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  Chapter 1


Olivia
I grip my leather-bound portfolio like a security blanket. My palms are sweaty. Sunlight slants through the soaring glass walls of Alexander Knight’s living room, all clean lines and curated restraint, like the man himself. 
The lofted ceilings and spectacular view of Southampton Beach and the ocean beyond speak of affluence and sophistication. But it’s a bit cold. It feels unfinished. 
I stay near the back, where the coastal breeze slipping through the cracked door can calm my nerves. 
I have no reason to be nervous. I’m not in the spotlight. 
Jocelyn commands center stage, her voice honeyed and confident as she gestures toward the mood board.
She’s dazzling in her high heels and tailored dress, pitching her vision for the Knight estate’s full-scale redesign like it’s already a done deal. And why wouldn’t she? She’s supposed to be the best. And I’m… not.
My job is to shut up, nod when spoken to and hand over fabric samples on cue. Still, I can’t help this feeling that something about this entire presentation is off 
Then I feel it. That gaze.
Alexander Knight stands by the window, backlit by sun and sea. Dark suit, no tie. One hand in his pocket. His eyes, steely gray and intense, land on me.
My breath catches.
I force my shoulders straighter, reminding myself to look composed. After all, I belong here. Sort of. But he doesn’t look away, like most of Jocelyn’s rich clients. He holds a steady gaze. Not malevolent, just steady. 
He’s observing me. 
I really hope I don’t blush. The warmth reaching my face right now? It’s okay, I tell myself. It’s a warm day. As long as I’m not red. 
I glance down, pretending to flip a page in the fabric book, though I couldn’t identify a single swatch in front of me right now if my life depended on it.
Come on, Olivia. Get it together.
I cast my eyes over to the soaring two-story windows that frame that view, and for a split second, it relaxes me. Strong black frames reaching up like arms, aching to embrace the unselfconscious beauty. 
She clicks to the next slide, her voice smooth as satin. "We’re imagining an elevated neutral palette, warm taupes, brushed brass, soft lines. Comfortable, timeless, tailored."
My stomach twists.
He hates it. I can see it in the way he swirls the drink in his hand like he’s counting the seconds until this is over. The whole presentation is textbook Jocelyn: rich, elegant, forgettable.
I quietly set down the swatches and the leather folder on the side table next to me. I open my sketchbook and let my pencil glide, adding to the images I’ve already sketched.
Deep slate walls. Sculptural lighting that leans industrial. Modern angles clashing with organic textures. Shadows and contrast. Something bold. Something alive.
My hand moves fast. I barely breathe. This isn’t what Jocelyn is pitching, but it’s what this $20 million beach estate is begging for.
Alexander holds a steady gaze now on Jocelyn, his expression unreadable. She powers on, oblivious. “Of course, we’d keep the existing layout, why disrupt something that works?”
Because it doesn’t work. It suffocates.
My fingers tighten around the pencil. This house doesn’t need another safe makeover. It needs transformation. It needs risk. 
I knew that as soon as I saw the photos during the team meetings. And I wanted to tell her that. Tell the team what I felt. 
But I’m no one. An apprentice. 
Now all I can do is keep my head down and sketch, pouring everything I can’t say into the page, while the pitch dies a slow, polished death.
Alexander still doesn’t speak. But his expression is hard and unimpressed. When I risk a glance up, our eyes collide. It’s a full stop.
He’s watching me like what I’m doing matters. Like I matter.
Now I’m completely flustered. The presentation is over. I’m anxious to leave. Am I the only one who thought that was a disaster? 
As we file out, Jocelyn strides ahead like she didn’t just tank the biggest pitch of the year. 
The rest of the team trails behind, silent and tight-lipped as we step out onto the flagstone walkway.  
I fall in behind them, my sketchbook tucked in with all the other paraphernalia assigned to me.
I pause.
I do have it, right? I look down.
Wait! I don’t have it!
Panic crashes over me like a rogue wave.
I left it. Back there. On the side table!
The sketches. The redesign I never shared with the team. 
I turn instinctively to Jocelyn, about to say something, but she’s already in mid-rant, tearing into the junior designer beside her.
"Muted tones? We should’ve gone bolder. Where was the energy? The narrative?"
I shrink back. Now is not the time. I can’t interrupt that. Not unless I want to be next in her crosshairs.
So, I bite my tongue. Swallow the panic. And pray no one notices the expression I must be wearing on my face.
We climb into the waiting Mercedes van. Jocelyn doesn’t miss a beat, launching straight into a brutal postmortem as the doors close and the engine hums to life.
"I told you the palette had to push boundaries," she snaps at the girl across from me. "Safe is death in design."
Someone murmurs a defense, but it fades into the drone of the car engine. My mind is back in the great room, picturing my sketchbook on the side table.
What if he sees it? 
The drawings are nothing like Jocelyn’s vision. They’re dark. Modern. 
We’re not far from the Village, where the office is located. But the ride is agonizingly long, as we cruise through the elm-lined streets, and white-washed boutiques. 
I’ve loved the ambiance here from the first time I saw it as a child. A historic inn here, a century-old church spire there. Book stores, art galleries, designer shops, Georgian store fronts. 
The Village of Southampton is not far from my home, but in reality, it’s a world away.
Finally, the van slows and turns into the lot in back of the office. Late afternoon light filters through the trees casting long shadows across the dashboard. My body aches with the hope that the postmortem is over.
But Jocelyn is already unbuckling, turning to face us like she’s gearing up for round two.
“Let’s take this inside,” she says curtly. “We need to dissect what went wrong so it doesn’t happen again.”
Jocelyn’s two assistants don’t say anything, but I can feel it. They want out as much as I do, but they’re not saying a word.
I know I probably won’t be included and I’m ready to make a polite exit. But no one even looks at me. They move ahead, already huddling and whispering, as if I’ve vanished.
So, I don’t say goodbye. I just walk away. It’s the kind of sharp, small sting I’ve become accustomed to.
I slip into my car, hands shaking as I fumble for the keys. The second the engine hums to life, I tap the estate’s address into the GPS. 
He’s a busy man, I tell myself. He probably hasn’t even noticed it. Maybe the staff picked it up already, set it aside, untouched. Maybe I’ll get there in time and they’ll let me slip in, grab it, and disappear.
But halfway through the drive, the dread sets in. 
If they do see it, they have no way to contact me. Not directly. My name is nowhere on the sketchbook. If someone wants to return it… they’ll have to go through Jocelyn.
Oh God. Are they calling the office right now?
My phone rings.
I nearly drop it.
Heart hammering, I snatch it from the passenger seat and stare at the screen, ready for the worst. Knight Estate? Jocelyn? 
Mom.
It’s just my mom.
I swipe to answer. “Hey.”
“Sweetheart,” she says, cheerful and clueless. “Are you coming home for dinner, or should I put your plate in the fridge?”
I laugh – just a tiny, strangled sound – and grip the wheel tighter. “Not sure yet. I’ll let you know.” 
We hang up. No need to bother her with this misstep. 
My brain briefly calls up a memory of the 10-year-old me the time Mom and I painted the kitchen walls orange. Pumpkin, we called it. 
Dad thought it was great. 
Actually, he acted like he thought it was great. The adult me realizes now he was just happy to play his part in our mother-daughter moment.
And Mom. 
She was such a game partner for my early design adventures, even when they were ridiculous. The biggest fan of my biggest dreams. 
I turn into the long, winding road that leads to the Knight estate. I can just see the edge of the grand estate ahead through the pine trees. It’s sleek and somehow more intimidating under the soft orange glow of the late afternoon sun.
I park around a bend, just before reaching the gates and the sweeping circular drive. No need to grace this place with the sight of my rusty Toyota hatchback.
I step out, smoothing my dress and brushing hair from my face. Deep breath. Relaxed face. No big deal, just picking something up I accidentally left behind.
I raise my hand to knock – 
The door swings open.
Alexander Knight stands barefoot in the doorway, dressed in a fitted navy tee and dark jeans. No blazer. No drink. But every bit as intense.
And in his hand?
My sketchbook.






  
  Chapter 2


Alexander
She looks nervous. 
It hits me the moment I open the door. She’s standing there like a kid caught sneaking into a movie she’s too young to watch – shoulders tense, smile too rehearsed. Her hands flutter awkwardly at her sides before finally clutching her purse strap like it might anchor her to the foyer.
Her eyes lock on to the sketchbook in my hand.
"Hi," she says, breathy and rushed. “I’m Olivia Banks …” 
"Looking for this?" I hold it up.
She nods, taking a step forward. "I didn’t mean to leave it. I just – "
But before she can reach it, I pull it back.
Not to be cruel. Just curious.
I flip it open, skimming through the first few pages. The sketches are quick, messy, alive. Nothing like the beige-on-beige-on-beige they pitched earlier. These are moody. Bold. Edgy in a way that makes my living room look dated.
"So," I say, not looking up, "you’ve got a secret rebellion going, Olivia?"
She freezes. I can practically hear the gears grinding in her head. Fight or flight.
"These weren’t part of the presentation," she says carefully.
"No," I murmur, pausing on a design that layers concrete, steel, and light in a way that actually makes me feel something, "which is probably why they’re interesting."
I glance up just in time to catch her mouth parting in surprise. She doesn’t know what to make of me. 
Good. Let’s keep it that way. For
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