a finger inside her, making her gasp at the sudden intrusion. I pumped it in and out slowly, the tightness of her walls making my fingers tremble. I pushed a second finger inside her, watching her. Her lips were parted, and her eyes closed. I brought her to her first orgasm. I watched as she moaned and writhed under me. I was going to give her another orgasm, maybe two more. I wanted her screaming my name.

“Knox,” she murmured. “Please.”

I moved over her body, positioning myself above her. “Yes?” I asked.

She bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Yes.”

I aligned myself at her entrance and pushed in slowly, savoring the feeling of her warmth enveloping me. A guttural moan escaped my lips as I moved further in. She was wet and hot and so incredibly tight around me.

I stilled for a moment. Taking a moment to regain self-control. There was a need to just go buck wild and fuck her like I’d been dying to for days.

But I didn’t. Not yet. The blistering need was tempered by a desire to make this last. I wanted to savor every moment. Slow and deep, feeling every inch of her, I thrust into her again. Her body met mine.

“Knox,” she whispered again. Her nails dug into my back, pulling me closer to her. The air around us felt charged, the tension palpable. This moment had been coming for a long time.

Her eyes were closed but the look on her face was one of pure ecstasy. Encouraged, my movements became more demanding. Our bodies rocked in perfect unison. The sound of our breaths mingled with the sound of flesh slapping against flesh.

“Say my name,” I ordered her. I couldn’t explain why I needed to hear my name on her lips. It got me off.

I felt the tightening of her body around mine and knew she was close again. I angled my hips to hit that sweet spot inside her. Her body quaked under me, and she shouted my name as she came undone. The clenching of her inner walls coaxed an explosive orgasm from me. My body trembled as I released into the condom. Her nails scratched at my back as she came apart in my arms.

Finally, with shuddering breaths and sweaty bodies, we collapsed into each other’s arms. We were a tangled mess of limbs and sweat.

“Wow,” she murmured against my chest.

I had to agree with her sentiment. That was incredible, surpassing even my wildest fantasies. We lay there in comfortable silence as our breathing slowly returned to normal. The room was filled with the sounds of our shallow breathing.

“Should I go?” she whispered.

“Fuck no.”

She laughed softly. “You know this is a complication.”

“I don’t care. I want you right here with me tonight. I like feeling your body against mine.”

“You’re very demanding.”

“I know.” I didn’t make any excuses. I knew I could be demanding, and it was probably obnoxious, but it was what it was.

“I’m going to lie here because I’m tired. Exhausted.”

I chuckled. “Whatever makes you feel better.”

“I’m too tired to spar with you,” she murmured into the skin of my chest, her words barely audible.

“Hmm.” I traced lazy circles on her bare back. “I think waking up next to you in the morning might make me feel better.”

She gave a soft laugh. “Then I suppose I’ll stay. Just for your sake.”

I chuckled, pulling her closer if that was even possible. “Oh, how generous of you.”

“Isn’t it?”

I kissed her again. “Goodnight.”
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“Goodnight,” Knox murmured into my hair, curling me even closer against him. I felt the rumble of his voice against my cheek and a shiver of pleasure cascaded down my spine.

My eyelids were heavy, sleep tugged at me, but a small part of me wanted to stay awake and savor this moment. It felt good to have our bodies entwined. I didn’t know if another night like this could happen again. I wasn’t naive. I knew this was probably a combination of him needing to finish after what happened the other day and the excitement of the lingerie show. There were a lot of beautiful women on that runway. I just felt good knowing I was the one he chose to take home.

The softness of his skin against mine relaxed me. The scratchy hair on his chest tickled my cheek. The warmth of his body enveloped me. I closed my eyes and let sleep claim me.

I woke with the sun filtering through the curtains and blinked away the remnants of sleep, feeling the warmth of his skin against mine. It took only a moment for the memories of last night to rush back.

Stone-cold reality hit me. I’m in Knox’s bed. I can feel his naked, very hard body, against mine. The realization sent a flush of warmth across my skin. It dawned on me I was just as naked.

I moved my head back to face him. My initial shyness dissolved when I saw Knox lying beside me, completely exposed. The sheet was around his hips. His body pressed against mine, an intimate closeness that made my heart race. I stole a lingering glance. He was worthy of being sculpted, painted, and photographed. How did one guy get all the looks?

I allowed myself a few minutes to savor the last moments of intimacy with him. I didn’t want him to wake up with me beside him. It would be weird. He went to bed with a runway model and woke up with me. I had no doubt my makeup was probably smeared all over my face. He did not need to see that. I slipped out of the bed with careful movements, hoping not to disturb him. My mind was a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts. I wasn’t going to bother trying to put the lingerie on. I tiptoed into the bathroom and snatched the robe from the back of the door. As I was putting on the robe, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror.

“Oh God,” I groaned when I caught a glimpse of myself with smudged mascara and tangled hair. I hastily wiped at my eyes, trying to remove the black streaks that had migrated down my cheeks during the night. Yesterday, I was Waverly 2.0. This morning, I was the old Waverly. All that self-confidence I had built up was gone.

Squaring my shoulders, I gathered up my discarded lingerie from last night and then the dress. I spared one last glance at Knox’s sleeping form before slipping out of the room.

I made it into my room without running into anyone.

When I walked into my own room, I was met with a delightful surprise. There was a massive bouquet of flowers. I dropped the lingerie and plucked the card from the bouquet that had to have cost a few hundred dollars. It was from the lingerie company.

“Waverly, we thought you were smashing last night. Looking forward to more collaborations. Best, The Team.”

A smile gently crept onto my lips as I read the card. At least it wasn’t all a total disaster. I had made an impression at the show and maybe that was enough for me. Of course, there was still the question of Knox and what on earth was going to happen there, but for now, flowers from the lingerie company felt like a victory.

I chuckled at the irony of the situation. A few weeks ago, I was silently judging Knox for his past as an underwear model, and now, here I was, receiving flowers for strutting down the runway in lingerie.

I flipped the card over and saw a modeling agent’s contact information. I burst into laughter. There was no way I was ever going to do that again.

I went into the bathroom and tried not to look in the mirror. I turned on the water and stepped under the hot spray. As the water coursed down, hot and almost punishingly so, I watched my reflection grow hazy in the steaming mirror. I let the shower run over me, washing away the remnants of last night’s mascara.

The heat from the water turned my skin pink. I stared down at my body, still marked by his touch, and felt a pang of melancholy. He was both gentle and forceful. The man knew how to make a woman feel good. I didn’t want to think about how he managed to get so good in bed. The thought of him touching another woman made me unnaturally jealous.

After my shower, I wrapped up in another clean robe and put on my slippers. My phone had died at some point last night. I plugged in my charger and my phone before settling in one of the chairs. When there was enough juice, I turned on my phone to find countless texts, voicemails, and social media notifications.

“What the hell?”

My social media was flooded with tagged photos from the fashion show. I had not expected that to happen. There were over a thousand comments on the post from the lingerie company. They had tagged me, exposing me. I felt stripped naked with my body plastered all over for the whole world to see. I expected the people in the crowd to see me, not the whole damn world.

Knowing it was stupid, I clicked on the comments. To my surprise, they were all very supportive.

“Waverly is a total bombshell!” one comment read.

“Who is this goddess?” another questioned.

“I have seen the future of lingerie modeling, and her name is Waverly,” someone else proclaimed.

I was speechless. I scrolled through hundreds of comments, all of them positive, many even praising me for representing real women. That was when I came across a comment from Knox. It struck a chord deep within my soul.

“Had the honor and pleasure of seeing this beauty take her first walk on the runway tonight. She stole the show and everybody’s hearts.”

It was a surreal experience to witness the positive reception. A warmth settled in my chest. I was well-received.

I exited social media to check my texts. Meredith and Janie had both texted me, including screenshots of some of the stuff on social media. They were both ecstatic about my runway walk. To my surprise, there was even a congratulatory message from my mom. However, a touch of skepticism lingered as I read her words. My mom’s congratulations might be fueled more by the prospect of a potential windfall than genuine pride. She probably thought I was going to make a ton of money modeling and would kick it her way.

“Not happening, Mom.”

I went back to social media and browsed through some of the comments again. There was a thrill in reading them that was addictive, a strange kind of affirmation that I never thought I would crave. It was as though I was drowning in an ocean of praise and admiration, and every positive comment anchored me deeper into the euphoria. I suddenly understood why models and celebrities did what they did. The adulation made me feel like I could conquer the world.

My eyes drifted back to Knox’s comment, and warmth surged within me again. Whether it was meant to be so or not, it felt personal. His words were genuine, even in text form, and something about them made my heart flutter.

“What are you doing to me, Knox?” I muttered to myself, shaking my head.

As much as I would have enjoyed reading the praise all day, I did have things to do. Things that involved me actually seeing Knox again in a professional manner. I wasn’t sure how I was ever going to look at him the same way after our night together. This was why it wasn’t a good idea to mix business with pleasure.

I put my phone down and went to the closet where I had hung up my clothes. I picked a very basic outfit, one that I had brought with me. The navy-blue blazer and beige slacks were the polar opposite of the lingerie I had worn last night. I didn’t put on much makeup and pulled my hair back in the usual ponytail I wore. As I looked at myself in the mirror, I saw the old Waverly.

That was good. That was what I needed. I didn’t want to distract Knox, not that I could, but just in case. He needed to look at me and see a professional.

As I assessed my reflection, the woman staring back at me was a stark contrast to the one who had paraded on the catwalk twelve hours earlier. She was competent, she was business, she was not someone to be trifled with.

I reached for my lipstick, a shade of nude pink that wasn’t too bold but not too plain either. A quick swipe over my lips and I put it down again. I checked the time and wondered if Knox was up. We were supposed to be meeting with the director and the photographer that had been hired for the next event.

Picking up my phone, I texted him. “Good morning, are we still on for ten?”

The reply was almost immediate. “Yes. See you then.”

I put the phone down and let out a shaky breath. “Today is going to be an interesting day,” I muttered to my reflection.

Sure enough, when ten o’clock rolled around, there was a knock on my door. This was going to be so weird. I opened the door, hoping I looked calm, cool, and collected. Knox was wearing slacks and a cashmere sweater. The man could look good wearing a paper bag.

“Good morning,” he mumbled.

“Good morning.”

“I’ve already spoken to the director. She had to run out for another meeting and wanted to touch base. We’ll see her later.”

“Oh,” I said, wondering if this was how it was going to be.

He looked at me with an intensity that made my skin feel warm. It was like he was imagining me naked. He didn’t have to imagine. He’d seen it all. My heart thudded against my chest, a strange sense of tension lingering between us.

“Then I suppose we should get to work.” I tried to keep my voice steady to avoid giving away the turbulence roiling within me.

“Actually, I was thinking we could grab some breakfast first,” he said. “Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“There’s nothing pressing until later. We may as well eat. We’ll be busy all day until late tonight.”

I was hungry. “Okay,” I said, shrugging, trying to look casual.

It was so weird to be with him. There was no unseeing what I saw the night before. There was no un-ringing that bell. We were always going to have this weird tension between us, even if we were both pretending last night never happened.
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Navigating the morning after with Waverly was a delicate dance. She reverted to her usual attire, her hair back in its familiar style, and her makeup minimal. Yet, there was no way to forget the wildcat that was in my bed last night. This whole thing was very strange to me. I had never had to keep myself from going after what I wanted. I wanted her. She was sitting at the table tapping away on the keyboard of her laptop like she didn’t even know I was in the room.

Did last night mean anything to her?

I didn’t think it was appropriate to bring the subject up. We were working. She was officially on the clock. Talking about our hot night of passion seemed like it would be crossing a line. But dammit, I really wanted to know what she was thinking.

Did she regret it?

I knew she wasn’t drunk, so it wasn’t like she could claim she didn’t remember it happening. I had to admit I missed the girl from last night. She’d been fun and sultry and turned me inside out. It was hard to imagine that woman was the woman I was looking at here.

I found myself at a loss on how to act around her. She might be dressed in her typical professional garb, but the memory of her uninhibited self in the bedroom lingered in my mind. The sounds she made, the way her body responded, all left a permanent mark on me. It threw a wrench into the established dynamics of boss and assistant. I couldn’t simply ignore those memories and treat her as a coworker again. I needed to confront this, confront her, but right now was not the time.

She looked up from her laptop, her eyes meeting mine, and for a brief moment, the barriers fell. It was just us, two people with an undeniable connection. But the moment passed quickly as she blinked and returned to her work, the professional shell of Waverly back in place.

“Knox,” she began, her tone strictly business. “I’ve arranged the timetable for today’s shoot. You’ll need to meet with the makeup artists and the wardrobe department before the shoot starts.”

I nodded, barely hearing her. We worked for another hour before it was time to head to the lingerie headquarters. Waverly would be a part of the photoshoot, which meant I was going to be handling all the details and coordinating everything.

As soon as we reached the large room where the photoshoot was set up, the director made a beeline for us, her excitement palpable. She showered Waverly with praise. I agreed. Waverly deserved every compliment she was getting. But under the praise, I could see Waverly was uncomfortable. She didn’t know how to handle it. She was humble and shy.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

Behind the professional mask she wore so well, I caught a glimpse of the woman I discovered last night—a side of her that left me intrigued. Waverly looked like she wanted to be anywhere except standing in front of the director. It was strange, but I felt like I knew Waverly in that moment. She did a good job keeping her features schooled, but I knew better. Under the tight smile, I saw a vulnerability that made me want to protect her.

“We should get you into hair and makeup,” I said, politely extracting her from the director. “I’ll make sure everything else is moving along.”

“Thanks,” she said, smiling.

“Just remember, they are all praising you because you are deserving of it. They aren’t just saying it. You showed off some real modeling chops.”

“Any advice for the shoot today?” she asked. “I guess I have an advantage the other girls don’t have.”

“What would that be?”

“You,” she said, smiling. “You’re a professional model. You’ve done this a hundred times, right?”

It wasn’t the answer I was hoping for, but I understood.

“More than a hundred times,” I agreed. “That doesn’t mean I have all the answers. In my experience the most important thing is to be yourself in front of the camera. You can’t fake authenticity. And try to enjoy the process. Last night, you wowed the crowd because you were you. You enjoyed yourself and it showed. Do that again here.”

She nodded, taking in every word, and I couldn’t help but be struck by her earnestness.

“Also, remember that everyone here wants you to succeed,” I continued. “The director, the crew, me. We’re all on your side.”

“I’ll try to keep that in mind,” she said, offering me a small smile that momentarily made me forget about the awkwardness between us.

I left her with the beauty team and went to check on the backdrops and lighting. My experience in the modeling world gave me an advantage. Maybe that was why the lingerie company hired us. They knew I could navigate formal events and things like a photoshoot.

With everything taken care of, I settled into one of the folding chairs to observe the shoot. As soon as Waverly stepped onto the set, a transformation happened. The shy, awkward woman who had been standing with the director not too long ago disappeared. What emerged was a confident, stunning woman who fully owned her beauty and sensuality. She moved with a grace that was captivating, turning simple movements into an elegant dance. Even her eyes sparkled with a new energy. This was the Waverly from last night, unencumbered and free.

The director clapped her hands gleefully as Waverly moved through the poses effortlessly. The camera loved her. It was obvious to everyone in the room. I could hear murmurs of agreement and admiration from the crew, the stylists, and even the other models. Her ease under the spotlight was remarkable. It was as if Waverly had been doing this her whole life.

For a moment, I let myself be entranced by her. The way she flicked her hair, bit her lip, smiled. Her every movement radiated an intoxicating confidence that was impossible to resist. I watched as she managed to bring a playful innocence to lingerie modeling, charming everyone with her authenticity and poise.

As the shoot progressed, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride swell in my chest for her. Despite our strange circumstances and the tension between us, I was genuinely happy for her. She was truly thriving in this unfamiliar environment, proving not just to those around her, but to herself as well, that she belonged here.

“Alright, let’s wrap it up!” the director announced after a while.

A cheer echoed through the room and people started to pack their stuff. After a minute, Waverly returned from the dressing room, now back in her casual clothes, but the sparkle in her eyes hadn’t dimmed.

“Great job today,” I told her. “You were fantastic.”

“Thanks,” she replied shyly.

I didn’t get much time with her before she was surrounded by people. Colleagues were congratulating Waverly just as she congratulated them. She stood nearby, chatting with some of the other models while I spoke with the director about the next events. I kept an eye on her like I was her security guard. She was new to this world, and I knew how easy it could be to get sucked into the darker side of the industry.

I decided to approach her, weaving through the crowd until I reached her side. She looked at me with a grateful smile. “Everything okay?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded.

“Have you eaten tonight?”

“No,” she said, laughing. “You are always watching what I eat.”

“Because I know you’re busy,” I said, shrugging. “I’ll get you a plate.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll be right back,” I said, leaving her side once again to fetch her a plate of food.

As I filled her plate with small bites from the catering table, I found myself lost in my thoughts. The way Waverly had transformed in front of the camera was nothing short of mesmerizing. It was like witnessing a caterpillar morph into a butterfly, beautiful, graceful, and awe-inspiring. And knowing that I had played a part in that transformation left me feeling humbly satisfied. I liked being the guy taking care of her. I could honestly say I had never taken care of anyone in my life. It was a nice feeling.

When I returned to Waverly’s side, she was still surrounded by a group of models and minor celebrities who were all eagerly vying for her attention. I handed her a glass of punch and the plate of food. “Why don’t we take a minute?” I suggested.

She nodded and allowed me to steer her away from the crowd. We took a seat at one of the tables that had been set up away from the office party. “Thank you,” she said, glancing at the plate of food before meeting my gaze. There was a touch of warmth in her eyes that made my heart skip a beat.

“Don’t mention it,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. “Just trying to take care of you.”

We sat there in companionable silence, watching as the party continued without us. The photographer was moving through the crowd, capturing candid moments. The director was holding court at another table, gesturing animatedly as she shared what I figured were tales from her varied experiences in the industry.

“Did you enjoy it?” I asked. “Modeling?”

Waverly studied her plate for a moment, as if the answer were hidden beneath her untouched food. Her eyes flicked back up to meet mine. “I did,” she replied. Her lips tugged into a genuine smile that reached her eyes and made them sparkle. “It’s different from anything I’ve ever done before. Challenging. Intimidating at times, but liberating. I’m not considering a career change, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“That’s great to hear,” I responded with an attempt at an easy smile which felt somewhat forced on my face. I didn’t want to lose her. If she accepted the many offers coming her way, I didn’t know how I was going to see her again. She’d be living in the Big Apple, and I would be in Utah. It would be like we were switching lives. That was not something I was interested in.

She turned her attention to the plate in front of her, picked up a small fork, and started eating.

“It’s a rush, though, isn’t it?” she asked as she sipped her drink.

“What is?”

“All the flashing lights and people telling you how good you look. Why did you leave modeling?”

I looked at her, letting a half-smile form on my face. “The flashbulbs and flattery weren’t my cup of tea after ten years of doing it. And more than anything, I wanted more. My grandfather was pressuring me to get started at the company. I wanted to be more than a pretty face.”

She studied me intently. “That’s a long time to be doing what I just did for a couple of hours.”

“The fame is alluring but it’s exhausting. It wasn’t fun anymore. I got tired of constantly having to be camera-ready.”

She nodded, her eyes filling with understanding. “Do you ever miss it?”

“Sometimes,” I admitted with a shrug. “Mainly the travel. I got to see some pretty incredible places. But overall? No, not really.”

She picked at the food on her plate before looking up at me again. “You really took care of me today,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

It was a simple sentence, but it warmed my heart more than any compliment or flattery ever could. “Anytime, Waverly,” I replied earnestly.

She smiled at me, then turned her head to watch the ongoing party. We sat and watched while I thought about what it would be like to have her at my side all the time and not just as my assistant.
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WAVERLY


The night had been a whirlwind of success, laughter, and flashing cameras. A sense of accomplishment surged through me.

“I’m going to use the bathroom,” I said to Knox, who had been at my side all night. I felt his protectiveness. It was nice to know I had him to guide me through this crazy world.

While I was in the bathroom, Laura and one of the other models came in.

“Waverly! We’re about to move on to an afterparty. You have to come.”

“An after party?” I asked hesitantly. I had heard all about the afterparties the rich and famous attended. It was the kind of thing cell phones weren’t allowed at because everyone got to cut loose without worry of being embarrassed by revealing pictures.

“Let me see if Knox wants to go,” I said.

“Even if he doesn’t, you have to come,” Laura said. “It’ll be our last time to party together before you go back to Utah.”

She was right. When was the next time I was ever going to be in New York and have the opportunity to party with models and celebrities? It was an opportunity I didn’t want to pass up.

I moved through the crowd and found Knox talking with a couple of the models. The green-eyed monster reared its ugly head. He wasn’t mine, but he was mine as far as any of them knew. I approached them and was pleased when Knox saw me and smiled. Something made me see this situation as a role reversal. This was his world, but I was the one with the invitation to an afterparty. I couldn’t help but feel a subtle power in being the one to invite him.

“Hey, Knox,” I said, slipping my arm through his. “There’s an afterparty some of the models are throwing. Would you like to come with me? You’ll be my plus-one.”

He looked at me, and a flash of something I couldn’t explain crossed his face. “Sure, why not?”

I realized I probably could have worded it a little differently. I didn’t need to emasculate him.

The afterparty was being held at one of the models’ penthouses. The penthouse itself was a lavish spectacle, brimming with expensive art, imported furniture, and booze. The backdrop was a panoramic view of New York City. The party was underway when we arrived, and the room was filled with people I had only ever seen on television or online. They were sipping fancy cocktails and drinking champagne from crystal glasses, and the pulsating beat of music reverberated across the room.

I held on to Knox’s arm and tried not to look too starstruck as we moved through the crowd, making small talk with some of the people I recognized. Knox seemed more relaxed than I had ever seen him before, his smile easy as he laughed at something one of the models said.

At the office party, people had still held on to a semblance of professionalism. But here, it was a more relaxed vibe. The thumping music and low lighting created an ambiance of celebration. I felt a buzz of excitement, and the eyes of other attendees kept turning our way. I wasn’t sure if it was me or Knox they were looking at.

People approached me several times to introduce themselves. It was almost like Knox was an afterthought. In a world where Knox was used to being in control, I relished the opportunity to be the one leading. It was a different kind of power, and I couldn’t deny the thrill. He was my boss and I had to fetch his coffee and whatever else he needed, but in this environment, I was equal to him.

As we settled into the party, a sea of faces surrounded us. The models who had invited us greeted us warmly, introducing us to their friends. I noticed Knox’s mood had taken a downward turn. He seemed moody, distant, and I couldn’t help but wonder what was on his mind.

Throughout the evening, men approached me. Compliments flowed freely. I found myself at a loss for words with all the attention on me. I wasn’t used to it, and while it was flattering, it was also overwhelming.

One man, impeccably dressed and exuding confidence, leaned in to speak over the music. “Waverly, you were amazing last night. Your presence on the runway was captivating.”

“Thank you,” I replied, a bit taken aback. “I appreciate it.”

I glanced around, looking for Knox, who had been by my side up until about thirty minutes ago.

I found him across the room, engaged in a conversation with a striking brunette. He seemed engrossed, his attention focused on her. A pang of jealousy shot through me at the sight. Was this how he felt when other men complimented me?

I quickly shook off the feeling, reminding myself we weren’t a couple. He was free to talk to anyone he chose to.

“Are you from New York?” my new admirer asked.

“No, Utah.”

He looked surprised. “Utah?” he repeated, raising a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “Well, you certainly don’t strike me as someone from Utah.”

I laughed, not sure how to respond. There was something about the way he said it that made me feel like he was subtly mocking me, but I didn’t let it get to me. “Yeah, well, there’s more to Utah than the stereotypes you might have in mind.”

“I have no doubt about that,” he retorted, his eyes flicking over my shoulder to scan the room for a moment before returning back to me with a sly smile. “I hope that means you will be sticking around. I would love to see you on more runways.”

“Oh no,” I said, laughing. “This was a one-time thing.”

Eventually he moved on and I found myself alone. Knox was hanging out in a corner by himself. I met his gaze. He stared at me for several seconds before looking away.

Another man approached and gave me a glass of champagne. “You looked thirsty.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the glass. The man introduced himself as Julian, a photographer for Vogue. We chatted for some time about fashion and photography, and his passion was so infectious that I found myself being drawn into the conversation despite not knowing much about either subject.

Across the room, I noticed Knox watching us intently, an unreadable expression on his face. He’d started another conversation, this time with a blonde woman in a red dress who looked suspiciously familiar from some movie or other. But every so often, his gaze would drift back toward me.

I excused myself and approached Knox once he was nursing a drink in a secluded corner. “Hey, everything okay?”

He glanced at me, his expression unreadable. “Yeah, just enjoying the party.”

I could sense there was more beneath the surface, a tension that hadn’t been there before. “You seem a bit off. Is something bothering you?”

He sighed and took a sip of his drink. “It’s nothing. Just not my scene, I guess.”

“I thought this was your scene,” I said. “Didn’t you tell me you were anxious to get back to New York and the nightlife?”

His eyes met mine. “Yeah,” he said, though his tone suggested a different answer. He took another sip of his drink, seemingly deep in thought.

For a moment, silence stretched between us. The music and party chatter were distant.

There was tension between us once again. It wasn’t sexual tension. It felt like he was angry with me.

“You know, you don’t have to stay if you’re not comfortable. We can leave.”

He looked at me, a mix of frustration and something else in his eyes. “I’m fine. Just go enjoy yourself. You have several admirers who are waiting to talk to you.”

“Are you jealous?” I snapped.

“Why would I be jealous?”

“I don’t know. Because people are looking at me and not the former underwear model.”

His cheek twitched, and he looked away. His jaw clenched, clearly not finding my comment as amusing as I did. “That’s not it,” he muttered, his tone clipped.

“Well then, what is it?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Nothing,” he said. “Excuse me, I see someone I want to say hello to.”

He walked away, leaving me staring after him. He was giving me the cold shoulder. I shook it off. If he wanted to be sour, that was on him. I decided to have a good time. I mingled, coming back around to the photographer. We talked about some of the shoots he had done and what his favorite locations were. While we talked, I could feel eyes boring into the back of my head. As expected, it was Knox once again.

I walked over to where he stood glowering at everyone in general.

“You’ve been giving him the death stare,” I teased, attempting to lighten the mood.

Knox’s jaw clenched, and he looked away. “Just didn’t like the way he was looking at you.”

I sighed, frustration and longing intertwining within me. “Knox, we’re not… you know. I can handle myself. You don’t have to act like my bodyguard.”

“I’m not.”

“I’m ready to go,” I told him.

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yes, I’m exhausted.”

He looked relieved. We left the penthouse without saying a word to each other. The man was acting very territorial. That gave me mixed emotions. I didn’t belong to anyone. On the other hand, I wanted to belong to him.

As we stepped out into the cool New York night, I felt the tension between us heighten. We hailed a taxi silently and soon we were whisked away. The silence in the cab was deafening.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“You sure? You seem upset.”

He turned to look at me, his lips pressed firmly together. “Why would I be upset?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. “Forget I said anything.”

We made it back to the hotel. “Goodnight,” he said when we approached our rooms.

He went into his room, leaving me in the hallway. I stood there for a moment, the deafening silence echoing in my ears. The tension of the night hung in the air. I thought about knocking on the door and asking if he wanted to talk—or anything else.

Unfortunately, that would probably just make things worse.

I let myself into my room and changed into my pajamas. I crawled into bed and ended up staring at the ceiling for a good long while. I imagined him in his bed doing the same thing. I wondered if part of his shitty mood had anything to do with regrets about what happened the night before.

I found it hard to sleep that night, buzzing with unanswered questions and unaddressed feelings. The one person who could answer it all was on the other side of that wall, and yet he might as well have been miles away.

I hoped tomorrow was better. Earlier, before the photo shoot and the party, he promised to take me out for some sightseeing. I wondered if that was still an option for tomorrow.

I groaned and pulled the pillow over my face. All of this because we gave in to our desires. Now, things were ruined between us.
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KNOX


Iwoke a little later than I planned to. Fortunately, we didn’t have anything on our schedule for the day. I took care of a couple of emails and debated whether I should knock on her door. I had acted like an ass last night. My jealousy had gotten the best of me.

I owed her an apology, but I wasn’t sure how to go about it. I wasn’t the type of man that apologized for much of anything.

After a long, internal debate, I finally decided to man up and do what needed to be done. I showered and put on a fresh shirt and jeans. I looked in the mirror, rehearsing my apology in my mind. The words sounded genuine enough.

I walked up to her door and knocked lightly. When she didn’t answer immediately, my heart jumped. What if she had left early? What if she didn’t want to hear my apology?

Just as I was about to turn around and walk away, the door creaked open. She stood there, eyes still heavy with sleep. Somehow she managed to smile.

“I’m sorry, were you sleeping?”

“Yeah. I overslept. I’m sorry. Did you need me for something?”

“I was just wondering if you still wanted to do some sightseeing.”

She nodded. “Yes, I want to see all of it. The Statue of Liberty, Central Park, Times Square. Everything.”

I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. Despite the tension between us, her spirit was infectious. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that cramming all of New York into a single day was a near-impossible feat.

“Alright,” I said after a moment. “Let’s get ready then.”

A few hours later, we found ourselves in the heart of New York City, blending into the crowds. As we strolled through the city streets, her hand accidentally brushed against mine. It felt like a spark of electricity shot right through my arm. I yearned to take her hand in mine again but held back.

I could still feel the lingering tension from the party the night before. The way other men had fawned over her drove me crazy. It had left me unsettled. But this was a chance to have her all to myself, a day in the city I loved, and I wanted to share it with her.

Our first stop was a quiet café, away from the tourist hotspots. It was a place I used to escape to back when I used to get recognized all the time. I didn’t have to worry about being recognized anymore, but I still loved the cafe. We sat by the window, sipping our lattes and enjoying the sunny day, despite it still being chilly outside.

“This place used to be my sanctuary,” I admitted, my gaze fixed on the passing people. “Back at the height of my career, I couldn’t go anywhere without someone stopping me and wanting to get a picture or an autograph.”

Waverly nodded. “I can see why you loved it here. It feels like a small-town cafe rather than one in a city this size.”

“Yeah.” I took a sip of my coffee. “I guess I needed a little bit of calm in all the storm.”

She smiled at that. It was the first time I had seen her truly smile since the night before.

“I’m glad you’re sharing it with me,” she said softly.

“Me too,” I said sincerely. “I hope I can show you a few of the places I liked to visit when I lived here, things that aren’t in any of your travel brochures.”

“I’d like that,” she said, smiling.

We finished our coffee and set out toward the heart of the city. As we walked, I pointed out certain buildings or landmarks that had a personal significance to me. She listened intently, her face lighting up with interest.

Our next stop was a lesser known art gallery tucked away in one of the quieter neighborhoods. The paintings hung on the walls were full of vibrant colors and abstract shapes, each one telling a different story.

“I used to come here whenever I wanted some quiet time.”

She looked amazed as she walked around, taking in each painting with a look of wonder. “I never imagined you as an art guy.”

I chuckled. “I would never claim to be a critic, but I do like art.”

“Do you ever go to the Metropolitan Museum of Art?”

“Ah, the Met.” I nodded and smiled. “Yes, I love it there, but it gets too crowded for me. This place is quieter and has its own charm. You get to meet local artists here.”

Her eyes widened. “Really? That sounds amazing.”

With a grin, I led her to one of my favorite pieces, an abstract painting depicting the chaotic beauty of life in New York City. We stood there in silence, just taking in the details.

“If we had more time, we could go to the Met, but that’s an all-day thing. Do you like art?”

“I don’t mind it, but I could never imagine spending thousands of dollars on a painting that looks like a three-year-old did it.”

I laughed. “I understand. I’m not much into the abstract stuff. I like some of the Van Gogh stuff and similar types.”

“Van Gogh, huh? What about Monet or Degas?” she asked, turning to look at me with sparkling curiosity in her eyes.

“You do know art!”

“I look from afar,” she said, smiling.

“Degas’s ballerinas are remarkable. And I like the water lilies series. But if I had to pick one, it’d be Van Gogh.”

As the day wore on, we moved through the city like two friends enjoying each other’s company. The tension from before seemed to have melted away. We ate hot dogs from a street vendor and had gelato at a place I’d discovered during one of my many walks through the city. We explored Central Park, where I showed her the spots where I used to relax.

“I bet right now there are probably fifty celebrities in this park,” I joked. “It’s the easiest place to get lost. A baseball cap and sunglasses and you blend right in.”

She laughed. “And here I thought you were above all the celebrity hiding games.”

We continued walking through the park. For the first time since leaving the party, we felt comfortable around each other again.

“Do we have time to see the Statue of Liberty?”

I grimaced. “We can look at it from a viewing point, but I’m not sure we would have time to get out there and back.”

“I understand,” she said. “I think I prefer seeing the city through your eyes anyway.”

“We can go to Greenwich Village,” I offered. “I had an apartment there for a while. It’s a pretty neighborhood, full of cafes, vintage shops, and small galleries.”

As we strolled through the cobblestone streets of Greenwich Village, she pointed out the quaint brownstones, mentioning they looked like the places she’d seen on TV shows. I showed her my old apartment building where I once lived.

“Times Square at night is the best,” I told her. “But we’ll have to keep a close eye on our wallets.”

She laughed. “Is it that dangerous?”

“No, not dangerous as such. Just packed with a lot of pickpockets.”

“Got it, I’ll hold my purse tight then,” she said, gripping her bag closer.

As the day turned into night, we found ourselves in Times Square. The bright billboards cast light on our faces as we stood among the bustling crowd. I pointed out the various landmarks, telling her stories about my time in the city.

Her eyes sparkled under the flashing lights. She looked mesmerized by the vibrancy of it all. I knew it was a tourist hotspot. At one point, my half-naked body had been on one of those massive billboards.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

“It is.”

“I have a secret,” she said.

“Uh oh,” I joked.

“A long time ago, maybe not that long, I was here, and I saw you.”

“You saw me?” I asked.

She looked around and then pointed at one of the billboards. “Right there. You were wearing a pair of black briefs. Your arm was stretched above your head⁠—”

I groaned and stopped her. “I remember the picture very well.”

She burst into a fit of giggles and I couldn’t help but join her. It was a little humiliating. Back in the day when I was doing all the modeling, I thought it was fun and exciting. I loved that I was famous. I didn’t really think about the consequences, like every stranger in the world knowing what I looked like in my underwear. In some pictures, I wasn’t even wearing underwear. It was a careful pose that hid my junk.

“Did you have my poster up on your wall too?” I teased, nudging her lightly with my elbow.

Her face turned a brilliant shade of crimson. “No! Well, not me, but my friend did.”

We laughed again. “Looking back, I might have decided to be a little more selective with the jobs I took. I was young, dumb, and cocky.”

“Cocky is one way to describe it,” she said, laughing. “But it wasn’t dumb. You made a living doing what others have wanted to do. There’s no shame in it. It’s good, honest money.”

“But that’s not what you always thought, is it?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe not.”

“But you’ve changed your mind?” I asked.

“I guess so,” she finally said, her gaze not breaking from mine. “You’re far more than just an underwear model. And after having my own turn in my skivvies on the runway, I get it. Somebody has to do it, right?”

At that, we both laughed again. A cold wind swept through us, and I felt her shiver slightly beside me.

“Do you want to see the Empire State Building?”

“Duh!” she said, laughing.

We made our way to the top of the Empire State Building. From there, surrounded by twinkling lights stretching out into infinity, New York looked like something out of fairy tale. She was standing next to me, her eyes wide with wonder as she soaked it all in. I remembered my first visit to the top of the building. I had that same wide-eyed wonder. Even though I had seen the view more than a dozen times, it was still awe inspiring.

Taking in the glorious view, I found a new appreciation for the city that had given me so much.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the wind.

“It is,” I admitted, my eyes on her instead of the skyline.

“I can see why you want to stay here. It certainly looks very different than the skyline in Utah.”

“Do you want to grab some dinner?” I asked.

“Yes, take me somewhere that you love,” she said. “Not somewhere fancy. I’m not dressed for fancy, and I have no desire to change.”

“Alright then,” I said, offering my arm, which she took without hesitation. “I know just the place.”

We made our way to an old acquaintance’s nook, tucked away in one of those side streets that you’d miss if you blinked. The neon sign outside simply read “Joe’s,” and the interior was every bit as unpretentious. There were wooden tables scattered throughout the small room, red checkered tablecloths draped over each of them. An array of black and white photographs from different eras adorned the rustic brick walls, showing everything from vintage cars to old Hollywood celebrities.

As soon as we stepped inside, a middle-aged man with silver hair and a bushy mustache greeted us. “Ah, the prodigal son returns,” he cheered in a thick Bronx accent, a wide grin on his face. He rushed over, enveloping me in a warm hug.

“You remember me then, Joe?” I chuckled, patting his back softly.

“With that face? How could I forget?” he quipped. Noticing her for the first time, he turned to Waverly and extended his hand. “And who might this lovely lady be?”

“This is Waverly,” I introduced her.

“I’ll get you the best table in the house.” He chuckled and led us to a table.

As we sipped wine and relaxed after a busy day, I felt a strange melancholy. The places that once held significance now felt different. I thought being back in New York would feel like coming home, but with Waverly by my side, I felt strangely out of place.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted. I wondered if maybe this wasn’t my home after all.

We spent the rest of the night in Joe’s, devouring the best seafood linguini I’ve ever tasted. For some reason, I felt like this was probably the last time I was going to be eating at Joe’s. Maybe it was time to put my apartment on the market.
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WAVERLY


It was my first time exploring the city, and I couldn’t contain my excitement. Knox had agreed to take the day off to show me around, and the prospect of seeing the city through his eyes filled me with anticipation. I dressed in jeans and tennis shoes, expecting to be spending a lot of time on my feet.

As we ventured into a quiet café, away from the touristy chaos, I could see a different side of Knox emerging. He ordered our coffees and we sat down at a table next to a window. I liked being able to people-watch. That was half the excitement of being in the city. He looked a little sad. I wondered if it was the lingering grumpiness from last night.

“This used to be my escape,” he said, his gaze drifting across the serene surroundings. “A refuge from the demands of the city.”

I sipped my coffee and listened to him talk. Knox didn’t really talk much about himself. He talked about New York and his job, but never really about himself. It was a Knox I hadn’t seen before. This version of Knox was vulnerable and open.

Central Park was a stark contrast from the urban jungle. At one point, I thought he was going to hold my hand as we strolled along one of the paths.

But he simply reached out to gently brush a stray leaf off my sweater. There was a certain tenderness about the gesture that made my heart flutter.

“We should head to the next spot,” he said after a while, his voice barely above a whisper. “You might like it.”

At first, I thought maybe he was taking me to a pawn shop or a secondhand store, but when we walked in, I realized it was an art gallery. Discovering his love of art was not something I expected from him. It seemed so cultured for a man that seemed to be all about himself.

As he guided me around, Knox’s eyes lit up as he pointed out different pieces, talking about styles and famous artists. The passion in his voice was impressive.

As we revisited his favorite spots, I couldn’t help but smile at the way he lit up as he shared stories about his time in the city. He was different here, more alive and a lot less grumpy and jaded. It made me wonder about the life he led back home, the one I hadn’t witnessed. He didn’t seem to have that giant chip on his shoulder he had back in Utah. That made me realize just how much he hated Utah. He was never going to be happy there.

The walk around Times Square wasn’t a first for me, but getting to see it with him was exciting. I had to tell him the truth about seeing him back when I was a teenager. He nudged me lightly, his elbow brushing against mine. My cheeks warmed as I tried to deny the fact I was like every other young female back then. “No! Well, not me, but my friend did.”

His laughter was infectious, and I found myself chuckling along. As he talked about the embarrassment of posing nearly naked for years, I couldn’t help but admire him. He had lived a life most only dreamed of.

“It’s admirable,” I told him. “I think it’s impressive that you came out to New York by yourself and made a life for yourself. I don’t think I could have done anything like that.”

“But you did it,” he said.

“With your help,” I said, laughing. “No way would I have been able to get up there and do that without your support.”

His smile sent chills down my spine. It was genuine. And natural. I never considered myself a romantic, but it was the Empire State Building. It was the place where some of the greatest couples got together.

When we made it to the top, I thought I might scream with excitement. I couldn’t believe I was actually standing there. It was a magical moment and I was glad to be sharing it with Knox. He placed an arm around my shoulder, pulling me close as we overlooked the cityscape. The lights flickered below us, creating a beautiful kaleidoscope of colors that stretched as far as the eye could see.

“I used to dream about this place when I was a kid,” he shared, his voice barely audible above the bustling city sounds. “I’d imagine myself standing here, looking at all the possibilities.”

I leaned into him, comforted by his warmth. “And now you’re here,” I said softly. “You made it all on your own.”

He chuckled and shook his head, gazing at me with a softness that wasn’t there before. “And I walked away from it.”

We stood in silence for a while, just taking in the view and the feel of each other’s company. It was a moment I wished could be frozen in time, with Knox by my side. His longing to be back here was obvious. This was where he belonged.

After the quiet moment, we found ourselves in an old, tucked away nook that seemed out of place amidst the modern city. When we walked in, I was hit with a wave of nostalgia for a time I had never lived in. The rustic interior was cozy and inviting, and I could see Knox visibly relaxing.

“You used to come here a lot, didn’t you?” I asked, my eyes scanning the faces around us.

He nodded. “It was my go-to place. But being here now, it feels like a chapter of my life that’s closed.”

I could sense the conflict within him. I felt bad for him. He was truly miserable in Utah. It wasn’t fair to him to make him live somewhere he didn’t want to be.

This was the real Knox. The person he was when he wasn’t confined by the expectations and pressures back home. The realization that Knox might be unhappy in his regular life back home tugged at my heart.

I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness. The connection that had blossomed between us was never going to develop into anything. The first chance he got to move back to New York, he was going to take it. Even if we did end up in a relationship, this was where his heart was. If I wanted to be with him, I would have to come here. The fast-paced energy of New York was intoxicating, but the idea of being here full time felt overwhelming. It wasn’t a place I could envision myself calling home. I liked the quiet of my hometown.

Joe delivered our meals. The shrimp linguini was incredible. “Wow,” I said.

“Seriously,” he echoed, twirling the pasta around his fork with an expression of absolute bliss. “This is some last-meal-worthy stuff.”

We both laughed. It was as if the place sucked you in and refused to let go. I could see why Knox loved it here.

“I’ll give you that one,” I said. The confused look on his face made me laugh. “Sorry. I was thinking and spoke mid-thought. I meant I will agree New York has some amazing restaurants. The food is really good.”

He chuckled, his eyes lighting up with amusement. “Only some amazing restaurants?”

I playfully rolled my eyes as I sipped the rich, aromatic wine. “Okay, okay, a lot of amazing restaurants.”

He leaned back in his chair, a look of satisfaction on his face. “That’s better.”

As we dined, I found myself picturing the day I would have to say goodbye to Knox. It was only a matter of time before he convinced Richard to let him move back to New York. I knew Richard well enough to know he loved his grandson and wanted him to be happy. If that meant Knox moved to New York, Richard would agree to it.

“Do you not like it?” Knox asked.

“What?”

“You look lost in thought and you’re pushing it around your plate,” he said.

I smiled. “I guess I’m just tired.”

“It’s been a long day.” He nodded. “Are you ready to head back?”

“I think so,” I said, smiling. “Tomorrow is going to be a wild day.”

As we hailed a cab back to the hotel, I stole glances at Knox, wondering if he was grappling with the inevitable return to reality.

“Thanks for showing me around,” I said. “It was a lot of fun.”

“I hope you’re not too disappointed we didn’t hit all the touristy spots.”

“Your personal tour has been much more enlightening,” I told him.

His lips curled into a half-smile. “Maybe next time I’ll take you to see the Statue of Liberty.”

“Next time?”

“There’s a lot to see here,” he said.

“Then I would like to see it with you.”

Riding back to the hotel, we sat side by side in comfortable silence. When we walked into the lobby, I started for the elevators, but he stopped me.

“Would you like to get a nightcap in the lounge?”

I hesitated, glancing toward the elevators. It had been a long day, and I would love to crash into bed, but spending a little more time with Knox was more appealing.

I nodded. “Sure, a nightcap sounds great.”

The lounge was dim and cozy, bathed in a mellow light that reflected off gleaming surfaces. Soft jazz floated through the air. I followed Knox to the bar and took a seat next to him.

He ordered for us, two glasses of Macallan. His hand brushed against mine as he passed me my drink. That familiar jolt of electricity shot up my arm, causing me to shudder slightly. He noticed and sent me a questioning glance.

“Just a bit cold,” I lied, taking a sip from the rich amber liquid. My eyes squeezed closed as the smooth scotch slid down my throat.

He nodded, apparently accepting my explanation. We both leaned back on the barstools. Once again, I felt like I was living someone else’s life. I was drinking expensive scotch in an upscale lounge in the city that never sleeps with a handsome man who used to model underwear. It was surreal.

Knox raised his glass toward me in a silent toast and I clinked my glass against his. We savored our drinks, the silence between us comfortable yet charged.

“This is one of those moments I’m going to remember for a long time,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“This isn’t exactly the kind of thing you’ll find in Utah,” I said.

“Definitely not,” he muttered.

It was another reminder of what he was giving up to live in Utah. There was no way he was going to want to stay in our small town.

“Have you been looking for a house?” I asked casually. That would give me an indicator about how serious he was about sticking around in Utah.

“I’ve looked but there isn’t anything I’ve seen that I like.”

“Have you checked outside of town? There are some beautiful new builds. We did a Christmas party for a builder that specializes in high-end custom homes.” I realized I was trying to convince him.

“That sounds interesting. Maybe I should take a look.” He swirled the amber liquid in his glass as he pondered my suggestion. It wasn’t exactly a convincing comment.

“If you need help setting up appointments, just let me know.”

He nodded, a faraway look in his eyes. The jazz slowly danced around us.

“Utah isn’t so bad, you know,” I found myself saying, breaking the silence between us.

“I’m starting to find some qualities I like about it,” he said, smiling.


36


KNOX


The flagship store buzzed with excitement as Waverly and I worked tirelessly to set up the product launch. The anticipation in the air was palpable. Extra staff had been called in to set up tables and assist with the onslaught of customers we were expecting.

My team had done an advertising blitz to get the word out. Today was the official opening with the new spring line, and in a couple of days, there would be a party with some paid celebrities and those that wanted to come just to be a part of the party.

The sleek, modern space was draped in spring colors to promote the line. Waverly moved with a grace and confidence I hadn’t seen before. She was in her element. She was attending to every detail. The best part, she wasn’t even a little stressed. I noticed the more experienced planners we brought in from the New York office were deferring to her.

I couldn’t help but marvel at the transformation we had brought to the store. It was Waverly’s vision. She had worked with the design team at the lingerie company to make their plain plans into something spectacular.

She was making me look good.

“This looks incredible, Waverly,” I remarked as I looked around the area. “I am truly impressed.”

“You didn’t think I could do it?”

“No, that’s not true. I just didn’t realize it would be this good.”

She flashed a radiant smile, her eyes sparkling with satisfaction.

As the day unfolded, the store came alive with eager customers. The registers chimed with a frequency that signaled success. Waverly and I stayed out of the way but were on standby in case the staff needed us. When I noticed an empty display, I quietly informed one of the staff. Yes, the store was being ravaged, but we wanted it to look like it was just another day.

A mix of pride and nostalgia washed over me as I watched customers gleefully picking through panties and sexy bras.

Waverly approached and handed me a coffee, reminding me that, although I relied on her to plan this thing, she was still working as my assistant. “Can you believe this, Knox? It’s beyond anything we imagined. I was just talking to the sales director. She said they are on track to blow out their sales record.”

I nodded, a genuine sense of accomplishment settling within me. “It’s incredible, Waverly. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner in all of this.”

Her expression softened, a warmth in her gaze. “Likewise, Knox. We make a great team, don’t we?”

“We do.”

As the day drew to a close and the last customer exited the store, a bittersweet realization settled over me. We had one more event before we had to return home. The success had cast a positive light over our time in New York, but I couldn’t shake the nagging question about what awaited us when we returned.

The dynamics between Waverly and me had shifted. The connection we developed in New York had evolved beyond the confines of a professional partnership. I didn’t know what I was feeling, but it was a warm and fuzzy feeling.

We stood off to the side, surveying the aftermath of the launch. It looked like a tornado swept through.

“One more event, Knox. Can you believe it?”

I sighed, and the weight of the return home settled on my shoulders. “Time flies, Waverly. It feels like we just got here, and now we’re counting down to the end.”

We locked eyes, and for a moment, I thought she was going to say something. Instead, she quickly looked away.

The successful product launch had left a lingering buzz in the air. We were both riding an adrenaline high.

“Let’s get dinner,” I suggested. “And celebratory drinks.”

“Dinner sounds perfect. Anything you’re craving?”

She shrugged playfully. “Let’s wing it. Something spontaneous. I trust you. You haven’t failed me yet.”

I chose a Mexican restaurant nearby. It was another one of those hidden gems. It was a family-owned establishment with authentic Mexican food.

We ordered two Coronas and perused the menu.

“Goodness, it smells so good!” she whispered over the top of her menu.

“I’m starving,” I said. “Forgive me now because I’m about to pig out.”

“I don’t know how you manage to stay in such good shape with this temptation all around you.”

“It’s a lot of working out,” I said with a laugh. “And fortunately, good genes.”

We settled for guacamole starters, chicken enchiladas for Waverly, and a hearty carne asada for me.

“This is what St. George needs,” Waverly said, snatching a homemade chip and dragging it through the guacamole. “We have Mexican restaurants, but this is so much better.”

“I completely agree,” I answered, my voice muffled behind a mouthful of guac. “Authentic is always better. You know what would make this better?”

“Is that even possible?”

I loved that she wasn’t holding back. I remembered my mom told me a woman that was comfortable around a man would eat. A woman that was trying to impress someone would pick at her food and pig out when she got home.

I waved the waiter over. “Can we get two strawberry margaritas?” I asked.

There was an ease to Waverly I hadn’t seen before. Her laughter was contagious and had a way of lighting up her eyes that I found captivating. I felt my gaze linger longer than necessary on her face, drawn to her radiant joy. It was then I realized I was falling in love with the woman.

I didn’t know what love was, but it had to be this.

Our margaritas were delivered. “Holy shit.” Waverly giggled. “I could take a bath in this glass.”

“This is how a margarita should be served.”

When our food was delivered in record time, we quickly dug in as the sight of it made our mouths water. The combination of succulent chicken with a rich, complex mole sauce was a delight for Waverly, while my thinly sliced marinated beef was grilled to perfection. I happened to notice something red and looked to find a poster advertising a Valentine’s Day special.

I always hated Valentine’s Day. I thought it was a holiday for idiots, to be honest. The pressure to express love on a specific day felt forced and insincere. I never bought into the hype. I was an event planner with a disdain for Valentine’s Day.

Waverly followed my gaze. Her face lit up when she saw the poster.

“Valentine’s Day,” she said, smiling. “I love Valentine’s Day. It’s silly, I know. I’ve never actually had a Valentine, but I love the idea of love. I love seeing the ladies get roses delivered at work.”

She didn’t sound silly. At least not to me. She sounded genuine and excited, and for the first time in my life, I thought that maybe this holiday wasn’t so idiotic after all. If it made Waverly this happy, then perhaps there was something to it.

“You know, it’s not a real holiday,” I said.

She looked at me, her lips curled in a playful smile. “Bite your tongue, Knox. Just you wait and see.”

As we enjoyed our dinner and drinks, I couldn’t help but contemplate the idea of making her Valentine’s special. Was that too forward? Perhaps. But I found myself not caring about that.

Once we were done with dinner, we decided to take a walk. The night air was crisp but not too cold.

“Have you ever been in love, Knox?” she asked out of the blue. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper.

I looked at her, caught off guard by her question. “I’m not sure,” I confessed. “I’ve had relationships, but have I been in love? Not like they describe it in books or movies, no. But I think love is subjective, don’t you?”

She looked thoughtful. “I guess it could be. I mean, love can’t be the same for everybody. That would be too easy.”

Then, she grew quiet for a few moments. It was wistful and longing. There was something so tender about it, something that made my chest ache. I wanted to fill that void for her.

“I want to know what love feels like,” she finally said. “Not just hearing about it or reading about it but actually experiencing it. You know that kind of love where you can’t imagine life without the person.”

It was clear enough to me then that I wanted to be that person for Waverly. I wanted to show her what love could feel like.

We wound our way back to the hotel. I was tempted to ask her to come to my room, but I didn’t want her to think that was all I was after.

“Would you like to go for a coffee?” I asked, hoping it didn’t sound too desperate. I just wanted more time with her.

Her eyes sparked with amusement. “At this hour? You’re going to have us up all night.”

“That doesn’t sound like such a bad idea,” I confessed, grinning at her.

Waverly chuckled, a rich, satisfying sound that warmed me from the inside out. “Alright,” she agreed. “Coffee, it is.”

We found a twenty-four-hour diner near our hotel. We sat in a corner, sipping our hot beverages, her with a cinnamon latte and me with black coffee.

“Is your family in St. George?” I asked her.

“My mother, yes.” She nodded. “Not in St. George but outside Enterprise.”

The question sounded casual, but I wanted to know how set on Utah she was. Would she ever move?

“Are you close?” I asked.

She snorted. “That’s a tough question. I think she’s close to me—more like close to my wallet. She’s had a hard life and doesn’t seem interested in changing that.”

I nodded, understanding the complexity of relationships between parents and children. It added a depth to Waverly I hadn’t seen before.

“I know what that’s like,” I said.

She looked surprised. “You do?”

“Yeah,” I admitted with a rueful smile.

“But you and your grandfather seem to have a pretty good relationship.”

“We do,” I agreed. “Although he’s an old-fashioned man. He has ideas about life that are just a little antiquated.”

She laughed, a twinkling sound that echoed the chime of late-night-diner utensils. “Don’t we all have an old soul in our life like that?”

I grinned back at her, surprised by how easy it was to open up. There was something about Waverly that made me want to share more, to unravel the parts of myself I usually kept hidden.

“We do,” I agreed.

“Your grandfather is my old soul. He’s been very good to me. I think of him as my own grandfather.”

“He has that effect on people,” I said, laughing. “He’s very generous.”

“I’m very grateful to him for giving me a chance.”

“He saw something in you, Waverly,” I said, my tone serious. “He’s not a man to take chances unless he’s certain.”

Her eyebrows rose, a soft blush coloring her cheeks. “You think?”

“I know,” I reassured her, placing my hand gently over hers on the table. The contact was electric, sending shivers down my spine. She didn’t withdraw her hand. Instead, she turned it so our palms were touching, fingers interlacing.

“It’s late,” she murmured but made no move to withdraw her hand or stand up from the diner booth.

I sighed, knowing she was right. “It’ll be another early morning.”

“I’ll set my alarm and make sure I’m up and ready to go.”
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WAVERLY


The next two days were a whirlwind of activity, entirely dedicated to prepping for the much-anticipated launch party. The air was thick with tension and stress, given the impending presence of celebrities and important people. The entire board of the lingerie company would be attending the party. Every detail had to be meticulously arranged to ensure the success of the event, leaving me with little time to focus on anything else, including the burgeoning feelings I had for Knox.

I could sense Knox’s nervousness. This was important to him. It was a double-edged sword. If it was the huge success it was shaping up to be, Knox would cement his place in the event-planning world. Other New York businesses were going to want him on their event team. Richard would have no choice but to send him back. The Utah office would be handed over to someone else or Richard would call off his retirement.

Every scenario ended with Knox in New York. This thing that we may or may not have was going to end before it ever got started. The shitty thing was, I felt like he was a different man when we were together.

I couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was a side of Knox that he revealed only to me. His laughs were more genuine, his smiles warmer, his eyes more expressive. He let his guard down around me, which was a rare sight considering the poised demeanor he usually held. Why did it have to be so complicated?

I found myself watching him from across the room while he coordinated with the caterers and decorators, his brows furrowed in concentration. There was something about his authority and confidence that was inexplicably attractive. He was in his element here. This morning he had hit the ground running. It helped that we were staying in the hotel that was hosting the party. I could feel his excitement for the big night. I didn’t know if it was because he was looking forward to rubbing elbows with beautiful, powerful people or if it was because he wanted to prove he could pull off something of this caliber.

He caught me watching him and offered a smile. That was something else I noticed. He smiled more. Correction, he smiled at me. There was a genuine happiness about him. He seemed to be enjoying himself. Yes, the work was stressful and there were about a hundred balls in the air, but he was handling it like a pro. I had to admit, the man born with a silver spoon and a golden ticket to the CEO’s chair was actually talented. He wasn’t just a pretty face. He could do the job, and from what I had seen, he could do it well.

“This is incredible.” The director smiled as she approached me. “When I made that emergency call to your company, I never expected things to actually be better than we planned for. I was just hoping to have something pulled together to pass for a launch party. But this?” She gestured expansively, taking in the room which had been magically transformed from a drab hotel conference room into an elegant, glittering wonderland of twinkling lights, billowing white silk, and crystal accents that glowed with a soft, inviting light. “This is simply extraordinary.”

“It is beautiful,” I agreed.

“Your man Knox is a miracle worker,” she continued, her voice filled with genuine awe and appreciation. She cast me an impressed glance before her gaze was drawn back to Knox, who was at that moment instructing a group of waitstaff with a firm yet patient hand. “He’s transformed a disaster into something phenomenal. I’ll be forever grateful for him stepping in at the ninth hour and saving my bacon. I should have been paying more attention to what the other planning team was doing. I truly thought this was a lost cause. I was ready to pack my bags and kiss my job goodbye. I know you have been a huge part of the planning, so I want to thank you as well. And of course, your runway appearance upped our visibility as well.”

I nodded, accepting her gratitude gracefully, though all I could focus on were her words about Knox. My chest tightened with a mixture of pride and longing. Pride for his success, longing for the man himself.

“Thank you,” I managed to reply, my gaze wandering back to Knox. He was now deep in conversation with the DJ, a playful smile dancing on his lips as he nodded enthusiastically to whatever the man was saying. As if sensing my gaze on him, he turned to glance at me, his eyes glinting with an inexplicable emotion that made my heart skip a beat.

“I should check on him,” I said. “He’s going to wear himself out with the pace he’s setting today.”

“I will see you tonight,” she said, smiling.

I joined Knox. “Do you need anything?” I asked.

“I’m okay.”

“Coffee,” I said, nodding as I studied his face. “It’s been a few hours. You run on caffeine.”

He looked at me with a warm smile. “You’re worried about me?” he asked, the corners of his lips tugging upward in amusement.

“No,” I replied quickly, too quickly maybe. I was denying it more to myself than to him. I knew he could see through my lies but maintained my facade. “I just think you haven’t had a break since morning. You’re always making sure I eat, and I like to make sure you have your coffee mainline.”

He laughed. “I’ll be fine,” he said quietly.

“I’ll get you some coffee,” I said, nodding firmly.

“Have it your way,” Knox conceded with an amused shake of his head. I caught the affectionate glint in his eyes before he returned his attention to the DJ.

As I maneuvered my way through the bustling crowd to fetch him a coffee, I overheard conversations talking about how awesome things looked and what a great job had been done. I had to take some pride in the compliments. I was part of the planning as well. But I was glad Knox was getting his well-deserved praise.

I made my way back to Knox with his coffee in hand. “Thank you,” he said. “I guess maybe I was running a little low.”

“I know you were.”

“I appreciate you looking out for me.”

“We’re a team,” I reminded him.

“Waverly, take the rest of the day off,” he said.

“What?” I gasped in surprise. Was I being fired?

“Everything is handled here,” he said, shrugging. “There’s nothing more to do. Get ready for the event. You deserve it.”

I blinked, momentarily surprised. I had expected to be involved in the behind-the-scenes support, not attending as a guest. Panic fluttered in my chest as I realized I had nothing to wear for such a high-profile occasion.

“I can’t just attend as a guest,” I protested, my mind racing.

Knox grinned, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “You’re not just attending as a guest. You’re a key part of this whole thing. Go, enjoy, and let yourself be celebrated. You were a hit on the runway, and everyone wants to meet you.”

I groaned. “No pressure.”

“It’s fine,” he said.

Of course, he would say it was fine. He just had to put on a tux and show up. I didn’t have a dress. I didn’t know how I was going to find a dress that fit in a matter of hours. Panic was making me feel twitchy.

“I don’t know,” I said. “If I can’t find a dress, I’m going to have to bow out. I do not want to be humiliated by showing up in the same gown I wore at the other party.”

“Just go up to your room,” he said with a smile. “Take a minute.”

“Fine,” I said, sighing. “Thanks.”

I left the bustling ballroom and headed up to my room with the weight of the world on my shoulders. I didn’t want to disappoint the man. Or anyone. I had to find a dress. I prayed that the size of the city guaranteed I could find a dress on such short notice.

When I walked into my hotel room, I found a stunning red dress carefully laid out, the fabric flowing like liquid fire. It was a breathtaking work of beauty that spoke of elegance and sophistication. A card sat on top of the dress. I reached for it, already knowing where the dress came from but wanting to confirm it.

The card simply read, Be My Valentine. There was a card with an appointment for hair and makeup in the hotel spa. The card was signed with Knox’s name and nothing more. Warmth spread through me. Tears welled up in my eyes as I touched the fine fabric, my heart pounding. It was a stunning gesture from Knox, one that had managed to take care of my worries and also leave me breathless. I wasn’t sure what kind of game he was playing at. His motives remained as obscure as his emotions, but at that moment, I felt cherished.

There was a gentle knock on the door, pulling me out of my reverie. My heart skipped a beat as I walked across the room and opened the door. It was Lia, the hotel’s concierge.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, smiling. “Mr. Williams has taken the liberty of organizing everything for you. Here are your accessories.” She held out a box.

“Thank you, Lia,” I said, taking the box from her.

“I’ve also been instructed to tell you your spa day starts now.”

“I’ll be right down,” I said, smiling.

I closed the door and opened the box. Inside lay a set of ruby earrings and a matching necklace, their vibrant color complementing the dress perfectly. I sat on my bed, staring at everything that had been so thoughtfully prepared for me. It was easily one of the best gifts anyone had ever given me. It was thoughtful and made me feel treasured.

I grabbed the appointment card and headed down to the salon, still in a daze, still not comprehending the gravity of the whole situation. As I moved down the carpeted hallway, my thoughts were a whirlpool of emotions. I was nervous, excited, and confused all at once. This was not just about attending an event. It was about Knox and how he saw me.

The salon was quietly bustling with stylists and clients, and the faint scent of hair products and soothing music filled the air as I walked in. A smiling woman approached me.

“Miss Waverly?” she asked.

I nodded. “That’s me.”

“Your appointment is ready. Please, follow me.”

I was led through a comfortable and stylish lounge filled with plush sofas, aromatic candles, and soft music. It was an oasis of tranquility in what felt like a storm of emotions for me. Amelie guided me to a chair in front of a large mirror. I sat down, excited.

“We’ll start with a relaxing facial,” Amelie said as she warmly smiled at me through the mirror. “And then we’ll move on to your hair and makeup.”

I breathed out a soft, “Thank you,” to her, letting the reality of it all finally start to sink in. I was really here, about to be pampered like a star before the grand event, all because of Knox. His thoughtfulness was overwhelming.

Two hours later, I felt glamorous. I went back to my room, eager to put on the dress. As I slipped into the dress, its smooth fabric covering me in cascade of crimson, I felt a transformation. The stress of the preparations all faded into the background.

I stood in front of the mirror and had to look down to make sure it was actually me I was seeing. It was a version of me I hadn’t seen before. The events of the past few days, the professional success, and the evolving connection with Knox all came down to this moment of celebration. I put on the earrings and necklace, wondering just how much they cost. I double-checked the clasp on the necklace. I didn’t dare lose the damn thing.

I smoothed down the front of the dress. This was it. I couldn’t sit down and wrinkle the dress. I stood, waiting and hoping Knox would come to my room to escort me to the party.
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As I knocked on her door, I had butterflies in my stomach. A strange sensation for a man who had dated an actual princess. Was she ready? Would she like the dress?

I knew she was going to look beautiful. I couldn’t wait to see her curves draped in red. I adjusted my bowtie and wiggled my shoulders. I loathed tuxedos. I rarely even wore suits.

She opened the door and my breath caught in my throat. There she was, an embodiment of beauty and confidence. The dress was perfect on her, like it was designed with her in mind. The ruby earrings and necklace completed the picture in perfect harmony. She looked like she had stepped straight out of a fairy tale, but this was no fiction. It was real.

“Breathtaking,” I said.

She smiled. “Thank you, Knox. You’re not so bad yourself. You clean up well.”

I chuckled at her comment, relief washing over me. “You have no idea how uncomfortable this thing is.”

She laughed heartily, the sound resonating in the room and filling my heart with warmth. “I’ll wear your bowtie if you wear my heels.”

“Thanks, but I’d rather be choked out.”

I offered my arm with a slight bow, playing the part of a gentleman to the hilt. She laughed again, a soft and musical sound, before placing her delicate hand in the crook of my elbow. Her touch sent a jolt through me, a tingle akin to electricity.

“Shall we?”

“We shall,” she replied with a mirthful glint in her eye.

When we stepped into the elevator, I figured it was a good time to tell her one last thing. I had put it off because I didn’t think she was going to be all that thrilled. “Did I mention there was a red carpet?”

“I know,” she said, shrugging. “I helped get it straightened out.”

“You’ve been requested to walk it.”

Her eyes practically popped out of her head. “What?!”

I chuckled nervously. I had expected this reaction. “Look, it’s not that big of a⁠—”

“But, Knox,” she interrupted, her voice pitching into a higher octave, her hand tightening around my arm. “I’ve never—I mean, I’m not—Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” I replied firmly, looking straight into her wide eyes. “You are going to be amazing. Trust me. You were the star of the runway. It’s only fitting you walk the red carpet. Everyone wants to see you. This is your fifteen minutes of fame. Enjoy it.”

She bit her lower lip and looked away from me, her face uncertain but also determined. It was a look I’d seen on her before, just before her runway debut. “Will you be walking with me?”

I slowly shook my head. “That wouldn’t be appropriate.”

“Why?”

“I’m the event planner on record,” I said. “I’m supposed to be behind the scenes, not walking the red carpet.”

“But I’m the event planner’s assistant.”

“You walked the runway,” I reminded her. “The minute you chose to accept their offer, you became a part of the event and not the planner.”

She looked sad for a minute. “Was that bad? Did I screw up?”

“Not at all,” I said, smiling. “I’m just saying, this is your night to shine. There will be other events.”

“But, Knox,” she started, rubbing her thumb against my arm in a way that distracted me from the worry lines etched on her forehead.

“Hey, look at me,” I coaxed softly. She did, her lovely eyes filled with equal parts fear and excitement. A heady combination that made me admire her even more. “You’ve earned this, every step of it.”

The elevator pinged and the doors slid open to reveal the glamorous entrance to the event hall. Everything was quiet as we stepped out into the deserted lobby. The crowd was waiting outside, behind those velvet ropes and flashing bulbs, waiting for her grand entrance.

“Ready?” I asked her.

“No, but I’m going to do it anyway.”

I laughed. “Good girl.”

She was ushered to the start of the carpet. I hung back behind the press covering the event. An actress that had just made headlines for landing one of the biggest deals ever for a woman was currently posing for the cameras. She was beautiful, but I found myself staring at Waverly. When it was her turn to step onto the carpet, she hesitated for a moment. The moment felt like an eternity. Every eye turned toward her, every bulb ready to flash, every heartbeat in sync with mine.

Suddenly, she took a deep breath with a determined look on her face that I found incredibly endearing. She stepped onto the carpet. The lights started to flash in a blinding barrage, but she kept smiling. The crowd erupted into applause and shouted her name. The press was shouting questions, camera bulbs were popping like crazy, and everyone was rushing to get the best shots of her.

She looked dazzling, a surprise starlet that had come out of nowhere to command the attention of everyone present. It wasn’t her physical beauty that won everyone over. That was just a bonus. It was her genuine girl-next-door thing. She was everyone’s sister, friend, and the lady they worked with. My jealousy over the spotlight being trained on her had long faded. She deserved this. I liked what it did for her self-confidence.

She smiled and waved at the crowd. Then she laughed at something one reporter said and eventually made her way to the end of the carpet. Just like that, she was forgotten, and the next star was being photographed.

“You did great,” I said. “You’re a natural.”

“That was terrifying,” she breathed.

“But you handled it well.”

“Thank you. I need a drink.”

I laughed, and together, we walked to the ballroom. The launch party was in full swing. The room radiated an air of opulence, with celebrities, models, and important businessmen and women mingling. They were all drinking expensive champagne and admiring the decorations. It looked good. The place had been transformed. Yes, we were in a hotel ballroom, but it looked better than that.

Waverly was pulled away to take some pictures with the other models. I made my rounds checking on things.

The whole event was proceeding rather smoothly. The guests were savoring the appetizers and the endless flow of high-quality drinks. The music played softly in the background. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. From where I stood, I had to call it a success.

Waverly was now mingling with celebrities from tinsel town, her innocent charm and grace making her stand out even in this crowd of people whose stars burned bright. I couldn’t help but smile at this sight. She had come a long way from the shy woman from Utah.

I observed as she effortlessly charmed the other models. She worked the room with confidence, smiling and shaking hands. A surge of pride welled within me, knowing that she was making a name for herself. Yet, a lingering question loomed in the recesses of my mind. What future awaited her after all this? Waverly had a real chance to build a successful career in New York, and part of me wondered if she would want to stay. The city held opportunities and possibilities, a stark contrast to the monotony of our lives back home.

I was miserable back home, yearning for a change, while Waverly was here, blossoming in a world that embraced her talents. She was being welcomed and I was going to be stuck in Utah. I wondered if she would take the many offers I knew were being presented to her. She was rising to the top and I was fading away to live a boring life sitting behind a desk. The more I watched her and noticed the business cards being slipped to her, the more the idea of Waverly staying in New York began to feel like an impending reality. The prospect of her absence back home left me with a sense of emptiness. Being back home was bad enough. Being there without her was not something I wanted to think about.

I approached Waverly, interrupting a conversation with a fellow model. “Waverly, care to dance?”

A smile played on her lips as she accepted the invitation. “Absolutely. I thought you would never ask.”

As I led her to the dance floor, I felt a momentary relief. We stood together in the center, and the tempo of the music changed to a slow, soothing rhythm. The lights dimmed slightly, and we started to move to the beat. She moved gracefully in my arms. The feel of her body against mine was stirring something inside me that went beyond desire. It was beyond mere physical attraction. It was a deep-seated affection and admiration. I could feel my heart beating in time with hers.

“Everything okay?” she asked quietly.

“Great,” I replied. “It’s really going well, don’t you think?”

“Everyone is having a great time,” she replied. “I feel like I’m Cinderella at the ball. Tomorrow, it all ends, and I go back to my life in Utah.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“No, it’s just so crazy that little old me is here with you and all these people I would have never dreamed of meeting, let alone them knowing my name.”

“I understand,” I said, my gaze fixated on her.

As the music faded and the dance concluded, I led her off the dance floor. I had to get back to my job of managing things. “I’m going to be busy making sure everything runs smoothly from here on out, but I want to talk to you.”

“I can help,” she offered.

“No,” I said, smiling. “I’ve got it handled. Enjoy the party. But if I don’t get a chance to talk to you again before the party is over, can you find me before you go to bed?”

She nodded. “Of course, but I can help. I’m here as your assistant first. What do you need?”

“Nothing,” I assured her. “Just come find me.”

“I will.”

I kissed her cheek and walked away. As I moved across the room, I couldn’t help but glance back toward Waverly. She was already inundated with attention, surrounded by a group of fashion insiders, eagerly chatting away. The glow from her face was infectious. She looked like she belonged here. I watched as she leaned in to take a selfie with someone. I loved that she was having such a good time.

My mind raced with thoughts as I headed toward the catering staff. Champagne glasses needed refilling, hors d’oeuvre trays were empty too soon, and one of the Hollywood starlets was having a meltdown in the bathroom for an unknown reason. These seemingly trivial problems could quickly escalate into full-blown disasters if left unchecked during an event of this magnitude.

The next couple of hours were a blur of problem-solving, subtle networking, and a lot of damage control. As the evening wore on, I noticed Waverly seemed to be getting tired. She still smiled and chatted with her admirers, but her eyes met mine across the room more frequently. It was exhausting. I had spent my fair share of time schmoozing and knew how taxing it could be. The constant smiling and shaking hands and making small talk took its toll.

But she was handling it well.

I watched as she politely excused herself from another group of fans and admirers and started gliding toward me. Her eyes met mine. The joy had faded, replaced by exhaustion, but there was still that twinkle, that spark that made Waverly Waverly.

“I’m beat,” she said as she approached me. Her words were a mere whisper, meant only for my ears.

“Are you ready to call it a night?”

“No, not yet,” she said, her voice trailing off. She wore a tired smile on her face. “I can hang in a little bit longer. What about you?”

“I need to take care of a few more things and then I’ll be heading up.”

She nodded.

“You’ll come by, or if I leave after you, I’ll stop by your room?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling before drifting away once again.
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WAVERLY


The party still buzzed with energy despite the late hour. The official party was over. Now, it was just the stragglers taking advantage of the free alcohol. Laura and I found ourselves in a quiet corner, talking about her modeling journey. Yet, despite the engaging conversation, my thoughts were inevitably drawn to Knox.

I watched him move seamlessly through the crowd, effortlessly navigating the world that was very much his. His confidence was evident with every smile and handshake. He didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the fact he was surrounded by millionaires. I supposed he wouldn’t because he was one of them.

As our eyes briefly met, he gave me a casual look, subtly letting me know he was heading upstairs. The unspoken understanding hung between us. I gave him a slight nod, letting him know I would be up soon. I didn’t want to be rude to Laura.

As Knox disappeared upstairs, I felt a magnetic pull to follow him. I knew this might very well be the last night we had together. What if everything changed once we returned home? Tomorrow, reality would sink in. Would he still feel the same way about me when we were no longer in this fantasy world? I couldn’t shake off the sadness that the connection we made would likely be over.

“You’re doing great, you know?” Laura said, her voice warm. “It’s your first time here and you’re handling it so well.”

I smiled. “Thank you. It has been an exhausting week. I think I’m going to turn in. It was so nice to get to know you.”

“I hope we’ll see each other again,” she said. “You’ve been a lot of fun this week.”

“Thank you.”

I left the ballroom. My Cinderella moment was over. Tomorrow, it was back to the real world. I leaned against the wall of the elevator as it slowly moved upward. I wondered if Knox was asleep. Maybe I should wait and talk to him in the morning. I knew he’d been working hard the last few days.

But he had asked me to stop by. With a deep breath, I knocked, the sound echoing through the quiet hallway. The door opened and Knox stood there barefoot with his shirt unbuttoned and hanging open. He had a drink in his hand.

“Waverly,” he greeted. “Come in.”

“I could come back tomorrow.”

“No, come in. Do you want a drink?”

“Just water for me,” I said, smiling. “I’m going to have a champagne headache in the morning. Do you mind if I take off my shoes?”

He chuckled and gestured at his state of undress. “I’m not going to mind.”

I sighed with relief as I kicked off my heels. He handed me a bottled water. “You did great tonight,” he said. “Were you able to enjoy yourself?”

“I had a great time,” I told him. “It was a dream night.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

There was a moment of awkwardness. “What’s going on?” I asked him.

“Nothing, I just wanted to see you. Check in, you know. We’ve been running at high speed for days.”

He stepped closer. I was struggling to keep my eyes on his and not on his chest. This was our last night together. It might very well be the last time I got to see him looking so casually sexy.

“I suppose we have,” I said, my voice just a whisper. “It’s been… illuminating.”

“Has it?” He searched my face for answers.

“Yes,” I admitted. “Seeing you in your element, watching you handle situations with confidence. It’s definitely been something.”

His laugh was low and unexpectedly intimate. “You thought I was going to fall on my face?”

“No,” I said, laughing.

“And what about you?” he asked, his voice taking on a serious tone. “You’ve been thrown into the deep end of the pool and yet you’ve managed to keep your head above water. You’ve impressed everyone tonight, Waverly.”

“I did my best,” I said, shrugging slightly. He moved closer with an intense look in his eyes, one that made my pulse quicken. He reached out and gently brushed a strand of hair away from my face, the casual intimacy of the gesture sending a wave of warmth through me.

“Your best is amazing,” he said softly, his gaze holding mine captive. There was something in his eyes, a flicker of emotion that I hadn’t seen before. It was something raw and vulnerable.

My heart pounded in my chest as his fingers lightly ran down my arm, causing goosebumps to form on my skin.

“You’re captivating,” he whispered, his voice a mere breath in the quiet room. Every word he uttered touched me deeper than I’d like to admit, making my heart throb.

“Knox, I—” I began, but was stopped by his finger gently placed on my lips. A silent plea to not spoil the moment.

“No need for words, Waverly,” he murmured. His hand moved from my arm to gently encircle my waist, effectively pulling me closer to him. I could feel the heat radiating from him and it made my knees weak. I got it. Talking wasn’t necessary. It would just ruin the moment.

I surrendered to the moment, allowing my heart to guide me. Knox’s arms wrapped around me tighter, as if afraid I’d slip away if he loosened his grip. His eyes were locked onto mine with such intensity that it took my breath away. There was a mixture of uncertainty, desire, and something more profound.

His hand cradled the back of my head and slowly he tilted his face toward mine. Time seemed to stop as our lips touched for the first time. It was a soft, slow kiss, one that held the promise of more to come. Every nerve ending in my body came alive as he kissed me with a tender reverence that left no doubt of the depth of his feelings. It was a kiss that spoke volumes, marking a point of no return.

We put our drinks down and gave each other our full attention. He gently turned me around and unzipped my dress.

The fabric slowly slid down my body, pooling at my feet, leaving me bared to him. His eyes roamed over me. A shiver coursed through me from the intensity of his gaze, yet I was fearless. When he looked at me, I felt invincible. He gave me so much strength and confidence.

He reached out and traced a line down my shoulder with his finger, causing my body to react to the soft touch. His hand continued its exploration, skimming down my arm and intertwining our fingers together. He pulled me closer until there was barely any distance between us.

His breath brushed over my cheek, his eyes never leaving mine. “You’re beautiful, Waverly. More than you’ll ever know,” he murmured huskily. His voice was heavy with adoration and desire, a combination that left me weak.

I pushed his shirt down his arms and quickly undid his pants. A moment later, we were both standing naked in the room, our bodies a hair’s breadth away from one another. The moonlight filtering through the window highlighted every muscle and curve of his body. His chest was hard under my touch as I let my fingers trace over the contours. He sucked in a sharp breath and tightened his grip on my hand.

I wanted to know his body, every inch, every taste. I dropped to my knees in front of him, my eyes never leaving his. Tentatively, I traced the lines of his abdomen with my fingers, marking the path of my exploration.

His pulse quickened under my touch. He closed his eyes, surrendering to the moment just as I had when he went down on me in the dressing room. I grabbed his erection, relishing the power I felt humming through him. He let out a deep groan, his head tilting back in surrender. There was an intoxicating power in the moment that was entirely new to me. I could feel his body responding to my touch, the tension coiling in his muscles, and his shallow breathing. The vulnerable trust he displayed in his submission fueled my desire to give him pleasure, equal to or even greater than what he had given me before.

His hands found their way to my hair, his fingers curling into the strands as he murmured my name. The sound sent a thrill of excitement through me. Teasingly, I traced his length with my tongue, taking slow and deliberate strokes. His gasps echoed in the quiet room, each one making my heart pound with a heady mixture of desire and triumph.

“Waverly.” My name tumbled out of his mouth as a low groan, his fingers tightening in my hair. I could feel his need spiraling, matching my own.

Suddenly, he was pulling me up to him, his hands cupping my face as he brought our lips together for a passionate kiss. The taste of him was intoxicating, sending sparks through my veins.

“You’re incredible,” he whispered, his breathing ragged. “I want to feel you.”

His hands roamed down my back, sending sparks of electricity through my body. Gently he moved me toward the bed, his gaze never straying from mine. There was a tenderness in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. I was certain he was feeling the same thing as I was. This was our last night and then everything would change.

I stretched out on the bed, staring up at his beautiful body. He smiled down at me. “I’ll get a condom.”

“No.”

He arched an eyebrow. “What?”

“I’m on the pill and I’m not worried about anything,” I said.

I saw his chest puff up. A grin stretched across his face as he leaned down, pressing his lips into a lingering kiss on my forehead. “Are you sure?” he asked, his breath warm against my skin.

“Completely,” I replied without hesitation. That moment felt so right, as if all the stars had aligned to bring us together. He didn’t need an answer. He could see it in my eyes, feel it in the touch of my hands on his skin.

Without another word, he kissed me deeply, his hands roaming over my body with tantalizing slowness. Every stroke of his fingers sent waves of pleasure coursing through me. He was gentle but insistent, his touch sending shivers down my spine. He took his time exploring me, tracing the contours of my body with his fingers and lips. He discovered places that made me gasp, spots I never knew could elicit such sensations.

His mouth moved lower, kissing along my collarbone, then trailing lower still to the valley between my breasts. His hands cupped my breasts as he lavished attention on each one in turn. The sensation was too much, yet not enough. My breath hitched in my chest as a wave of pleasure washed over me.

“Waverly,” he breathed against my skin. “You’re so beautiful.”

I could only respond with a soft whimper, my fingers curling into his hair, pulling him closer. He slid his body over mine, positioning his cock at my entrance. His hands framed my face with his weight resting on his elbows.

He looked at me, his eyes conveying a silent question. I responded by wrapping my legs around him, urging him closer. The initial sensation as he entered me was breathtaking. He stilled, allowing us both to adjust to the feeling before he started moving. His thrusts were slow and deliberate, each one sending waves of pleasure through me.

Suddenly, everything else didn’t matter except the two of us in that room. My body instinctively found the rhythm with his, matching each of his slow thrusts with a soft moan of pleasure. I dug my fingers into his back, urging him to go deeper.

“God, you feel amazing,” he whispered in my ear, his voice husky and thick with desire. I felt his heart pounding against mine, matching the frenetic rhythm of our bodies. A layer of sweat formed between us, the heat in the room rising as we lost ourselves in each other.

His hands slipped beneath me, lifting my hips to meet his thrusts. His movements quickened, his breath coming out in ragged gasps. Every brush of his lips against mine was like a spark, setting my body on fire. Each time he plunged inside of me was enough to drive me closer to the edge.

A sudden wave of pleasure seized me as he hit that perfect spot inside. I cried out, my back arching off the bed as a wave of heat swept through me. He continued his relentless rhythm, taking me higher and higher until the world was reduced to just his touch and my pleasure.

He found his release a moment later. The air whooshing from his lungs was followed by a loud groaning sound. He collapsed on top of me, his body jerking. I wrapped my arms around him and held him close. This man had gotten into my heart, and I didn’t know how I was ever going to let go of him.
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KNOX


The debrief meeting with the lingerie company director had gone better than I could have hoped for. The partnership was solidified, and the potential for future collaborations loomed on the horizon. I had accomplished what I set out to do. We were officially the agency to call for whatever party or event the company had on the books. I proved myself to my grandfather, as well as everyone else that assumed I was just a pretty face.

As Waverly and I stepped out of the sleek office building, the weight of success lingered in the air. However, the atmosphere between us was far from celebratory. We had both been quiet. I did most of the talking in the meeting, with her sitting quietly and acting the dutiful assistant. Last night had been amazing, but now that the excitement of the week in New York was over, it was time to get back home to reality.

We climbed into the town car that would take us back to the airport, the tense quiet settling in like an unwelcome guest. Neither of us knew what to say. The apprehension about returning home seeped into the silence. I knew we both felt it. Last night, we had fallen asleep without talking about what the future held. That had been my intention, but I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

Glancing at Waverly, I could sense the turmoil beneath the surface. Last night had changed me. We made love. I had never made love before in my life. It was incredible. The trip had been good for both of us. We both had successes.

I looked out the window at the familiar sights that had once been a place I loved. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this might be a farewell to New York, at least for me. I didn’t feel the same connection to the Big Apple. The city seemed to have lost its sheen. The skyscrapers no longer appealed to me. I didn’t want to live in a concrete jungle. I didn’t want to be surrounded by millions of people. It was my old life. I had only been away a few weeks, but in that time, I had changed apparently.

I glanced over at Waverly. She looked lost in thought with her brow furrowed. Was she considering the job offer the lingerie company boldly made right in front of me? That had shocked the shit out of me. I was pissed. She was my assistant, and they were attempting to poach her right out from under me—but doing it in my face.

I wanted to snap at them for their audacity, but I held my temper in check. They didn’t know about our relationship, nor did they have any inkling of what it meant to me to have her taken away.

As our car carried us away from the city, doubts started to gnaw at me. Was I being selfish? Waverly had a bright future ahead of her, and perhaps New York was where she belonged, dazzling the world with her intelligence and breathtaking beauty.

Slowly, I reached out to her, capturing her hand in mine. She looked at me, and her wide eyes were filled with an unspoken question. All I could do was hold her hand. I didn’t have the words.

I couldn’t fathom her calling New York home. I knew how brutal the modeling business could be and New York City was rough. Yes, some people were forever loyal to the city, but there was no denying it could be a cruel place. A city of glitz and glamour, yes, but also of cold indifference.

“Waverly,” I started and then stopped as I tried to find the right words. I cleared my throat, trying again. “Whatever happens next, just know that I want what’s best for you.”

“I know, Knox,” she said softly. “I do. I’m not leaving.”

“But you have to be considering it,” I said.

She laughed. “It’s not for me. I did the one show on a whim. I don’t want to take my clothes off for the cameras all the time.”

I had to laugh.

She grimaced. “Sorry. Not to say it’s a bad thing, it’s just not my thing.”

“I know,” I said, grinning. “But that stint on the runway opened a lot of doors for you.”

“I’m ready to go home,” she said.

She smiled at me and squeezed my hand. We sat quietly as the car continued to weave its way through the city. I found comfort in her presence, feeling as though everything was falling back into place, but I just didn’t know for how long.

The car pulled to a stop at the private airport. Our bags were unloaded for us. I didn’t miss the look on Waverly’s face as she looked at the private jet on the tarmac. “Hey, you already did this once. It wasn’t so bad, right?”

She groaned. “I know it will be fine, but it freaks me out.”

“I’ll be right there with you,” I assured her. “Just like the flight out here.”

We climbed the stairs. She sat down on one side of the aisle with me on the other. She seemed a little more relaxed than on the first flight, but I felt her tension. She stared out the window until the engines fired up. She flinched slightly at the sound, then looked over at me with a small, brave smile. I met her gaze, nodding in encouragement.

I watched her as our plane raced down the runway, her hands gripping the armrests tightly. But she kept her eyes trained on me, and there was a sense of trust and understanding in them that made my insides churn with an emotion I could only describe as love.

Waverly wasn’t just my assistant anymore. She had become so much more than that in a matter of weeks. She had turned from someone I had to tolerate at work to someone I craved to be next to every waking moment. I didn’t know when exactly it happened, but it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that Waverly was here with me and she wanted to remain by my side.

As the plane lifted off, she let out a small gasp, her knuckles whitening under the force of her grip. I reached across the narrow aisle, covering her clenched hand with my own. “Just breathe, Waverly,” I murmured, my gaze never leaving hers.

She took a deep breath, nodding at my words. “Thank you,” she said, her voice barely audible above the thunderous roar of the engines.

Just like that, we left New York behind. Once the plane leveled out, I patted her hand “Want to sit on the couch?”

“Yes, please.”

We both moved to the couch. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against me. We relaxed with a movie on the screen as we ate a late lunch. As the plane cut through the clouds, I couldn’t shake off the doubt that lurked in the back of my mind. Would she eventually be lured back to New York? The city had an undeniable appeal. Add in the allure of fame and success and I didn’t think I could compete.

Waverly noticed my silence, turning to look at me with a gentle smile. “Still worried about me?” she asked.

I shrugged, not quite able to meet her gaze. “You’re talented, Waverly,” I said quietly. “I feel like I should be encouraging you to take the job.”

“I don’t want the job and I don’t need you to encourage it. Just forget about it.”

I dropped it, but that didn’t mean I stopped thinking about it. She had no reason to stay with me. I had not offered her anything. I wasn’t even sure I knew how to offer her something. She was everything I never knew I wanted, but what was I to her? A comforting presence? A friendly boss? A temporary distraction?

The plane descended, the wheels touching down with a gentle thud. Reality awaited us. As we disembarked, I felt like a new chapter was beginning in my life. One I hadn’t anticipated, and I wasn’t sure how to deal with it.

As we stepped off the plane into the Utah sunshine, Waverly reached out to hold my hand, a simple gesture that spoke volumes. She tried to pull away, but I stopped her. She looked into my eyes, giving me a chance to say the words I just couldn’t quite get out. I chickened out.

“Thank you for doing such a good job,” I said. “You represented the company well.”

I saw a flash of hurt in her eyes before she smiled. “It was a good trip. I’ll see you at work.”

She walked to her car, and I walked to mine. Gone were the town cars and skyscrapers. Instead, it was blue skies and orange cliffs all around us. I watched her pull out of the parking lot of the small airport and wanted to kick myself for missing my chance to tell her how I felt.

I drove home and stepped into the empty house. I assumed my mother was out with friends or attending some charity meeting. I made my way to my bedroom and quickly unpacked my bag, tossing my dirty clothes into the laundry and changing into sweats and a T-shirt. I needed to burn off some frustration. After all the good eating in New York, a little time on the treadmill was just what I needed.

The tread on the rubber belt hissed beneath my pounding feet, the steady rhythm of my run the only sound in the home gym. My mind was still churning with thoughts of Waverly.

The monotonous motion gave me time to contemplate, and I found myself wondering if I was being fair to her. I had assumed so much about our relationship in my own mind but had never really discussed it with her.

I began to worry about the emotional confusion I might have caused her, especially when she was obviously feeling a certain way. I couldn’t be a doting boyfriend one minute and then her boss the next.

As my legs began to tire and sweat prickled at my hairline, I realized I had crossed a line. I needed to figure out if I wanted to be with her or not. This yo-yo thing was not going to work for either of us.

I pushed myself to a sprint for the last few minutes of my run, hoping to exhaust the rest of my anxiety. When the clock hit zero, I slowed down, my chest heaving as I stepped off.

I didn’t have any epiphanies, but at least I would be tired enough to get some sleep.
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The days following the New York trip were a whirlwind of excitement and disbelief. I found myself caught in a world that wasn’t mine. I hated being recognized everywhere I went. Knox had called it my fifteen minutes of fame, but it was all so disturbing to have people look at me and know my name. I found myself trying to disguise my appearance.

It had been a long week, and while I was looking forward to going out with Janie and Meredith, I was also nervous about being out in public. I hoped no one recognized me. I would have preferred to stay in, but Janie and Meredith insisted on a night out to celebrate.

Knox and I had gotten back from New York and went right back to our routine at work. It was as if nothing happened. It had left me unsettled and sad. A night out with my girls was exactly what I needed.

I was going to tell them about Knox. I knew I could trust them. I walked into the bar and quickly spotted my friends.

Janie jumped up and hugged me. “Waverly, you’re practically a celebrity now! How does it feel to be famous?”

I laughed, a mixture of disbelief and gratitude bubbling within me. “Famous might be a stretch, but it’s surreal. I never expected any of this to happen.”

Meredith raised her glass, toasting to the unexpected journey that had unfolded. “To the lingerie runway sensation! You’re living every girl’s dream. I’m so jealous.”

“I’m not going to pretend it wasn’t awesome, but it’s weird to be recognized,” I said.

Janie looked at me with sympathy in her eyes. “I can imagine. But I hope you’re enjoying it, too. You’re a star in our eyes. And it’s pretty cool we get to have drinks with a bona fide celebrity.”

I smiled and rolled my eyes. “I am not a celebrity. My fame will be over by the end of next week or until a celebrity decides to do something stupid.”

After a couple of drinks, I mustered enough courage to bring up the topic of Knox. “Girls,” I began, biting my lower lip in apprehension. “There’s something more that happened in New York.”

Meredith and Janie exchanged knowing looks before turning their full attention to me. “You can tell us anything, but if you tell us you hooked up with a hot celebrity, we have to hate you for a little bit.”

I laughed. “Then you should start hating me.”

“Who?” Janie gasped.

“I guess you could say he used to be a celebrity. Knox.”

Their faces registered shock and disbelief simultaneously. Janie’s hand covered her mouth, her eyes wide and filled with a mixture of shock and excitement. Meredith, on the other hand, remained silent for a moment, studying me intensely as if trying to decipher the truth.

“Knox? As in your boss, Knox?” Meredith finally spoke, her words slow but firm. “You’re kidding?”

I shook my head. “I wish I were.” The confession surprised me as much as it did them. I had never mentioned my feelings for Knox before but having said it out loud now made it all too real.

Janie was the first to break the silence. “That’s unexpected, but not really. You must have some feelings for him. You wouldn’t hop in bed with a guy you didn’t like. Are you guys a thing now?”

“I don’t know, that’s the problem,” I confessed, rubbing my temple lightly. “He’s my boss and now there’s this whole fame thing and I just don’t know. At first, I thought he was upset with me about the runway thing. I took the spotlight from him, but then he ended up being so supportive. I saw a totally different man in New York. He was kind and thoughtful.”

“And was the sex good?” Meredith asked bluntly.

“A lady never tells,” I said, laughing.

“That means it was good,” Janie said, grinning. “I would believe it. That man is hot.”

“So you guys are at least dating, right?” Meredith asked. “You went to New York as our little Waverly and come back a celebrity with a model boyfriend.”

“I don’t think either of those things are true,” I said. “He’s not my boyfriend and I’m not a celebrity.”

“Was it just a one-night thing?” Janie asked.

“No. It was a couple-night thing,” I admitted. “I just don’t know what we’re doing.” I told them about the trip, including the sightseeing and his thoughtful gift the night of the party.

They listened and nodded.

“You need to think about what you want, Waverly,” Janie said. “If it’s Knox you want, then go for it. Life’s too short for indecision and regrets.”

“I know, Janie,” I said, sighing. “But it’s not that black and white. There are repercussions to consider. What if it goes wrong, and I end up losing my job? What if he doesn’t feel the same way?”

“Then you have to weigh your options and decide what you’re willing to risk,” Meredith said. “But from what you’ve told us, it sounds like Knox has genuine feelings for you. A man doesn’t buy a dress and set you up with a spa day if he doesn’t like you.”

“Yes, but—” I began, only for Meredith to cut me off.

“No buts, Waverly,” she said firmly. “You’re only going to drive yourself crazy overthinking this. For once, why don’t you just ride the wave? Enjoy the highs. It might be a risk, but just think about how good it was to be with him.”

I sighed and took a deep gulp from my glass. The wine flowed smoothly, warming my insides and injecting a shot of courage into my veins. I knew they were right, even if I didn’t want to admit it. Life wasn’t about playing it safe. It was about taking chances, making mistakes, and learning from them. I gave myself that same speech in New York before I did the runway.

“I’ll feel him out,” I finally agreed. “I don’t want to become a nuisance to him. If I get the impression there is something more, I’ll approach the subject. But he’s my boss. I need my job. I don’t want to risk making things awkward. Maybe it was a fling. We were in a different city and got to be different people for a few days.”

“You have to talk to him,” Janie said.

“I will, I will,” I muttered.

“So, what was it like to be up there, strutting your stuff in front of a New York audience?” Meredith asked. “Was it terrifying? Especially since you were in lingerie.”

I took a sip of my drink. “Honestly, it was both exhilarating and nerve-wracking. Stepping onto that runway, I felt a surge of confidence, but there was also this underlying fear of tripping or messing up. I got a quick session training me how to walk the runway, but I didn’t know if it would do me any good. And the other models were so nice. The adrenaline rush was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”

“The models were nice?” Janie asked with surprise.

I laughed. “They were! Really nice, actually.”

“You looked stunning,” Janie said. “I’ve seen fan accounts dedicated to your runway debut. How does that feel?”

The notion of fan accounts left me dumbfounded. “It’s humbling, really. I never expected people to be so supportive. It’s like this unexpected wave of positivity and encouragement. I appreciate every message, every comment. It’s incredible. I really thought people were going to be calling me a pig, cow, or whatever insult they could think of.”

Janie leaned back, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “So, are you ready for the celebrity life? Paparazzi, red carpets, the whole shebang?”

I chuckled. “I highly doubt I’m entering celebrity territory, but it’s a fun ride for now. I’m just soaking it all in and enjoying the support from everyone.”

“Good. You need to embrace it, ride the wave,” Meredith said seriously. “You deserve the spotlight.”

“But don’t forget about us,” Janie teased, faux pouting. “When you’re sipping champagne and rubbing shoulders with A-list celebrities in Hollywood, remember who stuck by you and pushed you to go for it.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “You guys are ridiculous, and I’d never forget about you.”

“See that you don’t.” Janie winked.

“Hey, as long as I’m invited to the glamorous parties, I’m okay,” Meredith chimed in.

“You’ll be my plus-one,” I promised with a grin.

Meredith’s phone buzzed and she glanced at the screen before standing. “Alright, ladies, as much as I’d love to hear more about Waverly’s brush with fame, I have to go. We have to do this again soon. Don’t forget the little people.”

“Very funny,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be right here.”

Janie and I had another drink before we left. Walking out of the bar into the cool night air, I thought about what they said about Knox. The situation with Knox was awkward. The last few days at work were like taking a giant step back in time to the first couple of weeks we worked together. He threw himself into a flurry of events, always busy with phone calls or meetings. We didn’t talk. Our communication dwindled to the exchange of emails. It was a stark contrast to the warmth and closeness we had experienced in New York.

I found myself longing for the easy banter. I missed the effortless connection we had shared. We didn’t talk. He barely made eye contact with me. He had resorted to emails. It was just like before. His emails were filled with tasks, directives, and a professional tone that left me frustrated and aching for the man I got close to. It was as if the New York magic had dissipated, leaving behind a void that I couldn’t quite comprehend.

When I got home, I wasn’t quite ready for bed. I checked my email, something I did often before bed, just to give myself a head start on the morning. I had an email from Knox, which surprised me. I would have thought he would be out or doing something other than working on a weekend.

Apparently, he was taking this work thing seriously. He got a taste of success in New York and seemed determined to keep it up.

I stared at the screen with disappointment. There was nothing personal in the email. It was a long list of things that he wanted done.

I sighed, my fingers hovering over the keyboard before finally typing a polite reply, outlining the steps I would take to complete the tasks. By the time I was finished writing, it was well past midnight. I shut the laptop with a weary sigh and decided to finally go to bed.

I was sad that the relationship with Knox was over before it started. I didn’t know how I was going to work alongside him every day and not think about the special moments we shared. The offers from various agencies to model for them were tempting, but I realized it wasn’t the allure of the money or fame that I loved the most about the modeling thing. It was the way Knox looked at me when I was on that runway. I only wanted his eyes on my body.
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KNOX


Isat at my desk, a warm cup of coffee in hand as I stared at the blinking cursor on the screen. Emails to Waverly had become my only line of communication. We hadn’t spoken for days, and it was something that was eating away at me. Work consumed my waking hours, but she consumed my thoughts. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her. Sometimes I pictured her naked and other times I imagined her in that sexy red lingerie. It was like a sickness. I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

I had sent her another list of things that she needed to accomplish, a list that seemed too long even for me. It wasn’t intentional. I wasn’t trying to drive her away. In fact, it was quite the opposite. I found myself needing an excuse, any excuse, to keep talking to her without actually talking to her about anything that truly mattered.

There was a persistent ache that clung to me like an unwelcome shadow since our return. She was a constant presence in my mind that defied reason and logic. It was a problem. I grappled with the realization that I wanted more than just a fleeting affair with my assistant. I wanted her by my side. I didn’t know how to go about expressing that.

The weight of the situation settled in as I found myself slipping back into the moody, sulky version of myself. Work became a refuge, a distraction from the internal turmoil that threatened to consume me. The emails filled with tasks and the events I threw myself into? They were all desperate attempts to bury the undeniable truth that lingered in the background.

I had fallen in love.

Could I really be in love if it was one-sided and a secret? I asked myself this question over and over, as if by sheer repetition I could will unnecessary feelings away. The emotions were foreign and left me feeling twisted up inside.

The affair we had embarked on in New York had ignited something within me, something that transcended the boundaries of a casual fling. I knew it was wrong, a breach of professional ethics, but the heart rarely adhered to the rules of reason. It happened, and even though I knew it was wrong, I didn’t regret it.

I was in the midst of a spiral when my office door opened. Waverly walked in with a cup of coffee. I could smell the caffeine from where I sat. My body recognized it and got jittery at the thought of a fresh cup.

“I figured you needed a refresher,” she said.

I pushed aside the lukewarm cup. “It’s like you read my mind.”

“It’s not hard,” she said, smiling. “You are a caffeine fiend. If I show up with a fresh cup at least every two hours, you will stay alive.”

“Thanks for watching out for me.”

She flashed me a warm smile before stepping out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts once again. My gaze lingered on the door as I tried to dismiss the chaotic mess of feelings her presence always stirred. The scent of her perfume still hung in the air, a sweet yet intoxicating fragrance that was uniquely Waverly.

Before I even realized it, another hour had passed, and with it came another email from Waverly. I opened it quickly and found myself smiling over her reply. She was always so organized and professional about everything. I wondered how I got so lucky to have her by my side, at least professionally.

“Waverly!” I hollered, knowing it drove her crazy when I did that.

“Just a minute,” she shouted back.

I smiled, appreciating that at least we could still be somewhat normal. A couple of minutes later she appeared at my door with more coffee and a scowl. “You give me a list of three million things to do and then you want me to wait on you hand and foot.” She put my coffee down and frowned. “You really need to start drinking more water.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it before. What time is the meeting with the Fourth of July planners?”

She let out an exaggerated sigh. “Three o’clock, just like it’s been on your schedule for the last two weeks.”

I could tell she was irritated, but still, she put up with my scatterbrained tendencies. It was one of the many things I liked about her. She was patient, a trait I deeply admired.

“Right,” I said, pretending to double-check my calendar although I knew she was correct. “And remind me, who is attending this meeting?”

She rolled her eyes, clearly seeing through my feigned ignorance. “It’s just you and the event planners, Knox.” Her voice held an undertone of exasperation. “You’ve been to these meetings before.”

“I know,” I responded. This was how far I had fallen. I was making up stupid shit just so I could talk to her. It was so middle school, but it was all I could think of to get her attention.

I was desperate, though I couldn’t directly express my desire for her. Instead, I hid behind the veneer of work-related questions and needless requests, hoping to borrow more time in her company. It was childish, and I was well aware of it. But love, or at least what I believed to be love, had made a fool out of me.

“Alright,” Waverly said after a moment, her irritation slowly subsiding. “Is there anything else?”

I hesitated. Was there anything else? There were a thousand things I wanted to ask her, a thousand things I wanted to say. But all those thoughts and words were stuck in my head. “No, thank you.”

She walked away once again. The rest of the afternoon passed fairly quickly. I busied myself with meetings, paperwork, and preparation for the Fourth of July event that we’d been hired to plan by the city. But all throughout, my mind kept drifting back to Waverly.

The clock on my office wall showed it was past five o’clock. I decided to wrap things up for the day. My mother had texted earlier and asked if I would be home for dinner. Apparently, she was cooking. I stopped by Waverly’s desk on my way out.

“Goodnight, Waverly,” I said gently, trying to keep the longing out of my voice. “Are you planning on staying much longer?”

She looked up from her computer screen, eyes filled with fatigue but still radiant. “Just a few more minutes. I just have a couple of things to wrap up.”

I nodded, knowing better than to push her to leave early. She was always efficient and never left a task undone. That was another thing I admired about her, her dedication. I understood why my grandfather had been so determined I keep her on as my assistant. She made the office run.

“Alright then. See you tomorrow,” I said, lingering for a moment longer than necessary before forcing myself to turn away.

“Goodnight, Knox,” she said with her eyes back on the screen.

A while later, I walked into the house and smelled something good. My mother wasn’t exactly known for her cooking. I made my way into the kitchen and found her at the stove. “You’re home,” she said, smiling. “Dinner will be ready in about fifteen minutes.”

“I’m going to change, and I’ll be back down,” I said. “It smells good.”

The little compliment made her beam with pride. “Thank you, dear. Hurry back.”

As I trudged up the stairs, I couldn’t help but replay my interactions with Waverly in my mind. It was like a broken record, stuck on repeat. The way she looked at me today, the way she called my name. Even when she scolded me, I was turned on by her.

I quickly changed into more comfortable clothes and made my way back to the kitchen where my mother had set the table.

“How was your day?” my mother asked.

I nodded, taking a bite of the spaghetti. “Good. I’m getting into the groove of things.”

“How was New York?” she asked. “I have barely seen you since you got back.”

“As you know, it was a huge success,” I told her. “The lingerie company has committed to handing us their business in the future.”

“That’s fantastic news, Knox!” she exclaimed, her eyes bright. “Your grandfather will be so proud.”

“Thanks, Mom. I want him to know he can retire and not worry about the company.”

“Did you enjoy the trip back?” she asked.

“I did,” I said, nodding.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t come back,” my mother admitted, her voice soft but filled with the weight of her concerns. “I know you weren’t happy to be plucked out of your life back there.”

“No, I wasn’t,” I admitted easily.

“If you want to move back to New York, I’ll talk to my father. I’ll tell him you are not happy here.”

“You don’t need to do that,” I said. “I’m making it work.”

“I don’t want you to stay because I want you to or because your grandfather is demanding it,” she said. “I know he can be stubborn, but I think we all know it’s possible for you to manage the business from New York. There will have to be some adjustments, but you’ve proven yourself. You shouldn’t have to be miserable.”

“I don’t know that I want to be back in New York,” I told her. “I met someone, Mom.”

The surprise on her face almost made me laugh. “What?”

“Yes,” I said, smiling. “I think she’s given me a reason to stay.”

“That’s wonderful, Knox!” She brightened instantly, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Who is she? Do I know her?”

I hesitated momentarily. “You do.”

“Who?”

I grimaced. “It’s not something I want to be public knowledge.”

She scoffed. “Are you suggesting I would blab?”

“Yes.”

“I promise I won’t say a word,” she said.

I hesitated, still not sure I wanted to say anything. Waverly didn’t even know how I felt. “Mom⁠—”

“Knox Williams, you do not get to drop a bomb like that and pretend it didn’t happen. Who is this woman that has captured your heart? There have been so many women, and no one has managed to hold your interest. I need to know who she is.”

I sighed, knowing there was no way to get around it. “It’s Waverly.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Waverly? Your grandfather’s assistant?”

I nodded. “Yes, Mom. I don’t know how it happened or why, but I can’t stop thinking about her and she’s my assistant now.”

She was silent for a long moment, her gaze thoughtful. Finally, she reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Well,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Your grandfather always said she was special. I think she’s a great girl. I just never imagined you having your head turned by someone like Waverly.”

“I guess people change,” I said, shrugging.

This reaction was not what I had expected. She seemed pleased. “I like Waverly and I think she would be very good for you.”

“You can’t say anything, Mom. She doesn’t even know.”

“She doesn’t know?” she questioned. “How does that work?”

I laughed, realizing it probably sounded pretty ridiculous. “We spent some time together and I’ve only come to realize that I like her.”

“But?” she prompted.

“But I’m not sure that’s going to work. I haven’t talked to her about what I’m feeling. I know there are some serious obstacles. I don’t know if what I’m feeling is real. I might just be intrigued by the fact she’s not like any other woman I’ve met.”

“I see,” she hummed, a knowing smile gracing her lips. “I guess substance matters.”

My mother had always been critical of the women I dated in the past. She didn’t care for the starlets and rarely wanted to meet them.

“I guess you’re right,” I said, grinning. “Waverly is beautiful and smart. She feels more like a partner. She doesn’t rely on me and doesn’t demand anything of me.”

“But that’s not all, is it?” she prodded, her gaze piercing.

“No,” I admitted. “She makes me feel grounded. I see myself differently when she’s around. She’s not impressed by my wealth or status, and that’s refreshing.”

My mother chuckled lightly at this. “That sounds like Waverly, alright. Always staying true to herself.”

“I respect that about her,” I confessed.

“I’m happy for you. She’s lucky to have you.”

“Like I said, I don’t know that anything comes of this. I’m just trying to figure this out. Please, don’t say anything. I need to sort through it all.”

“I won’t breathe a word,” she reassured me. “But, Knox, don’t wait too long to tell her.”

“I know,” I said, nodding. “I’ll talk to her.”

We finished dinner before I headed back to my room to do a little work. I was glad I had my mother’s support. I knew everyone loved Waverly. It was no wonder I fell under her spell. There was a lot to love about her.
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WAVERLY


Idressed in my usual boring attire, hoping to play down my looks to avoid unwanted attention. I hoped my fifteen minutes was almost over. My typical work-friendly black slacks, subdued navy blouse, and sensible flats were my weapons of choice today. I preferred to blend into the background, let my work speak for me. But as I stared at my reflection in the mirror, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of insecurity. Was this why Knox had never seen me before I put on that lingerie?

I shook my head, dismissing the thought. Knox Williams saw me every day. He just didn’t see me the way I saw him. The man had kissed me before we ever went to New York. His new aloofness was hard to get my head around, but that was just his way. I had seen the softer side of him. I knew it was still in there somewhere. I just wasn’t sure if I would ever get to see it again. Maybe it wasn’t meant to be.

Maybe he saw me as nothing more than his assistant, a cog in the machine that helped his life run smoothly.

I brushed off these thoughts as best I could, gearing myself up for another day of work. It was so hard to be near him and not get to be familiar with him. I couldn’t casually brush my hand across his chest or lean into him. That had all become so normal for us in New York. We didn’t have to try or think about it. We just naturally gravitated toward one another.

I hoped things would settle between us. Obviously, I wanted him, but I understood we were from different worlds. I hoped we could at least be friends. After getting to know him a little better, I did like him. I liked collaborating with him. We worked really well together. Hopefully, the dalliance in New York wouldn’t ruin any future friendship we might have.

I left the house and went to my favorite coffee shop. While I was waiting, I noticed a man staring at me. It made me just a little uncomfortable. I looked around to see if maybe he was looking at someone else. But it was me.

“Hi,” he said, smiling as he approached me.

“Hello.”

“You are just as beautiful in person.”

“Thank you,” I said with some confusion.

“My name is Dave,” he said and extended his hand. “I’d love to take you out for dinner.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re Waverly, right?”

I was getting a little weirded out. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’ve met.”

“We haven’t, but we are now,” he said, laughing. “I saw your runway debut. I’ve been dying to meet you. Lucky me, we share the same love of coffee.”

It left me with an icky feeling. “Actually, I’m just picking up coffee for my boyfriend. It was nice to meet you, Dave, but I’ll have to decline your invitation.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” he replied, his smile not quite fully reaching his eyes. But he graciously backed away, returning to his spot in the corner of the shop.

I let out a sigh of relief. As I carried my two cups of joe out of the shop, I couldn’t help but worry about how my life was changing. The spotlight from the fashion show wasn’t something I could just shrug off, and it seemed to be dragging me further and further from the life I was used to.

This whole recognition thing was not impressing me. I realized it might not have been the smartest thing to have gone so public while living in a relatively small town. People were going to recognize me.

When I arrived at the office, I was not in a great mood. I moved through the office, thinking about talking to Knox about how to handle my newfound fame. I had already decided I was going to buy pepper spray. People were weird. I needed to protect myself.

I rounded the corner and stopped cold when I saw Benjamin casually occupying my desk. His smug expression did nothing to alleviate my irritation.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, my tone sharper than I intended. I didn’t care that he was a paying client. He got me kicked off my first and only planning project because I shut down his advances. I had nothing to say to him.

Benjamin leaned back, a self-satisfied smirk playing on his lips. “Waverly,” he said, dragging out my name.

“If you’re here to see Knox, you’re at least fifteen minutes early,” I snapped. “We have a waiting area. Use it.”

He chuckled. “How are you?”

“Irritated.”

“New York looked rather eventful for you,” he commented without getting out of my chair. “I saw the pictures. And video, which is definitely my favorite. Watch, repeat, watch again. You’ve become quite the sensation.”

The mention of New York sent a shiver down my spine. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at Benjamin’s attempt to sound casual about stalking me on social media. “You’re a pig.”

“Hey, now.” He chuckled. “I’m a paying customer.”

“Not mine.”

“I was thinking, my grand opening is going to be huge,” he said. “I need a spectacular woman on my arm. And who better than the new local celebrity?”

The audacity of his request left me speechless. A forced smile played on my lips as I struggled to find the words. “Benjamin, I appreciate the invitation, but I already have plans.”

His eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Really? What could possibly be more important than being the star of my party? Besides, the internet agrees—you’re spectacular.” He held up his phone, displaying a picture of me from his socials.

My discomfort intensified. The unwanted attention from men was one thing, but Benjamin’s persistence felt like a different breed of intrusion. I tried to maintain a polite tone. “I appreciate the compliment, but I have plans that I can’t cancel. Now, if you’d like to take a seat in the waiting area, I’ll check Knox’s schedule. I don’t believe you were on his schedule for today.”

He got to his feet and leaned in close. His proximity made me uneasy. “Come on, Waverly. A night with me at the most exclusive party in town? It’s an opportunity you shouldn’t miss.”

The condescension in his tone grated on my nerves. “I’m afraid I’ll have to, Benjamin. Now if you’ll please.” I tried to keep my tone civil, but he was pushing the boundaries of my patience.

“But, Waverly⁠—”

“Enough!” I cut him off sharply. The entire office seemed to hold its breath at my outburst. “I’ve already given you my answer. Your insistence is not changing it.”

Defeat flashed in his eyes, quickly replaced by anger. “You’ll regret this, Waverly.”

“Oh, I highly doubt that,” I retorted with a glare, making a mental note to tell Knox about Benjamin’s behavior.

“You think just because you strutted down a runway, you’re too good for me?” he said, laughing. “Come on. This is my way of making up for what happened at our last meeting.”

“Benjamin, you don’t need to make up for anything. I just need you to go. You and I have nothing to discuss. If you need a meeting with Knox, have your assistant call and I’ll see what I can arrange.”

“Knox and I go way back. I don’t think he would appreciate you giving me the brush-off.”

“Then he can take it up with me,” I said, my patience wearing thin. I was a professional and the last thing I wanted to do was something that would be perceived as unprofessional. “Until then, this is my workspace and I prefer it undisturbed by unwanted and unscheduled visits.”

Benjamin regarded me for a moment, his expression indiscernible. His eyes were cold. “Why don’t I buy you a coffee and we can talk?”

I stared at him, completely dumbfounded by his unwillingness to accept my rejection. I had never met anyone so obstinate in my life. I took a deep breath. “Benjamin, I’m sure there are plenty of women that would love to have coffee with you. I’m not one of them. Now, if you would please excuse me, I have a lot of work to get done.”

Benjamin’s eyes narrowed, the smirk once again playing on his lips. There was a glint in his eyes that indicated he was not used to such rejection. He leaned back, returning to his full height. It was meant to intimidate. There was no way I was going to let a loser like him intimidate me.

I didn’t care if he ended up firing us or giving us bad reviews. I had enough.

Our interaction was gaining an audience. People in the office were watching and listening. I had to stand up for myself or others were going to think they could walk all over me.

“Well, Waverly.” His voice dripped with faux cordiality as he picked up his jacket from the back of the chair. “I see your star status has given you new wings but let me remind you that the higher you fly, the harder you could potentially fall.”

“If that’s a threat, Benjamin, it’s a weak one,” I replied with biting calmness. “And if it’s advice, it’s misguided. My wings are not new, nor were they granted to me by star status. They are a result of hard work, resilience, and self-respect. So, I don’t intend to fall. But thank you for the concern.”

His smirk faltered as he processed my response. The predatory amusement in his eyes vanished momentarily, replaced by a flicker of surprise. “We’ll see,” he finally said, putting on his jacket with an exaggerated nonchalance.

“We will indeed,” I said, nodding politely.

“I can make you an even bigger star,” he said.

I groaned and slapped my hand to my forehead. “What is wrong with you? Seriously, I don’t want to go out with you. I don’t want to be at your party. I don’t even want to be in the same state as you, but unless you move, I’m stuck with you.”

He chuckled. “I do like a fiery woman,” he said with a lascivious look. “I bet you’re a wildcat in the sack.”

Before I could respond, the air around us seemed to shift. I could hear the office collectively hold their breath. I turned and my heart skipped a beat. Knox stood there, his expression murderous, a storm brewing in his eyes.

“What’s going on here?” Knox’s voice cut through the tension, his gaze fixed on Benjamin.

I seized the opportunity to distance myself from the uncomfortable situation. “Knox, perfect timing.”

“Yeah, I heard,” he hissed.

Knox was staring down Benjamin like he was debating whether to snap him in two pieces or three. I could feel the rage coming off him in waves and realized I was in a very precarious position standing between the two of them.

“Knox, it’s nothing to worry about,” I assured, forcing a smile onto my face. “Benjamin was just leaving.”

Benjamin laughed, the sound echoing around the room and sending shivers down my spine.

Knox’s gaze didn’t waver from Benjamin. “Why don’t we go into my office?” Knox said in a way that was more of a demand than an invitation.

When Benjamin didn’t immediately move, Knox grabbed his arm and moved him. I stood watching the scene and hoped things didn’t escalate.

But if Benjamin got punched in the face, I wouldn’t shed any tears.
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KNOX


Iwalked into the office, looking forward to seeing Waverly. My conversation with my mother had given me confidence. I had thought about how I could arrange a conversation with her. I decided I was going to ask her to dinner. That seemed like a good way to start the conversation. I knew there were going to be some hurdles we had to overcome, considering we worked together and there might be some issues with her as my assistant.

As I made my way through the familiar corridors, I could feel a strange tension. No one was talking or working. Everyone appeared to be looking toward my office. I rounded the corner and saw Benjamin and Waverly facing off. I could tell by the set of her shoulders she wasn’t happy. I heard her tell him she didn’t want to be in the same state as he was, which immediately put me on guard.

Before I could comprehend what was happening, he was making suggestive comments about her. Anger like I never felt before rose up within me. Benjamin had crossed a line which couldn’t be uncrossed. The insinuation of his words was clear.

“Knox, it’s nothing to worry about,” Waverly tried to reassure me with a forced smile. “Benjamin was just leaving.”

But I wasn’t having any of it. This man had disrespected Waverly in the most vulgar way, and he was going to answer for it. Without waiting for his response, my hand clenched around Benjamin’s arm with a firm grip. I could see the shock register in his eyes, but he didn’t try to pull away. Good. It meant he understood who held the real power in this situation.

Dragging him toward my office, I caught Waverly’s worried look from the corner of my eye. Her face was pale and drawn as she followed our hasty exit.

“Knox,” she called after me, but I didn’t turn back to reassure her. This was something I needed to handle on my own terms.

As soon as the door to my office slammed shut behind us, I released Benjamin’s arm. “What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded, my tone sharp and unforgiving.

Benjamin leaned against the doorframe, a calculated nonchalance in his demeanor. “Just checking on some last-minute details for my party. No harm in that, right?”

I scoffed, seeing through the thinly veiled excuse. “Cut the crap, Benjamin. I know you’re not here for party details. What’s your game?”

His gaze flickered toward Waverly’s desk before returning to meet mine. The unspoken implication hung in the air, and I felt the anger coil within me. “I’m just here to ensure everything runs smoothly. And who knows? Maybe catch up with your lovely assistant. I mean, come on. That’s one hell of a package.”

“Shut up,” I hissed. The mention of Waverly as “my lovely assistant” pissed me off. It was a deliberate attempt to provoke me, and I wasn’t about to let it slide.

“That’s enough, Benjamin,” I growled, my voice cold and lethal. “You will not speak of Waverly in such a manner. Not while you’re in this building, not while you’re in my presence. Do you understand?”

He chuckled. “Someone is a little protective.”

“Just don’t,” I warned.

“Was that your idea?” he asked.

“What are you talking about?”

“That little trip to New York,” he said, smiling. “Good on you, man. You convinced that innocent little woman to get naked for the world. As a man, I must thank you for that gift. It’s an image I’ve saved for future reference.”

The anger that had been simmering within me burst into an uncontrollable rage. I wanted to lay him out. He deserved to have his teeth knocked down his throat. “That’s enough,” I spat, my face inches from his. “Don’t you ever speak about her like that again. She’s not just some object for you to fantasize about.”

“Well, well,” he replied with a laugh. “Someone’s got a soft spot for the little secretary.”

“No,” I cut him off. “I don’t care what games you like to play in your spare time, but you will not drag Waverly into them.”

A mocking smile played on his lips. “Why so possessive, Knox? She’s just an assistant. Unless, of course, there’s more to it than that.”

The insinuation cut through me, and before I could control my reaction, anger surged within me. “You don’t know anything about us. Just stay away.”

But Benjamin wasn’t one to back down. He reveled in the discomfort he caused, a predator sensing weakness. “Oh, I think I’ve struck a nerve. What’s the matter, Knox? Afraid I’ll steal your little assistant away?”

The crude comment struck a chord. I clenched my fists, struggling to maintain composure. The smirk on Benjamin’s face only widened, his satisfaction evident. It was a game to him, a calculated attempt to get a reaction. He had one goal—to get under my skin. He was a classic bully. If I showed weakness, he was going to pounce on it.

“You need to fucking leave,” I said.

“Wait a minute. Did you two hook up in New York? Is that why you’re so protective? You’re hitting that, aren’t you?!”

The audacity of his assumption fueled my anger. “None of your damn business,” I retorted, my restraint slipping. “But let me be clear. Stay away from Waverly, or there will be consequences.”

Benjamin chuckled, seemingly pleased with the revelation. “Well, well. Looks like the mighty Knox has a soft spot.”

The condescension in his tone pushed me to the brink. I reached for the intercom and summoned security. I wasn’t about to let this escalate into a physical altercation, but I refused to let Benjamin’s insinuations go unanswered. He wanted me to hit him. He was already blackmailing me. If I knocked his ass out with an office full of witnesses, he would own me. I didn’t even want to consider what his demands would be.

“You can get the fuck out on your own, or building security will drag you out. Pick your poison.”

“You’re not going to throw me out,” he said, laughing. “Get a grip. I think there’s enough of that woman to go around.”

“You’re a pig,” I said. “Waverly would never give you the time of day. You are scum. You have zero class.”

“Is that so?” Benjamin sneered, the smile never leaving his face. “Maybe it’s time I remind you of who I am and who you are and what you did.”

“I know exactly who you are,” I said, my voice steel. “You’re a low life who takes pleasure in making others uncomfortable. A snake in the grass.”

He laughed again, louder this time. “Oh, Knox, your words don’t affect me. Perhaps you should use that energy to keep tabs on your little assistant instead.”

“Just shut up about Waverly,” I snapped.

But his smug grin only widened. “Or what? You’ll hit me?”

“Is this how you get through life? You run your mouth and blackmail people? You purposely antagonize people to get something out of them? Dude, come on. You’re weak and pathetic.”

Benjamin’s eyes narrowed, the grin fading into a scowl. He was used to bullying and bossing around, but he wasn’t accustomed to direct confrontation. “You’re one to talk about being pathetic,” he spat back. “You’re just a man hiding behind his assistant’s skirt. You couldn’t cut it in the world without your family’s influence and had to come running back home. Looks only carry you so far, for so long. I knew one day you’d end up right back here. You thought you were such a hotshot because a few people paid you to pose in your underwear. Anyone could do that. And now that you’re not in your prime, you had to fall back on family money. That’s the only thing you have going for you.”

“Is that what you think?” I scoffed, keeping my voice cool even as my heart pounded with rage. “Let me tell you something, Benjamin. It takes more strength to protect and respect a woman than it does to objectify her. And Waverly isn’t hiding me from anything. I’m protecting her from people like you.”

“Protecting?” Benjamin laughed, a harsh sound that echoed in the office. “Or maybe, she’s just your shield, Knox. Your precious little damsel in distress. She’s not as naïve as you think. That’s a woman that knows exactly what she’s doing. She puts on that sweet and innocent look, but I’m guessing you know that’s bullshit.”

His words fueled my anger, but I refused to let him see it. Waverly was stronger than he thought or knew. She wasn’t a shield or a damsel in distress. She was self-sufficient, independent, and didn’t need me or anyone else for that matter.

“Believe what you want,” I said, folding my arms across my chest to tamp down on the temptation to knock his ass out. “Your opinion doesn’t matter. You’re a piece of shit, Benjamin. You will get everything that’s coming to you.”

“Is that a threat?”

“That’s a prediction,” I said, shrugging.

The door to the office opened, and two security guards appeared. They were both massive men. Benjamin turned, his smirk disappearing as he regarded them with an uneasy glance. His big mouth was no match for their size.

“There’s the door, Benjamin.” I allowed a note of satisfaction to creep into my voice. He looked at me, and for a moment there was silence as we stared each other down. Then he laughed again, a bitter chuckle that failed to hide his surprise at being confronted and escorted out. He had underestimated me, and he would regret it. He shrugged away from the security guards. “Don’t touch me or I’ll sue the shit out of you.”

“I want him out of here,” I said. “He’s trespassed.”

“You can’t do that,” he hissed. “You and I both know why.”

He was trying to use the blackmail. Yeah, he could fuck up my reputation, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to give a shit. “Leave.” I looked at the two men and nodded. “You heard me. He’s out. If you see him anywhere near her, I want the police called.”

If he went public about me punching him, big deal. I didn’t care. I was going to make sure Waverly didn’t have to put up with his disrespect ever again. My girl didn’t have to be insulted or harassed by anyone, especially not in my office.

My girl? The thought echoed in my mind, catching me off guard. When had she become my girl? It was a revelation that took me by surprise. I was possessive. She was mine.

Holy shit.

That was a revelation I would have to sort through later. For now, I needed to make sure she was okay. I had no idea what he said to her before I got there, but if it was bad, I would ask her to file an official complaint.

As I stepped out of my office, Waverly’s eyes met mine, a mix of gratitude and curiosity in her gaze. I was about to ask her to step into my office when Benjamin decided to deliver some parting words.
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WAVERLY


Everyone was trying to pretend it was an average Tuesday morning, but no one was going to win an Oscar for their poor performances. The whole office suddenly had a need to stand around within earshot of Knox’s office. Occasionally, we could hear raised voices coming from the office, but the words weren’t clear.

Marcy approached me. “What’s going on?” she asked in a hushed voice.

“I’m not exactly sure,” I whispered back, keeping my eyes locked on the closed door of Knox’s office. My heart was pounding against my rib cage and a cold sweat was trickling down my spine. I felt nervous, uncomfortable, and yet, there was a strange sense of excitement in the atmosphere.

“One of the girls said Benjamin was harassing you again,” Marcy said.

“It was nothing,” I said, trying to downplay it. “Just more of the same bullshit. Knox happened to overhear him. He dragged Benjamin into the office and that’s where we are.”

A series of whispers moved like a wave through the office. I turned to see what the commotion was about and saw security approaching Knox’s office.

“Holy shit, this is getting real,” Marcy whispered.

Benjamin’s angry gaze landed on me. His lips were curled back in disgust. He looked around the office, witnessing all eyes on him. Then he looked back at me. I felt the blow before it ever landed. I could see it coming but I couldn’t stop it.

“Ah, look, it’s my planners,” he said with a smile. “Just so everyone understands what is happening here, Waverly isn’t who you think she is. The only reason she was taken off of my account was because Knox and I made a bet to see which one of us could get her into bed first.”

Time seemed to freeze. The weight of those words pressed down on me like an unbearable burden. Shock and humiliation intertwined, leaving me paralyzed. The office had come to a standstill. Whispers darted through the room, and curious glances fixed upon me.

The truth spilled into the open, a revelation I hadn’t seen coming. Knox was standing in the doorway of his office staring at Benjamin in abject horror. I shot a furious glance at Knox, demanding an explanation that could somehow redeem this mortifying situation.

My face burned red, tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. Although I had always known Benjamin was the kind to use any and every form of manipulation to his advantage, I had never imagined that Knox would stoop so low. But just as quickly as the rage welled up inside me, it was replaced with doubt. Was it really true? Could he have participated in something so vile? All eyes swiveled from Benjamin to Knox as Benjamin started spewing more filth.

“Knox told me he won, that he had her first.” Benjamin’s voice echoed in the silent office. “So, in a way, he’s the reason I’ve been making her life difficult. Doesn’t feel so good to be a pawn in someone else’s game, does it?”

I looked at Knox again. His eyes were wide with shock and his face as white as a sheet. For a moment, our eyes locked, and I could see a desperate plea for understanding in his gaze. But understanding what?

“Benjamin, that’s enough,” Knox warned, his voice tighter than I’d ever heard it. “Get him out of here!”

Knox looked shell-shocked. I was definitely shocked. My mind was spinning as my heart shattered into a million pieces. The elevator dinged and Benjamin was pushed inside. Even as the doors slid closed, Benjamin shouted out one last venomous comment. “I’ll make sure to tell everyone about you, Knox!”

The doors slid closed with an ominous thud. I was left standing in the middle of the office as everyone stared at me with a mixture of pity, shock, and morbid curiosity. The truth was out and there would be no going back now.

“Is it true?” Marcy asked, her eyes wide with disbelief. “You and Knox?”

My throat closed, suffocating me. My mouth opened but no words came out. Instead, tears welled up in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. I looked at Marcy with humiliation coloring my cheeks. “I didn’t know,” I managed to choke out, my voice barely above a whisper.

Knox stepped forward, his face pale, lines of horror etching a map across his forehead. I put up my hand to stop him from talking. I could not listen to him. I didn’t want to hear anything he said.

The room was deathly silent as everyone held their breath, waiting for me to respond. There was no point in denying that we slept together. My reaction and his pretty much confirmed Benjamin’s accusation.

“Waverly,” Knox started.

But before he could utter a word, the embarrassment clawed at my dignity, and I couldn’t bear to stay. With a swift determination, I packed my belongings. The awkward hush of the office amplified my discomfort. The weight of the judgmental stares bore down on me. I could only imagine what they were thinking.

It was more than I could bear. My cheeks burned with embarrassment, and without sparing a word to Knox, I stepped into the elevator. As the doors closed, I fought back another onslaught of tears. My mind was a whirlwind of emotions. The revelation of the bet was a betrayal. It was a cruel game that had played out at my expense.

The descent in the elevator mirrored my heart dropping to my feet. Tears were streaming down my face. The humiliation was unbearable. I didn’t know how I was ever going to show my face in the office again. I stepped into the lobby and felt like everyone was looking at me. Soon, everyone was going to know the overnight runway model slept with her boss for some bet.

The drive home was a blur. By the time I walked through the door, the reality of it all came crashing down. The job that I loved was ruined. I could never show my face in that office again.

No one was going to respect me. They wouldn’t understand that I thought Knox actually liked me. That I had genuine feelings for him. They were only going to see me as a fool.

The apartment was eerily quiet, reminding me of the silence that had permeated the office as Benjamin spewed his disgusting words. I dropped my purse on the floor and let out a shaky breath, my legs threatening to give out under me.

My phone started vibrating. I glanced at the screen and saw Knox’s name. My heart clenched at the sight. It took everything in me not to respond. I wanted to scream at him and ask him why. Why would he do something so cruel? I had never done anything to him.

I curled up on my couch, hugging one of the pillows against me. Benjamin’s words kept playing on a loop in my head. Knox’s desperate pleading eyes flashed in front of me, his voice echoing through my mind, trying to get words out before I left. But I didn’t let him. I didn’t want to hear his side. What difference would it make?

I sat there in silence, my heart aching with betrayal. I had thought Knox was different. But in the end, he was just like every other crappy guy.

My phone vibrated again. I ignored his call but called Janie. I knew she wouldn’t be at work.

“Janie,” was all I managed to stutter into the phone before my sobs overwhelmed me. There was a moment of silence. Then her voice, sweet and soothing, broke through my pain.

“Waverly, honey, what’s happened?” she asked. I could hear the concern in her words.

She was one of two people who knew about my feelings for Knox. She was also the one that warned me to stay away from him. This would be her chance to say she told me so, even if she would never do that.

“Knox is an asshole,” I blurted out.

“Where are you?”

“Home.”

“I will be there in five minutes,” she said and hung up.

Janie was true to her word. Within five minutes, there was a knock at my door. Opening it, I found her standing there. Her eyes were full of concern as she took in my disheveled appearance.

“Tell me what happened,” she said and led me back to the couch, wrapping a comforting arm around me as I let the tears flow freely.

Still sobbing uncontrollably, I managed to choke out the words, explaining the cruel sequence of events that had unfolded. I told her about Benjamin’s reveal in front of the entire office, Knox’s desperate attempt to explain, and the shame I felt as everyone stared at me, their judgment as palpable as a physical blow.

Janie remained quiet throughout my account, her features hardening with every word, her grip tightening. When I was done, she gave me a long look before speaking.

“Waverly.” Her voice was softer than earlier but there was an underlying steel in it. “You need to confront Knox. He does not get to do that. If he did that, he is a piece of shit. You deserve the chance to yell at him. Hell, I want to yell at him. That is the most fucked-up thing I’ve heard. It’s so bad.”

She raked a hand through her hair. “But you also deserve answers,” she added, her eyes meeting mine. “You need closure, Waverly. As much as I hate to say it, you need to hear his side. You can’t take that man’s words at face value. You said that guy Benjamin was a snake. Maybe he’s lying. Maybe he has beef with Knox, and this is how he’s getting back at him.”

“That’s a lot of maybes,” I said. “Everyone in the office knows Knox and I hooked up. They’re going to think it’s something dirty and cheap. It’s not like that. At least it wasn’t like that for me. I thought he liked me. I thought we had something special. I’m going to look like the office slut.”

“No, you’re not,” she insisted, gripping my shoulders and forcing me to meet her gaze. “This isn’t your fault, Waverly. It’s Knox’s. Or Benjamin’s. Or both of them together, who knows? The point is you can’t let them ruin your dignity and self-worth.”

“But how can I go back to work like this?” I asked, desperation creeping into my voice.

She sighed, a sign of her frustration as she shook her head. “First, you need to talk to Knox,” she said firmly. “Then we’ll figure out what to do about work. Maybe you can take a few days off. Clear your head, give the office gossip some time to die down. And remember what I always say, Waverly. People may talk but their words don’t define you. You define you.”

She was right. I had to confront Knox. I had to find out the truth. If he had played me, then I deserved at least an explanation, or better yet, an apology.

“I’ll talk to him, but not right now,” I said. “I’m too pissed. All of this notoriety just makes it worse. I want to hide at home. Part of me wishes New York never happened. All of it.”

“That’s a natural reaction,” Janie said, stroking my hair soothingly. “But don’t let yourself fall into the trap of regret. New York was an experience, and you grew from it. Yes, it hurts now, but you will come out stronger on the other side.”

I nodded but remained silent. How could I envision coming out stronger when I was buried deep inside this despair?

“Thank you for coming to my rescue,” I said. “I ran out of there so fast, I didn’t even think. I almost drove to my mom’s.”

She burst into laughter. “That’s desperate.”

“I know,” I said, smiling.

“Are you going to be okay?” she asked. “I have a class, but I can try to get someone to cover for me.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m fine. Go to work. It was just a minor meltdown. I’ll be okay.”

“I’m really sorry,” she said. “You’re going to be okay. I’m sorry you’re going through this, but I also have hope it’s going to work out.”

“Thank you.”

I walked her to the door and waved goodbye. Then I went back to my room to change into comfy clothes. I knew I had to talk to Knox eventually, but I didn’t have the strength to do it just yet. I wanted to be strong when I faced him. I didn’t want to show him any weakness. He couldn’t know how badly he hurt me.
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KNOX


Istood with my back pressed against the cool wall of my office, watching as Benjamin was dragged out by security. He continued his tirade.

“Poor Waverly is getting strung along by this guy,” Benjamin spat. “Waverly, you’re nothing but a bet. We made a bet to see who could get you into bed first. I guess Knox won.”

I felt my world drop out from under my feet.

My blood ran cold, my heart hammered in my chest.

“Enough,” I barked at Benjamin, my thoughts clouded with guilt and anger. But the damage was done. Waverly had heard everything. Seeing the pain and humiliation on her face killed me. I never wanted to cause her pain.

The thought of Waverly believing Benjamin’s twisted narrative sank deep. He was playing dirty, using Waverly as a pawn to get even with me for an old feud between us.

I shook my head in disbelief as Benjamin continued to spit lies. If I could have gagged him, I would have done it. Or knocked him out. The latter was far more appealing. But that would definitely land me a night in jail.

“Get him out of here!” I shouted, doing the only thing I knew to do to stop the madness.

Benjamin kept hollering as security dragged him to the elevator.

His words echoed around the room. What he had done was about as low as he could get. To hurt Waverly was beyond the pale. She had done nothing. I would never understand how anyone could be so cruel to another human. I was far from perfect, but I had never, nor would I ever, treat someone like that. Waverly had done nothing to him or anyone else. There wasn’t a nicer, sweeter, kinder person than she was.

My heart felt like a lead weight in my chest. I couldn’t believe what had happened. That bastard Benjamin had poisoned Waverly against me based on an old grudge. It wasn’t even a worthy grudge. He didn’t like me because I didn’t like him. As far as I was concerned, I was right not to like him.

The aftermath of Benjamin’s departure left a bitter taste in my mouth, a mixture of disbelief and anger at the audacity of his lies. The callous words he flung at Waverly were unforgivable. It was a low blow. It was a calculated attempt to tarnish her reputation because she rejected him, and I refused to play by his rules. I couldn’t fathom the depths to which he had stooped.

“Waverly,” I called, but it was pointless. She wouldn’t even look into my eyes.

Waverly’s departure from the office was fast. Everyone was frozen in their places. I felt the same way. I considered following her, wanting to offer an explanation, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. The fear of adding fuel to the already raging fire kept me anchored in the office. Chasing after her would only make things worse. How could I ever make her believe that his words were lies? This was a mess, a colossal disaster of epic proportions that no amount of explaining or apologizing could fix.

“Get back to work and mind your own business. Benjamin is someone I’ve known for a long time. He’s not to be trusted. He’s just being a jerk. Marcy, I need to see you in my office.”

I could sense the doubt lingering in their expressions. Everyone loved Waverly. She was the office sweetheart, and I was the new guy. I had no doubt whose side they were going to take.

The line between truth and fiction had blurred. Convincing them of Benjamin’s deceit seemed like an uphill battle. I knew my reputation, whether it was deserved or not. I was the playboy from a good family that went rogue. The truth was, I couldn’t blame them for questioning my motives. If I was in their shoes, I would think I was a dick as well. Waverly was way too good to be treated like that. I wouldn’t believe me.

Marcy followed behind me.

“Close the door,” I said to her.

I walked to my desk and flopped in my chair, taking a few minutes to get control of my raging emotions.

Marcy was staring at me, waiting for me to say something.

“Where are we with Benjamin’s party?” I asked.

“I have everything done,” she replied quietly. “Waverly and I had most of it done before you got on the case. The vendors were hired, the decorations were already ordered, and he had signed off on everything.”

“Has he paid?”

“Not in full.”

“Send an invoice,” I said harshly. “Make it a final notice. If he doesn’t pay, cancel with all the vendors. Get our name off it. I don’t care if we lose a deposit. We’ll charge him. If he doesn’t pay, I’ll file a lien against his business.”

“Seriously?”

I gave her a harsh look. “Yes.”

She nodded, looking very nervous. “How long do we give him?”

“Fourteen days.”

“Understood,” she said, nodding.

“If there is any correspondence, send it to me. I’m not taking you off this event, but you aren’t dealing with that man. I don’t want you having anything to do with him. If his assistant tries to schedule a meeting, I want to be in on it and you will not be sitting in. I don’t say this to be a dick, but that man is not to be trusted. You might not believe me, but he’s a liar. He is not a good man. I would never make a bet like that.”

“Understood, Knox,” she said softly, clearly taken aback by my stern tone.

I nodded and looked away, staring blankly at the wall. Part of me wanted to apologize for my outburst but I held back, knowing it was necessary. I didn’t want anyone from the office to be caught in Benjamin’s web of lies. I had to find a way to get the truth out, even if I had to scream it from the rooftops.

“Can I say something?” she asked quietly.

I could only imagine what she was going to say. She was probably going to quit or let me know she thought I was an asshole. She wouldn’t be the first person to think that.

“What?” I sighed with resignation, knowing it was probably better for her to say it to my face instead of talking behind my back.

“That man, Benjamin, he was really, really awful to Waverly at our first meeting,” she said. “He said some very lewd things and she was a total professional. I don’t know what he told you to make you pull her off his event, but she did nothing wrong.”

I realized how it must look to Marcy. I couldn’t get into why I pulled Waverly. “I know,” I said. “I know Benjamin. I thought I was protecting her from him. I’m afraid I might have made it worse.”

She was quiet for a few seconds. “Forgive me for being blunt, but a good boss would have fired the client for bad behavior, not fire the employee for tolerating the bad behavior.”

“It wasn’t like that,” I said.

She shrugged. “Maybe not, but that’s not what she believes. That’s not what we all believe.”

She was basically letting me know I was on the verge of having a mutiny on my hands.

“Look, I told you I would deal with him from now on. That’s it.”

“Thank you.” She rushed out of my office and closed the door behind her.

“Fuck,” I hissed.

I leaned back in my chair and wiped my hands over my face. This could not be happening. Benjamin was a royal piece of shit.

I reached for my phone and called Waverly. It went to voicemail.

She wasn’t going to talk to me. Giving her some space seemed like the prudent choice. I needed to give the lies some time to fade. I understood how horrible she must have been feeling at that moment.

As I contemplated the next course of action, my phone buzzed with an unknown, international number.

“Hello?”

I could hear a bit of a commotion in the background. I was about to hang up, assuming it was an obnoxious telemarketer, when I heard my grandmother’s voice talking to someone.

“Grandma?” I asked.

Something told me this was bad. I couldn’t explain the reason for the icy feeling that trailed down my spine. It was a premonition.

“There’s been an accident,” my grandmother said.

I could hear the fear in her voice. I got to my feet. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I knew I had to do something. “What happened?”

“It’s Richard.” She sobbed.

My heart plummeted into my stomach. “Is Grandpa okay?”

“Oh, Knox,” she whispered.

I listened as she spoke with my blood running cold.

“I’ll call you back,” I said when she finished.

I grabbed my keys and wallet and walked out of my office. I was about to tell Waverly I was leaving, only to remember she had already left. I caught a few people staring at me. I was torn between my responsibilities to my office and my need to take care of my family.
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“Are you sure?” Janie asked.

“I have to go back,” I said. “I can’t hide forever.”

“You have a really great offer to model full time,” Janie reminded me. “You don’t have to go back and face him. Yes, I still think you should talk to him, but you don’t have to work for him. You have a really good job offer. You can start over. You’ll make a ton of money and never have to fetch coffee for anyone again. You’ll have someone getting you coffee.”

“I don’t want to be a model,” I said, sighing. “It is a lucrative offer, but I don’t want the fame. The little bit I had was not great. I don’t want everyone knowing who I am. And besides, I wouldn’t be walking away from Knox. I would be abandoning Richard. He asked me to keep an eye on his business.”

Janie looked at me, her expressive eyes full of understanding. “You have a lot of heart, Waverly,” she said. “That’s why you are loved.”

I gave her a half-smile. “Thank you. I think I’m just going to go in there and tell him I’m there to work and nothing else. Any personal relationship we had is over. I have a responsibility to that company. It’s clear he plans on catching the first plane back to New York. I’ll still be here.”

“What if he does want to talk to you?” she asked quietly. “What if he has an explanation for what Benjamin said?”

“Then he can talk to me as my boss, not my lover. Whatever explanation he has, it doesn’t matter anymore.” I couldn’t keep the bitter sting out of my voice. “The damage has been done. I don’t think I can trust anyone. Ever. I should have known there was no reason Knox would be interested in me.”

“Hey! Don’t you dare!” Janie grabbed my shoulders and gave me a little shake. “You are very worthy of his interest. He’d be damn lucky to have you.”

“Thank you, but I spent time with the people he normally hangs out with. I’m not it. I don’t care. I have a job here. My life is here.”

Janie held my gaze, her face softening. “I just hope you’re making the right choice,” she said. “I still like to think the best of people. I don’t want to believe he’s bad.”

“Maybe he’s not,” I said, shrugging, and it felt like a weight was pressing down on my chest. “But it’s how I feel right now. Like he’s a complete stranger to me. All those moments I thought we were connecting were all a joke. He was playing me. It’s hard to reconcile what I thought I knew with what the truth is.”

“If it is the truth,” she corrected.

“Why would Benjamin just make that up?” I asked. “And with who I am and who he is, it never made sense he would be attracted to me in the first place. So, I guess I’m kind of leaning toward the idea that the bet was real. Benjamin was hitting on me pretty hard. Then I tell him no and Knox pulls me off the party. I have to wonder if he did that to have the advantage in their little bet.”

We were silent for a moment. Finally, Janie sighed. “I just ask you to keep an open mind,” she said gently. “And remember that people can change and own up to their mistakes. I agree there certainly seems to be some signs the bet was real, but maybe it started out that way and changed once he got to know you.”

I gave her a small nod, but I wasn’t sure if I believed that. Everyone always seemed to let me down.

“I should go,” I said, glancing at the time on my phone. “I have to get to work.”

“Just try and keep an open mind,” she advised.

“I have to believe that I am.” I stood up from the cafe table we had been sitting at and slipped my purse over my shoulder. “I’ll see you later.”

She nodded, giving me an encouraging smile. “Good luck, Waverly.”

As I walked back to the office, my mind was whirling with a flood of emotions. I pressed my palm against my chest, trying to quell the ache that seemed to radiate from within. Was it possible that Janie was right? Could Knox have started with a bet, only to find himself falling for me?

The thought was bittersweet. Yet the sting of betrayal still clung to my heart like frost. My head was filled with memories of our short time together. Now, each memory felt tainted by the suspicion of deceit. I was looking at every word and gesture and wondering if it was all part of the ruse.

Once he got me into bed, he won, so why all the extra stuff? He didn’t have to buy me a dress and dote on me. He didn’t have to hold my hand and act like a boyfriend. If he didn’t want me, he could have just fucked me and taken his win.

I was so torn.

As I reached the entrance to the office building, I took a deep breath, bracing myself for what lay ahead. My heels clicked against the tile flooring as I walked into the lobby, the sound echoing off the walls. I could feel the eyes of everyone on me.

I wasn’t sure if they were looking at me because of the fame from the runway or if it was because they all knew about Knox and me. It didn’t help that rumors had no doubt already begun to circulate about us. I straightened my back and kept my head high, striving to maintain an air of professionalism.

The elevator ride to our floor was an agonizingly slow ascent. My heart raced with every floor we passed, a cruel mix of anticipation and dread. The silence was punctuated with soft Muzac that only added to my mounting anxiety. When the elevator finally reached my floor, I took a deep breath and stepped out into the well-lit corridor.

My desk was at the far end of the office, giving me ample time to steel myself for the day. I nodded in greeting to a few coworkers as I passed by their desks, plastering on a smile that felt as fake as a three-dollar bill.

I knew most of these people assumed I quit after taking almost a week off. The whispers and judgmental stares from the office left me feeling anxious and squirmy. Benjamin’s cruel words had tainted my reputation. The air in the office felt thick with judgment. It wasn’t even the bet that was bad. It was the fact everyone knew I slept with Knox.

My eyes drifted to his closed door. It had taken all the courage I could muster to drag my ass into work. I had to face him eventually. After putting my things down and getting situated for the day, I went to get him his usual cup of coffee. I was going to play this cool. Pretend we never happened and Benjamin never said anything.

To my surprise, Knox was nowhere to be found. His absence only fueled the doubts that had taken root in my mind. If he truly cared, why would he disappear without a word? The rumors surrounding the bet seemed to gain credibility in my eyes.

He wasn’t man enough to stick around and talk to me about his horrible deception. Clearly, he was ashamed of himself. He was probably already looking for a way to get out of ever having to face me again. I wondered if he had tucked tail and run back to New York. Deciding it wasn’t my problem, I went back to my desk.

Determined to weather the storm, I tried to bury myself in work, but the lingering stares from some of the women in the office made it challenging. I refused to back down.

I channeled that confidence I felt in New York. Yes, I had slept with Knox, and it had been a mutual decision. I wouldn’t let the judgment of others turn it into a bad thing. I had acted from a place of desire and affection, not to gain some advantage or win a bet.

The simple fact was, even if the catalyst had been a bet, feelings had developed on both sides. That was the part I couldn’t ignore, as much as it stung to think he might have been dishonest.

The afternoon dragged on like a slow-motion car crash, one where you could see the disaster unfolding but were helpless to stop it. My hands shook subtly as I typed up reports and answered emails with an almost robotic efficiency. My stomach was a tight knot of anxiety. The scent of Knox’s coffee, now cold and forgotten at his desk, still lingered in the air.

I wondered where he was. From the office gossip I was picking up on, he had been gone for days. The whispers persisted throughout the day. By midday, the weight of the judgment became unbearable. I wasn’t as strong as I wanted to be. I sought refuge in the bathroom, hoping to escape the prying eyes and malicious gossip that seemed to follow me like a shadow.

As I hid in a stall, the hushed voices of two women entered the restroom. Their laughter sent a shiver down my spine as they discussed my affair with the boss.

“And can you believe it? A bet! No wonder Knox’s been avoiding her.” The woman cackled, her voice high and shrill. My heart clenched at the sound.

“I would die of embarrassment if I were her,” the other woman chimed in. I could hear the smirk in her voice. “Coming back to work after all that.”

I sat there, my breath hitching in my chest as their words rang in my ears. It felt like a knife twisting in my gut. Their laughter echoed around the tiled room, mingling with the steady drip of a faulty faucet.

“Does she actually think she’s that special because she showed off her body on a runway?”

“If I was as big as she was, I would never parade around in lingerie,” the other one said, laughing.

“She thought she was landing a big fish. Turns out she got played. As if a man that hot would go for the office doorknob.”

“You know she’s already slept with that Benjamin guy,” the other said with what sounded like a sneer. “Girls like that always get used and they are so naive they can’t even see it.”

“She let her little glimmer of fame go to her head. She actually thought she was as pretty as those other models.”

My fists clenched as their laughter echoed around the restroom. The cruel words, intended to wound, bounced off the cold tiled walls and landed like punches. Hot tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

Finally, their voices trailed away and the bathroom door closed behind them with a soft click. I emerged from the stall, staring at my reflection in the mirror. My cheeks were flushed and my usually vibrant eyes looked dull. But I wasn’t beaten, not yet.

“Big fish or not, worth it or not, he was mine for a moment.” The sound of my own voice echoed around me.

I had to keep my head up. I walked back to my desk and acted cool. My phone was vibrating on my desk. Thinking it might be Knox, I checked the screen. I was met with a barrage of notifications from social media. I was flooded with creepy DMs from strangers. I couldn’t seem to get away from it. They were everywhere.

If I could change it all, I would. I wouldn’t have done the runway. That had been a silly thing to do. I did it because I wanted to feel like I was doing something brave and empowering. Maybe it was, but I also enjoyed the attention. Now, I wished I didn’t have the attention. It wasn’t worth it. I had put myself in the spotlight and I was suffering the consequences.

Although that trip down the runway did lead to some of the best sex I ever had.
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KNOX


The journey back home from Switzerland had been a challenging ordeal. I was exhausted. My grandmother looked like she might drop at any moment. I was doing my best to take care of her while ensuring my grandfather was getting the best care.

The minor stroke he suffered during the cruise had prompted a swift response. When my grandmother called me, I knew I had to get to them. My mother and I called the pilot and got the jet ready to make the trip across the ocean. But it wasn’t like we could just put him on the jet. We had to have a nurse and medical equipment.

My mother was a wreck, which didn’t help to calm the situation. I looked over at her where she had passed out and reclined in her seat. My grandmother was reading, looking the epitome of calm, but I knew it was a facade. She needed to sleep, but she wouldn’t. Not until we got my grandfather into the hospital.

When I first showed up in Switzerland, there had been a lot of questions and no answers about his condition. Now, with him stable but still unconscious, my mind was spiraling with what-ifs. What if he didn’t wake up the same man he was? Could we have reacted faster?

The guilt was gnawing at me, and I wished there was someone who could share this burden. But sharing my pain would mean I was vulnerable.

“Grandma, why don’t you try and get a couple of hours of sleep?” I asked.

She looked over and smiled. “I’m fine.”

“The next few days are going to be difficult,” I reminded her. “You’re going to need strength.”

“I am strong,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll sleep once he’s in the hospital surrounded by a team of doctors.”

I glanced over at his sleeping form. He was sedated for the trip. The couple of times he had woken up since the stroke revealed very little about his condition. The doctors were hopeful, but they couldn’t guarantee anything.

We debated leaving him in Switzerland until he was in better shape, but ultimately, we decided to get him home. If things did go badly, it was better to be home where he would be surrounded by friends and family and good weather. We all agreed my grandfather’s love of heat and the sun would help him improve. Switzerland was not the place for him.

Even though I’d always considered myself to be strong, everything happening around me was hitting me like a freight train. It was a challenge to keep my emotions in check as I watched my grandfather lying helpless on the stretcher.

My phone buzzed, taking me out of my thoughts. Looking at the screen, I saw it was Waverly. A part of me wanted to answer it, tell her everything, confide in her and maybe find some solace. But another part of me remembered Benjamin’s revelations and her face plastered all over social media.

I didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to deal with the fallout from that situation. My grandfather’s health was my priority. My personal life was already in shambles. Letting it sit on the backburner wasn’t going to make it any worse.

The nurse got up and stretched.

“How is he?” I asked.

“He’s stable,” she said, smiling. “His blood pressure is great and he’s breathing just fine.”

“Thank you,” I managed to whisper, feeling the knot in my stomach relax just a little. I looked back at my phone, still glowing with Waverly’s message notification. My thumb hovered over it, wanting to open and read it. But I didn’t. She was probably going to tell me she quit. If my grandfather did wake up and have all his memories and was his old self, he was going to kick my ass for fucking things up with his beloved assistant. I couldn’t deal with that shit. Not now.

A soft sigh pulled me out of my thoughts. My grandmother shifted in her seat, her eyes heavy with exhaustion and worry. The sight of her trying to stay alert was heartbreaking. She had been the solid rock that held our family together in times like these, and seeing her exhaustion felt like a chilling omen. I didn’t want her to be the next one to have a stroke.

“Please, Grandma, get some rest,” I pleaded softly, reaching out to pat her hand gently.

Her eyes fluttered closed and she nodded slowly. “Alright, Knox,” she murmured. “Just for an hour. We land in two hours?”

I nodded. “Yes. The ambulance will be meeting us on the tarmac. The hospital in Vegas will assess him, and if everything goes well, we can move him home. I’ve already made calls to have one of the downstairs rooms transformed into what he needs, should that be the case.”

“I would prefer him to be in Utah,” she complained.

“And that is an option if the specialist in Vegas says it’s okay,” I reminded her. “Greta has agreed to stick around and fly with us to St. George if that’s the case.”

I had planned for every contingency. The ultimate goal was to get him home, but I wanted him to have the best care first. Vegas was a far superior hospital over the smaller one at home. We had been over this, and while my mother and grandmother had both protested, I was the man of the family and I insisted on handling the situation with a level head.

With a sigh, she reclined her seat and closed her eyes, finally succumbing to the much-needed sleep. I looked over at my grandfather again. In sleep, he appeared almost content, as if he were dreaming of happier times when he was healthier. I wished I could join him in those dreams.

But the reality I was living in didn’t allow for such escapes. I had to stay awake and alert. There were decisions to be made and plans that needed to be executed at a moment’s notice.

I must have dozed off myself because the next thing I knew, we were preparing for landing. When we touched down, there was a flurry of activity with my grandfather being unloaded and loaded into the back of an ambulance. My grandmother insisted on going with him. My mother and I followed behind in the car I’d hired.

Then it was another long wait at another hospital. I tried to insist my mother go home to get some rest, but it was never going to happen. We were all standing vigil. It was a long day but it ended with great news.

He had woken up and the doctors felt he would be okay in the smaller hospital but didn’t recommend a home-care situation just yet.

Once again, there had been a lot of phone calls and shuffling things to make it happen. We were in the air once again for the quick trip home. After another ambulance ride, my grandfather was settled into his hospital room with a great view of the orange cliffs he loved so much. My mother and grandmother had finally gone home to shower and eat and would be back soon.

In the meantime, I was holding down the fort.

As I sat by his hospital bed, the gravity of the situation sank in. My grandfather, despite his good spirits, was not as well as he appeared. He put on a brave face in Vegas, but I saw the weakness. The realization struck me with a force that resonated beyond the hospital walls. It wasn’t just a temporary setback. My grandfather’s health was declining, and the responsibility to take over the family business fell squarely on my shoulders.

The initial plan had been for me to step in temporarily, to assess how I handled the reins of the company. However, the events in Switzerland had shifted the narrative. It was no longer about testing the waters but about shouldering the long-term responsibility of running the business. My grandfather needed me to take over so that he could step down for good. It wasn’t really his choice anymore. He had to do it.

The weight of this realization settled on me. It was heavy enough that I felt like I might suffocate. The pressure was intense. It demanded a commitment to the legacy my grandfather had built. I knew I wanted it, but to stare it directly in the face and realize I didn’t have a fallback?

The desire to make him proud mingled with the apprehension of the job and the responsibility.

But amidst all these fears, a quiet resolve began to stir within me. I would not let him down. Not my grandfather, not my family.

The room was quiet except for the sound of the steady heart monitor beeping in rhythm with my grandfather’s sleeping breaths. Warily, I slid out of the chair by his bedside and walked over to the window. The orange cliffs were bathed in the soft glow of dusk.

This couldn’t be it. I wasn’t ready to lose my grandfather. I started to think back to all the lost time.

I stayed in New York and would have continued to live there if he didn’t drag me back. I had been acting like a petulant child, pouting because I had to come home before I was ready. The whole time, my grandfather had been working his ass off. He’d been giving me the time to grow up and get my shit together at a cost to his health.

I clenched my fists, the reality of it all sinking in deep. The business my grandfather built wasn’t just a business. It was a testament to his hard work and dedication. It was proof of his perseverance.

Tears welled up in my eyes as I stood there alone, staring out at the view he loved so much. I wiped them away angrily. This wasn’t the time for self-pity. It was time for action, for assuming responsibility.

“Knox?”

I spun around and found my grandfather smiling.

“Hey,” I said, smiling back. “You’re up.”

“I’m home,” he said.

“Yep. Depending on how things go, we’ll have you back in the house in a week or so. I’m already getting the equipment we need.”

He tried to wave a hand. “No, no. I don’t want a hospital in the house. I’ll walk through the door of my house soon enough.”

His voice, once booming and filled with vigor, was now frail and raspy. Yet the fire in his eyes remained undimmed. It was the same fire that I had watched from afar, growing up, the same fire that had taken him to the top.

I nodded solemnly, finding words difficult to come by. The room seemed to close in on me as I stepped back toward him and sat down by his bed again. His hand reached out for mine and I took it into my own, feeling the veiny textures of his skin, the frailty of bones underneath.

“I’ll walk you in myself,” I said. “Grandma and Mom went home to change. They’ll be back soon.”

“You guys don’t need to camp out here. I’m not dying. This isn’t a deathwatch. I’ll be fine.”

I wanted to believe him, to take comfort in his certainty. Yet, I couldn’t quite shake off the feeling of dread that had taken root in my chest.

“Just resting up, getting my strength back,” he continued. His voice was steady, but I could see the effort it took him to breathe each word out.

“I know, Grandpa.” I squeezed his hand gently.

We sat in silence for a few moments longer. The gently thrumming heart monitor provided a steady rhythm that reminded me he was alive and well. It wasn’t long before my grandmother returned. She took over my seat and I finally went home after days of traveling.

I was bone tired.
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WAVERLY


Iwas sitting at my desk when I heard the tidal wave of whispers getting louder. At first, I assumed they were talking shit about me again. Then Marcy looked at me with genuine sadness. If it was about me, clearly, the rumor mill had worked up a good one.

My heartrate quickened as Marcy approached me hesitantly. Her high-heeled boots clicked against the floor. It was clear something was wrong. My mind was spinning some wild ideas about what it might be.

“Marcy, what is it?” I asked. “Did I sleep with Carl from accounting? Or wait, the mail guy?”

She shook her head. “No. Nothing like that.”

“Then what?”

“Did you hear about Knox’s grandfather?” she asked.

A lump formed in my throat. With the looks on the faces of those around me and Marcy’s very serious expression, I knew whatever it was couldn’t be good. “No. What happened?”

“I’m sorry, Waverly,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Richard had a stroke.”

The world seemed to stop spinning for a moment as her words sank in. Richard, my dear, sweet boss that had taken me under his wing. I felt my heart plunge into my stomach. I barely heard Marcy’s next words, something about wanting to be the one to tell me, about how it had happened a few days ago. I vaguely registered her arm around me, a comforting presence in the fog of shock that threatened to consume me.

My mind wandered to Knox. If I felt this way, how was he handling it? After all, Richard was his grandfather. He must be devastated.

“Waverly?” Marcy’s voice pulled me back into the present, her eyes filled with concern.

“I’m fine,” I said immediately. It was my go-to response whenever I felt overwhelmed. The office seemed much too loud all of sudden, everyone’s whispers grating on my nerves. “I have to go.”

Without a second thought, I left everything behind and rushed over to the hospital.

“Where are you going?”

I stopped, realizing I had no clue where I was going. “I don’t know. Is he here?”

She smiled. “Yes, that’s what one of the girls said. Knox flew him in last night.”

“Flew him in?”

She shrugged. “I guess he was in Vegas or something. I’m not really sure.”

“Richard was on a cruise,” I said. “The last postcard I got said they were going to be heading to Switzerland before traveling around France for a few days.”

“I didn’t know.” She shook her head.

I took a second to think. “I’m going to the hospital.”

“Call me if you hear anything. Someone said they wanted to send flowers. Let me know and I’ll organize an arrangement.”

“I will,” I said as I rushed toward the elevator.

I was torn between worrying about Richard and feeling horrible for not reaching out to Knox sooner. I knew he didn’t really have friends. Who was he leaning on? Who was helping him through this?

I knew the answer to that. He was doing it on his own. He was the one staying strong for his grandmother and mother.

The ride to the hospital was a blur, my mind so consumed by worry that I barely registered the familiar town whizzing by outside. The moment I stepped into the hospital, a sterile smell hit me. It was a scent I associated with death and illness. Hospitals had always made my gut churn. It was as if they stripped away all delusions of invincibility and reminded us how fragile we humans really were.

Finding Richard’s room was an ordeal. I understood they were protecting his privacy, and knowing Knox, he made damn sure no one was getting in to see him. Fortunately, I happened to see his grandmother in the hall.

She looked exhausted.

I asked the question I had been afraid to ask. “How is he?”

She took a deep breath, her eyes filled with a weariness that matched her disheveled appearance. “He’s stable, dear. He’s weak, but from what the doctors can tell, he didn’t suffer any cognitive setbacks.”

My heart squeezed tighter in my chest. “Thank God,” I breathed.

“He was very lucky to get immediate care,” she said.

I hesitated. “And Knox? How is he?”

A sad, knowing smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “He’s trying to be strong. You know how he is. But I see the worry in his eyes. He was our hero. He swept in and took care of things. We’re all so proud of him.”

I nodded, feeling an overwhelming wave of empathy for Knox. It was one thing to be strong when the world was watching and entirely another to admit your fear and vulnerability when you thought no one could see. The image of a distressed Knox filled my mind, and I couldn’t help but feel a sharp pang in my chest. “Can I see him?” I asked. “I understand if he can’t have visitors. I just heard the news and wanted to see him.”

“Of course, dear. He needs all the support he can get right now.” She patted my arm gently with a weak smile. “I know he’ll be very happy to see you. He’s always thought of you as family anyway.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll be back in a while. I’m going to get something to eat and make a few phone calls.”

The walk to Richard’s room felt like an eternity, my heart pounding loudly in my ears. As I pushed open the door, a hush fell over the room. There he was, lying frail on the hospital bed surrounded by machines beeping sporadically. The sight that greeted me was both comforting and heart-wrenching.

Richard managed a weak smile when he saw me. His spirit seemed unbroken, but the fragility in his eyes betrayed the toll the stroke had taken on him. It broke my heart to see my old boss, the pillar of strength, reduced to this vulnerable state.

“Richard,” I greeted, my voice a mixture of concern and relief. “How are you holding up?”

He chuckled, a sound more fragile than I had ever heard from him. “One day at a time, Waverly. One day at a time.”

“You’re tired,” I said. “I won’t bother you. I just wanted to stop by and let you know I’m thinking about you.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “I’ve been lying in bed for days. Sit down. How’s the office? Tell me good things.”

I forced a smile, eager to provide him with some sense of normalcy. “The company is doing great, Richard. The team is working hard to uphold everything you’ve built. We are staying very busy. We are booked for months. I think we’re going to have to hire a few more planners to handle all the new business.”

His eyes sparkled with pride, and for a moment, the heaviness in the room lifted. “That’s what I like to hear. It warms my heart to know the company is in good hands.”

We spent some time discussing the successes of the company, a welcome distraction from the harsh reality of the hospital room. But as the conversation flowed, I couldn’t shake the awareness that there was an elephant in the room—or rather, a person.

And then, inevitably, Richard turned the conversation toward Knox. “And what about my grandson?” His tone was more serious now. “How’s he handling things?”

I took a deep breath, knowing that honesty was crucial in this moment. “He’s handling things well,” I began cautiously. “The company has seen growth under his leadership. I won’t deny that he’s done a good job steering us through some major challenges.”

Richard scrutinized my face, sensing the unspoken tension in my words. Even in his weakened state, he knew me well. “But?” he prompted, knowing there was more to the story.

I sighed. “But, Richard, I can’t pretend that everything is smooth sailing. Knox and I still have our disagreements. I’m upset about certain things, but I can’t ignore the positive impact he’s had on the company.”

A flicker of disappointment crossed Richard’s face, and I felt a pang of guilt. “I had hoped you two would find a way to work together,” he admitted. “It’s crucial for the stability of the company.”

“I know,” I replied, the heaviness returning. “I’ve tried, Richard. But sometimes, personalities clash, and it’s challenging, but ultimately, we are getting through. Knox is a strong leader. It’s been an adjustment, but that’s not a bad thing.”

Richard nodded. “Keep pushing forward, for the sake of the team.”

“I will,” I promised. I was more dedicated than before to sticking with the company and doing what I could to make sure it was a success. Even if it meant I had to work alongside Knox.

“How have you been?” he asked.

“Good.”

“And your mother?” he asked. “How is she?”

Though I had never shared the intricacies of my relationship with my mom, Richard seemed to sense the frustrations that lingered beneath the surface. He knew things weren’t great, but he never pressured me to talk about it.

“So, tell me the truth,” he said. “How has Knox really been at the office?”

I laughed. “I told you, he’s doing a good job. Yes, he is a little strict and he is pushing people outside their comfort zone, but that’s what you want, right? You want someone that’s going to elevate us to the next level.”

He chuckled. “I didn’t ask how he’s running the office. I’m asking how has he been with you? You’re a valuable part of that office. I made it clear he was to treat you well. Has he been kind to you?”

“For the most part,” I replied honestly. Despite the unresolved tensions and personal conflicts that existed between Knox and me, I couldn’t deny that, in a professional context, he had been fair and considerate. Richard nodded, his eyes reflecting a silent approval.

“He can be a stubborn boy,” Richard said, the trace of a smile curving at the corner of his lips. “Reminds me of someone else I know.”

“Really?” I asked, raising an eyebrow in amusement.

“Yes,” he affirmed, managing to hold my gaze despite the fatigue seeping into his features. “You. You’ve both got that stubborn streak. You are two very strong people. I had a feeling you guys might clash a little, but if you can figure out a way to work together, I know you’re going to be unstoppable.”

“You’re right, as always,” I conceded with a reluctant grin. “We both want what’s best for the company. He’s stubborn and demanding and drinks more coffee than I think is natural, but he’s a hard worker. And I respect him for that.”

Richard seemed satisfied. “Good. Remember to use your shared drive to benefit the company. Use it to resolve your differences, not create more. You’re both smart and passionate people, and I have faith in you.”

I nodded, feeling the weight of his words. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I responded, knowing that it was a promise I intended to keep.

We spent a few more minutes chatting about the company and the staff, Richard offering several pieces of advice. There were many topics we covered, but his main emphasis was working together, being unified despite our differences.

“You know,” he began slowly, as if selecting his words carefully, his gaze holding mine. “A company can only thrive when its leaders are in sync. You and Knox are leaders, each in your own way. It’s a bit like ballroom dancing, you know. Even if the steps are different for each partner, they’re working together to create something beautiful.”

“I never thought of it that way,” I admitted. His analogy seemed so simple yet made so much sense.

“Think about it,” he continued. “If the partners are not in tune with one another, they’ll step on each other’s toes and fall out of rhythm. But when they move together as one, harmony is achieved, and the dance becomes an embodiment of their unity.”

He had no idea how spot on he was. When Knox and I were in New York, we kicked ass. We kicked ass because we fed off each other’s strengths. We had a natural understanding of each other. Things had been so easy in New York.

As our conversation continued, I noticed Richard’s energy waning. The toll of his condition became evident. Recognizing the need for him to rest, I encouraged him to close his eyes and sleep. “I’ll stop by tomorrow,” I whispered quietly. “You get better. That’s all you have to think about right now.”
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KNOX


Istrolled through the hallway, my thoughts on what I needed to get done today. I was juggling a lot of balls between staying on top of things at the office and managing my grandfather’s long-term care. I didn’t want my grandmother to have to worry about anything. She wasn’t a spring chicken. I couldn’t lose them both. That would devastate my mother and I risked losing her as well. That meant it was all on my shoulders.

As I neared the door, I heard Waverly’s voice. I stopped, staying out of view. My first thought was she was tattling on me. Telling him about the bet and every other sin I committed. But that wasn’t what I heard.

Instead, I heard her soothing voice, encouraging him to rest, promising him of better days, and assuring him of her unwavering loyalty to the company. I felt an unexpected surge of respect and gratitude toward her for giving my grandfather a reason to relax, for softening some of the stress weighing down his frail shoulders.

I lingered in the hallway for a few moments longer, overhearing the end of their conversation. It appeared that she had just finished telling him about the recent happenings at the office. My grandfather responded with words of wisdom and advice.

Waverly told my grandfather that I had been nice to her. The realization caught me off guard. I had expected her to tell him how horrible I was. Had she really just said I was good at my job? Did she actually believe that or was it merely a courteous gesture to comfort my ailing grandfather?

A surge of conflicting emotions swept through me. On one hand, there was a flicker of relief, a glimmer of hope that perhaps the rift between us wasn’t as irreparable as I had feared. On the other hand, a profound sense of regret and self-loathing settled in my chest. I had messed things up with Waverly. She deserved so much more than what I had to offer. I hated that she got swept up in Benjamin’s hatred of me.

The desire to fix things with Waverly tugged at me. Yet, my family, especially my grandfather, needed me now more than ever. As much as I wanted to address the Benjamin lie, the urgency of familial responsibilities took precedence.

It wasn’t like I could shoot Waverly a text and tell her it was a lie. It was a situation that required a heartfelt explanation. I wasn’t able to give that to her right now. I wasn’t the kind of guy that talked about feelings and all of that. Working up the courage to talk to Waverly about what I felt for her felt like trying to climb a mountain with one leg. Once I knew my grandfather was going to be okay, I could open myself for another trauma.

I quietly walked away from the room. I didn’t want to interrupt their conversation. I knew how Waverly felt about my grandfather. They deserved some time alone.

I made my way to the cafeteria and bought a cup of coffee. I found a seat by the window, letting the sun beat down on me through the tinted windows.

I watched as the hospital staff bustled around, their focused faces a stark contrast to the serenity outside. I let my coffee cool as I wrestled with my thoughts.

For the past few years, my life had revolved around two things—becoming the CEO and running the company from New York. But suddenly, there was a third factor. Waverly.

She had stormed into my life so unexpectedly, disrupting everything with her bright smile and unwavering determination. I had tried to keep her at arm’s length, convinced she was nothing but a pain in my ass.

I took a sip of coffee and almost gagged. “Gross,” I muttered.

It wasn’t the coffee Waverly always brought me. That was something I missed. She was always taking care of me, even when I knew all she wanted to do was dump the coffee over my head. I didn’t deserve her.

After some time, I walked back to his room to see if she was still around. The room was quiet when I walked in. My grandfather lay alone in the room. I sat down and watched the monitors for a few minutes with my thoughts still on Waverly. His eyes were closed, but there was an unmistakable presence about him that indicated he wasn’t really sleeping. He was just resting, saving his strength for another day, another battle. There was a sense of calmness about him that I found strangely comforting. He had always been so healthy. I couldn’t remember a time when I saw him down and out. He set a high bar for me. He had been the leader of our little family, always portraying strength. To see him literally on his back shook up my whole world. He was supposed to be invincible.

The room was filled with a mild antiseptic scent, a constant reminder of the battles my grandfather was fighting. I touched his hand lightly, noticing once again how delicate it felt, how weak. But the strength in his soul still remained untouched, unbroken. It made me remember all the lessons he had taught me over the years, to be strong, to be resilient, to never back down but be flexible. He had taught me by his own example, by living those values every day.

He stirred then, his eyes drifting open to find me sitting beside him. A faint smile crossed his lips as he squeezed my hand gently. “You’re a good man,” he said, his voice hoarse but clear.

“Thanks. You must be delirious,” I joked.

“I had a visitor earlier,” he said.

“Oh?” I pretended I didn’t know who he was talking about.

“Turns out you’re a hardass at work,” he said with a soft laugh.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I grinned. “Did she tell you how horrible I was?”

“Nah. She respects you. She said you were tough, which I expected. I hope you’re not being too hard on them. I probably should have told you we try and take a breather in February.”

“Grandpa, we don’t need to talk business,” I told him. “You’re supposed to be resting and relaxing. You don’t need the stress. The company is fine. Waverly didn’t tell you it was falling apart, right?”

“She said things were good.”

“Then take her word for it,” I said.

“I didn’t get a chance to tell you I saw the news about that New York thing,” he said with a weak smile. “Good job. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, Grandpa,” I said quietly. Those words meant more to me than any accolade or praise I’d received in the boardroom.

We fell into comfortable silence, the familiar beeping of the hospital monitors providing an odd kind of comfort.

“I want you to promise me something,” he said suddenly, his eyes serious.

“Anything, Grandpa.”

“Promise me you’ll look after Waverly. She’s a good girl. She has a lot of potential, and she cares about you a lot. More than you think.” His gaze locked on mine. “Don’t look so surprised. I’m old and sure I’ve had a stroke, but I’m not dead. My eyes still work. She didn’t want to talk about you, which tells me there’s something going on. I’ll trust the two of you to work through it, but please, be good to her.”

I blinked in surprise at his words, but after a moment’s hesitation, I nodded. “Of course, Grandpa. I’ll look after her.”

“Good,” he said, seeming satisfied. He gave my hand another gentle squeeze then closed his eyes again. His breathing evened out into a steady rhythm.

A part of me was startled by the sudden shift in our conversation. I was always surprised by just how savvy the man was.

I patted his hand. “I’m going to go. You sleep and don’t worry about the company. Just get better. Grandma is holding you to the France trip. She wants wineries. She wants cheese.”

He didn’t open his eyes but slowly smiled. “I know.”

I got up from the chair. “Goodbye. I’ll stop by tomorrow.”

“Go to work,” he mumbled.

I chuckled again. “I’m on it.”

I left the hospital and considered going to work but changed my mind. I was working from home, and thankfully, I had been left a company that could essentially run itself thanks to my grandfather’s amazing leadership from the very beginning. I had to focus my attention on my family.

I went home and found my mother and grandmother looking like zombies in the sitting room. They weren’t saying a word. Each of them had a cup of tea in their hands but they were both spacing out.

Both looked up as I entered the room, their eyes reddened from the endless waves of worry and tears. My grandmother offered me a weak smile, her lips trembling slightly as she tried to stay strong.

“Hello, dear,” she said, her voice soft and brittle. Her frail hands were shaking slightly, causing the tea in her cup to quiver. As I moved closer, I noticed the faint smell of chamomile wafting from her cup. Grandpa’s favorite.

“How is he?” my mother asked almost immediately, her voice strained. Her eyes were wide and desperate for good news.

“He’s resting,” I informed them, settling down into a chair. “He was joking and lecturing me. He’s stronger than he was yesterday, which tells me he’s going to keep getting stronger.”

My mother’s eyes welled up, and she forced a smile. “That’s good,” she said. Her fingers were wrapped tightly around her teacup.

For a moment, we all sat in silence, the only sound in the room being the faint ticking of the grandfather clock that had been in our family for generations. “I’ll be going to visit him this evening.”

“He wants to go to France with you when he’s better,” I told my grandmother.

She laughed softly. “He’s just too stubborn to be sick.”

“Yes, he is. I think he’s going to be back on his feet in no time.”

“This was a wakeup call,” she replied. “I always knew he was pushing himself too hard. I should have been paying closer attention.”

“You got him help when he needed it,” I told her. “He didn’t know he was going to have a stroke. You couldn’t have possibly known.”

“When he gets home, he’s going on a strict diet,” she said firmly.

“Oh no,” I groaned playfully. “I better hurry and find a house if I want to be able to drink coffee and finish my day with a drink.”

She waggled her finger at me. “You should see this as a lesson for you. You need to take care of yourself.”

I patted my flat stomach. “Trust me, I do,” I said with a wink.

They both laughed. I was glad I could bring a little levity to the situation.
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WAVERLY


The office buzzed with the usual activity as I walked in, my steps determined but my heart heavy. I was so worried about Richard. I hated to think he had waited too long to retire. It wasn’t fair. He worked so hard all of his life. He deserved to enjoy his golden years. I was pissed at fate for stopping his vacation in its tracks. He had been looking forward to that trip and it was jerked away.

I wasn’t sure if Knox was going to be coming in today or not. If he did, I decided to confront him about Benjamin’s words. I couldn’t keep avoiding it. I hated the black cloud hanging over my head. I needed to clear the air. He didn’t get to treat me like shit or make bets or whatever. If he actually bet Benjamin he could get me into bed first, he was going to know exactly how I felt about that. Not that it would change anything, but he needed to know it was fucked up. It was wrong. A decent person didn’t do that to anyone, let alone someone that had treated him with nothing but kindness and respect.

When I moved to my desk, his office door was slightly open and the light was on. I could smell the strong coffee he was never without for long.

I casually walked by and saw him immersed in some paperwork. I took a deep breath, steadying myself for the conversation that needed to happen.

I couldn’t back out. It was now or never. This thing between us was like a festering wound. I had to handle it now before it got worse and it required major surgery to handle. In this situation, surgery meant amputation, which translated to me walking away from the company.

I knocked on the door and stepped inside. “Knox?”

He looked up, appearing startled to see me. “Waverly. I didn’t know you were working in the office.”

“I have been,” I replied coolly.

“Of course. I’ve been away dealing with a situation.”

“I know Richard is in the hospital,” I said gently.

“Oh, yeah, sorry. Of course. I saw the arrangement the office sent. Can you write a card or put a memo out thanking everyone from the family?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding.

I had come in cold and confrontational, but when I looked at him, something in me hesitated. His usual confident demeanor was replaced by a look of sadness and vulnerability. It struck me that he was affected by Richard’s condition. We both loved him, after all, and the worry for him had cast a shadow over the office.

The words I had rehearsed faded away.

“Waverly.”

I had a feeling I knew what was coming. I didn’t want to have the conversation. It was too messy, and with the situation as it was, my hurt feelings would have to wait. “Is there anything I can get you? Coffee, maybe?”

His eyes met mine, and for a moment, I saw a flicker of surprise. It was as if my offer to get him coffee had caught him off guard. I brought him coffee all the time. It was my job.

“You’ve done enough, Waverly,” he replied, a hint of gratitude in his eyes. “You deserve to take some time off. Richard would want you to take care of yourself.”

His words surprised me. Knox suggesting that I take time off? It was a rare moment of vulnerability from him. Maybe it was the shared concern for Richard that softened the edges between us, or maybe he didn’t want me in the office. Maybe the choice to quit wasn’t mine. He might decide to can me.

Regardless, I didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth. Time off would be nice.

“Thank you,” I said, a genuine smile tugging at my lips. “I appreciate it. If you need anything, just let me know.”

With that, I turned to leave, leaving the confrontation I had planned hanging in the air. The door closed behind me, and I couldn’t help but feel a mix of relief and confusion. The tension that had been building seemed to evaporate. I’d been steaming and worrying about the issue for a week, plotting my revenge, and in a matter of seconds, it was over. I didn’t feel like I needed to punish him. What happened was in the past. Richard’s stroke was a reminder life was short. Getting bent out of shape over some low pettiness wouldn’t serve me.

As I headed back to my desk, I couldn’t help but glance back at his office door. He looked really sad.

I couldn’t shake the sense that something had shifted between Knox and me. It made me wonder if we were more connected than I had thought. The sappy side of me wanted to take care of him. I wanted to be his rock. I knew he was taking care of everyone and no one was there to take care of him. Despite what Benjamin said, I had a hard time believing the connection I shared with Knox was based on a bet alone. Maybe that had been the initial reason we hooked up, but it evolved. I wasn’t that naive. I saw and felt the way Knox talked to me. The way he touched me.

More importantly, the way he made love to me.

I shook my head, trying to clear the thoughts. I was possibly mistaking professional courtesy for something else entirely. And yet, the questions seemed to linger. Being around him was a painful reminder of what could have been.

As I sat at my desk, my heart was pounding in my chest. I replayed the interaction. Did Knox feel anything more for me? Did he see me as just his assistant or was there something more? What was this strange limbo we were stuck in?

Marcy appeared at my desk with a mug filled with chocolate pieces and a little balloon with a smiley face on it.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“I know how close you and Richard are,” she said. “I know you’re probably having a hard time.”

“You are so sweet,” I said. “Thank you. This is very thoughtful.”

“That’s what friends are for, right?” Marcy gave me a small smile.

“How are things going with Benjamin’s event?” I asked.

She looked toward Knox’s office. “I didn’t get to tell you about my conversation with Knox after you left that day,” she whispered.

She didn’t have to specify which day. “About?”

“About Benjamin. He was not happy with the man. He told me he pulled you off the event because of Benjamin’s behavior. It had nothing to do with Benjamin complaining about you. He said I’m not to talk to Benajmin or be alone with him. I get the feeling Knox has a history with him.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “He was very protective of you and me. I thought it was very gentlemanly.”

I scoffed. “I’m not willing to go that far just yet.”

“Well, you should be,” Marcy retorted, her voice a mere whisper. “I don’t think he was doing it to cover his ass. He was genuinely worried about us. He insisted I inform him if Benjamin tried anything.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied, making a mental note of it. Knox was concerned about my well-being?

As Marcy walked away, my thoughts were spinning. Here I was, thinking Knox had been cold and aloof when in reality he had been looking out for me all along. If he would just tell me what was going on, a lot of this could be avoided.

I finished with my tasks for the day and shut down my computer. I felt like I was playing hooky. But if Knox was telling me to take time off, I wasn’t going to argue with him.

With a free afternoon, I decided to go by the hospital. I stopped by Hallmark and spent a few minutes picking out the right card for Richard.

Armed with a card loaded with sentiments of healing and comfort, I made my way to the hospital. The sterile white walls echoed with the hustle and bustle of nurses and doctors.

Richard was propped up against his pillows, his usual robust complexion paler than I had ever seen. His eyes lit up the moment I walked in. “Is that for me?” he asked, nodding toward the card.

“Who else would it be for?” I retorted in mock annoyance, trying to lighten the mood. A faint smile tugged at Richard’s mouth as he gingerly took the card from me.

He read it, his brows furrowing as he did so. “You didn’t have to do this,” he murmured, his voice weak. “I’m not going anywhere, but I appreciate the gesture.”

“But I wanted to,” I replied quietly. “I care about you, Richard. Whether you like it or not. I miss your stubbornness at the office.”

He chuckled softly, but the effort seemed to drain him. “I suppose I can’t argue with that. I’m surprised you’re not at work today.”

I didn’t want to tell him Knox had sent me home with no explanation. “I just had a little free time,” I said, smiling. “And I thought I would pop over here and bother you.”

I sat by his side, holding his hand in mine. His grip was still strong despite his frail appearance, and it gave me hope that he would get better soon, stronger and back to his old self.

After spending an hour with Richard, I walked out of the hospital feeling strangely at peace. I was sure Richard would be okay. But it was evident he would not be coming back to work. As much as I was going to miss him, I knew it was for the best. I wanted him strong enough to take those trips with his wife.

Once home, I felt the exhaustion catching up with me. I hadn’t been sleeping well with all of the Knox stuff going on. I decided to unwind and rest. I sank into a chair in the living room, curling my fingers around a book that had been lying on the table for weeks, untouched.

As I flipped through the pages, my phone buzzed with an incoming message from Knox. When I opened it, it was very basic. “Check your email.”

I frowned, finding that just a little cryptic. I assumed he was taking back his offer to take time off. It was going to be another email with a long list of tasks. Now that it looked like Richard was going to make a full recovery, Knox was back to his usual self.

It could wait. I would go to work tomorrow and deal with his laundry list of tasks. I wasn’t going to allow Knox to disrupt my evening. Tonight, it was just me, my book, and the comforting silence of the house that surrounded me. I wasn’t going to look at my phone or social media. I placed the phone down on the table out of sight and out of mind, picked up my book, and began to read. The story was a murder mystery, a genre I enjoyed. Predicting the killer before the author revealed them was my favorite pastime.

After a leisurely evening, I went to bed thinking about Knox and everything Marcy had told me. I felt like I was at war with what I thought I knew about Knox and what Benjamin said. Every part of me was saying I needed to protect my heart, but there was that romantic side of me that said I needed to give him a chance. I wanted to trust the little voice that said he was a good man.


52


KNOX


The door to my office closed with a soft click, leaving me in a silence that felt deafening. Waverly had just walked out. I didn’t know why I told her to leave. Maybe so I didn’t have to see her and be reminded of my guilt. I leaned back in my chair, running a hand through my hair in frustration. I also didn’t want to be reminded she might not be around much longer.

I knew how many phone calls I had been fielding since we got back from New York and could only imagine some especially eager people would have found a way to track her down. She had to be getting inundated with offers. Everyone knew she was associated with me, and since they didn’t have her contact information, they were calling me. It wasn’t right not to tell her. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her to her face. She would be thrilled and that would be hard for me to swallow. She’d be all too happy to leave me and chase her modeling career.

Instead of telling her, I forwarded her the email with a very lucrative job offer to model full-time for the lingerie company. She could make her own decision.

It wasn’t easy for me to accept she would be leaving. The thought of her departure left a void that I wasn’t sure could be filled. I understood that she needed time to consider the offers that had come her way, but that didn’t make it any less disheartening.

The aftermath of the fashion show had been a whirlwind. Waverly had caught the attention of the fashion world. They were eager to collaborate with her on a body-positivity campaign. The offers were pouring in. Waverly, young and talented, had become the center of attention in the fashion world. I knew the feeling. When I first made my debut in the modeling world. I had been the it guy. Every designer and fashion house in the world wanted me to wear their clothes. It was a heady experience. I wouldn’t have been able to say no if I was her. The money being offered would take care of her for a long time.

Waverly’s success was bittersweet. On one hand, I was immensely proud of her and what she had achieved. On the other hand, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of loss.

I went back to work, trying to keep up with the avalanche of work coming in. My phone ringing pulled my focus. I reached for it without checking the caller ID.

“Hello?”

“Knox,” the director’s voice came through. I inwardly groaned and gave her my attention. “I’ve been trying to reach Waverly. Any chance she’s had a change of heart about our offer?”

I sighed, realizing that the relentless pursuit of Waverly for the campaign wasn’t going to let up. They were some serious stalkers. “She’s considering her options,” I replied carefully. “It’s a big decision for her, and she needs some time. I’ve forwarded your email to her. She can decide what to do next.”

There was a brief pause on the other end before the director spoke again. “You know, Knox, this campaign could be a game-changer for her. She’s young, beautiful, and the message of body positivity is something the industry needs. It’s an opportunity of a lifetime.”

I couldn’t argue with that. The offer was undeniably tempting, and it was evident that Waverly’s talent had not gone unnoticed. “I understand,” I said, trying to mask the conflict in my voice. “I’ll make sure she gets the message.”

After ending the call, I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my temples. The whole situation was taking a toll on me, and the fact that Waverly was being bombarded with tempting opportunities only added to the complexity of our professional relationship. We were not in a good place professionally or personally. She had no reason to stay. Not for me and not for the job. Why would she want to work for an asshole that made bets about getting her into bed? Not that I did, but that was what she believed.

I had made the mistake of checking social media. She was being talked about. A lot. Men were drawn to her beauty and were vying for her attention. She had no less than a thousand date requests. The usual scumbags were trying to buy her. I couldn’t deny that jealousy gnawed at me, a feeling I tried to suppress but couldn’t quite shake off.

My phone rang again, and I glanced down to see another call from an unknown number. I didn’t have the energy to take another call about Waverly. I dismissed the call and dropped my phone back onto the desk.

I had always been in control. When it came to work, relationships, and life in general, I made things happen. Yet this situation with Waverly was spiraling, fast, and there was nothing I could do about it. No matter how much I wanted to intervene, to persuade her not to leave, it wasn’t up to me. If she wanted to stay, fine, but it had to be her choice. I didn’t want her to resent me.

The day had been relentless, the weight of responsibilities pulling me in all directions. As the clock ticked toward the end of the workday, I made the decision to leave the office early.

I drove straight to the hospital. My grandmother was sitting in the chair, her head lolled to the side and her eyes closed.

My grandfather looked at me and smiled. “Shh. She fell asleep about thirty minutes ago.”

She jerked awake. “Oh goodness. I didn’t realize I dozed off.”

“Go home,” I told her gently. “I’ll sit with him for a while.”

I stood back while she gave him a kiss goodbye. She patted my arm. “I’ll see you at home.”

After she left, I slid into the seat she vacated. “You look better,” I said. “Did you eat today?”

“Your grandmother snuck me in some real food.” He chuckled. “She tried to trick me. There was no salt.”

“Yeah, I’m looking for a house in a hurry,” I joked. “The housekeeper hauled out a bunch of food and took it to the shelter. There won’t be any salt in the house. Or bacon.”

“Oh shit.” He scoffed. “What’s the point of living if you can’t have bacon?”

Listening to him, I couldn’t help but give out a hearty laugh. Life was too short to not savor the small pleasures, like a crispy slice of bacon. His cheerful disposition, despite the situation he was in, was a refreshing contrast to my recent conundrum.

“Who knows, Grandpa?” I said, still laughing. “Maybe I’ll start smuggling bacon into the hospital for you.”

He chuckled at that and gave me a playful wink. “That’s my boy. So, how have you’ve been? And I don’t mean the work stuff.”

“Things have been complicated.”

His eyes twinkled with curiosity. “Complicated? In what way?”

“I’m just going to be honest,” I told him. “Waverly and I, well, we, had some time together.”

I wasn’t sure how to explain what we had. I didn’t want to tell my grandfather we had hot sex a couple of times.

“Some time together,” he said with a nod. “I’m going to assume that is code for a relationship.”

“Yes.”

I waited for him to lecture me. Fortunately, he didn’t.

“I see.”

I gave him the G-rated version of our time together, telling him how I felt and making it clear she wasn’t just a casual fling. “It’s complicated,” I told him.

A knowing smile played on my grandfather’s lips. “Complicated isn’t necessarily a bad thing, Knox. Sometimes, it means there’s depth and substance. What’s been bothering you about her?”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “A guy I went to high school with showed up and wanted a party. I put Waverly on the job. The guy is a slimeball. One night, I punched him when he got a little too mouthy talking about Waverly.”

He nodded. “I see.”

“He said he wouldn’t go the police if I handled his party. So, I did, but I took Waverly off the event. The guy is horrible. He told Waverly he and I had a bet to see who could get her into bed first.”

“Asshole,” he hissed. Then he looked me directly in the eyes. “Did you?”

“No! I’ve done a lot of stupid stuff, but I would never do that.”

“Good. Did you tell Waverly?”

I shook my head. “Everything happened an hour before I got the call about you. She had stormed out of the office. My plan was to give her some time to calm down before I went after her. But then I left.”

“You haven’t explained things to her?”

“No,” I said, sighing. “It’s complicated.”

“Do you care about Waverly?”

I didn’t hesitate in my response. “Yes, I do. But it’s not that simple. We work together, and there’s so much at stake.”

“Knox, Waverly is a good girl. She’s not to be toyed with.”

“Believe me, Grandpa, I know. I don’t want to hurt her.” I clenched my hands, something uneasy stirring in my gut. There was so much more to it than just liking Waverly. She had made me reevaluate my ways and question the choices I had made in life.

My grandfather seemed to sense my inner turmoil. He reached out his hand, placing it on top of mine. His skin was cool and wrinkled. “Are you trying to protect her from yourself, Knox?”

His words caught me off guard. It was as if he had peeked into my mind, laying bare all my fears and uncertainties. I was silent for a moment, the hum of the hospital room filling the space between us.

“Maybe,” I admitted finally, my voice barely a whisper. “I’ve never met someone who made me want to be better before.”

Grandfather grunted in understanding. “I’m all for you being better, but at what cost to Waverly?”

“At zero cost,” I said. “This isn’t supposed to be a bad thing for either of us. I care about her.”

“I care about her as well,” he said. “I don’t want her hurt. She’s a good girl.”

“I know that,” I murmured.

He leaned forward, his gaze penetrating. “Knox, you’re a good man. Waverly is one of the best. She’s not the kind of woman you’re used to. You don’t get to treat her like one of the ladies you knew back in New York.”

I swallowed hard, his words stinging more than I expected. It was true. Waverly was unlike anyone I had ever known before, a woman of grace and kindness.

“I know that, Grandpa,” I said quietly, feeling smaller under his stern gaze.

He patted my hand gently, his eyes softening. “That’s good to hear. Remember, it takes more than words to show someone you care. Actions speak volumes, Knox.”

I nodded, taking in his wisdom. I had done enough talking. It was time for me to show Waverly just how much she meant to me.

“I’ll take that to heart,” I told him.

“Knox, you’re a good man. I know you aren’t thrilled to be here in Utah. She’s not something to pass the time with.”

“She’s not,” I agreed earnestly. “She means a lot more than that.”

Grandpa studied my face for a few moments before he nodded, satisfied with my response.

“That’s what I needed to hear. Now go fix this. You owe it to her and you owe it to yourself.”

I wanted to tell him it wasn’t as simple as that, that there might be irreparable damage already done, but the look in his eyes stopped me. There was no room for excuses, only action.

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I will, Grandpa. As soon as I can.”
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WAVERLY


The transition from being a simple assistant to an elderly man in my hometown to accidental model had been an unexpected twist in my life. It was a twist I never desired. The fashion show, the dazzling lights, the applause? It all seemed like a dream, or rather, a nightmare. Modeling was a world so far removed from my comfort zone that it felt like playing a character in someone else’s story.

The attention that came with it was even more disconcerting. Every trip to the grocery store turned into someone recognizing me and having an opinion about what I did. Men would look at me, then at their phones, then back at me. Their eyes filled with disbelief, as if trying to reconcile the girl they saw in person with the one they glimpsed on social media. It made me uncomfortable, self-conscious in a way I hadn’t felt before.

And the constant attention, the glances not quite discreet enough, the whispers behind hands were all so suffocating. I wasn’t Waverly anymore, or at least not to them. To them, I was a face on a screen, a figure in a magazine. Not a person with feelings and thoughts but a thing to look at and nothing else.

I had never been vain about my appearance before. But their stares made me conscious of every little thing. The way my hair fell around my face, the curve of my hips, even the way my lips moved when I spoke.

I was looking forward to hanging out with Janie and Meredith at my house tonight. They wanted to go out, but I could not fathom going into public.

When they showed up, I had just finished mixing a pitcher of margaritas.

“Why do you look so sad?” Janie asked as we sipped margaritas.

“I feel like I either need to wear a bag over my head or move,” I complained. “And moving doesn’t work because I still have my same face. Unless I go to New York and I’ll blend in with the millions of people there.”

“You can’t move,” Meredith said.

“I know, but I can’t handle this,” I said.

“Come on, Waverly. You’re practically living every girl’s dream! Being a model is amazing, and you look stunning in those pictures,” Meredith exclaimed, her eyes filled with enthusiasm.

“And she got an offer,” Janie revealed.

I looked at her and rolled my eyes. “And I’m not interested.”

“What offer?” Meredith asked.

“They want her to be a model for a new body-positivity campaign,” Janie said.

I sighed, sinking into the couch, feeling the weight of the conversation settling around me.

“No way! That’s awesome. You have to do it!”

“Mer, you know I’m not cut out for this. It’s not me. I’m not a model. The attention, the scrutiny? It’s just too much.”

“You shouldn’t do anything that makes you uncomfortable,” Janie said, nodding. “Modeling might be glamorous, but it comes with its own set of challenges.”

Meredith pouted, clearly disappointed. “But imagine all the fabulous places you could go, the people you could meet. It’s like a fairy tale!”

I chuckled and shook my head. “I’m just not cut out to be in that world. It’s too much. I like my anonymity. I like being able to go shopping without people looking at me and whispering.”

Janie gave me an approving smile, her focus always on my well-being. “Waverly, you know we support whatever makes you happy. If modeling isn’t it, then so be it. We just want you to be yourself.”

The conversation continued into the night, exploring the pros and cons of the unexpected attention that had come my way. Meredith argued the perks of fame and the exciting opportunities that could arise. Janie, the voice of reason, reminded me of the toll it could take on my mental well-being.

“It’s not just about the glamorous side of it, Meredith,” Janie argued. “The constant scrutiny, the expectations can be overwhelming. I don’t blame her. Look at how crazy some of the Hollywood celebrities get under the heavy weight of fame.”

“Meredith, there’s no denying the allure of this world,” I interrupted. “But it’s not just the glitz and glamour. It’s also the downfalls, the grueling hours, the loss of privacy.”

Meredith’s eyes narrowed slightly, her expression thoughtful. She knew I had a point but wasn’t willing to give in just yet. “Still, Waverly, think of all the good you could do. A body-positivity campaign? That’s meaningful. You’d be helping to promote self-love and acceptance.”

I sighed deeply, taking in Meredith’s argument. There was truth in her words. However, there was also a heavy responsibility that came along with it.

“I get what you’re saying, Mer,” I said slowly, “And a part of me wonders if I should take on this role for the greater good. But another part of me is petrified of losing myself in this whole whirlwind.”

“I just think it would be so cool to have a model friend. Imagine going to events together, rubbing shoulders with the elite.”

I rolled my eyes playfully. “We already do cool things together. I can introduce you to interesting people without turning myself into a runway model.”

While Meredith’s dream of having a model friend might have been momentarily dashed, she understood that my happiness came first.

“How about the Knox situation?” Janie asked.

“Screw Knox,” Meredith sneered. “He doesn’t deserve you.”

I chuckled lightly at Meredith’s fiery disdain for Knox. “You’re right,” I said, my voice brimming with newfound determination. “Knox or no Knox, model or not, I get to choose my destiny.”

Meredith clinked her glass with mine, a proud smile spreading across her face. “Damn straight, you do!”

Janie leaned back on the couch, brushing away nonexistent dust from her jeans. “Has he explained the situation?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Well, good riddance,” Janie huffed, her usual calm demeanor replaced with a flash of frustration. “You don’t need an explanation. You know your worth, Waverly.”

Meredith leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with an idea. “You know what we should do? We should have a ‘Self-Love’ day! A day where we pamper ourselves and remind ourselves of our own worth. No men, no modeling, just us girls.”

As the night drew to a close, Janie hugged me, her genuine concern evident in her eyes. “Waverly, just promise me you won’t let anyone pressure you into something you’re not comfortable with. Your well-being matters more than any fleeting fame. The money isn’t worth it. A week of modeling and look at what it’s done to you.”

I nodded, grateful for the unwavering support of my friends. “I promise, Janie. I won’t let anyone push me into something that doesn’t align with who I am.”

“Good,” she said and squeezed my shoulder gently before releasing me.

“You’re not alone,” Meredith said. “You’ve got us!” She held up her wine glass in a toast. “To us, the unstoppable trio.”

We all laughed, lifting our glasses and clinking them together. The discussion had been intense, but it had brought us closer.

We talked a bit more about their jobs and what they were doing. Meredith worked in IT tracking down scammers. We often joked about her ability to send shivers down the spines of her coworkers when she busted someone.

Janie talked about one of the new people in her morning yoga class. This was why I could never leave Utah. I needed my girls. They were my support system. We’d been friends through so much. I would be trading real connections with people I loved for fame and fortune, which would disappear in a few months or a year. It wasn’t a trade I was willing to make.

After a few hours, they headed out, leaving me alone. I cleaned up the pizza boxes and rinsed the blender before going to bed. While I was lying in bed, my phone vibrated. There was a new message from an unknown number.

What followed was a series of lewd comments, so absurd and outrageous that I couldn’t help but burst into laughter. The messages were more goofy than predatory, talking about wanting to eat cake off my ass or use my toes as spoons. It was a strange mix of rudeness and humor, an odd attempt at flirtation that left me both bemused and irritated.

“Who does this person think they are?” I muttered to myself, my hot-headedness rising. I had reached a point where I had zero tolerance for such antics, even if they were meant to be funny. Enough was enough.

I snorted, shaking my head at the ridiculousness of it all. I typed a quick reply, telling the stranger to find someone else’s toes to eat with. No sooner had I sent the text than another one came in.

“I want to see you in ribbons and nothing else,” the text read.

Another came right behind it. “What’s your feeling on feet in general? Can I suck your toes?”

My lips curled as the messages kept coming, lewder than the last.

I rolled my eyes, letting out a small chuckle of disbelief. “This guy’s got a fetish for sure.” I decided to answer in kind, my fingers dancing over the keyboard.

“I’m afraid your request has been denied, as your bizarre interest in my toes is not attractive in the slightest,” I shot back, hitting send with a triumphant smirk.

There was a sad face emoji reply. Once the emoji came across my screen, I knew we had stepped into new territory. As expected, that emoji was followed up with the proverbial eggplant and peach emojis, causing me to break into laughter. This wasn’t some suave ladies’ man with smooth lines. This was a bumbling fool amusing himself with his own ridiculousness.

“I’m afraid your understanding of romantic overtures is as mature as a hormonal teenage boy,” I retorted, my fingers flying over the screen.

I didn’t know why I was bothering to engage. It was probably a stalker, and by even replying back to them, they were getting the idea I was enjoying this.

Just as I was about to delete the conversation and block the number, another message rolled in. “You’re no fun,” it read.

“Unsolicited rudeness is not my idea of fun,” I replied, tossing my phone onto the bed, irritated more than amused now. The hilarity had worn off, replaced with a familiar sense of annoyance that gnawed at me.

I knew this wasn’t something I should have entertained, but the ridiculousness of it had caught me off guard.

Before I could do anything else, the phone vibrated once again. For some stupid reason, I opened it.

“You know I could make you scream. I’ll show you how a real man handles a woman. You need a man, not a pretty boy.”

This was enough. The person, who I assumed was a man, was not going to stop. I didn’t know how he got my number, but I didn’t want to have to change it.

I decided to take matters into my own hands and called the unknown number back. If they wanted to play games, I was going to make sure they knew I would go straight to the police and file stalking and harassment charges.

With each ring, I half-expected the person on the other end to ignore my call. To my surprise, a familiar voice answered, sending a chill down my spine.

“Hey there, gorgeous. Did my messages get your attention? Want me to come over?”

I groaned, recognizing the voice. It felt like I needed to shower. I couldn’t believe I even engaged. I should have known better.
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The preparations for Benjamin’s event had consumed my time. The looming dread had settled like a lead weight in my stomach. I was so fucking pissed that I had to be a part of the guy’s grand opening. This was nothing like the event I did with Waverly in New York.

I had almost completely removed Marcy from the project. I didn’t trust Benjamin to be anywhere near her. He had proven to be a snake. I didn’t know what he might say or try to do with her. I had to take care of my employees.

Waverly had come back to work, but she wasn’t speaking to me. It was only the most basic conversations.

Waverly walked into my office carrying my tuxedo in a garment bag. “The cleaners dropped this off.”

“Thank you.”

She hung it on a hook on the wall. “Do you need anything else?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Marcy wanted me to let you know she was at the venue and needs to talk with you about an issue with the caterer.”

I nodded, feeling a rush of relief wash over me. At least Marcy was on top of things. “Thanks. I’d better head out there now.”

Waverly gave a curt nod, her eyes devoid of any warmth they had once held for me. Turning on her heel, she left me alone in my office. The heavy silence that filled the room was almost deafening. It was as if the very air had turned into ice, chilling me to the bone.

I knew she was pissed that she wasn’t a part of the event, but I couldn’t explain why. She didn’t need to know. Benjamin’s crass, rude, borderline verbal harassment comments weren’t going to do her any good. She didn’t need to be exposed to his nasty ways.

Dressing quickly, I threw on my coat and headed out to meet Marcy at the venue. I had been both dreading and looking forward to this night since that fateful night I knocked Benjamin on his ass. I was so glad to have it over, but now I had to be in the same room with him. That was the part that made my skin crawl.

I moved through the venue, giving instructions to the caterers and decorators, trying to maintain an air of composure while the turmoil within me churned. It was an event I wished I could avoid, a necessary evil to appease Benjamin and maintain a semblance of professionalism.

Marcy looked flustered. I hadn’t seen Benjamin around. “Everything okay?” I asked.

She nodded, wiping her hand over her face. “I just had to put up a tent.”

I tried not to smile. “Alone?”

“I had help. I’ve never put a tent up in my life. Those things should come with better instructions.”

I laughed. “The decorations look really good. Very elegant.”

“I’m glad I had this experience,” she said. “I’ve decided I will be a glamper if I get a boyfriend that thinks he is going to be outdoorsy.”

“You did great, Marcy.”

“Thank you. You look nice. Was I supposed to dress up?”

“No, I have. I mean, Benjamin has requested I attend as a guest. You don’t need to stay. You have done an amazing job, Marcy. I’m impressed. We’ll talk about that full-time position.”

“I can stay,” she offered. “I’ll be behind the scenes.”

I shook my head. “You don’t want to be around him when the alcohol starts flowing.”

She gave me a knowing look. “I understand.”

After she left, I finished making sure everything was set. Benjamin might be blackmailing me to attend, but he didn’t set any requirements about how long I needed to stay. I planned on bailing out the first chance I got. I did not want my name associated with the man. I was not going to stay in business with an unethical man like him.

As I navigated through the crowd of event staff, my eyes caught sight of Waverly entering the venue. Time seemed to slow as she glided in, looking absolutely incredible in a gorgeous dress that accentuated her every curve. The dress was a deep red and shimmered under the overhead lights. It hugged Waverly’s figure perfectly, flowing down to the floor with a small train trailing behind her. The neckline was a daring V-shape, showing off her smooth collarbone and delicate shoulders and the perfect amount of cleavage. It was a timeless and sophisticated look. As she moved, the dress flowed and swayed, highlighting her every move and making her look like an ethereal goddess. My stomach dropped, the unexpected sight of her sending a jolt through me.

“What is she doing here?” I muttered under my breath, a mixture of surprise and frustration bubbling within me. Waverly was not someone I anticipated seeing at this event. Her presence disrupted the carefully constructed walls I had built around my emotions. I had worked very hard to push away the images of her in the sexy gowns back in New York. Then she showed up wearing another one that was even sexier.

But why? Why in the hell was she here?

As the event unfolded, I realized with a sinking feeling that she was not just a random guest. She was a guest of honor.

It felt like a deliberate move, orchestrated to catch me off guard and stir the pot. Benjamin had managed to manipulate the situation to his advantage, using Waverly as a pawn in his twisted game.

I couldn’t believe she would be that naive. Why in the hell would she believe him? She had to know I would never stoop to his level. She caught my gaze and gave me a hard look before turning away.

Anger surged within me, directed not at Waverly, but at the conniving tactics of Benjamin. He had succeeded in making Waverly believe I was the villain. Now he was exploiting her presence to boost his own image. It was a calculated move that left a bitter taste in my mouth.

I decided then and there, I wouldn’t let Benjamin get the satisfaction he yearned for. I would not give him another chance to manipulate Waverly or take advantage of her. If he thought he could get away with it, he had another thing coming.

After exchanging pleasantries with a few more people, I maneuvered my way through the crowd toward Waverly, my heart thudding heavily in my chest. She didn’t notice me at first, engrossed in a conversation with a couple of Benjamin’s business associates.

“Excuse me,” I said, interrupting politely. When she turned to face me, her expression hardened. Her eyes, once warm and inviting, were now icy and guarded. She looked at me as though I was the enemy. That hurt more than she probably intended it to.

“Hello,” she said coldly, her voice barely above a whisper. She quickly turned away from me and resumed her conversation.

Ignoring the sting of her dismissal, I remained by her side, patiently waiting for her to give me a chance to speak. I couldn’t just walk away without at least trying to clear my name.

As the evening wore on, I found myself locked in a silent battle of wills with Waverly. Her stubbornness was only matched by my resolve. She may not have wanted to hear me out, but I didn’t plan on leaving without making my intentions clear. Benjamin was getting his way in that regard. I was staying for her. I would have left an hour ago if I wasn’t so desperate to talk to her. I wasn’t going to leave her. He would coerce her into going home with him. Or maybe he’d try to get her drunk.

Her cool indifference, however, proved to be more difficult to penetrate than I had expected. Every attempt at conversation was met with curt responses or dismissive looks. It was clear that she had formed an opinion of me based on Benjamin’s manipulations, and it wasn’t flattering.

Benjamin, for his part, watched from afar with a smug smile plastered across his face. He knew he had me cornered. He knew the situation was in his favor. But I was not going to let him continue his game unchecked.

Each time Waverly tried to slip away, I managed to find her in the crowd. I was keeping an eye on her, even if she didn’t want me to. She didn’t know what a snake Benjamin was.

As Waverly exited the room, presumably heading toward the restroom, I followed in pursuit. My heart pounded loudly against my ribcage as I weaved through the crowded room, eyes firmly fixated on the sweep of her gown as she vanished through an archway. A golden opportunity had presented itself, and I would be a fool not to seize it.

Out in the corridor, dimly lit by sparkling chandeliers, there was an eerie silence that contrasted with the lively buzz of the ballroom. I saw Waverly disappear into a restroom at the far end of the hallway.

I waited, leaning against an antique side table, allowing myself a moment to collect my thoughts. This had to be handled delicately. One wrong move and I could potentially push her further away and play right into Benjamin’s hands.

Unfortunately, when she came out, she was flanked by two other women like she knew I was waiting for her.

“Waverly, I need to talk to you,” I said.

“I’m sorry, but I need to get back to the party,” she said with a cool smile. “Maybe we can talk at work.”

She walked away without giving me a backward glance. I watched helplessly as she disappeared back into the ballroom, her dismissal cutting me sharper than any knife. The taste of defeat was bitter in my mouth, but I knew I had to swallow it down. This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

For now, though, I was left with no choice but to retreat. Benjamin caught my eye from across the room, his smirk evident even from a distance. The smug satisfaction on his face made my blood boil. He thought he’d won.

But I wasn’t done fighting for Waverly. She might hate me, but I wasn’t going to throw her to the wolves. Benjamin was a wolf. He was parading around in sheep’s clothing, but I knew better.

I snatched a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, my eyes scanning the crowd. Benjamin walked toward Waverly. I watched as he gently touched her arm. He leaned in and spoke close to her ear. My blood literally felt like it was boiling in my veins.

A moment later, he took his spot on the stage. “Everyone, thank you for coming to our grand opening event. I am excited to be back home and I know you are all going to love what we have to offer. But enough of the boring business stuff. I’d like to introduce everyone to a very special guest. I know she’s a bit of a hometown hero right now. This beautiful woman is a friend of mine and I thought you would prefer her to talk about how awesome my new store is than me because let’s be honest. Don’t we all prefer to hear anything when it’s coming from a gorgeous lady?”

There was a lot of clapping. My stomach sank when I realized Waverly was acting as a PR person for him. The realization fueled the fire of resentment burning within me. I considered making a swift exit. If I had to stand by and listen to her sing his praises, it was going to be too much.

“Everyone, please welcome my friend, Waverly Edwards!”

The crowd cheered and whistled. I watched in horror as she carefully climbed the few steps onto the stage. Benjamin greeted her with a kiss on the cheek in a very intimate gesture that nearly gave me super-human strength to catapult over the crowd to tackle him. I managed not to do it, but it was close.

I had to leave before the very tenuous hold on my self-control broke. But just as I turned to leave, Waverly stepped forward, capturing the attention of the room. My curiosity compelled me to pause and listen, a mixture of apprehension and anticipation settling within me.
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The sting of Benjamin’s horribly embarrassing texts lingered, a fire fueling my determination to stand up for myself. His audacity in thinking his crude words were flattering left me seething with anger. It was time to show him that I couldn’t be bullied or made to feel small.

When I called back my prank caller, it had been Benjamin. The asshole had the audacity to invite me to his stupid party. I thought he was kidding. What kind of asshole did what he did and then turned around and asked me to attend his party?

More than an asshole, Benjamin was a coward. He saw me as a little pawn in his grand game, someone he could manipulate to suit his narrative. But he didn’t know what I was capable of and that realization spurred me on.

The dress was secondhand. I picked it up at the last minute. It was daring and bold, but when I tried it on, I felt confident. It was perfect. I wanted all eyes on me. I wanted to meet and talk with as many people as I could. I wanted them to get to know me and realize I wasn’t a total freak. They needed to see me as a regular person because when I dropped the hammer, I needed them to believe me.

I moved through the party, exchanging pleasantries with a determined smile. Benjamin’s attempts to corner me and make small talk were met with curt responses. I wasn’t here to play by his rules. I was here to change the narrative. Unfortunately, I had not counted on Knox’s persistence. He was the last person I wanted to see. I didn’t understand why he was even at the party.

But it quickly became clear. He was buddies with Benjamin. They had their little bets and bro code. When I saw Knox coming my way, I tried to avoid him. The last thing I wanted was to be the center of some male pissing contest. But as fate would have it, he found me. His eyes met mine with an intensity that took me aback. But then, just as quickly, he looked away, the sharp pain of rejection twisting in my gut.

I fought against the wave of hurt and forced myself to remember the bigger picture. This was not about Knox or Benjamin and their sick games. It was about me about reclaiming my dignity.

“Waverly,” Knox said behind me.

I tried to ignore him, but he reached for my arm. “What?” I snapped.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“It’s a party, Knox. I’m mingling.”

“You know what I mean,” he hissed. “Why are you here?”

“I’m sorry, but I see someone I need to talk to.”

He looked around. “Who?”

“Anyone but you.” I smiled and walked away.

Benjamin found me a short time later. His hand wrapped around my upper arm in a way that felt demanding and way too intimate. He leaned in, his lips nearly brushing my ear. I pulled my head back. I knew what he was doing. He wanted everyone to see him with me. He was acting like we were a couple.

“I’m about to announce you,” he whispered close to my ear. “I know you have your speech, but it wouldn’t hurt to add a few more adjectives. And if you’re a good girl, I will aptly reward you. You don’t have to admit it, but we both know you’ve been thinking about all those things I texted you. It’ll be our little secret.”

He pulled back and grinned. I wanted to slap him. It would have been so satisfying to slap that raunchy smile right off his face, but I couldn’t. That would ruin everything. I watched him walk on stage and do his little speech before it was time for me to get up there.

When the time came for me to address the crowd, a mix of anticipation and nerves coiled in my stomach. As I stood at the podium, I surveyed the faces in the room, each one a potential ally or adversary. Benjamin watched me with a smug expression, confident that I would adhere to the script he had imagined.

But I had other plans.

As I stepped forward to the applause and whistles, my eyes scanned the crowd. I saw Knox staring directly at me.

I took a deep breath and pulled up the speech I had written on my phone.

“Thank you for welcoming me,” I began. My voice rang loud and clear over the murmuring chatter and clinking glasses. “I’m sure many of you know Benjamin, which is why you’re all here. I only recently met him. When I think about my time with Benjamin, I’m reminded of the dedication and hard work that goes into building a successful business. Benjamin has certainly made a name for himself, showcasing an uncanny ability to navigate the challenges of the industry.”

I noticed Benjamin’s confident demeanor as he stood at the corner of the stage. He was all puffed up and looked like he was eating up every word I said. I hoped he enjoyed it because I had so much more to say.

“However, success is not solely measured by professional achievements. It’s also about the way we treat others, the respect and decency we extend to those around us. It’s a reminder that success without integrity is a hollow victory.”

The room fell into a hushed silence. People were actually listening to me. Benjamin’s expression morphed from smugness to discomfort, a realization dawning on him that I wasn’t playing by his rules. He had seen the speech I prepared. But it was the fake one. It was not the one I ever planned on delivering.

“In our pursuit of success, let’s not forget the importance of empathy, kindness, and understanding.”

There was a round of applause. Benjamin was still smiling. He had no idea what was coming. I loved that I was lulling him into complacency. It was going to make the deathblow all the sweeter.

“I stand before you tonight not just as a guest but as someone who believes in transparency and integrity.”

Benjamin’s smug expression faltered as he watched from the side of the stage. I looked directly at him, let him see my hatred and disgust of him. I saw the fear flash in his eyes. He was a predator, but not now.

I was.

I turned my attention back to the crowd. “As some of you may know, I’ve had the unfortunate experience of working closely with Benjamin,” I continued, choosing my words carefully. “From the first time we met, he made me uncomfortable with his inappropriate behavior and continuous attempts to objectify me.”

A murmur of surprise rippled through the crowd, and I felt a sense of empowerment in exposing the uncomfortable truths. I took a deep breath and continued, my voice unwavering.

“It’s time to address the reality of the situation,” I declared, holding up my phone to the audience. “I recently received a series of text messages from Benjamin that reflect his true character. Let me share a glimpse with you.”

I proceeded to read the crude and demeaning messages, each word resonating with shock and disbelief. The gasps and murmurs intensified as the reality of Benjamin’s behavior unfolded before them.

I glanced over at Benjamin, whose face had turned an alarming shade of beet red. He moved toward the stage, clearly intent on stopping me. Knox stepped in, blocking his path with a determined glare. The grin on Knox’s face was a mixture of defiance and satisfaction.

I continued, addressing the crowd with a newfound sense of empowerment. “This is the real Benjamin, the one who treats people with disrespect, objectifies them, and believes his actions are flattering. It’s time to expose the entitlement and arrogance that lie beneath the surface.”

As I spoke, Knox maintained his position, thwarting Benjamin’s attempts to interrupt. The anger in Knox’s eyes was palpable, a reflection of the shared disdain for Benjamin’s behavior. I felt a surge of gratitude toward Knox for standing by me in this moment of confrontation. While I was putting on a brave face, I was shaking inside. I was absolutely terrified. I felt like I had laid myself bare to the world over the last few weeks. It wasn’t something I was used to. I was a private person who never told anyone about anything, not even my mother.

I took a second to control my nerves before I finished my speech. “I urge you not to support a business run by an entitled jerk who lacks respect for others. It’s time to hold people accountable for their actions.”

With that, I confidently stepped away from the microphone, leaving a deflated Benjamin in my wake. The room buzzed with a mixture of shock and contemplation. The truth had been revealed, and the crowd grappled with the implications of supporting a man whose character had been exposed.

During my mingling, I had met many people that had known Ben for years. I doubted they were all that surprised by my revelations. They knew, but no one ever spoke up. Now that I had revealed his nastiness, it had to be acknowledged.

As the night continued, I felt a surge of satisfaction in knowing that I had taken control of the narrative. Benjamin’s attempts to manipulate the situation had backfired, and I had reclaimed my voice in the process. He had held all the cards. I didn’t care if I was fired. It was worth it. I had made up my mind I was going to expose Benjamin after the conversation the other night. I was not going to put up with that shit ever again. It wasn’t worth it. No job was.

Amidst the conversations and laughter, I caught glimpses of Knox watching me from a distance. His eyes held a mixture of surprise and admiration. I thought I would sneak away, but the crowd had other plans.

With their applause echoing around the room, they surrounded me, their faces brimming with respect and support. They had heard my truth, and it had resonated with them. I felt a sense of validation I hadn’t anticipated. It was overwhelming.

“I’m so glad someone finally had the balls to say it,” a woman said as she approached me. “He is a snake. I dated him for about two weeks. He fooled me at first but then I found out he was also seeing two other women.

“At the same time?” I asked, shocked but not entirely surprised considering what I knew of Benjamin.

She nodded grimly. “He seemed like such a nice guy at first. But then, well, you know.” She gave me an understanding look and I returned it with a nod.

“Thank you for sharing that,” I said sincerely. “That’s why we need to speak up. To expose people like him.”

She gave me a small, appreciative smile before moving away. Another person stepped up to share their story, a man this time who had once been business partners with Benjamin.

“He’s a cheat,” he declared, his face grim and resolute. “We had a partnership, but it didn’t take long for me to realize he was skimming profits off the top. When I confronted him, he spread rumors about me, nearly ruined my reputation.”

I listened carefully to each tale, feeling a sense of vindication. The more I heard, the more certain I was that stepping forward had been the right decision. Benjamin’s misdeeds were not isolated incidents. They were part of a pattern, a character flaw deeply rooted in his personality.
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The room buzzed with shock as Waverly stepped away from the microphone. I completely understood the feeling. I was in the same boat.

I took one last look at Benjamin and walked away. Benjamin was left standing on the stage all by himself. The crowd grappled with the revelations. I was completely floored by her bravery. And pissed as hell that the extent of the harassment was a lot more than I even knew.

I felt guilty for not protecting her from him. I had assigned her to his event without truly thinking about the consequences. I was the one that put her in his path.

As I watched Waverly navigate through the dispersing crowd, a sense of awe and disbelief filled me. The way she had confronted Benjamin, exposing his inappropriate behavior, was a bold move that left a huge mark on the room. Part of me reveled in the satisfaction of seeing my rival publicly embarrassed, but another part felt like a jackass for finding joy in someone else’s downfall.

The crowd had been left speechless at first, but not for long. They were all praising her for her bravery. Waverly had transformed from the quiet, slightly obnoxious assistant I met that first day to a strong, beautiful woman cutting her own way through life. She didn’t need me or anyone else to tell her what to do. She didn’t need my support. She could do it all on her own.

I followed Waverly through the crowd, hoping I would get the chance to finally talk to her. She’d been doing one hell of a job ignoring me all night. I needed her to know the truth about the Benjamin situation. I couldn’t let her go another minute believing I would ever be a part of something like that. I had done a lot of shitty things in my life but never anything that horrible.

I caught up with her but it was then I realized what she had just done must have come at a huge cost for her. She had to expose herself all over again in front of a group of strangers. She couldn’t have known the outcome, but she did it anyway. She didn’t know if these people would try and go after her for speaking up, but she still said it. I felt a sense of responsibility for the turmoil she had just navigated.

“Waverly,” I called out, my voice catching her attention. She turned to face me, a mixture of emotions reflected in her eyes, anger, pride, and maybe a hint of vulnerability.

“What?” she snapped.

Yep, she was still pissed at me.

“I just wanted to say,” I began, unsure how to express the conflicting feelings within me. “I didn’t know you were dealing with any of that. If I had, I would have stopped it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

She turned around and started walking again.

“Waverly, when I saw you earlier tonight, I thought you were here with him.”

“Good,” she snapped. “That was the point. I wanted him to think that as well. He really thought he was going to get me in bed.”

“There wasn’t a bet!” I blurted out.

She kept walking toward the door. I had one chance to tell her the truth. I could feel it slipping away. “I don’t know why he said that,” I continued as I trailed behind her. “There was never a bet. The word bet was never mentioned.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she spat. “Birds of a feather. I want nothing to do with your kind of birds.”

“I had no idea he was crossing those boundaries with you,” I said and moved to stand in front of her.

She sighed. “Well, now you do. Benjamin is not the person he pretends to be.”

I nodded, a shared understanding forming between us. “I know,” I said with a small smile. “Trust me, I know. Thank you for exposing him for who he truly is.”

Waverly’s gaze softened, a hint of gratitude shining through. “You don’t have to thank me. It was long overdue. I just needed someone to see through his act. I can’t imagine how many other women he’s made feel like dirt. How many women have been fired from their jobs because of lies he told when in fact, he was the offending party.”

I felt a renewed sense of respect for Waverly. She was the strongest woman I had ever met. I was so impressed by her ability to stand up for what she believed. She knew how to say no. I wished I would have been like her when I was younger. I had fallen for more than one shitty deal with a slick agent. I just took it on the chin because I didn’t want to disrupt the status quo. Not Waverly. She was never going to back down.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m glad you’re showing people they can stand up.”

She snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure you are.”

I was surprised by her anger at me. “I am.”

“Go back and comfort your bestie,” she quipped, a hint of sarcasm in her tone.

Confusion flickered across my face. “Bestie? Benjamin is certainly not my friend, and he never has been.”

“Yeah, right. He told me you guys knew each other in high school. I don’t care. You pick your own friends. That’s none of my business. I don’t have to like them. I don’t have to tolerate them. You do you.”

“We aren’t friends! Trust me, I don’t like him any more than you do. I never have.”

“Bullshit,” she snapped. “Don’t feed me a load of crap. I don’t care. It doesn’t matter.”

“You thought I was just like Benjamin, didn’t you?” I asked, my voice tinged with frustration.

“It’s not what I thought. It’s what I’ve seen.”

“You didn’t see anything,” I said. “You heard from him. I have never said I was friends with him.”

Her lip curled back with disgust. “It doesn’t matter. I truly don’t care. If I’m fired, so be it. I would rather walk away with my integrity than deal with the disrespect you’ve doled out. I will talk to Richard and tell him I got a better offer somewhere else. I won’t tell him what a jerk you’ve been. Your reputation is safe for another day, but I can’t guarantee the next woman that has to fetch your coffee will be quite as naïve as I am. She might not fall for your smooth moves and jump into bed with you. You and your buddy are going to have to find someone else to screw with.”

I took a deep breath. “Waverly, Benjamin and I have a history, but it’s not what you think. He used to bully me in school, always trying to embarrass me. We’ve never been friends. I can’t stand the guy. He’s an asshole. He’s always been an asshole.”

Her eyes widened, and for the first time, I felt like she believed me. “Wait, what?”

“He’s not my friend. Period. Never has been.”

“But the bet?”

I interrupted her, eager to set the record straight. “There was never a bet. The only reason I ran this event was because I punched Benjamin in the face when he said something rude about you. I hit him and he said he would go to the police and press assault charges unless I did the party for him and attended as one of his guests. He wanted to use my name and my clout to make him look good.”

Waverly’s eyes searched mine. “You punched him for me?”

I nodded. “Yes, Waverly. I may not have shown it well, but I’ve never been on Benjamin’s side. He’s a bully, and I wanted to stand up against him, especially when it came to you. I pulled you off his party because after what I heard him say, I didn’t want you anywhere near him. I took over because I can handle him. I didn’t want you subjected to his nastiness. I had no idea he was still doing it through text. I’m so sorry.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

“I knew you were mad. I didn’t blame you. I planned on talking to you that night, but I got the call about my grandfather shortly after you left. I had to deal with that. I left town and was gone a few days. I knew it was going to be difficult to get the truth out, and honestly, I didn’t have the energy. Plus, I was still stuck doing his stupid party. I knew you weren’t going to believe me since I was sticking with his event, but I couldn’t quit or fire him. I always planned on telling you, but it had to wait.”

She nodded. “You really punched him?” she asked, a hint of amusement replacing the confusion.

I chuckled, recalling the satisfying moment. “Right in the face. It felt good, though. He deserved it. I wished I would have gotten in a few more blows.”

“Violence is never the answer.” She grinned.

“With Benjamin, it’s the only answer. He’s been the way he is since high school. I hated him back then. When he reached out and asked me to do the party, I’m not going to lie, I didn’t want the business. I certainly didn’t want him to have a successful grand opening.”

Realization dawned on her face. “You gave me his event because you thought I would screw it up.”

I dropped my head, ashamed of my actions. “Yes.” I knew that wasn’t going to win me any points with her. I probably just wiped out any positive feelings I had gained.

“I see,” she said.

I looked her in the eyes. “I’m sorry. I had no idea you knew how to plan. You killed it. You were really good. I didn’t want Bejamin to benefit from your skills or your presence. I guess I was jealous. I didn’t want him looking at you. I wanted to keep you all for myself.”

Waverly grinned, a genuine warmth softening her features. “I can’t believe I got it all wrong. I thought you were just another jerk like him.”

“I understand the confusion,” I admitted, my tone sincere. “But I’m nothing like Benjamin. I never wanted to play games with you or hurt you. I wanted to protect you from someone like him. That wasn’t my place either. You’re an adult and you can make your own decisions. You’re not the fragile little flower I thought.”

She smiled. “I guess I owe you an apology. I had you all wrong.”

“No need for apologies,” I reassured her. “We both had our misconceptions. The important thing is that we understand each other now. I am not going to claim to be a hero or even a good man, but I will never intentionally hurt you.”

Waverly extended a hand, a gesture of reconciliation. “Truce?”

I accepted her hand, a smile forming on my lips. “Truce. Let’s focus on exposing Benjamin for who he really is.”

She nodded in agreement, a sense of determination in her eyes. “Agreed. Together, we can make sure he faces the consequences of his actions.”

“I think you’ve already set the ball rolling on that one.”

As we continued our conversation, Waverly and I walked toward the exit, the weight of the evening’s revelations still heavy in the air. I knew there was much more to discuss and clarify.

“I know I messed up, Waverly,” I admitted, keeping pace with her. “I should have been more transparent about everything. It wasn’t fair to you.”

She glanced at me, a mixture of skepticism and curiosity in her eyes. “Why should I believe you now?”

I took a deep breath, realizing that actions spoke louder than words. “I’m not expecting you to trust me immediately. But I’m serious about making things right. Benjamin needs to be held accountable, and I want to ensure you’re not caught in the crossfire.”

Waverly remained silent for a moment before sighing. “Look, I appreciate you telling me the truth now, but it doesn’t erase everything that happened.”

“I understand,” I replied, feeling guilty. “If there’s anything I can do to make it right, please let me know. I never intended for you to be collateral damage in all of this.”

Waverly stopped, turning to face me with a serious expression. “You need to understand, this is not just about tonight. It’s about all of it.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You assumed the worst of me. You thought I couldn’t handle the event, that I would mess it up,” she said, her eyes searching mine. “That’s not the kind of support I need or deserve.”

Her words hit me hard, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. “You’re right, Waverly. I underestimated you, and I’m sorry. I need to do better. Please, don’t quit. We can work through this. You’re an asset to the company.”

“If you’re not going to fire me, I’m not quitting,” she said, smiling.
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WAVERLY


The weight of the last few weeks was easing. It felt good to get up there and expose Benjamin. I thought it was also going to put Knox in his place. I had come out swinging, without really thinking about who was on the other end of my blows. It dawned on me that Knox had been a pawn in Benjamin’s game, just as much as I had been. Benjamin tried to destroy Knox through me. We had both been played.

Stopping in the quiet corner of the street, I turned to face him. “Did you give him my phone number?”

“No, Waverly. I had no idea about Benjamin’s actions until tonight. I’m not his ally. We’ve never been friends. I would never give him your number. I also made it clear he wasn’t supposed to talk to you. Clearly, he didn’t listen.”

The tension began to unravel. It struck me that my anger toward Knox had been misplaced. He’d been going through hell with the Benjamin thing and his grandfather. He carried all of it without saying a word. It made me feel bad.

“I’ve been so angry with you,” I admitted, my voice carrying a hint of regret. “But it seems we were both played by Benjamin.”

Knox nodded. “I understand why you were angry. But I want you to know that I’m not the person you thought I was. I haven’t given you a lot to go on. I don’t open up to anyone. I don’t trust many people. But you’re different, Waverly. I trust you. I may not show it or say it often, but I do. And I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you and prove that I’m not the enemy here.”

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief wash over me. It was as though a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Knox’s words reassured me that he hadn’t intentionally betrayed me. In fact, he had been just as much a victim of Benjamin’s manipulations as I had been. Benjamin had almost succeeded in destroying the friendship we had built. Maybe it was more than a friendship. That was another hurdle. It might have been a little much to try and tackle our feelings for each other right away.

“I appreciate that, Knox,” I said softly, my anger dissipating. “I apologize for jumping to conclusions and not giving you the benefit of the doubt. We were both blindsided by Benjamin, and I’m sorry for blaming you.”

Knox’s eyes softened, and he reached out to gently squeeze my hand. “Apology accepted, Waverly. We’ll get through this together, I promise.”

In that moment, I realized how lucky I was to have someone like Knox in my life. Despite his guarded nature and the challenges he had faced, he was willing to fight for me and stand up against the manipulation we had both endured.

Benjamin may have thought he could tear us apart, but in the end, he only brought us closer.  A surge of gratitude and understanding washed over me, and in that moment, I realized that Knox had never been the enemy. He’d always been in my corner. I just couldn’t see him there.

Without giving it a second thought, I leaned in and kissed him. Knox reciprocated the kiss, despite his obvious surprise. As we pulled away, a spark of uncertainty flashed in his eyes. He took a step back, his expression serious. He held my hands in his, staring directly into my eyes.

“This isn’t just a fling for me, Waverly,” he confessed, his voice sincere. “I need you to know that I’m in love with you. That fact has to be clear. I don’t want there to be any doubt in you. I love you. I will spend every minute of every day proving it to you. I know I have to earn back your trust and I will do it.”

The admission hung in the air. I met his gaze, a range of emotions swirling within me. My heart was flipping and rolling and doing all kinds of things in my chest. “It’s crystal clear, Knox.”

Without hesitation, I kissed him again, the connection between us deepening. We were standing on the sidewalk and things were getting heated very quickly. It was always like that when I was with him. He did something to me that I couldn’t quite explain.

“Would you like to come to my place?” I asked quietly.

His eyes lit up. “I definitely want to go to your place.”

“Did you drive or take an Uber?”

“I drove. You?”

“Drove.” I grinned. “I wasn’t sure if I would need a quick escape.”

“I’ll follow you,” he said anxiously.

I couldn’t believe the last couple of weeks of strife were all for nothing. We should have talked. All of this could have been avoided with a conversation. In the future, I would. I would pin him down and make him talk to me.

When we got to my place, I remembered the status of my bedroom. Getting ready for the party had been a bit of a whirlwind. “I’m warning you, my bedroom is a mess,” I said as I unlocked the front door. “It’s not normally like that, but I was having some difficulty choosing accessories and well, it’s a disaster.”

His hands went to my waist. “I don’t give a shit what your bedroom looks like. I’m not here to critique your housekeeping skills.”

I laughed and turned to face him. “Should I offer you a drink?”

“You can offer it, but there’s only one thing I want right now.”

“And I suppose that one thing isn’t a nice glass of merlot?” I teased, pressing my body against his. The way he looked at me made my heart pound in my chest. It was a look of pure love and something more.

He chuckled, the sound low and husky in his throat. “Your sense of humor is one of the many things I love about you, Waverly.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

“Well then,” I murmured, feeling a delightful shiver course through me at his words. “We definitely have much more enjoyable things to do than drinking wine.”

His eyes darkened as he walked me backward. “Show me the bedroom. Or I’ll take you on the couch, floor, or on that kitchen table.”

He grabbed my face and kissed me like he was starving. I closed my eyes, melting into him, my hands reaching up to knot in the soft waves of his hair. He grappled with removing his jacket, stumbling into the dimly lit living room. The tension between us was thick, electrifying, and intoxicating. The storm of emotions was overwhelming, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Bedroom,” I gasped between our passionate kisses, pointing toward the hallway. Knox picked me up effortlessly and carried me across the living area to my bedroom door. My laughter rang out as he nearly bumped me against the doorframe.

My bedroom was exactly how I’d left it. It looked like a battlefield of strewn clothes and accessories scattered wildly across the carpet, my vanity a mess of makeup and perfume bottles. Knox set me down, and for a moment we both just stood there taking it all in.

“I wasn’t kidding about the mess,” I said, feeling my cheeks flush red with embarrassment.

He waved his hand dismissively at the room, his other arm pulling me closer to him. “Trust me, I don’t see a mess. All I see is you,” he said, his gaze never leaving mine.

Nodding, I stepped out of his embrace and walked over to the mess that was my bed. Shoving aside the discarded clothes and shoes, I made a space for us to sit.

Knox watched me intently. His gaze never once strayed from me. It was like he was drinking me in, the way one might savor a fine wine. His arms wrapped around me from behind, pulling me against him. His lips found the sensitive spot below my ear, making me shudder. “Stop worrying about all this,” he murmured, gesturing vaguely at our surroundings.

I wanted to protest, tell him that it wasn’t usually like this, that I didn’t want his first impression of my private abode to be cluttered and haphazard. But then again, there was something truthful about it. If I was a mess, so was my room, and currently, that held true in all senses.

His lips gently planted kisses down the side of my neck, nuzzling against my hair. The warmth radiating from him made a slow heat spread through me, melting away any lingering embarrassment or inhibitions. We were here together finally. His confessions of love had been unexpected, but they’d kindled a fire within me that was now threatening to consume us both.

His hands slid down my sides. “Where’d the dress come from?” he whispered against my ear. “When I saw you tonight, my dick jumped to life. You look hot. This thing is on fire.”

“Secondhand,” I said, laughing softly. “Valentine’s Day throwaway. Someone wore it once and I got it for a steal. I wanted to show up to Benjamin’s party looking like a million bucks.”

“You succeeded,” he murmured. “I couldn’t keep my eyes off you. No one could, but you know what?”

“Hmm?” I asked with my eyes closed and my head dropped back.

“I think you look a lot better out of the dress.” He moved his hands up to the zipper at the back of my dress and pulled it down slowly, teasingly. His touch elicited a shiver that ran through my body. I felt his smirk against my skin.

He turned me around to face him, his fingers brushing against the bare skin of my back as he slid the straps off my shoulders, letting the dress pool at my feet. He looked at me with eyes dark with desire. “I was right,” he said slowly, with a voice so rough it made my knees weak. “You look a lot better out of the dress.”

His words were like a matchstick setting fire to dry wood. They spread a tingling warmth through me, igniting a spark that flared into an all-consuming flame. He cupped my face gently in his hands, his thumbs tracing the curve of my cheeks before he lowered his lips to mine. The kiss was deep and full of unspent passion that sent shockwaves through my body.

His hands started exploring, moving down the curve of my waist and hips, pulling me tightly against him. I gasped in surprise, feeling the hardness of his body against mine, branding me with a heat that left no room for doubt about his desire.

“Knox,” I whispered against his lips as he trailed hot kisses down my neck and along my collarbone. His hands were like fire against my skin, his touch igniting a heat deep within.

“I love you,” he murmured into my skin, his breath warm against the goosebumps that had risen on my body. “I’ve loved you ever since the day we met.”

His words echoed in my heart, filling me with a joy that threatened to spill out of me in tears. I had spent so many nights wondering if he felt the same way I did. Now that the words hung in the air between us, dancing in the glow of the dimly lit room, I realized that our feelings for each other were not only mutual, but also incredibly powerful.

“Me too,” I said on a sigh.

He kissed me again, this time with a ferocity that stole my breath away. His hands moved down to cup my bare waist, his rough palms making me shudder with anticipation.

“I want to make love to you,” he confessed, his words a husky whisper against the shell of my ear. “I want to touch every inch of you, feel your body entwined with mine, lose myself in your warmth.”

My breath hitched at his confession, my heart pounding in my chest. I nodded, unable to verbalize the intensity of the desire coursing through me. I wanted it too. All of it.

His lips traced a path down my jawline to my throat, leaving a fiery trail in their wake. His hands moved over me with an ownership that thrilled me, carrying with them a promise of ecstasy. He was patient enough to trace every curve and valley of my body, as if he was memorizing every square inch.

“You are beautiful,” he murmured, his voice filled with reverence. “So incredibly beautiful.”

I felt a blush creeping onto my cheeks. He pulled back slightly to look at me. He leaned down, capturing my lips with his own once again in an unspoken promise of the passion that was to come.

His hand moved between my legs. My breath hitched, and a gasp slipped from my lips into his waiting mouth. He explored me with tender curiosity, every touch sending sparks of pleasure coursing through my veins. His fingers were warm, slow, and insistent. A seductive dance that left me trembling.

I could feel my body already spiraling toward release. His words and the gentleness of his touch were more erotic than the fast and furious sex I almost expected from him.

“Let go,” he whispered.
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KNOX


Seeing her surrender beneath my touch was a sight to behold, one that stirred a deep, primal part of me. I could feel the steady rhythm of her heart against my chest, each beat echoing my own accelerated pulse. I watched as her eyes fluttered closed, a soft gasp escaping her lips as my fingers continued their exploration.

“Knox,” she whispered, the sound of my name on her lips making my blood run hot. Her eyes were half-lidded as her body gently writhed against the bed. I captured her lips again, drowning in the warmth of her taste and the intoxicating scent of her skin.

I wasn’t done with her. I needed to dominate her in every way. I slid my mouth to her nipple, sucking it into my mouth. Her sharp intake of breath filled the room as I continued my determined assault. My lips moved from one sensitive peak to the other, lavishing them with attention that caused her back to arch in response. My hands continued their journey, gently kneading and massaging.

“Knox,” she cried out again, her voice barely more than a whisper. I could feel the urgency in her words, a plea for me to bring her closer to that edge of sweet release once again. I kissed over her belly and slid down to the sweet spot that was still wet from her first release.

I paused, my breath fanning against her sensitive skin and causing her body to twitch in anticipation. I looked up at her, locking my gaze with hers. Her eyes were wide, filled with want. A beautiful sight that fueled my desire more. I reassured her with a soft kiss on the inside of her thigh, trailing up until I reached where she needed me most.

She whimpered again as my lips made contact with her core. The taste of her had me groaning against her, pleasure shooting through me at the intimate connection we were sharing. The more she cried out my name, the more I was spurred on, my tongue enthusiastically exploring the sweet terrain, driving her to further heights of pleasure. Her hands tangled in my hair, pulling me closer, her hips rising to meet my touch.

“Slow down,” she gasped out as I continued my intoxicating exploration. Her voice was shaky, laced with a mixture of vulnerability and euphoria. I chuckled against her, the vibrations sending shivers up her spine.

“Lose control,” I murmured against her skin. “I’ve got you.”

Her body shuddered under my comforting words, surrendering to the pleasure I was offering. My heart swelled with affection as I watched her abandon herself completely to the moment, to me. I could feel the trust she had in me. This beautiful woman beneath my hands trusted me. Loved me. The realization filled me with a sense of honor I’d never experienced before.

As I continued my exploration, every shallow breath, every soft whimper from her sent an electrifying thrill through me. The sound of her pleasure was driving me into a state of mind where only she existed. Her quivering body responding ardently to my touch was the most intoxicating sensation.

I took her over the edge, turning her into a trembling, moaning mess before I slid over her body. I slipped inside her with one easy thrust. Her body clamped down around my cock, squeezing and pulling me deeper.

My thrusts became more deliberate, rhythmically matching the erratic beating of our hearts. Each movement I made was greeted with a gasp, a sigh, or a moan of pleasure which only spurred me on, pushing me to further depths within her.

Every so often, my lips would sweep across her flushed cheek or rest on her parted lips, whispering words of love and desire that were met with a mumble of approval. Each response from her stoked the fire within me, urging me to take her higher, deeper into the realm of pleasure. The look in her eyes, clouded with lust and love, was a sight that made my heart pound.

The room was filled with our ragged breaths, the sound of skin against skin and the low whisper of incoherent words. The connection between us was nothing I had ever experienced in my life. Each roll of my hips elicited a moan from her. Her nails were digging into my back, causing a combination of pleasure and pain that made my dick even harder. The sweet tension building within us was nearing its breaking point.

And then, just when I thought I couldn’t bear any more, her legs wound tighter around my waist, pulling me in closer. Her body shook, and her cries echoed around us. I felt her contract around me, a wave of pleasure bursting forth from her. It was her surrender that sent me over the edge, making me follow her into oblivion. A shudder of euphoria coursed through me, my pleasure intermingling with hers.

I kissed her deeply as the aftershocks of our climax continued to wash over us. I pulled her close to me, unwilling to break the contact. I was crazy in love. My mind, body, and soul were hers.

Waverly and I lay in bed together. Our limbs were intertwined with her face on my chest. The evening’s revelations still lingered, but there was a newfound sense of understanding between us. This was what I wanted every night.

“I need to apologize, Waverly,” I began, my voice filled with sincerity. “For everything that happened with Benjamin, for how stupidly I acted. I should’ve seen through him sooner.”

She looked at me, a mixture of curiosity and empathy in her gaze. “You don’t have to apologize, Knox. We both got played by him.”

I took a deep breath, my fingers tracing patterns on the sheets. “You deserve better than what happened tonight. Benjamin was always awful to me, but I let him get under my skin, even now. I hate that he hurt you, and I want you to know that my feelings for you are completely real.”

Waverly’s expression softened. “I believe you.”

“And about how I acted when I first started in my grandfather’s position? I felt ripped off, like I’d been taken from a life I loved to run an office I never wanted to work at. I see now how self-centered I’ve been.”

She nodded, understanding in her eyes. “It’s a lot to take in, Knox. But we both have our own perspectives and struggles.”

Pulling her closer, I held her as if afraid she might slip away. “This job is the best thing that could have happened to me,” I admitted, my voice earnest. “Because it led me to you.”

Waverly’s gaze met mine, a warmth in her eyes that spoke of shared understanding. “You have a tough exterior, but a soft, gushy interior.”

“I think you’re incredibly smart and bright,” I told her, my words carrying a sincerity that went beyond mere compliments. “I want to promote you, but I need you to know it’s not a sexual favor. If you still want to leave the company, I’ll support you, help you find a job anywhere you want. I just want to take care of you. You have proven you are very capable of taking care of yourself, but I want to be the man in your corner. I want to support you. If that means you take one of the many modeling gigs, so be it.”

Her eyes held a mixture of surprise and gratitude. “Knox, I appreciate that. But I don’t want to take advantage of our situation. If I stay or leave, I want it to be based on merit, not any other factors.”

I nodded, respecting her perspective. “Of course, Waverly. I just want what’s best for you. If that means pursuing opportunities beyond this company, I’ll support you every step of the way.”

“I never expected things to unfold this way,” Waverly admitted, her fingers tracing circles on my chest.

“Neither did I,” I confessed, a genuine smile playing on my lips. “But sometimes, unexpected turns lead us to exactly where we’re meant to be. Trust me, when I got the call my grandfather wanted me back here, I almost quit. I almost told him to give the company to someone else. I was so dead set against this, but now, I know it’s the best thing to ever happen to me.”

“I’m glad you’ve changed your mind.”

“You were a big reason for that,” I said. “Hell, you are the reason for it. You’re a breath of fresh air. You inspire me. I watched you up there tonight and I was thinking, damn, that’s what I want to be. I want to be able to take on a bully and not be the least bit worried about the repercussions.”

“I’m glad I confronted Benjamin,” she said. “And I’m glad it brought us to this moment. I was terrified but determined. I figured the worst that could happen is I get fired and no one likes me. Big deal. At least I was going down swinging.”

I brushed a strand of hair from her face, a gesture of tenderness. “I’m glad you did it too, Waverly.”

The room fell into a peaceful silence, and we lay together, connected in both body and soul. As I held her in my arms, I realized that everything we had been through, all the pain and confusion, had led us to this moment of clarity and understanding.

Our journey was far from over, but we were ready to face it together, supporting each other every step of the way. We may have been played by Benjamin, but we had come out of it stronger and more determined than ever before. And as we lay there, I knew that whatever obstacles we encountered in the future, we would face them as a united front, ready to overcome any challenge that came our way.

“Joke’s on him,” I said into the stillness in the room.

“What?”

“Sorry,” I said, laughing. “I’ve picked up your tendency to speak mid-thought. I was thinking the joke’s on Benjamin. He spouted that bullshit about the bet because he knew I liked you and he wanted to destroy any chance with you. Ultimately, he put us together.”

She smiled, leaning up to kiss my jaw. “You’re right. We won.”

We drifted off to sleep, wrapped in each other’s arms, comforted by the knowledge that we had each other, and that together, we could conquer anything life threw at us. Fuck Benjamin and all the haters.

We had found happiness together despite all the obstacles.
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WAVERLY


Two weeks had passed since Knox and I had reconciled. Life seemed to have taken on a new rhythm. I loved everything about my days now.

I loved waking up in the morning to the sound of birds chirping outside my window with an early spring on the horizon, knowing that Knox was sleeping peacefully beside me. I loved the way our fingers would intertwine as we walked down the street or went to get coffee. He had practically moved in with me. There was no way I was having sex with him in his house with his mom and grandmother down the hall. He was actively looking for a house where he would have privacy and I would sleep over.

I was on a mission to show him that our little corner of the world wasn’t so bad. We spent our free time exploring the city together, trying new restaurants, and I had even found a few art galleries for him. We hiked Snow Canyon and were making plans to visit the Grand Canyon when things got a little warmer.

We discovered that we shared a love for adventure and spontaneity, and we made it a point to seek out new experiences whenever we could. I didn’t want him to get bored. I wanted him to see that there was more to life than skyscrapers and fine dining.

But it wasn’t just the exciting outings that made me love our life together. It was the small moments, the everyday routines that we had created together. It was cooking dinner together and talking about our day. It was curling up on the couch, wrapped in blankets, binge-watching our favorite TV shows. It was falling asleep in each other’s arms, feeling safe and loved.

I knew life in Utah was very different from his life in New York. I hoped he was getting to see that it could be good. It was nice to slow down and smell the roses. I knew that I had found something truly special and I didn’t want to lose him. With Knox by my side, I felt invincible. I liked the confidence he gave me with just a single look.

“Babe!” I heard him call out.

“In here!” I shouted back from my bedroom. “I’m almost ready.”

He walked into my room where I was just finishing tying my shoes. “Damn, I was hoping to find you half-dressed.”

I laughed and got to my feet, going directly into his arms. “And then we would be late.”

“I can be fast,” he said, reaching around to grab my ass. “I only need five minute, seven tops.”

I playfully pushed him away. “Let’s go. I’m anxious to see him.”

As we walked hand in hand into the hospital, the anticipation of Richard’s release had me practically skipping down the hall. I was so glad he was getting to go home to finish his recovery. The man was strong as an ox and had beat his doctors’ expectations. I felt very fortunate I got to be a part of his homecoming. Although he didn’t know I was a part of it.

Today, we were going to tell Richard that we were officially together. We had held off, not wanting to give him anything extra to think about.

We walked into the room holding hands. He was sitting up in the chair with the sunlight pouring in. His color was back and he looked like the old Richard, minus a few pounds. His room was adorned with cards, flowers, and balloons, a testament to the support he had received during his time in the hospital.

A smile broke across his face when he saw us. “Well, what do we have here?”

Knox squeezed my hand, a shared acknowledgment of the significance of this moment before releasing it and going to hug his grandfather. “Hey, Grandpa. Ready to get out of here?”

Richard nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely. Can’t wait to get back home. I didn’t know you were coming by, Waverly. It’s a pleasant surprise.”

“I practically begged to be here,” I said, smiling. “You look really good.”

He chuckled. “I need real sunshine. I can’t wait to get home and into my backyard.”

“I’ll go check in with the nurse and see what we need to do to spring you from this place,” Knox said. “Watch him. Don’t let him jump out a window.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” I said.

Richard looked at me with a knowing twinkle in his eyes. “Waverly, can I have a word with you?”

I nodded. “Of course.”

Richard patted the bed, inviting me to sit on the edge. “What’s up?” I asked.

“I have to say, I’m thrilled to see you and Knox together,” Richard began, a warmth in his voice.

I smiled. “I’m thrilled too, Richard. Knox means a lot to me. He’s a very special man.”

He nodded, his eyes filled with a grandfatherly affection. “I knew you two would hit it off eventually. Didn’t exactly plan it, but I really hoped for it. My grandson needed a kind influence in his life, and it seems like it paid off more than I could have dreamed.”

I felt a surge of emotion, grateful for the acceptance and support Richard had shown us. “I care about Knox a lot. He’s an amazing person. He’s rough around the edges, but once I got to know him, I was lost.”

Richard chuckled, a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. “You’re not so bad yourself, you know. You’ve been a steady presence, especially when things got tough. I appreciate your steadfastness, your loyalty, and your ability to continue believing in the good in people—even when they give you reason to turn your back on them.”

“The Benjamin thing,” I said, nodding.

“Yes, that man.” He shook his head. “I’m glad Knox was able to clean that mess up.”

“You knew?”

“He talked with me about it,” he said, sighing. “I was disappointed he let it get so far, but it was his mess to clean up. He had to learn from it. I think he has.”

“He has. We both have. I made mistakes, too. I shouldn’t have been so quick to judge.”

“You were hurt and protecting yourself,” he said, shrugging. “That’s what we do.”

I nodded, understanding his perspective. “I just want to make Knox happy, Richard. He deserves it. I think he’s questioned his self-worth as much as anyone. Yes, he had looks and money, but he still needed to know someone could love him for who he was.”

Richard’s eyes softened with sincerity. “And I believe you’re the one who can do that, Waverly. You’ve already made a profound impact on his life. I know he loves you deeply, even if he may not always show it in the traditional way.”

Touched by his words, I reached out and took Richard’s hand. “Thank you, Richard. Your support means the world to me.”

He squeezed my hand gently. “Take care of him, Waverly. He can be a bit stubborn at times, but he’s got a good heart.”

“I will, Richard. I promise you that.”

Just then, Knox re-entered the room, clutching a folder of discharge papers. “Grandpa, everything’s all set. You’re officially released. Are you ready to blow this popsicle stand?”

Richard beamed, his eyes glimmering with gratitude. “Thank goodness. I don’t think I could stand another day in this hospital.”

Knox chuckled, and with a nurse’s assistance, they helped Richard into a wheelchair. The nurse insisted she be the one to push Richard, something about hospital policy.

“Ready to go?” I asked, taking Knox’s hand.

He nodded, fitting his fingers through mine. “Absolutely. Let’s get out of here.”

Together, we made our way down the hall, laughter and joy filling the air. As we stepped out into the warm sunlight, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of contentment. Life had taken me on a new path, but I was glad for it. I needed the change.

We got Richard into the front seat of the SUV.

“Home sweet home,” Richard said, sighing when we pulled into the driveway. “For a few days there, I worried I might not get to see this place again.”

“Not a chance,” I said from the backseat.

His mother and grandmother had put together a very calm welcome-home surprise. It was only the five of us, but they had decorated the living room, and the backyard was set up with his favorite foods, all made with low salt, which he wasn’t thrilled about. Knox and I helped Richard settle into his favorite chair on the patio. He immediately closed his eyes and turned his face to the sun like a flower getting the first blast of UV rays after days of cloudy weather.

“Thank you both,” Richard said, his eyes reflecting genuine gratitude. “I couldn’t have asked for better support.”

Knox flashed a smile. “Anything for you, Grandpa. We’re just glad to have you back home.”

I nodded in agreement. “We’re family, Richard. That’s what we do.”

As we all settled into a comfortable silence, enjoying each other’s company, I couldn’t help but feel grateful for the connections in my life. Knox, Richard, his mother, and grandmother all had become an important part of my world. I had found a place where I belonged, and it felt like home. I looked over at Knox, his hand resting on Richard’s shoulder as the two of them talked about baseball. Knox was so different. He looked so happy and relaxed. I loved watching him get to have this time with his grandfather.

As I watched him, I knew that I had found my other half, my partner in life. It was fast and some people would say I was being a little fantastical to believe in love at first sight, but I did. And as I thought about the future, I knew that it was going to be bright with him by my side. We would continue creating new memories, exploring the world, and building a life together.

I smiled, feeling a warm sensation in my heart. Life had never been better, and I was excited for what the future held.

“You look happy,” Knox’s mother said.

“I am,” I said, smiling.

“How’s the hunt for a house coming along?”

I laughed, thinking about how picky Knox was. “Oh, it’s coming. We have an appointment to see a couple of houses in Hurricane and another in Ivins.”

“I’m just so glad he is sticking around.” She beamed. “I really thought I was going to lose him to the Big Apple. Those bright lights are very alluring to a young man. But with you, I think he understands why so many young families and older people prefer this life.”

“I am doing everything I can to make sure he sees how good it is out here,” I promised. “I figure if I keep him busy enough, he won’t have time to miss New York.”

She chuckled. “I don’t think you need to worry about that. The boy is enamored with you. It would take a freight train to drag him away from you.”


EPILOGUE
KNOX


Two months had passed since Waverly and I had found our way back to each other. Life had settled into a beautiful rhythm. Waverly and I had not only reconciled but had grown closer than ever. The uncertainties that once loomed over our relationship had given way to a deep and genuine connection. I couldn’t imagine my life without her.

I finished dressing for the day, almost dreading leaving the house. I was not prepared for the heat in Utah. Anytime I mentioned the heat, people laughed at me and told me it wasn’t hot yet. Wait until July. I heard that probably a hundred times in the last week that had temps in the triple digits. I was rethinking my decision to put down roots at the gates of hell. No human should ever have to live in triple-digit heat. It wasn’t natural.

I had managed to maintain my more casual style of dress. No one said a thing about it. Today, I was wearing a lightweight polo and slacks that were so thin I could feel the air on my legs when I walked. I needed the airflow in the stifling heat. When I walked into the office, the new assistant I hired to replace Waverly was sitting at Waverly’s old desk. I was still getting used to that change.

Waverly had officially been promoted to the role of event assistant. I would have loved to work side by side with her every day, but we both agreed that would become an issue. She needed space to grow. We had agreed to work on the fall launch for the lingerie company together. I couldn’t wait to take her to New York during the holiday season and show her the beauty of frigid temperatures and snow.

She had found her stride in the company and was kicking ass as expected. The new position kept us occupied with our respective tasks, and while it meant we saw very little of each other during work hours, we made up for it after hours.

And I loved that she still took it upon herself to bring me coffee as often as she could. It always made me feel like she was thinking of me. Even if she was swamped with work, she made time for me—for us. Sometimes it was only a couple of minutes here and there, but it was enough.

I had been contemplating the next step in our relationship, and with each passing day, the decision became clearer. Waverly was not just a fleeting presence in my life. She was someone I couldn’t imagine being without.

The realization crystallized into a plan. I was going to ask her to move in with me.

That seemed like the logical next step. We were constantly together already. I was usually at her house, but now that I finally closed on my new house, it seemed time. I had yet to furnish the place. I wanted us to do it together.

As the day unfolded, I couldn’t shake the excitement that bubbled within me. The thought of sharing a home, waking up to her beautiful face every day, was a prospect that filled me with more happiness than I could process. I had spent the afternoon planning a special meal, envisioning the evening ahead where I would broach the topic of moving in together. I thought about a grand gesture but ultimately decided to just ask her outright.

Waverly had been out of the office most of the day working on a local event for a high school. At the end of the day, I practically ran out of the office. I was so anxious to see her. I had texted her earlier and asked her to come over for dinner, giving her the heads up that she might beat me there and I’d leave the door unlocked for her. I didn’t have time to cook, but I had ordered from her favorite restaurant. For her, I wanted to be prepared.

When I walked in the door, I realized Waverly had gotten there before me. The lights were dimmed, and the sweet scent of candles lingered in the air. In fact, the candles were arranged in two straight lines, creating a pathway to the living room. Looks like I wasn’t the only one pulling out some stops tonight.

I smiled, following the path until I found her standing in the center of the room wearing a long coat, which seemed pretty unusual given the heat outside. “Hi,” she said, smiling.

I grinned. “Hello. What’s all this?”

She twirled the sash that secured her coat around her waist and showed off her curves. “I wanted to do something special for you, since you’ve been working so hard lately.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And the coat?”

She blushed. “I have a surprise for you.”

My heart began to beat faster with anticipation. “Really?”

She nodded, her eyes sparkling with excitement.  She took hold of my shirtfront and guided me to the sofa. “Sit down,” she ordered.

I sat, waiting to see what was under that coat. She took a few steps back, her gaze holding mine. She dropped her coat, revealing a stunning black lingerie set underneath. It was a new piece from the body-positivity campaign she had embarked on. It emphasized the curves that made her uniquely beautiful.

She opted not to do any other runways for the campaign, but she did help to design some of the line and posed for some of the advertising photos. It was done on her terms and it was where she was comfortable.

“Sir, you are looking at the newest design from our upcoming winter line,” she said in an announcer voice as she slowly turned to give me a full view. “This particular piece was created for a special man in the designer’s life.”

As she moved gracefully, I watched in awe. Her confidence and the way she embraced her body resonated with the strength and beauty that had always drawn me to her. The personal runway show was just about the best welcome home a guy could ask for.

I couldn’t help but smile, my heart overflowing with love and admiration for this incredible woman in front of me. The fact that she had gone out of her way to create this moment, to make me feel special, made my heart swell with love.

As she finished her runway walk, Waverly stood in front of me and reached out her hand. “Would you like to see more?” she asked, her voice filled with mischief.

I chuckled, unable to resist her playful nature. “Of course,” I replied, taking her hand and pulling her toward me.

She ended up straddling me on the sofa, her ample breasts pressed against me. She leaned in, her lips meeting mine in a passionate kiss. In that moment, surrounded by the soft glow of candles and the scent of her perfume, the world outside ceased to exist.

“I’m madly in love with you,” she whispered against my lips, her eyes reflecting a happiness that mirrored my own. “I am bananas about you. Crazy in love. All the things.”

I couldn’t hold back the overwhelming surge of emotions. “Waverly, I feel the same way. More than I could put into words. I love you. In fact, I came home tonight planning on telling you how much I loved you.”

I lifted up just enough to reach into my pocket. I pulled out the small brown envelope and handed it to her. “I want you to have this.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“If you open it, you’ll find out,” I joked.

She took a deep breath, looking up at me with a mixture of nerves and excitement as she opened it. She pulled out the key and smiled. “A key to your house?”

“A key to our house,” I corrected.  

“Are you asking me to move in with you?”

“Yes, I am. I want us to create a life together. I want us to wake up every day together and fall asleep every night in each other’s arms. I love you, Waverly. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. We already spend most nights together. I don’t want to worry about packing up the next morning. You helped me choose this house. We chose it together. If you don’t like it, we’ll put it on the market and find one you do like.”

She burst into laughter. “You haven’t even unpacked yet.”

“Which means it will be that much easier to move,” I said, shrugging. “I’ll live in your place if you want. I just want to be with you.”

“Yes, Knox! I would love to move in with you.”

The joy that radiated from her matched the happiness that bubbled within me. We sealed the moment with another kiss, the promise of a shared future echoing in our hearts. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close to me.

The realization hit me—I had found my happily ever after. Waverly wasn’t just my girlfriend. She was my partner, my confidante, and the woman I wanted to share every aspect of my life with. The uncertainties that had once clouded our path had given way to a love that felt unbreakable.

I heard the doorbell but chose to ignore it. Then it rang again.

“Are you expecting someone?” she asked.

“Uh, that would be the dinner I ordered for us,” I said with a laugh. “I had a big plan to serve you dinner, wine you, dine you, and then ask you to move in with me.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet,” she said, smiling.

“I’ll get dinner,” I said, patting her on the backside as she rolled away from me.

“As long as it’s Thai.” She giggled, disappearing into the kitchen.

“Bingo,” I called out, unable to contain my excitement. Thai was her favorite, and I had ordered an assortment of dishes from her preferred place across town.

Pulling the door open, I greeted the deliveryman with an unusually large tip, my spirits soaring high.

The man grinned at me. “Thanks.”

I carried our dinner back toward the kitchen where Waverly was already setting the table while humming a tune. She was still wearing the lingerie, which was exactly my fantasy.

“Smells delicious,” she declared as I began to unload the various containers onto the table. Spiced coconut soup, red curry with chicken, and her favorite, pad Thai. She chuckled at the sight, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “I think you ordered enough to feed an army.”

“Well, I wanted to make sure we had plenty of leftovers,” I said nonchalantly. “I’m glad I did because I don’t think I’m going to be leaving our bed anytime soon. That lingerie promises at least three times, maybe four.”

She burst into laughter and picked at the hem of her lingerie, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Do you like it?”

“I love it,” I admitted. “But not as much as I love you.” I caught her by her waist and pulled her toward me. Our laughter faded into soft whispers as we reveled in the moment.

“I love you too,” she muttered, her eyes reflecting the warmth I felt in my heart.

“We better eat before this gets cold,” I said. “I’m afraid I might not be able to stop with you once I get started.”

She blushed, smiled, and nodded toward the food. “Eat. Then you can have dessert.”

We sat down in front of the lavish spread and began to eat. We talked about the furniture we were going to bring into the house and color schemes. She talked about her dream of a sunlit reading nook by the window. I listened to her talk, the depth of my affection for her swelling with each passing moment. The simple domesticity of our conversation felt incredibly intimate, more so than any physical act we’d shared.

When dinner was over, we spent the rest of the night discussing everything and anything about our life together under one roof. We shut off the lights and made our way to bed together, just the way I hoped we would every night for the rest of my life.

***

Wish you had more of Knox and Waverly?

I’ve got a special deleted scene just for YOU!

Get your copy HERE!!
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***

If you loved this book, don’t miss out…

Check out book 1 in A Wedding Bells Alpha Novel called Say You Do!
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My brother is an idiot—he’s getting married.

And I’m in charge of getting things together since our folks are gone.

Lucky me. The guy who thinks love is for the birds and worn-out 80s songs.

I honestly don’t have time for this drama. I run a billion-dollar company, have women to entertain, and am working on my plans to rule the world.

No, seriously.

And yet, when you least expect it, life kicks you in the balls.

The beautiful, snarky woman that runs the flower shop is perfect to help me pull off this wedding.

Just seeing her sends my head spinning with possibilities.

She’s perfect. To play my fake wife for an event I have coming up as a side deal.

My ex-wife will be at the event, and I sure could use someone to show her how well I’ve done since she ripped out my soul.

So my curvy new friend gets my ring and a chunk of my wallet before agreeing to the deal.

Funny thing is, I’m not so interested in taking it back by the end of the adventure.

I’m willing to go all in on what might be the best decision of my life.

And I’m demanding the same of her. No maybes. No I-don’t-knows.

No fear of what might be or might not be.

Open your pretty pink lips and utter the words.

Say you do.

I gotta have this!


Insider Group
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Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

Where you at?!?

Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

See you on the inside…

Get it HERE
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Hey there. I'm Weston.

Have we met? No? Well, it’s time to end that tragedy.

I'm a former firefighter/EMS guy who's picked up the proverbial pen and started writing bad boy romance stories. I co-write with my sister, Ali Parker, but live in Texas with my wife, my two little boys, my daughter, two dogs, three cats, and a turtle.

Yep. A turtle. You read that right. Don’t be jealous.

You're going to find Billionaires, Bad Boys, Military Guys, and loads of sexiness. Something for everyone hopefully. I'd love to connect with you. Check out the links below and come find me.

Amazon KU ~ Insiders Group

Website ~ Facebook ~ Instagram

Facebook Group
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