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      “Please, Shay. I need something quick and easy. Something I can start today,” Jenna pleaded.

      “I know. I heard you. I heard you last night, and the day you arrived, Jenna. But you don’t have to follow me into work.” Her friend looked at her and made a face. Jenna felt useless, worse, she was beginning to feel like a burden. Returning to Starling Bay had seemed like a good idea a few weeks ago when she’d been sitting in her cockroach-infested room in a shared apartment, eating ramen noodles.

      She had decided that enough was enough. Between working at the supermarket, and working as a waitress in the evenings, she barely had much money left over, and what she did have, she saved.

      Starling Bay seemed like heaven, and it offered a new lease of life, and that was enough for her to pack her bags and return after twelve years.

      But now that she had been here a few weeks, the doubts started to creep in. It wasn’t a city, and didn’t offer the job opportunities in such abundance. It wasn’t exactly small, either, and it had changed. She didn’t remember it being so expensive. Or maybe, she’d been so dirt poor all her life, that everything was expensive.

      She was here now and she had no choice but to make things work. This was going to be her fresh start, dang it, and there was no going back. “I have no money,” she insisted. “And I’m camping out on your sofa. I need to get back on my feet.” Her friend had no idea what it was like to be so broke. Jenna had a couple of hundred dollars to her name, and she was going to budget very carefully until she got a job. A couple of jobs, she figured, if it came to that.

      “Look,” said Shay, pushing up her glasses. “It’s Monday morning, I need to get back into work mode, check my emails⁠—”

      “Please,” Jenna begged. She didn’t have the time to sit around waiting while Shay ‘eased into work mode’. “Please. Can’t you take a quick look now and see if anything’s come up over the weekend? I’ll leave you in peace, I promise.” And then she would hound Shay later when she returned home from work in the evening.

      Shay huffed out a breath and peered closer at her screen. “I’ve got a couple of cleaning jobs.” She frowned. “Maybe not.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      “No. I don’t think this one is any…” Her friend’s voice tapered away, and she moved her mouse pointer around. Jenna wished she could stand over her friend’s shoulder and see the screen for herself instead of trying to decipher Shay’s facial expressions.

      “Whatever it is, I’ll take it.” She wasn’t fussy.

      “Ah, here’s another one.” Shay smiled.

      “What is it?”

      “Cleaning a group of small offices, or,” she peered closer at the screen.

      “Or?” asked Jenna, in her mind she had already accepted the first job.

      “They need  someone to clean for a few hours every morning at the preschool,” Shay told her.

      “The preschool?” She imagined this would be small and easy enough to do. How much mess did tiny kids make? “What was the first job?” she asked suspiciously. It seemed that there was something Shay wasn’t telling her.

      “You won’t want it.”

      “You haven’t told me what it is yet.”

      “Trust me. You won’t want it.”

      “Is it cleaning toilets? Because I’ll do it.” She would do whatever it took.

      “It’s…uh…” Shay settled back in her seat, and folded her arms. “It’s cleaning some rich guy’s mansion⁠—”

      “I’ll do it. Sign me up already.”

      Shay opened her mouth, and her lips twisted but no words came out. She eyed Jenna with a level gaze.

      “How bad can it be? I’ll do it.”

      “It’s the Knight mansion.”

      Those four words had the power to paralyze her. She snorted. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That thing is still standing?”

      “Of course it’s still standing.”

      “And they still live there?” Of course they did. Why would they not? The Knights were as old as the dinosaurs. They’d been here from the start. Generations of Knights had lived in the huge sprawling mansion in Glassmere, the exclusive end of Starling Bay. It was away from the busy town center and the bay, with the back of the house overlooking the ocean.

      For Jenna, it represented extreme humiliation and she seethed at the mention of it.

      “They don’t live here anymore, only Reed does. His parents bought a ranch in Montana.”

      “They did?” Jenna imagined horses running wild on acres of land. “Why would you buy a ranch in Montana?”

      “Because they can. What does it matter to you?”

      Jenna shrugged. The lives of the rich were a continent away from her own. She was living with Shay, for now, because she couldn’t yet afford to rent a small apartment of her own. Meanwhile, the Knights had left an enormous, fit-for-a-king mansion in which their son now lived, while they left to go and live on a ranch in Montana. It wouldn’t surprise her if they’d bought a thousand-acre ranch out there. The Knights super-sized everything.

      “I told you that you wouldn’t want this one.”

      Jenna swallowed. “I’ll do it. I’ll clean his house.” Of all the men she could have run into, and all the places she would end up in, it would have to be this one. “I need it.” She really did. Reed Knight or not.

      “Is this wise?” Shay asked.

      “I need the money, and I will do a good job wherever you put me, but if this is the only position that is available, I’ll take it. I’ll work at that place, for him.” She couldn’t even bring herself to say the names. “I hate that they think they’re better than us, and I hate that he thinks he can treat the likes of us as if we’re⁠—”

      “You’re still mad at him, Jenna! I’m not sure this is going to work out.”

      “I’m over it,” Jenna said quickly. “It was nothing. He won’t even recognize me, not with this.” She gently tugged at her hair.

      “Would it really be such a problem if he did?”

      “I can’t stand the guy so—” She stared at Shay, then smiled. “It’s not going to be a problem.”

      “I can’t afford to give this to you if there are going to be problems, Jenna.”

      “I’ll be as good as gold, I promise. When can I start?”

      “I’ll need to check with his PA,” said Shay.

      “He has a personal assistant?” Jenna scoffed. “I’ll bet he has a chauffeur, and a cook, and a gardener, and⁠—.”

      “He keeps it simple, from what I’ve heard. He only has his personal assistant, more like a butler, say, and someone to cook for him and a maid to clean.”

      “The luxury of having these people in your life,” Jenna muttered. “He doesn’t cook for himself at all?”

      “The cook’s probably been in the family for years, like the butler. He doesn’t need to do it, so why should he?”

      “It’s still surprising that in this day and age, a grown man needs someone to cook for him.”

      “You really have it out for him, don’t you? I’m not sure you working for him is a smart move, for you or for me. I’m not sure I can place you there, Jenna. It would look bad on the agency if you messed up. It would look bad on me.”

      “I’ll be good. I promise.” She rushed to reassure her friend. “I’m curious to know what he’s like now.”

      “If you keep your mouth shut, you might get to find out. Did you know he’s engaged to be married this summer?”

      “Poor woman,” Jenna muttered.

      “He’s not as bad as he used to be.”

      “Easy enough for you to say.”

      “I was there that night as well.”

      Jenna looked away. Reed Knight had helped her up when she’d fallen down on the track one day. One of the most popular boys at the school, he had been polite, and concerned, and she’d been smitten. And when she and her friends had received an invite to his party months later, she’d been beyond excited. But that day had ended in a humiliation that she had carried around with her for years. Nobody had been in her shoes. Yes, Shay had been there with her, but Shay hadn’t been the one they had laughed at.

      “Let me call his PA and arrange for an interview.”

      “Great, because I’d like to start as soon as possible.”
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      The sound of the ringing phone thundered in his ears. Reed reached out to grab it, but knocked the sleek handset off his nightstand instead.

      And then his cell phone started ringing, and the noise sliced through his ears like a blade. He winced because his head felt as if it had been axed into two.

      “Mr. Pennington?”

      “No, it’s Reed Knight.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Knight. It’s Shay Donovan from the recruitment agency.”

      “Who?”

      “Shay, from the recruitment agency.”

      What in the blazes were they calling him for? And where was Pennington?

      “You were looking to hire a maid?”

      “Talk to Pennington.”

      “Mr. Pennington mentioned that he was away on vacation and to contact you directly. He said it was urgent.”

      Reed groaned, remembering. Trust his entire household staff to abandon him at the same time. “Ugh,” he sat up and steadied himself on the bed. The room was spinning. “Can it wait?” he thundered, then winced as his head started to throb.

      “Mr. Pennington said he wanted someone to start as soon as possible, and I’ve found just the right person. She’s ready to start as soon as possible.”

      Reed put a hand to his throat. Inside, it felt parched. He didn’t need anyone this week, and he could cope just fine alone.

      “Shall I send her over, before she gets assigned somewhere else? You did say you wanted someone quickly?”

      “I said nothing of the sort,” he growled, standing to his feet and sitting back down again. Did Pennington think he couldn’t handle anything by himself? Maybe Olivia, his fiancée, had put him up to it. That princess couldn’t cook or clean, or do much else, as he was beginning to find out. He slammed the phone down, and sat back on the bed, resting his back against the headboard.

      Going out with his friends hadn’t been a good idea. He needed to get a handle on these late nights, but he hadn’t seen Dylan and Rourke for weeks, not since the New Year’s Eve party which Olivia had insisted on throwing.

      What a farce.

      He wiped a hand across his brow, thinking about the mess he was in. Some days he wasn’t so sure it was pre-wedding nerves. Olivia didn’t seem to harbor anything of the sort, and she was certainly an expert when it came to spending his money.

      He gulped down half a glass of water and downed two painkillers, then grabbed his cell phone and checked his business emails, all from the comfort of his bed. Work never stopped, no matter what. He also had a few important calls to make, and got started with those.

      He paced around the room as he made his calls, and when the doorbell rang, he ignored it automatically.

      It wasn’t until the doorbell rang for the fourth or fifth time that he remembered Pennington wasn’t here, and Cecile, his cook, had gone away to care for her sister who’d had an operation.

      “One moment,” he said to the person at the other end of the line, then, when the doorbell rang again, “I’ll call you right back.” Annoyed, Reed quickly pulled on a pair of jeans. “Shouldn’t have let him go,” he muttered to himself. Damn Pennington and his two-week bird-watching trip to Costa Rica.

      He sauntered downstairs and opened the door to find a woman standing on his doorstep. A pair of green eyes stared back at him, but it was her blue-tipped hair that grabbed his attention. “Yes?” he asked, not happy with the interruption because he hated when people wasted his time.

      She was obviously here to sell something, because he didn’t know who she was, and he hardly ever had visitors.

      “I’ve come for the interview. Shay sent me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who?” Reed Knight looked annoyed. For a split second Jenna’s gut tightened, and she wondered if he would remember her.

      “Shay Donovan…from the agency.” She waited to see if the mention of her friend’s name might jog his memory, but it didn’t seem to.

      As for Reed, he hadn’t changed much at all. He was older, and the boyishness of his youth had long gone, but those hard blue eyes were the same. And the hair was less blond, more dark.

      “I’m Jen—.” But his cell phone rang and he answered it, giving a barely hidden look of disgust at her hair before continuing with his phone call.

      She had been about to ask him if it was okay for her to prop the bicycle Shay had leant her up against the wall, but he wasn’t even looking at her anymore and seemed more engrossed in his phone conversation.

      It sounded like business. She didn’t know where to look, and he hadn’t asked her to come in, so she stood in the doorway. Her gaze lowered to his chest because he hadn’t even put a shirt on.

      “We’ll talk later. I have a situation I need to deal with first.” A look of annoyance swept across his face, and he appraised her, as if he wasn’t sure he could trust her to come into his house. She held her breath, wondering if he had figured out who she was, but there was no flicker of recognition on his face. Good. She preferred it that way.

      “Why’s your hair blue?”

      She bit back on her teeth. Because she liked experimenting, and blue-tipped ends made her feel different. Made her stand out. Plus it got her more tips at the restaurant where she’d worked. “Why are you half-naked?” she threw back.

      His eyebrow lifted in shock, as if this was news to him. He stared down at his chest as if he had only realized now. “You might as well come in.” He opened the door wider, then seemed to hesitate. “I told whoever called me, your boss, or whatever, that I didn’t need anyone. I didn’t expect her to send someone. Why did she?”

      She had been about to step inside, but now stopped. Something in the pit of her belly told her that this wasn’t a good idea. She didn’t want this job that much, and he didn’t seem to really want anyone here right now.

      “I don’t know.” She stepped back. This wasn’t going to work out. Not with this guy. He had been a douchebag at school, and signs were that he hadn’t changed at all now. “I don’t … I don’t think this is going to…”

      He snorted. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’m not going to make a move on you. You’re not my type.”

      She snorted. “You’re engaged, and even if you weren’t, you’re definitely not my type.”

      “Do you want the job or not?” he growled. “Pennington said it was urgent, but it’s not. But since you’re here you might as well make yourself useful.”

      Could she put up with him for a few hours a day? She didn’t really have any better alternative right now. She stepped inside.

      “The kitchen’s straight down the hallway, at the end. I’ll be there shortly. I guess I should put a shirt on in case you hyperventilate.” He had the audacity to laugh at his own joke.

      She stood seething with quiet rage, forcing herself not to say anything. But it still wasn’t too late to walk away.

      Nevertheless, she walked down the long hallway, passing so many doors on either side that she lost count. How many rooms did this place have?

      Did he really live here alone? Or with his fiancée? This place was huge enough for them both to have their own quarters.

      She walked into the large, light and airy kitchen which was almost four times as big as Shay’s entire apartment.

      The décor looked expensive and she was almost too scared to touch anything. Running her finger down the countertops, she could see that they were a little dusty. Everything in here needed a wipe, and she wondered who cooked for him. For them? She wondered where his fiancée was.

      “So,” he said, striding in wearing a red sweatshirt. “Sit down.”

      Please. She wanted to scream at him. Please. He had no manners, and obviously thought he was above her station.

      “Please,” he said, when she hesitated. “And you can take your coat off.” He took a seat on one of the stools along the kitchen island.

      She preferred not to take her coat off, so that she could bolt right out of here if she needed to, but she sat down across from him.

      “Experience?” he asked, mustering a huge breath, making her feel as if this was a drain of his precious time.

      “I can clean.” What other experience did he need?

      “Where have you worked before?”

      It was an embarrassing question, and she was extremely thankful he hadn’t remembered her at all, because her answers would indicate how little she had accomplished. She’d left Starling Bay broke, and was now returning broke. There was nothing as humiliating as knowing that more than a decade later, her financial circumstances, and life, weren’t any better. She hated herself for it.

      “I worked in Chicago at one of the local supermarkets, and in the evenings I would waitress.”

      “Two jobs?”

      “Some people have to have many jobs. Not everyone’s born with–” She was about to say ‘privilege’ but forced herself to bite her tongue. She needed this job. “With the…” she tried to think of something to say.

      “The?”

      “The ability to get a great nine-to-five job that’s going to pay the rent.”

      “And cleaning experience?”

      She hadn’t done that before, not as a maid. She swallowed. “I’ve cleaned as a waitress—wiped tables and cleared dirty dishes, swept floors and done any deep cleaning that the night cleaning crew didn’t do.”

      “You were part of a team,” he muttered. “You likely weren’t the only one. What about people’s homes?”

      She didn’t know what this had to do with anything, and she had to force herself not to shoot off a cocky reply. Cleaning was cleaning. As if he knew anything about it. She’d bet he’d never had to wash a dish in his life. “I’ve cleaned homes.”

      “Yours, I presume?”

      Her lips tightened. “Yes.” He’d caught her. Shay was going to kill her, because she’d made Shay’s recruitment agency look unprofessional.

      “And you can start now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you might as well get started now,” he said. “I’ll have some breakfast.”

      She stared at him so hard her eyes almost bugged out of their sockets. “But I’m here for the cleaning position.”

      “And we’ve determined that you barely have any experience of doing that.”

      “It’s cleaning, for goodness’ sake,” she cried out, her voice raised in exasperation. And then, remembering her place and position, “How hard can it be?” She forced a smile. It almost killed her to do it, but she reminded herself that it was necessary.

      “Do you want the job or not?”

      This was the second time he had asked her that question, and she couldn’t tell if he was toying with her desperation at needing the job, or whether he really was a total douchebag who loved playing with people’s emotions.

      Her jaw clenched, and she was torn between storming out of there or staying, but she knew she didn’t have much to her name right now. Telling him to go to hell wouldn’t put much-needed money in her pocket.

      “I can pay you now for making breakfast.” His voice teased, and she hated that even more. This rich, privileged and extremely lucky man was flaunting his power and his standing. And just like that time when she had been sixteen, he made her feel insignificant.

      “Shouldn’t you go through the agency?” He might think he could buy his way through everything, but she didn’t want Shay to lose out on her commission.

      “I can do whatever I want.”

      His reply left her dumbfounded. Reed Knight was as selfish and arrogant as ever. “You are so…” Rage tunneled up inside her like a tornado wanting to let loose.

      Hold it back, hold it. Hold it. If she kept her teeth clenched tightly like this any longer, she’d be grinding down her molars.

      “I am so…what?” He pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and held it out to her. Her past humiliation and shame flooded back. He must have seen something in her reaction, because, for a moment, his face turned serious. A sliver of sobriety raced over his features and he withdrew the bill, then placed it on the table.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” He got up. “I’m starving and kind of hungover, so if you could make me a couple of eggs on toast, I’d appreciate it. Money’s on the table if you do.”

      Her jaw would have landed on the kitchen floor, if it hadn’t been attached to her face. She couldn’t wait to tell Shay how wrong she had been to think Reed Knight might have mellowed with age.

      His cell phone went off and he answered it, walking out of the kitchen and leaving her to look around, wondering what she had gotten herself involved in.
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      It was Olivia on the line again.

      “Have you calmed down?” he asked.

      “It depends, can you take some time out to go through the honeymoon brochures with me?”

      He paused, and told himself to calm down. “It’s hardly a construction project, Olivia. It shouldn’t be too difficult. Nowhere exotic, no more than two weeks, and⁠—”

      “But it’s our honeymoon!” she cried, in a burst of hysteria.

      “And I’ve told you I can’t take too much time away, not in the summer, and not for a month. We can go for a longer break somewhere exotic, later in the year.”

      “But it’s our honeymoon,” she whined. “It’s supposed to be special.”

      “I can’t argue with you this morning, Olivia. I need to focus,” he said, and hung up. He wasn’t asking her to make a huge compromise, he was asking her to understand. For an ex-beauty queen, she seemed to think she could lead the millionaire lifestyle. She hadn’t been like this when he’d met her. He tried to think back to last year, and the sweet, confident and friendly woman he’d met at the plush Manhattan Hotel. Olivia attracted attention wherever they went. Sometimes people recognized her as the beauty queen who almost made it to Miss America and became runner-up. People were dazzled by her tall thin legs, her long, long neck, and almost skeletal frame. She didn’t exercise, but she didn’t eat much either, and while she didn’t look too thin because she dressed to impress, she was all bones and hardness.

      She was a stunner. And that was one of the first reasons he’d noticed her, but back then she had been warm and friendly. He’d been captivated. After a couple of weeks of getting to know her, he’d whisked her away to St Barts, and wined and dined her at the small Caribbean Island. He’d been so taken in by her beauty, by the way people reacted to her, that he hadn’t had much time to see what the real person was like underneath.

      And now he was living to regret his hastiness.

      Fed up, after another argument last night, he’d gone to the Blue Velvet Bar with his friends again.

      Olivia wanted exotic destinations for a honeymoon, and she wanted to go for a month, but he couldn’t take that kind of time off. Not with so many business ventures going on. He’d recently won the contract to refurbish the old movie theater here. He had obligations and responsibilities. He could go for a few weeks, but not halfway around the world, and definitely not for a month. Not right now.

      In hindsight, he had set up the wrong expectations. Taking her to St Barts might have led her to believe that he could give her that type of life all the time.

      He could. He so easily could. But he didn’t want that type of life. He was a businessman, fueled by ambition and the intoxicating smell of success.

      It was a petty thing, arguing over honeymoon destinations, but it was one petty thing in a whole heap of them. He should have known that getting engaged to an ex-beauty queen wasn’t going to be a dream ticket to happy-ever-after, but he was in love, or rather, he had been back then, and he’d believed they could make it work.

      Come to think of it, why had he been in a hurry to get a two-carat diamond on Olivia’s finger? As time went on he found himself pondering the answer to that question more and more.

      And if he had been in love, then where was he now?

      He wasn’t sure, or couldn’t face the truth. He hadn’t yet decided which of the two it was, and an evening with his friends had been the perfect antidote to his stresses. Last night he’d come this close to telling them that things weren’t so great.

      This close.

      But his friends believed he was ready and looking forward to getting married, and he didn’t want to open a can of worms. And lately, he found himself wondering if it might not be too late to call the whole thing off.

      The smell of fried eggs wafting towards him was comforting, and it enticed him back into the kitchen.

      The new maid had slipped on an apron.

      “Eggs,” he said lightly, his mood brightening at the sight of toast and eggs and the coffee which she had already put on. He was impressed. She had already switched on the coffee machine and figured it all out, even where the coffee pods were. Pennington had had to explain to the last maid how to work it.

      Morning coffee was his staple, and for that reason, this woman had already won some points. Too bad he’d acted like a complete moron towards her.

      “You’ve made my day,” he told her, sitting down to eat as she handed him the cutlery. “This looks good.”

      She pressed her lips together, as if she was holding back from saying something. “Don’t hold back,” he told her, digging his knife and fork into his food.

      “Where are the cleaning supplies?” she asked, ignoring his request.

      “In the utility room. I’ll show you around when I’ve eaten.”

      “I can find it if you tell me where it is.” She moved towards the door.

      “It’s two doors down on the left.”

      “I’ll get started.”

      “I’ll show you around the house later. There are certain parts upstairs, my fiancée’s rooms, that you’re not to go into.”

      “Understood.”

      “And it’s light cleaning. Dusting and vacuuming. This house is too big for one person. Pennington has a professional company come in from time to time to clean the curtains, and polish the windows and the ornaments, so you won’t need to get your hands too dirty.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve ever gotten your hands⁠—”

      He stopped chewing, and stared at her. She was a fireball this one, and it amused him. Nobody had ever had the guts to say a word out of line to him before. Even Olivia had said all the right things, before he’d slipped the engagement ring on her finger. “Dirty? I think is the next word you were going to say.”

      She chewed her lower lip. He took that to be a sign of unease, one that he was accustomed to seeing often.

      The maid said nothing.

      “Don’t forget your twenty dollars,” he reminded her.

      That had an effect; it earned him a cold, hard stare. Maybe he’d been a little too out of line this morning. He’d been angry with Olivia, but he’d upset the new hire. He put down his cutlery. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to do.”

      She picked up the bill and slipped it into her pocket.

      “These eggs aren’t too bad.”

      “Hope you don’t choke on them.”

      “That’s not nice,” he replied, suppressing a grin, because, for some reason, her comeback made him smile. He’d behaved like a jerk, but her feistiness told him she could take it.

      “I’m supposed to clean your house, not be nice to you.”

      “That’s right. You are the maid.”

      “I’m only putting up with your arrogance because I need the money,” she answered back.

      She was a testy little thing. He smiled as she walked away. This one was a spitfire. He liked that, and he wondered what Pennington would make of her.
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      She needed a muzzle fit for a pit bull. At any rate, she needed to rein in her mouth. She’d been lucky that Reed Knight hadn’t fired her on the spot.

      The guy was a jackass, but if he could throw twenty-dollar bills around just because she’d made him breakfast, well, it was a better tip than she’d have received at the restaurant. He threw money around as if it was confetti, and she was more than happy to crawl around the floor picking it all up.

      No. No more mouthing off and answering back like she had. She couldn’t afford to get fired from this job. Shay would kill her

      “He didn’t recognize you at all?” Shay looked over the Roxy’s Diner menu. Her eyebrows lifted in disbelief.

      “No.”

      “I bet he did. I bet he did and he didn’t let on, and you were too anxious to notice.”

      Jenna considered her friend’s verdict, but ditched it. “Nope. He looked at my hair in disgust, but that was about it. There wasn’t any flicker of recognition in his eyes.” And when her friend seemed to find this hard to believe, Jenna added, “That man hasn’t changed one bit. He’s still as self-obsessed and selfish as ever.”

      “I’m surprised.”

      “I’m not,” Jenna retorted. And to think she’d been worried about the past, that he might remember. Because it was something she’d never forgot.

      “He’s always been pretty civil when I’ve run into him,” Shay continued.

      “He’s as vile as ever.”

      “I don’t have that opinion of him.”

      Jenna turned and looked at her friend. “You were there that night, too. Surely you haven’t forgiven him?”

      “People change. I think he’s changed, and I don’t think he remembers that time,” Shay remarked. “High school was a long time ago, Jenna, and you left Starling Bay before we graduated. It wasn’t a big deal in the end.”

      “He turned us away, and they all laughed at us.”

      “We were teenagers!”

      “How can you just forget about it?” Jenna couldn’t. The humiliation of being turned away was bad enough, but falling down and ripping her skirt? She could still hear the collective laughter behind her, as she rushed away with her skirt in tatters and the side of her leg grazed.

      “How can you not?” cried Shay. “You’re the one who left Starling Bay. You didn’t need to hold onto old grudges. And as he got older, he wasn’t so bad.”

      “Wasn’t so bad,” mumbled Jenna under her breath. She wished Shay would have seen the way Reed Knight had behaved earlier today.

      It didn’t matter what Shay thought. Jenna knew she and the Knights were worlds apart. She’d had to leave Starling Bay because her dad had to move to where the work was. Uprooted from school at that age had been hard. Coming back to Starling Bay had been harder than she had anticipated, especially with someone like Reed Knight rubbing her face in it.

      “I still hate having anything to do with him,” she declared. “The only reason I’m putting up with him now is because I need the money. I’d do anything, well, almost anything.”

      “You made him breakfast, that’s a start,” Shay reminded her. “But he shouldn’t have asked you to do that. The job description distinctly specified cleaning duties.”

      “He’s Reed Knight, remember,” said Jenna in an I-told-you-so voice. “He can do whatever he wants. Anyway, here you go.” She whipped the twenty dollar bill out of her purse and held it out for her friend to take.

      Shay shook her head. “Dinner is my treat.”

      “It’s a tiny contribution towards the rent.”

      “Jenna, no. Just pay me when you get paid.”

      “I did get paid…for making breakfast.”

      “I wonder where his cook was?”

      “No idea. I didn’t see her or his fiancée.”

      “He’s got that huge place to himself,” gasped Shay.

      Jenna nodded. “I barely saw him. He stays in his study most of the time. I kept expecting his fiancée to appear. Come to think of it, I wonder why he never got her to make him breakfast.”

      Shay snorted. “You don’t expect Olivia Sykes to cook, do you? I don’t suppose she even knows where the kitchen is.”

      “When are they getting married?”

      “Sometime in the summer.”

      “Summer?” asked Jenna. It was less than six months away.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t crack an egg on his head when he slipped you the money to make him breakfast.”

      “I was tempted to, but I needed the twenty dollars more than I needed my pride.”

      “Keep the money,” Shay insisted. “Get settled and get yourself back on your feet first.”

      “At least let me go halves on the dinner.”

      “It’s my treat,” Shay insisted.

      Jenna opened her mouth in protest. “First you get me the job, and then you take me out to⁠—”

      “Put that away,” said Shay, interrupting. “I know how hard this is for you.”

      “Getting a job?”

      “Being a maid to Reed Knight.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. How had she sunk so low?

      “But it’s only a stepping stone to better things, and you have the job. I mean, you made him breakfast. And he hired you on the spot.”

      “I don’t think he had much choice after I turned up on his doorstep. He looked surprised to see me.”

      “You obviously made an impression.”

      “I think he was hungover and needed breakfast.”

      “Stop putting yourself down,” Shay scolded. “Here’s to a beautiful working partnership.”

      “You and me?” Jenna asked.

      “You and Reed Knight.”

      Jenna made a face as if she’d smelled rotten eggs.
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