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  For anyone who has loved, lost, and wondered if choosing joy again means leaving someone behind. 
It doesn’t.
Love stays. Grief stays. And somehow, so can hope. All three can co-exist. 
And to the friends who enabled me to write another book when they could have simply convinced me to go to Pilates instead.
It would have been easier.







  
  CONTENT NOTE


There’s Something Cooking with Leith Morgans  is ultimately a story about love, family, grief, and finding your way forward. But some parts of that journey touch on difficult subjects.
This book contains references to and/or depictions of attempted sexual assault, racism, gambling and addiction, cancer, grief, and the loss of a loved one.
These are difficult experiences, and I wanted to approach them with the empathy they deserve. Please read with care and look after yourself however you need to.
Sadie x
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  PROLOGUE

JORDIE MITCHELL


The moment I step into Leith’s penthouse, I know something is wrong. Not oops-my-private-jet-is-delayed wrong, but featured-on-a-true-crime-docuseries wrong.
The smell of stale liquor hits me first. The sight isn’t much better: empty bottles litter the marble countertops, clothes are draped over the furniture, and Leith himself is sprawled on the couch like a defeated Greek god who gave up halfway through the bacchanal, wearing . . . oh no. Is that satin?
“Far out, Leith,” I say, stepping over what I sincerely hope is a puddle of whiskey and not . . . something biological. “You don’t get to scare me like this, you dick.”
He cracks one eye open, his face half-hidden under a mop of unkempt blonde hair, sticking up in ways that suggest he’s been running his hands through it more than he’s been showering. 
“Richard called you, didn’t he?” His voice is sandpaper dipped in liquor.
I don’t answer.
He lets out a bitter laugh. “Of course he did. I’m going to fire that snitch of a PA.”
“No, you’re not.” I drop the takeaway bag on the counter. “You’re not firing the only person who can run Luxeon World and convincingly pretend to be you.”
Now, he doesn’t answer.
“I brought dinner. Fried carbs.” I pull out a container. The crinkle of the plastic earns a curious look from him.
“I don’t need your pity fries.”
“Good, because they’re not pity fries. They’re concerned fries.”
“Why are you really here, Jordie?” he asks, very much irritated by my presence and my fries. 
“To be your emotional support peahen.”
“Peahen?” 
“Peacocks are the boy ones. Hence, the cocks.” 
Silence.
Which is honestly more unnerving than if he’d launched into one of his usual monologues. Instead, he just groans and hauls himself upright. His robe falls open, revealing satin pajama pants and far too much chest for someone who looks like they’ve been living off liquor and spite. He walks past me to the bar cart and pours himself two fingers of whiskey.
I follow. Snatch the glass before it reaches his lips.
That earns me an icy glare.
“Leith,” I say, setting the glass down. “Why are you hedging everything on what Lark said?”
He scoffs, spins from me, robe flaring behind him like a villain’s cape. He yanks the fridge open, grabs a beer, and pops the cap off with too much force.
“Because Lark has proof,” he bites, waving the beer in a loose arc. “Because he showed me the footage.” His voice rises, frustration spilling out unchecked. “Because I was blind. Stupid. Naïve. I thought she—” He cuts himself off. Takes a swig. Wipes his chin with the back of his hand. “Know what? It doesn’t matter.”
“It does,” I say, stepping into his path and grabbing the beer before he can take another mouthful. “I was there, Leith. When she was with you. I saw the way she looked at you. The way you looked at her. Whatever that was, whatever it still is? That’s real.”
“God, Jordie. You sound like a Hallmark card,” he scoffs, quiet and sharp. “Do you know what else looked real? That video of her walking away. So, forgive me if I’m done putting stock in lingering stares.”
“Why are you trusting Lark, of all people,” I shoot back, “more than the woman who cracked open your ribcage and found the actual human heart you swore stopped existing after Melissa? She made you feel something. She made you laugh. She made you trust—” 
His nostrils flare. “Oh, fucking spare me! I am out of trust. You think I want to believe it? You think I didn’t stare at that screen wishing it wasn’t real? That Lark—”
“Hell, Leith! You profile Fortune 500 CEOs for breakfast and charm sociopaths over canapés, but you can’t tell when your own brother’s screwing you over?”
He strides toward me and yanks the bottle back with more force than necessary, sloshing beer onto the tile.
“Lark’s not the enemy, Jordie!” he snaps. “And this fairytale you’re peddling? This tender little epic where people get second chances and true love fixes trauma? That doesn’t apply to the likes of us. Fairytales are for people with normal grief timelines and fully functional reproductive systems.”
The words hit before I can brace. 
My voice, when it comes out, is razor-thin. “What the fuck did you just say?”
His face goes slack. For a second, I think he’ll take it back. But then his jaw sets, and whatever softness was fighting through disappears.
“Just leave, Jordie,” he says, glacial. “I’m fine. Nothing can fix this.”
I want to scream. To slap the bottle out of his hand.
But I rein it in, because I know what it means when someone says leave but really means I don’t know how to ask you to stay.
So, I do what he once did for me, when I shattered in the corner booth at Eleanor’s Bookstore years ago and thought I didn’t deserve kindness.
“You don’t have to fix it,” I whisper. “I’m just here. Just like you were for me at my lowest—”
His head snaps up, eyes burning with something I don’t recognize. 
“First of all,” he snarls, “this isn’t my lowest. That was when Melissa died. Alone. Without me.”
He steps forward.
“Second, spare me the moral high ground. You’re still defective, remember? How’s your uterus these days?”
A cold void opens beneath my ribs. 
Leave it to Leith—not a doctor, not a nurse—but knows exactly where the jugular is. And never misses.
I level him with a look.
The color drains from his face. His jaw twitches. And for a moment, his shoulders sag under the weight of what he’s just said.
A flicker. Regret, maybe. 
But it’s gone before it settles.
I wait for him to take it back. 
He doesn’t.
I nod once. Swallow hard.
When I speak again, the words come out bitter and bone-dry. “Fine. You win. Congratulations. Your prize is Lark. Except where was he when Melissa was sick? When she died. When you couldn’t get out of bed. When I had to force-feed you. When you wanted to take a bottle of sleeping pills.” I pause. Look him dead in the eye. “And where the fuck is he now?”
I shoulder my bag and head toward the door, wishing, hoping, begging that he’ll stop me. That he’ll say my name. Admit he needs me. Apologize. Do literally anything except let the elevator doors close on me.
Leith simply looks away.
And that’s it.
That’s all I get. 
A soul-cleaving, gut-wrenching, heart-breaking kind of ache that’s somehow worse than my endometriosis. 
So, I leave. The elevator ride down is excruciating. Every floor feels like another layer peeling off my skin. By the time I hit the street, the night air is humid. 
I pull out my phone with shaking fingers. Scroll through my contacts. Find the only name that feels like safety.
I dial.
“Wǒ de ài?” My love.
My answer is a sob.
Then, startled, “Jordie? What happened?!”
Something ugly cracks from my chest, raw and helpless. “Callum . . .”






  
  ONE

LEITHON MORGANS


10 months ago 


The bedroom reeks of fake Chanel No. 5 and deceit. Twisted sheets, two empty wine glasses, and a sunrise far too beautiful for the mess I’d made. 
I sit at the edge of the bed, staring out at the sprawling horizon through the floor-to-ceiling windows. It’s March, and with the rainy season finally easing, Townsville’s morning sun is already blazing, throwing golden light over the rooftops of low-set buildings. The faint outlines of Magnetic Island shimmer in the distance, half-obscured by the haze rising from the ocean.
It’s almost serene, in a way that grates against the chaos in my head.
Behind me, the mattress shifts. A soft, calculated rustle of sheets. Her arms snake around my waist, her skin like silk against my back. She presses herself into me, her voice low and breathy.
“We have a good connection, Leith,” she purrs, cheek brushing my shoulder. “I think we made something special.”
“Special?” I echo, my voice flat, like this is tedious rather than offensive. “Like what? A bastard?”
Her arms freeze mid-embrace. She recovers quickly, her laugh airy and forced. “You’re being ridiculous,” she says. “I—”
I turn to her, holding up the condom packet from her purse that she thought she had made me use last night. The tiny pinprick at the center of the foil glints in the morning light.
“You think you’re the first gold digger to baby-trap me?” I drawl. “Please, you’re barely Top Ten.”
Her face crumples, anger replacing embarrassment. “I can’t believe you’d think—”
“I don’t think. I know.” I flick the packet onto the nightstand. 
The blood drains from her face.
“Five minutes,” I say. “Get out. Or else . . .”
She hesitates long enough for me to grab my phone and turn the screen toward her. Her own face stares back, plastered onto a pre-made faux wanted poster.
BEWARE OF GOLD DIGGERS
The template was already on my phone. All it took was a new photo.
She gasps, horror flashing across her expression.
“Don’t think for a second I won’t send it to everyone worth knowing.” My smile is cold and cutting. “Trust me. No one throws a society party quite like me, and no one ruins reputations faster.”
She scrambles out of bed, clutching the sheets to her chest. “You’re insane!” 
“And you’re still in my house. Tick tock, sweetheart.”
She puts her dress on and storms out, carrying her heels. The door slams shut, the sound reverberating through the penthouse.
Three minutes and twenty seconds. A new record.
I tap send anyway. The photo launches into the digital stratosphere, en route to every billionaire in my contacts. Because why settle for ruining one morning when you can ruin an entire social season?
My thumb stays suspended over the screen a second too long. The adrenaline fades, leaving behind a dull, hollow ache that no amount of smug satisfaction can erase.
The silence stretches. Too long. 
An image cuts through the fog in my brain.
Her. Julia.
I don’t know why I’m still thinking about her.
All I know is my brain is stuck at that moment I first laid eyes on her, when she catered dinner for Callum, Jordie, and me. Since then, I have memorized the way her black hair caught the light as she served sticky rice. The way she smiled. The way her voice sounded. The way her brown eyes glinted when I declared to the table that I would never, ever marry. 
Never’s a long time, she said with that hint of a Filipino accent, after Jordie casually asked for her opinion. 
My fingers curl around the edge of the mattress.
How long has it been? 
Six months, three weeks, five days.
Fuck.
I push myself off the bed and pad toward the kitchen. Water. Coffee. Something sharp to cauterize this stupid ache in my chest. I grab a glass from the cupboard, filling it from the tap. The cold rush of water soothes my throat, but it does nothing for the rest of me. 
My front door slams open, footsteps echoing with righteous ferocity.
I sigh.
“Saw your latest conquest running out of the front lobby. Another one bites the dust, huh?” Jordie’s voice slices through.
She makes a beeline for my fridge. Naturally. 
“Good morning to you too, House Mouse,” I deadpan, pouring coffee into a cup. “Always nice when my personal commentary track arrives early.”
“The parade of women is getting progressively more tragic,” she says, rummaging. “Tell me, Leith. Is thirty-five the new midlife crisis? Or is this a billionaire-specific plague?” Jordie’s tone softens as she pauses from raiding my fridge to look at me. “Or is this about a girl?”
I cough, the coffee splashing slightly into the saucer before I recover. “Of course not.”
She retrieves a yoghurt, unimpressed. “You’re a terrible liar.”
She would know. Been best friends since she was seven and already had a bullshit radar sharper than mine at ten.
“You really should start dating, Leith,” she says, too casually, which means not casually at all.
Fucking hell.
Dating.
Trust Jordie to lob the word into my kitchen like an active grenade.
Thing is, I have tried.
Not hard enough, maybe. Not sincerely enough to earn a merit badge in grief recovery. But I have given dating my best attempt, the same way one shoots a sambuca at twenty-one: with reckless optimism, immediate regret, and a firm decision never to repeat the experience.
Sex is different.
Sex, I can strip of tenderness. Sex, I can flatten into biology and logistics and clean exits before sunrise. Once or twice a year, when the loneliness sharpens into something too ugly to ignore, I outsource proximity. Never dinner. Never a second night. Never the same woman twice.
Scratching an itch, if one wanted to be vulgar and devastatingly accurate.
And it’s worked for ten years.
But lately, the itch has become something else. A rash. An allergy. A full-scale immune response to the terrifying possibility that I still want something. Or someone.
So, I scratch it. With the wrong hands. The wrong mouths. The wrong bodies.
Just so I can stop thinking about Mel. And fine . . . Julia.
Which is unfortunate because thinking about another woman is already a betrayal.
Wanting one is treason of the highest order.
“What are you doing here so early?” I deflect.
“I’ve got a fertility appointment this afternoon, so we’re doing Grave Day now,” she answers, mouth full of yoghurt.
Every first Monday is Grave Day. Melissa’s grave. Her dad’s too. Jordie says it keeps her sane. I do it because I’ve never been able to stop bleeding out in slow motion ever since Mel died.
“Let me finish my coffee, get changed, and we’ll head out,” I say. 
She licks her spoon. Waves it around. “The longer you take, the more I’m interrogating your sudden sex spree.”
“Leave it alone,” I say, taking a long sip. 
The bitterness matches my mood perfectly.
“This isn’t healthy, Leith,” she mutters.
Jordie starts a tirade about my lifestyle choices, telling me she’ll rope Callum into giving me a PowerPoint presentation.
I tune her out. My gaze catches on the chair by the kitchen island. There’s a scarf slung over it. The one my one-night stand left behind. Cheap. Wrong. A gaudy imitation of something elegant, much like the woman who wore it.
But the shape of it. The way it folds or how the silk catches the light—
My fingers twitch before I can stop them. Before I even know why.
And just like that, I’m twenty-two again. Somewhere else entirely.
With her.






  
  WITH MELISSA PRATT

thirteen years ago


Istepped into the café, my BlackBerry buzzing relentlessly in my palm. Andrew, my ever-suffering project manager, kept pace beside me, carrying oversized design portfolios. 
“How hard is it to grasp minimalistic luxe?” I muttered, flipping through a horror show of ornate gold trim and Corinthian columns. “Fire him.”
“Mr. Morgans,” Andrew said through a diplomatic smile that probably gave him jaw cramps, “Carlton Interiors is world-renowned. They did the Sterling in Sydney—”
“If I wanted my hotel to look like the Sterling, I would’ve bought the Sterling.” I flicked past another rendering, barely restraining a grimace. “Find me an interior designer whose work doesn’t look like a Victorian tea party threw up in my lobby.”
A particularly offensive sketch caught my eye. Gold filigree, draped velvet, a chandelier that could qualify as a small planet. 
I shuddered at the monstrosity.
“Understood, sir.” Andrew sighed in a tone that suggested he was mentally browsing recruitment sites.
We reached the counter, where André—café owner, espresso obsessive, part-time snob—was busily foaming milk. I scanned the restaurant while I waited. Matte black fixtures. Brass lighting. Walnut walls that gave warmth without ever trying too hard. It didn’t scream luxury; it whispered it. 
“André, you’ve been holding out on me. Nice renovations.”
André barely glanced up from the espresso machine, but I caught the smirk tugging at his mouth.
“Had to keep up with the clientele, Mr. Morgans. You wouldn’t believe how much rich people are willing to pay for a cup of coffee if the lighting is good.”
My eyes tracked the curves of the space. Clean lines, subtle layering, a softness beneath all the steel and structure.
“Who did the design?”
He chuckled, shaking his head. “Melissa Pratt.” He nodded toward the far corner of the café. “New in the business. But extremely talented.”
I followed his gaze—and stopped.
Melissa was sitting by the window, chin propped on one hand, the other gliding a pencil across the pages of a sketchbook. Loose strands of brown hair fell across her cheek, caught in the buttery morning light. She wore an oversized button-up; sleeves rolled to her elbows and forearms smudged faintly with graphite. Around her neck, loosely draped, was a silk scarf—ivory with ink-black designs, elegant in a way that wasn’t trying to be.
Then she shifted. The scarf slipped from her shoulder, drifting to the floor. She didn’t notice. Or perhaps didn’t care.
Without thinking, I stepped forward, crossed the café, and crouched beside her, gathering the fabric between my fingers. It was absurdly soft, smooth like water. By the time I straightened, she was already looking at me.
Tidepools of blue-green eyes. Taking me in with a quiet, unreadable sort of patience.
My heart skipped a beat. Or stopped altogether. 
I should have said something. A line. A quip. Instead, I held the scarf between us, a bridge of silk between her fingers and mine.
“Hi,” I said, simple.
She didn’t rush to take the scarf back. Didn’t seem particularly surprised. Just smiled. Slow, unhurried, as if she had already decided she had all the time in the world for me.
She replied, “Hi.”






  
  TWO

JULIA REYES


The moment I step off the plane, reality settles over me like the Townsville air. Mild, sticky, just cool enough to trick you into thinking it won’t get hotter. 
Spoiler: it will.
Not that I mind the heat.
After six weeks in the Philippines, where summer roasts you alive, Townsville’s April warmth is forgiving. Manageable.
Bearable, even.
Unlike this weight in my chest. 
I yank my duffel bag higher on my shoulder and scan the pickup zone. 
There he is. My brother, leaning against his battle-worn, questionably roadworthy sedan. Arms crossed. Sunglasses on. Radiating Kuya 1Energy.
“Jules,” he says, gruff but warm. 
He pulls me into an affectionately tight hug that doubles as a secret assessment. He’s checking for weight loss, for hollowed cheeks, for exhaustion I didn’t confess over the phone. A quiet inventory of the damage.
“Ronnie sends his hugs,” I mumble when he finally lets go. 
Paolo’s eight-year-old mini-him. Same grin, same cowlick, just with more dirt and louder opinions.
“Keeps asking when his dependent visa’s going to be sorted,” I add. “Nanay telling him, ‘Soon, anak2. Just pray,’ is apparently no longer an acceptable answer.”
Paolo huffs a laugh. “Kid’s got no patience. Must be genetic.”
The joke lands light. His voice doesn’t.
Being half a world away from your kid is the kind of sacrifice Filipinos talk about as if it’s normal because too many of us have had to make it. 
“Nanay wanted to pack you some tuyo3,” I add, because dried fish is easier to talk about than missing your kid. “I told her customs would confiscate it.”
“Tsk. A waste,” he sighs, popping the trunk.
I stow my bag, then climb into the passenger seat. The moment I sit, I exhale.
The flight was long. The weight, heavier.
Paolo starts the car. We pull out slowly, merging into the rhythm of palm trees and open roads, of slow-moving traffic and sky too blue to believe in worry.
“How’s everything now?” he asks, finally. 
I don’t answer right away. Just look out the window as the town unfolds—flat, sunbaked streets; small shops with hand-painted signs; the calm normalcy of it all. Like I didn’t spend six weeks tending to a mother who refuses to slow down, even after surgery and three rounds of dialysis.
Severe gallstone-induced pancreatitis, they said.
It didn’t kill her.
But between the emergency surgery, the ICU stay, and the sudden kidney failure, the bills are going to kill me.
She’s stable. The surgery was successful. She’ll recover soon.
I repeat it like a prayer: stable, successful, soon.
“It’s . . . okay.” 
A lie dressed up in softness to hide the harshness of it all—bills stacked high enough to use as insulation, the hospital’s demand for installments, the predatory interest on a loan I shouldn’t have taken but had no choice.
He doesn’t push. I wish he would. Wish he’d ask again. Wish he’d notice how close I am to coming apart.
“So,” he says instead, drumming the steering wheel. “Back to the grind? Ready for the hospital?”
I hum, noncommittal.
Because no, I’m not. 
Nursing was never the dream. It was a ticket.
Out of the province. Out of poverty.
So, I studied. Passed the board exam. Took a contract in Qatar.
Now I’m here. In Australia.
A surgical nurse in a hospital I tolerate, doing a job I didn’t choose, for a family I’d bleed dry for. 
“How’s Ate4 Kara with the pregnancy?” I ask, steering the conversation elsewhere.
He sighs. “She’s okay. Six weeks in. They say the second one’s easier, but the morning sickness is already worse than with Ronnie.”
I nod. Sympathy, guilt, and mild frustration swirling together. We’re already stretched thin. Another baby means another mouth to feed. Another pressure I can’t carry, but probably would have to.
“Did you upgrade your insurance?” I ask. “I transferred the money last week for the first three payments. The company has a promo. Only a six-month waiting period, so you—”
“Yes, Julia,” he says, voice tired. “I called. I updated our status.” 
Good. One less thing to worry about. 
He throws a glance sideways. “So. Did you relax? At least a little?”
I shrug, lips quirking. “I cooked.”
He laughs. “You really can’t go a day without a wok, huh?”
When life spirals, I make food. Some people meditate. Some drink. Some scroll.
I chop. I sauté. I braise.
At home, I catered the fiestas. Prepped my siblings’ lunches. Spent hours perfecting Nanay’s kare-kare5, only for her to taste the sauce and say, “Hmm. Kulang pa rin.” Still not right.
I smile at the memory. It doesn’t quite reach my eyes.
I’m a nurse by necessity.
But I’m a cook at heart.
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The moment we pull into the driveway, I spot Tita6 Lorna. Standing on the balcony like a neighborhood CCTV with unlimited data.
I move toward her on autopilot. 
I take her hand, press it to my forehead. Because if there’s one thing Filipino kids never forget, it’s mano po7.
She hums. A universal Tita stamp of approval. I have officially avoided being labeled a disrespectful, modernized heathen.
“Good girl,” she says. “Too many young ones forget.”
“I missed you, Tita.”
She’s not even my real aunt. But in Filipino culture, if you’ve known an older Filipino for more than seven minutes, they gain honorary auntie or uncle status. It’s an unspoken, ironclad rule, somewhere between “Always bring pasalubong8” and “Never leave a party without being force-fed leftovers.”
I step inside the house and beeline to the kitchen, shrugging off my cardigan; my skin already itches from hours of recycled airplane air.
Paolo drags my overstuffed luggage into the living room and immediately rifles through it for his pasalubong—travel gifts, brought home from a trip, a sacred Filipino ritual that doubles as both love language and social obligation.
“Kuya, can we do this later?” I ask, heading straight to the sink to wash my hands. “I just want to shower.”
Paolo snorts, kicking back against the counter. “You and your long showers. Ever since Qatar, you wash up like you're trying to erase your fingerprints.”
I scrub a little harder.
The water runs over my hands, soap slipping between my fingers. 
“Your Kuya is right,” Tita Lorna drawls, eyeing me over her coffee. “Shower later, baka9 ma-pasma ka.”
Another Filipino superstition. As if I’ll drop dead if cold water touches warm skin too soon.
I force a small smile, shutting off the tap. “I just like feeling clean.” My voice stays even, but my knuckles are white around the towel. “That’s all.”
I don’t wait for either of them to respond. 
I head straight for the bathroom.
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The bathroom is a reprieve. A moment to let the heat unknot my shoulders, to breathe, to scrub away the feeling of—
I stop.
No. Not going there. 
I drag the towel through my hair, squeezing out the excess water. My skin’s still warm from the shower. The scent of soap lingers, clean and sharp. It’s enough. It has to be.
When I step back into the living room, I sigh. 
Paolo’s sprawled on the couch, feet propped on the coffee table, flipping through a magazine. Tita Lorna sits across from him, coffee in hand, with the look of a woman who has all night to excavate your deepest secrets.
I collapse onto the couch. I want silence. Preferably in sleep form.
Tita Lorna, predictably, has other plans.
She sets her mug down with a dainty but decisive clink. Her Tita-Senses are tingling. 
“So,” she starts. “Long flight?”
“Not bad.”
“Tired?”
“I’m fine, Tita.”
Then, with the tone of someone delivering gossip she’s been waiting all day to unleash: “Someone’s been sniffing around for you.”
I blink. “Sorry, what?”
“Came asking about you last week. Said he was an assistant. Very polite. Left a business card.” She taps her temple. “Richard! That was the name.”
My heart stutters.
Richard. Mr. Leith Morgans’ assistant. Curly hair. Sharp glasses. Kind eyes. Polite in that wound-up, I’m-one-email-away-from-snapping way. He practically wept when I wouldn’t accept the absurdly large tip his boss tried to sneak into the catering envelope. I remember him pressing the envelope into my hands like it was a bomb, and he’d be fired if I left it behind.
“What did he say?” I ask, aiming for casual but landing squarely on ohmygod. 
“Said Mr. Morgans enjoyed your food,” she replies. “Asked if you were still catering.”
“That’s all?” I ask, though I’m not sure what answer I’m hoping for.
“Just gave me this,” Tita Lorna says as she pulls a business card from her pocket. “Said to get in touch if you were available for future events.”
The card is embossed in gold. 
Richard Bonilla Executive Assistant to Leithon Morgans Chief Executive Officer, Luxeon Suites World Hotel
I nod, stuffing the card in my pocket and everything else into a mental folder labeled: Totally Not Something I’m Going to Overanalyze at 3 a.m.
Because it probably is just that—business. Rich clients eat well and want to keep eating well. End of story.
And yet . . .
I remember the way Leith Morgans looked at me that night. 
Like I surprised him.
My brother smacks me with a crumpled magazine.
I shoot him a glare, unfold it. 
Leithon Morgans. Glacial blue stare. Carved-from-marble jaw. That signature look on his face, like someone just asked him to explain cryptocurrency at a dinner party.
BILLIONAIRE BACHELOR: WILL LEITHON MORGANS EVER FIND LOVE?
I stare at the cover.
Paolo grins. “So, you calling that number or what?”


1.
       Kuya — A Filipino term meaning older brother or a respectful way to address an older male.
    
2.
       Anak — A Filipino word meaning “child” or “my child.” Used both literally and as a term of endearment, often to express care or tenderness.
    
3.
       Tuyo— A Filipino dried fish, typically salted and fried, often eaten with rice.
    
4.
       Ate (pronounced ah-teh) — A Filipino term of respect and affection used to address an older sister or an older female figure.
    
5.
       Kare-kare — Filipino peanut-based stew.
    
6.
       Tita — Filipino term for “aunt,” also used to address older women as a sign of respect and affection.
    
7.
       Mano po — A Filipino gesture of respect, where a younger person bows to touch an elder’s hand to their forehead.
    
8.
       Pasalubong — Gifts or souvenirs brought home for loved ones after a trip; an important Filipino tradition of thoughtfulness and sharing.
    
9.
       Baka (pronounced BAH-kah) — Filipino for “maybe” or “perhaps,” depending on context.
    






  
  THREE

LEITH


If someone asked me what it’s like being a billionaire, I’d say it’s similar to running a daycare for overachievers. Except the kids wear $5,000 suits, have MBAs, and cry into spreadsheets instead of nap time. 
Case in point: it’s the second Wednesday of April, which means back-to-back end-of-financial-year board meetings for budget autopsies, tax strategy theater, capital reshuffling, and enough PowerPoint slides with corporate jargon to induce an aneurysm.
Right now, I’m sitting in a glass coffin of a boardroom while my CFO drones on about “rebalancing the capital stack for long-term shareholder value ahead of EOFY close.”
Translation: the entire finance department is stress-baking again.
Meanwhile, I’m rereading the same file attachment Richard sent me for the fourth time.
Julia Reyes. Filipino. Nurse. Working visa. Has an ABN. Sole trader. Occasional private catering—birthdays, anniversaries, a retirement dinner. The last gig was three months ago. Nothing since.
I didn’t ask for this. Richard compiled the file without being told and said something like, “In case you want to reach out to her. You made Klaus cry. Again. That’s five failed sticky rice cakes and one German chef emotionally destroyed.”
Julia’s contact details are right there at the bottom. Email. Mobile number. A dare written in 12-point Arial.
And what am I going to do with this information?
Absolutely fuck all.
Because I can admit when I’m being a coward. 
No one has taken up space in my head like this. Not since Melissa. And acknowledging that makes me want to hurl my phone and myself into the Ross River. 
My foundation manager clears her throat. “Next on the agenda: Melissa Pratt Foundation Free Housing Accommodation updates. New South Wales expansion.”
That gets my attention.
“Albury is confirmed. Renovation’s queued to start in May. Handover’s projected for February next year,” someone says.
February.
They think that’s acceptable.
I don’t do slow. And I sure as hell don’t do too late.
I’m thinking of the family I read about last week. Father in palliative care. Kids scattered across postcodes because the free Red Cross housing was full. Hotels in the area were asking $440 a night. 
He died while they were still figuring out transportation.
Fuck if I’ll let that happen again.
I skim the floor plans, budget justifications, and projected timelines. “Push it forward. I want that site open by the end of Q2. Anyone who hits that deadline gets a bonus. Anyone who misses it gets to pitch their excuses to me in person, with slides. I want transition effects. Jazz hands. Tears.”
I turn to the next site.
Tamworth: 
Status – Ceased
Cause – NovaCorp outbid Luxeon on easements and airspace via a proxy shell. Site now tagged for future med-tech development.
“They want Tamworth?” I grit my teeth. “Let them have it.”
One of the analysts drops her pen.
“But,” I continue, “I want their regular contractors booked solid. Their zoning guys caught in a backlog. Equipment mysteriously delayed. Let them rot in pre-construction purgatory.”
I close the file, slow. “We’ll buy the block across the street. The one they missed.”
“The old community center?” 
“Get that rezoned for emergency housing and palliative outreach.” I smile. “When NovaCorp breaks ground on its little med-tech utopia, we file a public grievance. Shadowing. Parking strain. Incompatible commercial use near vulnerable populations. Let’s see what NovaCorp thinks of that.”
No one speaks.
They’re still trying to catch up.
I’m already on the next play.
I flip the page. Bite down a curse, “What about Wollongong?”
“Zoning delays,” my consultant says. “Council’s stalling. Won’t move the permit forward. Looks deliberate.”
A regional manager offers, “I’ll call the council. Maybe resubmit the DA1—”
Snap. I shut the folder with enough finality to make three people flinch.
“We’re done calling,” I say flatly. “I’ll see them in person.”
Richard doesn’t look up. “Minister West is on leave. Won’t be back until next month.”
“Perfect,” I say. “That gives us two weeks to dig up leverage. By the time I’m done with him, he’ll come crawling with a permit in one hand and a nervous twitch in the other.”
Silence.
They’re all staring.
Because they think I’m joking.
I’m not. I never am when it comes to Melissa.
I skim the next agenda points. Singapore’s apartments are ballooning in value. Hong Kong is stalled over aesthetics. And someone thought now was the time to ask for feedback on boutique hotel retention models.
“Sell the underperforming assets that have been bleeding cash for the last three quarters. Reallocate capital into short-term, high-yield bonds. Push the surplus into luxury apartments in Singapore. As for the Hong Kong high-rise—” I flick a glance at Richard. “Tell the project manager that if he emails me one more time about the marble shade discrepancy, I will use said marble to build his tombstone.”
The board nods as if I’ve delivered prophecy. 
I leave the conference room while Richard scurries after me. “Sir, you have a one o’clock with the Tokyo investors—” 
“Reschedule.” 
“But they need—” 
“Which means I don’t need. And if they need, then they can damn well wait.”
Richard sighs, silently calculating how early he can retire. “And where exactly are you going, sir?”
“To get coffee.”
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Now, if there’s one thing that separates me from the run-of-the-mill billionaire, it’s that I line up for my own coffee. Call it character-building or just an excuse to avoid the office.
André spots me and gives the usual you can skip the line nod. I shake my head.
The couple in front of me places their order, then points toward the corner window seat. “We’ll sit over there.”
The cashier gives them an apologetic smile. “Sorry, that table’s reserved.”
The woman scoffs. “It’s always reserved.”
“Last week, too,” the guy adds. “I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen anyone sit there.”
“That’s because it’s reserved,” André, whose ability to care about customer service is entirely dependent on how much he personally likes you, cuts in from behind the espresso machine. “Enjoy your other seats.”
The couple grumbles under their breath, snatches their table number from the counter, and stalks off toward the back. 
I step up. André smirks, unbothered. “The usual?”
I nod.
He pivots back to the espresso machine, whistles while he works, then slides me a long black. Dark roast. Perfect temperature. No side of small talk.
I murmur my thanks and make my way toward that table.
Paid for in advance. Locked down with a sum that could retire André twice over.
Reserved for me. And Melissa.
I sink into the chair, letting my fingers curl around the warm ceramic. The seat across from me remains empty, untouched. Always will be.
Outside, the ocean stretches past the glass. Endless, quiet, blue. Waves roll in lazy, repetitive crashes.
I used to love this view. The way the coastline curves, how the water shifts in shades of blue and green depending on the sky. It always feels bigger than me. In a good, humbling way.
Lately, it just makes me feel small. Like I could sink into it and disappear, and the waves would just keep going.
I take a slow sip; the taste of coffee—perfect. 
I pull out my phone.
Julia Reyes. The file is still open.
One night. One catered event. One dessert. That’s all it took.
She should’ve been a moment. A flicker. Instead, she’s lodged in my head like shrapnel.
What’s wrong with me, Mel? What would you have me do? 

WITH MELISSA 

twelve years and six months ago


The hotel was still a skeleton of itself. Glass panels in place, floors laid, dust settling into every untouched corner. It smelled like concrete, fresh paint, and the promise of something bigger.
But Melissa was already making it beautiful.
She was hunched over a makeshift table, blueprints spread in a loose sprawl, her hair falling forward as she muttered to herself. “Carlton Interiors wouldn’t know chic if it hit them with a Prada bag.”
I smirked, stepping closer. “That bad?”
“They suggested faux Carrara marble for the lobby,” she said, disgusted. “We might as well slap a sticker on it that says trying too hard.”
“All right, Melissa. What would you have me do?”
She flipped a page, tapping a section. “We go real stone. Soft gray veining, cool undertones. Paired with smoked glass panels, deep mahogany floors, and sculpted seating—none of that stiff boardroom shit. We want clean, we want elegant, we want . . .” She gestured vaguely, searching for the words.
“Minimalist luxe?” I offered.
She looked up, unimpressed. “Which is code for soulfully rich.”
God, she gets me. 
She turned to another page. The ballroom.
“This,” she said, running a finger along the sketch, “isn’t just a space. It’s an experience. Imagine low-lit chandeliers, but nothing gaudy. Silk-draped tables in deep, moody hues. Midnight blue, dark emerald. Black accents to anchor it. Timeless. Sophisticated. Sexy.”
I wasn’t sure if she was talking about the design or herself.
She kept talking as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, just over the tiny orchid tattoo that sat there, delicate and understated. She didn’t notice me watching. Her fingers lingered behind her ear, absently tracing the edge of her hairline.
I reached—almost. My fingers hovered, just shy of touching, drawn in by instinct.
But I stopped. Not because I didn’t want to. Because I did. Too damn much.
I exhaled slowly, dragging my hand back, flexing my fingers as if I could erase the impulse.
Melissa looked up, catching me. Her gaze flicked to my hand, then to my face. She didn’t say anything. Just tilted her head slightly, amused.
Heat crept up my neck. I shifted on my feet, shoving my hands into my back pockets.
“Uhm . . . ah . . .” I cleared my throat, swallowing. “Did that hurt?”
She blinked, surprised by the question. Then she smiled. Small, soft, as if she knew exactly what had just happened but wasn’t going to say a damn thing about it.
“Not as much as you’d think.”
“Orchids, huh?”
“My favorite flower.”
I nodded, filing that away.


1.
       Development Application (DA) — A formal application submitted to a local council seeking approval for a proposed development or use of land. 
    






  
  FOUR

JULIA


“Go to hell!” the patient yells. 
Can’t, you old fuck. I’m already here. 
In Surgical Ward L4.
It’s only Wednesday. Day two of seven shifts.
I’ve had four coffees. Been called “the little Asian nurse.” I have stepped in a mystery fluid in a patient’s room. I don’t want to talk about it. 
And now? I have to cannulate this patient. 
I should’ve known the question What kind of Asian are you? was a trap.
“I don’t want a Filipino nurse looking after me!”
The patient—a grumpy, middle-aged man who looks like he shouts at retail workers for fun—glares at me as if my skin color offends him.
“I’m the nurse assigned to your care,” I say through my teeth, in a tone straight from the textbook chapter titled Ideal Response, Hostile Scenario.
I expect him to let it go. Maybe grumble, but still let me do my job.
No such luck.
His voice rises. “I just don’t trust Filipino nurses. You steal jobs and men. Get the citizenship, and poof! Off you go!” 
My fingers curl tighter on the IV trolley to hide the tremble. I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth. Force my breathing to stay slow.
And then—
A hand lifts the chart. Calm. Casual.
A petite nurse in navy scrubs flips through the file as if she has nothing to prove and all day to prove it.
I recognize her immediately.
Wavy brown hair, curling at the ends. Sharp eyes, as if she’s got at least three snarky thoughts queued at all times.
She was at Mr. Morgans’ party. I’ve seen her around the hospital—vaguely. Usually, when I pick up patients from PACU. Or sometimes, the break room. 
She makes a thoughtful noise as she flips a page. “Mr. Bradley, I understand you’re after a white nurse?”
Mr. Bradley nods. Relaxes instantly. Like Jordie’s whiteness solved all his problems.
“Well, that’s tricky,” she continues. “Most of the nurses on this ward aren’t exactly up to your, uh . . .” Her eyes lift, as if she’s picking words from the ceiling. “. . . your 1950s hiring standards.”
I choke.
“You must have some white nurses,” he says, almost desperate now. “What about you?” 
“Me?” Jordie gasps. “I married an Asian man, making me ethnically ambiguous. But lucky for you, I might have the best white nurse on shift.” She leans out the door. “Allan!”
He stumbles into the room. Allan looks fresh from the nursing womb. Wide eyes, wobbly limbs, scrub top slightly too big, like he borrowed it from a big brother.
Jordie claps Allan on the shoulder as if she’s presenting him for auction. “Allan just finished nursing school three months ago. He’ll be doing your IV cannulation.”
Allan’s eyes light up. “Great! I got signed off on cannulations last week. They made us do ten supervised ones before we could do them solo.”
Jordie nods approvingly. “So, this would be your . . .?”
“Eleventh,” Allan says proudly. 
Mr. Bradley’s soul visibly leaves his body.
“Wait!” he calls.
But Jordie’s already looping her arm through mine and steering me toward the corridor. “Come on, Julia. Time for our break.”
Jordie pulls the door shut behind us. 
I let myself be dragged away, stiff and very much on high alert. 
“I’ve, uh . . . never seen you on this floor before,” I manage.
“I’m a casual nurse. PACU and anesthetics are my usual stomping grounds, but HR gets jumpy when I make eyes at the hot anesthetist there.”
I blink. “Hot—”
“Told them to send my husband away instead. But noooo. Apparently, he’s an ‘essential’ anesthetist.” She rolls her eyes. “The injustice.”
I have no idea what to do with this information.
“Thank you for saving me from that,” I offer instead.
She elbows my ribs. “Eh. No big deal. Had a lot of practice with racists. They’re not exactly endangered.”
I huff a quiet laugh, my shoulders finally relaxing. 
“I don’t know if you remember me,” I say, hesitating. “I catered a small gathering for . . .” I trail off, throat tightening. I can’t bring myself to say his name.
“My bestie, Leith! Of course, I remember you. You were the one with the sticky rice cake. Leith didn’t shut up about it for weeks.”
That should not make me as pleased as it does.
I try to will away the heat creeping up my neck. “Oh. Well. It was just sticky rice.”
“Just sticky rice?” Jordie gasps. “Leith once had an existential meltdown because a restaurant retired his favorite lemon tart. When that man fixates? It’s biblical.”
“That seems extreme.”
She hums knowingly and tugs me into the break room. 
I make myself a cup of the hospital’s aggressively mediocre instant coffee, fish the Arnott’s biscuit I found next to the printer from my pocket, and drop into the chair opposite Jordie.
Jordie pulls the lid off her kale salad and starts stabbing at it like it might sprout legs and run.
“I have the best idea,” she says with smug confidence.
I glance up, wary.
“You should come to my house tonight,” she declares. “I’ll whip up dinner. I think you could use a proper meal.”
A beat passes.
Wait. She’s serious. 
“No offense,” she adds, “but I’ve seen you survive on granola bars and hospital instant coffee. Twice.”
“I was busy.” I was broke. 
I glance down at my scrub pants. A loose thread near the pocket stares back at me. I pick at it.
Home and work. Those are safe. Predictable. Quiet.
Being invited, especially into a non-Filipino household, makes something in my chest seize up. It’s not the offer that unnerves me. It’s what comes next. What I’ll say. What I’ll wear. Where I’ll sit. When I’ll leave. 
I look up. Jordie’s still watching me, expectant. 
“What do you say?” Jordie grins, eyes bright, her whole face lit up with that disarming spark. 
How do you say no to that face?
My fingers tighten around my cup, conscious of the sweat on my palms. I nod before I can stop myself.
“Okay.”
I know I’ll spend the rest of the shift wondering what the hell I just agreed to.






  
  FIVE

LEITH


It’s 5 p.m., and I’m debating whether to head to Jordie’s now for the impromptu dinner she sprang on me this Wednesday night or show up fashionably late so she doesn’t bully me into chopping onions. Option two means a guaranteed smack to the head. 
Outside my office, the city moves like a living, breathing organism. Cars weaving through traffic, lights flickering to life, the dull roar of ambition and desperation tangling in the streets below. Somewhere out there, deals are being sealed over artisanal scotch and medium-rare lies.
The intercom buzzes. I sigh. “Yes, Helen?”
“Sir, call from Dubai. Line one.”
Fuck. If it’s to gloat—
I stab the flashing button. 
“What?!” I snap. 
Lark’s voice is smug as sin. “Is that how you greet the man who handed you Tamworth?”
“I lost Tamworth, you asshole.”
“Check your email.”
I move the mouse. One new message. Subject line: Arcadia Building – Executed Sale Agreement
A scanned contract for sale of Tamworth. Signed. Cleared. 
My pulse kicks. “Is this a joke?”
“Nope,” Lark says, as if he’s giving me a sandwich. “It’s yours now.”
“You convinced Dad to sell it to Luxeon?”
“Fuck, no. He went on a five-minute rant about you turning prime commercial lots into free hotels. Then, and I quote: ‘What’s next? Sympathy-points rewards system that upgrades people based on sob backstories?’ He also yelled, ‘Is Leith the bleeding-heart Saint of Hospitality now?’”
“I’m not building for profit, and it’s not a fucking hotel.” The words slice out of me. “It’s a home. For people with loved ones in the hospital. For those who can’t afford to sit in climate-controlled boardrooms debating whether their humanity is profitable enough to justify existing.”
“I know that.” A pause. “That’s why I got you the building.”
I narrow my eyes. “How?”
“NovaCorp bought Tamworth through a shell—Lazro Holdings. Someone may have flagged the zoning intent as misaligned. Turns out you can’t claim ‘commercial retail’ when you’re planning biotech labs. Oops.”
“You forced a sale?” I stare at the screen. “That is batshit insane. Dad’s going to skin you alive and use your rib bones as a whiteboard pointer.”
“Yeah. But you got your building. You’re welcome.”
“So, what’s your play, Lark?”
“There’s no play.”
“Bullshit. You’re the one who taught me there’s always a play.”
A beat.
“Fine. I want you to fly up and look at a merger proposal.” I can hear the shift in his tone. Less brother. More boardroom. “And come back to NovaCorp.” 
My family built a dynasty in tech—software, cybersecurity, data infrastructure.
But I diverged. Because I didn’t want to build systems. I wanted to build spaces. 
It started when I was sixteen. 
Jordie’s dad had just died, and my dad thought it was the best time to wash his hands of his agri-tech project and sell their farm. Claimed it was a sunk cost. Said grief wasn’t a viable business model.
That’s when I learned that the man who taught me how to run numbers never once thought they applied to people.
“I’m never coming back to NovaCorp,” I say with a quiet finality. 
“You haven’t even seen the pitch decks, Leith,” Lark argues. 
“Don’t need to. If this merger means working alongside Dad, I’d rather floss with barbed wire.”
“You and Dad need to put all your shit behind you and embrace the future.”
Sadly, there’s too much shit to just “put behind.” 
Hence, I fast-tracked my studies. Bulldozed through a triple major in finance, real estate, and hospitality. 
By twenty-one, while the rest of my generation was still figuring out how to fake ambition on their résumés, I had already bought my first high-rise. A crumbling shell everyone else had written off. I rebuilt it from the ground up.
Luxeon Suites, Townsville. The first of my empire.
For a while, I kept Luxeon under the NovaCorp umbrella. Out of misplaced hope. Or maybe even filial guilt. 
But I found NovaCorp’s privacy data leak that Dad buried.
So, I left. 
And ever since, NovaCorp’s been trying to salt the earth before anything I build can grow in its place.
“All the marble in the world can’t turn that data leak disaster into a monument, Lark.”
“That was a decade ago. Settlements were paid.”
I don’t respond straight away. 
Finally, I say, “I’ll think about it.”
Lark sighs. I think he’s about to hang up.
“Lark.”
“Yeah?” 
“Thank you.” I pause. “For Tamworth.”
“What are brothers for?”
He hangs up. 
I sigh. Stare outside.
This city. This life. 
What I chose. What I’m still choosing.
The empire I built—not from code or bloodlines.
From concrete, bad odds, and refusing to be told no. 
I don’t regret walking out of NovaCorp. 
And I’m not done building. 
I stand, switch off the lights, and step out of the office.
[image: ]
I’m standing in Jordie and Callum’s kitchen, tossing a lemon from hand to hand. It’s either this or actually help, and frankly, I’d rather concuss myself with fruit than be micromanaged by a five-foot-three menace in an apron.
“Set the table,” Jordie orders, barely glancing up from where she’s tossing a salad with the kind of unnecessary aggression that suggests someone, somewhere, pissed her off today.
“I’m a guest. Guests don’t do labor.”
She shoves a stack of plates into my hands with the grace of a prison warden.
“Where’s Callum?” I ask, already moving toward the table.
“Took the dogs for a run.” She gestures to the cutlery. “Plates and forks.”
I do as she says. Grudgingly. Boss of a billion-dollar company, now reduced to table-setting serfdom.
“So, how’s the Foundation House in Brisbane?”
“Almost finished. Opens in six months,” I say, carefully lining up a fork. 
Her face shifts—less tyrant, more best friend. “Mel would’ve loved that.”
“She would’ve told me to fix the logo font, but yeah.”
I can almost hear Mel arguing about the kerning.
Jordie snorts and picks at a cucumber slice. “What about the other sites?”
“Running smoothly,” I say. “Cairns hit capacity in week one. I might double the beds there.”
She whistles. “And New South Wales?”
“Trying. The new sites are harder. Lark is saying it’s for a future med-tech merger. Wants to position NovaCorp for diagnostics, outpatient hubs, surgical annexes next to the hospitals where I build the accommodations.”
Jordie scoffs. “Lark volunteered that info?”
“He said it in passing.”
“In passing,” she echoes, flat. “How generous.”
I shrug, but it’s tight. “He might be NovaCorp. But he’s given me Tamworth. Also, he’s not Dad.”
“No,” she says, voice cool. “He just smiles while your dad holds the knife to your neck.”
I don’t say more. I’m not sure I could defend Lark if she pressed. Jordie never liked him. Maybe it was the endless pranks he pulled on her growing up. Or maybe it was that night in Uni when she saw me blind drunk for the first time after Lark hooked up with the girl I’d been pining over for months. 
But Jordie doesn’t have siblings. 
She doesn’t get that sometimes brothers are simply brothers.
We drop the topic. 
I head to the fridge, tug it open, half-expecting tiramisu or some overachieving chocolate creation Jordie’s whipped up.
Empty. Just a sad tub of hummus, half a lemon, and Callum’s weird probiotic drink. 
“Where’s the dessert?” I shut the fridge with a resigned thud.
Jordie shrugs as if it’s obvious. “My guest is bringing one.”
“Guest?”
Only then do I notice that I’ve laid out four settings.
“I invited her over. She had a rough day at work.”
“You do have a knack for adopting strays,” I scoff. “And what dessert is said stray bringing?”
“Sticky rice cake,” she says, casual as anything.
I feel a quiet recoil under my sternum.
Jordie looks at me. “I invited Julia.”
WITH MELISSA

twelve years and three months ago

My office was only half done. Walls half-painted, the carpet half-laid, the lighting half-installed. There was nothing but a trestle table and two chairs, both entirely consumed by Melissa’s natural disaster of design folios, fabric samples, and what I could only assume were the sacred texts of interior design concepts.
She sat on the windowsill, one leg crossed over the other, late sunlight casting gold onto her shoulders. She held up two fabric swatches: one a tasteful navy, the other a mustard so loud I could hear it.
“Thoughts?” she asked, tilting her head.
I didn’t hesitate. “The mustard’s trying too hard.”
“Hmm.” She looked at it thoughtfully. “So, it matches the CEO then.”
Before I
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