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USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms, brings you a billionaire with a past he pretends didn’t exist and a private life he doesn’t want to share with anyone—except with one girl from his past that doesn’t remember him.

The SECRET of happiness is FREEDOM. The secret of freedom is COURAGE.

The reason people find it so hard to be happy is that they always see the past as better than what is was and the present worse than it actually is.

Billionaire CEO, SIMON DIESEL, owns one of the largest companies in the U.S. Little is known about him—he keeps his personal life out of the media despite their efforts to try to find out who the single, handsome billionaire is. He graduated out of Stanford with top honors, and while there invested in an online company that turned into a fortune. No one knows he was just a regular kid growing up and got into Stanford on a scholarship. He’s determined to prove to himself that he can do it.

He never expected that the girl he lost his virginity to would show up in his office, looking for a job. He also never anticipated that she wouldn’t remember him. Now he has to hire her, just to prove he’s the same kid from high school—just a whole lot richer.
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SIMON DIESEL HAD NEVER had to personally fire anyone.

Until today.

Five years as the CEO of Technologies, and he’d managed to keep his hands clean. It wasn’t as if anybody on staff had never been fired. They had been. Not many, since he ran a tight ship, but when it did happen someone else did the dirty work.

Unfortunately, not this time.

He tapped his foot impatiently, waiting for the elevator to get to the right floor. When the elevator finally came to a stop and the doors slid open, he hurried out. Glancing around the open concept office where all the engineers had gathered to start the week, he trained his gaze on one employee in particular.

“Linda!” he barked.

His media relations officer, Linda Schaffer, jerked her head around to focus on him. Her eyes widened, her graying hair disheveled. Linda always looked a bit frazzled, but this morning she had an especially exhausted air about her. 

Not that Simon could blame her. Firing someone out of the blue like this wasn’t exactly conducive to the type of cool, calm culture he’d been trying to foster at Dover, Inc. all these years. 

“Simon?” Linda’s voice shook. “I mean, Mr. Diesel?”

Good. If Linda was nervous this morning, that meant the rest of the staff was liable to fall in line. And he needed them to fall in line. Needed them focused. Because if any of them so much as thought of double-crossing him, Dover’s future, and the future of thousands of people, would be in jeopardy.

“In my office,” he commanded. “Now.”

The engineers all trained their eyes to him. Every one of them looked like a deer caught in the headlights. Fine with him. He’d tolerated far too much. That ended today.

He spun around on his heel and marched into his office. 

His personal assistant, Xander, was already inside, serving coffee to Simon’s lawyer at the table on the far side of his expansive office.

Xander looked like a wreck. Pale as a ghost. And his hands were trembling as he handed the coffee cup over to the lawyer. 

“Good morning, Xander,” Simon said icily.

Xander didn’t meet his gaze. Merely nodded and said, “Sir.” 

Simon narrowed his eyes. He was caught somewhere between anger and a strange sense of loss over such a betrayal. Bitterness rose within him. Pushing it all aside, he headed over to the table and took a seat. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to trust anyone ever again.

Linda appeared, with one of Dover’s senior executives in tow. “Is everyone here?” she asked.

“Yes.” Simon gestured for her and the executive to sit down.

Better to get this over with quickly. The press had already called him for a statement. A statement he refused to give until he got this matter settled. Reporters had been calling non-stop all weekend and all this morning. It had gotten so bad the frenzy had forced Simon to do something else he’d never done. Turn his phone off.

Linda took a seat beside him. Meanwhile, Xander sat down across from him and started typing away on his laptop.

“Has everybody heard the news this morning?” Simon found it impossible to keep the dangerous edge out of his voice. 

Nobody said a word. Everybody trained their eyes on something other than him. Linda cleared her throat loudly, her discomfort evident.

Simon arched an eyebrow. “Linda? You expect me to believe you haven’t heard today’s news? Aren’t you my media relations officer?”

Linda turned bright red. “Of course, I heard. You called me with the news on Saturday.”

“That’s right,” he muttered. “I did. Do you know why I called you with the news before the story broke, Linda?”

“No,” Linda replied, her voice a squeak.

“Because I know you wouldn’t take so much as a paper clip from Dover. Because I still trust you.” He paused for emphasis. “For now.”

“I’ve been at Dover since day one, and I would never do anything to hurt this company,” Linda said desperately.

“Since Linda has so vigorously defended herself,” Simon went on, “would the rest of you like to take a stab at today’s news? Any thoughts on the insider trading that’s been going on at Dover?”

Another uncomfortable silence. He didn’t have time for this. If nobody was going to come out and admit what they had done, he had no choice but to throw them out of his office.

“Never mind,” he bit out harshly. “You’ve been given a chance to come clean and refused to do so. You’re all dismissed.”

“But Simon—”

“I’m not going to repeat myself,” he growled through clenched teeth, cutting Linda off.

Typically, he had a good relationship with his staff, especially Linda, but now wasn’t the time for sentiment. If he was going to protect the thousands of workers who depended on him, he had to lay down the law. It was the only way to maintain respect and keep control. He was the CEO. The tough decisions were up to him to make.

They all jumped to their feet and one by one started scurrying out of the office.

“Except for you, Xander,” Simon said in a menacing tone. “There’s something we need to discuss.”

The office emptied almost immediately, with him and Xander left behind. Reluctantly, Xander resumed his seat, his eyes darting around the office.

“I’m not going to beat around the bush here,” Simon said. “I know you did it, Xander.”

His assistant’s face was the picture of panic. “But, I didn’t—”

“Hand over your key card, your company ID, and your company-issued phone and leave immediately.” Simon got to his feet. “If you refuse to go quietly, I’ll have security here in less than sixty seconds.”

Xander sighed heavily. “How’d you figure out that it was me?”

“You’re joking, right?” Simon glared down at his assistant. “Think about who you’re talking to.” 

It wasn’t arrogance to remind the people around him that he was more than likely smarter than them. Ever since he was a child, he had been the smartest person in the room at any given moment. That had started off as a curse but ended up paying off in high school. Then it had paid off even more through college and after, when he helped Dover Incorporated go from a tiny little start-up to one of the biggest tech companies on earth. 

“I’ll go quietly,” Xander said, holding up his hands. 

“That’s the smart play,” Simon said with a hard nod. “I don’t know why in hell you would hand over private information about my company shares to one of our biggest rivals.”

Xander crossed his arms. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“You know what the rules are,” Simon reminded him. “That kind of information is confidential. Not to mention revealing it to someone you know would act on it is illegal. You deliberately told someone about my private financial information to help them game the system.”

“We all do what we have to.” Xander stood up, tossed his key card, ID, and phone onto the table and glowered. “I’m looking out for my best interests.”

“What I don’t understand is why you did it,” Simon said. “Your salary’s far higher than the going rate. Your benefits are incredible. Why put a job like this in jeopardy?”

“That’s for me to know,” Xander said coldly.

“Fine, keep it to yourself,” Simon said, his voice hard. “You can leave. Police will escort you if you can’t figure out how to leave without so much as a paperclip in your hand. You’ll get your severance pay and I’ll say you resigned.”

It was a better deal than Xander deserved, but it looked like sentiment was about to win out after all.

“I’ll clear out my stuff and then leave,” Xander said.

“No. You leave your stuff. Just leave.”

His former assistant marched towards the door and turned the knob.

“Xander?” Simon said as he opened the door.

Xander turned to him, his eyebrow raised in a question.

“I hope it was worth it,” Simon said darkly.

“Damn right it was.” With that, Xander stepped out of his office without another word in response, slamming the door behind him.

Simon leaned forward, held his head in his hands, and let out a groan. Frustration was already taking its toll. He had no room for distractions like this. Anytime someone was let go, it was messy. To be avoided. Dover, Inc. ran like a well- oiled machine. Having a wrench tossed into the works like this set him on edge. One thing Simon hated more than anything was surprises. Unpredictability and he did not mix well. He hated the unexpected.

A knock on his office door made him lift his head. “Come in.”

Linda poked her head it. “It was Xander, wasn’t it?”

“Close the door,” Simon instructed.

She did as she was told and walked over to him. Placing a hand on his shoulder, she exhaled loudly. “You did the right thing.”

“Did I?” He grimaced, feeling the twinge of one of his famous headaches coming on. “I know it had to be done, but it felt damn awful.”

“Now you know what it feels like,” she murmured. 

“Part of me wanted to slug him. The other part wanted to shake him and ask why. I just can’t believe it,” Simon said. “Xander has been a loyal employee for years.”

“How long has he been giving out company secrets?”

Simon shrugged. “I’ve got a lawyer on the case now who is digging into it. I hope to hell it hasn’t been from the beginning.” He sighed, feeling older than he should. “I’m sure the police will come down hard on him soon enough.”

“How’re you feeling?” Linda asked. “Want to take the morning off? How about the whole day?”

Truth was, if he had time to do irritating things like process emotions he would have to admit that the discovery was devastating. And he wasn’t exactly friends with Xander. Simon didn’t have time for friends. Didn’t have time for relationships in general. 

Sure, there were a few women here and there, but he liked being a bachelor just fine. There wasn’t enough room in his head or his life for anything other than running Dover, Inc. Besides, if he hadn’t met the woman he was supposed to settle down with by now, he figured it was never going to happen.

His temples throbbed. The headache was coming on fast. Simon shot to his feet. Discovering that Xander had been disloyal was one hell of a blow, but he had to put it behind him. Push forward. Find a replacement for his personal assistant. Someone he could trust. How the hell was he going to that? And fast? “I don’t have time to slow down. My big speech at the inter-company conference is next week and I’ve just lost my PA.”

“Are you ready to hire somebody?” Linda asked.

“I need to, but how am I going to get someone on such short notice? Someone qualified and trustworthy. Before the news hits the press on who was responsible.”

Lindo grinned knowingly.

Actually, kind of smugly. Simon knew that look. She was up to something. “What?”

Her grin expanded into a smile. “I’m interviewing candidates for my own personal assistant. Remember how we discussed that I now need someone since the company’s grown? I’ve gone through about thirty applicants and narrowed it down to three. Of all days, and scheduled times, I have them today,” Linda replied. “Interview my three candidates and pick one of them. I can choose from the other two.”

“Sounds a bit too convenient if you ask me.”

She laughed. “You don’t have to interview them. I’d rather pick first, but since you’re in a bit of a rut...”

“I’ll interview them. But I can’t promise you anything. Chances are—”

“Chances are, one of them might just work for you,” she interrupted.

Simon sighed. It was going to be one hell of a long day. “Thanks, Linda. I appreciate it.” Thanking anyone this profusely was rare for him. Linda was a bit of a mother figure for him, though he would never admit such a thing out loud. She was the closest thing he had to a friend, and he had probably scared the hell out of her earlier. “I’m sorry I had to be so hard on you. You understand, don’t you? I can’t play favorites.” 

Linda waved her hand dismissively. “Water under the bridge. It’s time to get back to work. I’ll email you the list of the PA candidates and send the first one in to be interviewed within the hour.”

“Great. Thanks again.”

She ducked out of the room, and within minutes Simon checked his email for Linda’s message. He scanned the list of names, his eyes falling on one.

Heather Hall. He had no idea who that was, but the name Heather always stirred something in him. Reminded him of a girl back in high school. Simon had thought of her often. Just fleeting memories of good times. He was grateful she’d been the one person during his childhood who had seen something in him that he didn’t even know he had. 

Memories flashed through his mind. Heather had been his first serious girlfriend. Well, as serious as a high school girlfriend could be anyway. Though he suspected their breakup had been more devastating for her than she had let on. Then again, it was high school. What did he know?

There had been other women since Heather, but they all sort of blurred together in his mind. Not Heather. She wasn’t a blur at all. Even now he could see her laughing hazel eyes. Her freckles. Those braces she had sported all through middle school. 

They had both been so similar. All through his childhood he had been the awkward, bullied nerd. Meanwhile, geeky, shy Heather Monroe had been his childhood neighbor. His only friend. Hell, she had even been his first kiss back when they were in middle school. A sloppy, awkward kiss that he could never forget because she had smiled right after it. A stupid party game.

Then, he’d had a growth spurt in high school, played sports, and the dynamics of his social life changed. Girls had started to pay attention to him. But Heather had paid attention long before the growth spurt, and they briefly dated. She’d been the one to encourage him to follow his dreams of getting into tech. Hell, he had even lost his virginity to her. That’s probably why he’d always remember her. What a night that was. 

“What are you smiling about?” 

Linda’s voice dragged him from his thoughts. His media relations officer had stepped back into his office.

He cleared his throat. “Nothing.” 

“Xander has left the premises,” Linda said. “So, I can let in the first interview candidate in if you’d like.”

“Yes, do that. Let’s get this over and done with.” It was going to take weeks to train someone to keep up with him. That’s probably what peeved him off more than Xander being a turncoat. 

Minutes later, the first candidate stepped into his office and introduced herself. Simon sat across from her, glancing over her resumé. Nothing stood out, but she still seemed like a solid enough candidate. After conducting the short interview he led her out of his office, promising to get in touch if he decided to hire her.

As soon as he resumed his seat there was a knock on his office door.

“Come in,” he said as he scribbled down notes about the interview he’d just finished.

His eyes still focused on the notepad on his desk, he heard the office door swing open. The sound of high heels clicking on the floor made him look up.

Holy. The woman walking into his room was a knockout. Long legs. Auburn hair tied up in a severe bun. Glasses perched primly on her delicate nose. A splash of freckles on her face. She didn’t look like a model or anything. It was just...something about her. 

She had a natural beauty that no enhancement could ever improve upon. She reminded him of a librarian. All business. No nonsense. There was a chilly air about her. Her hazel eyes reminded him of a cool autumn day. But then her eyes flashed, revealing that beneath the chill, something hot smoldered underneath. 

Beauty aside, her looks weren’t the reason his heart had suddenly stopped. To Simon, looks were often irrelevant. What was relevant was the fact that he recognized her. Standing right in front of him was Heather. His Heather. 

He got to his feet and walked over to her. Took her soft, warm hand in his and shook it. “It’s you.” The touch of her hand sent an unexpected jolt of electricity through him. He almost lost his train of thought. “What have you been doing with yourself all these years?”

Heather’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry?”

Simon paused. “Heather? Heather Monroe?”

She pursed her lips and pulled her hand back. “Actually, it’s Heather Hall.”

“You don’t recognize me?”

“Of course, I do.” She laughed. “You’re Simon Diesel. There might not be many public photos of you, but just about anyone would know you on sight.”

“What high school did you go to?” he asked.

“Roosevelt Prep.” She pulled out a print out from the folder in her hands. “It’s right here on my resumé.” 

He frowned. Roosevelt Prep was one of the most elite high schools in the city. It was where people with money sent their children. Growing up, his parents had absolutely no money, so he had never had a hope in hell of going to a school like that.

Simon took her folder and her resumé from her and looked it over. She really had graduated from Roosevelt Prep. So, they hadn’t gone to the same high school. But, she looked exactly like Heather Monroe. Well, the grown-up version of his Heather. He shook his head. He had to stop calling her that. She was a little bit taller and slimmer, but it had to be her. Otherwise, the physical similarities would have been extraordinary.

She stared at him, her face totally blank. Was it possible? Did she really not remember him?

Maybe he had been mistaken, and this woman wasn’t the girl he’d grown up with. Wasn’t the first girl who had ever taken an interest in him.

No. It was her. Had to be. Simon didn’t make mistakes. It was her. 

“So, you’re not Heather Monroe?” he prodded. “You didn’t live next door to me?” He could always bring up the fact that they had dated, but what purpose would that serve? Hey, remember me, the fumbling idiot you lost your virginity to? 

During that first night of sex on prom night, he had come a little too early. Fuck it. Way too damn early. Poor girl never stood a chance. No way in hell was he going to remind her of that. 

Heather blinked and shook her head. “I think I’d remember living next door to Simon Diesel. I’m sorry, but I really don’t know you.”
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OF COURSE, SHE REMEMBERED him.

Heather Hall knew exactly who this gorgeous specimen of a man was. And it wasn’t just because he was one of the world’s most recognizable billionaires. She and Simon had grown up as neighbors. Went to school together. Even dated, until he unceremoniously broke her heart.

Right now, Simon Diesel was staring at her. His breathtaking blue eyes darkening with confusion. Frustration. The way his eyes always did when he got like this when they were kids. 

“Do you need a moment?” she asked. “I can always wait while you...” Her voice trailed off. While you what? Compose yourself from the shock of seeing the girl you dumped years ago?

“Please, have a seat.” He gestured to the chair across from his desk.

She obliged and sank down into the plush leather swivel chair. Her eyes followed him as he resumed his seat behind his huge desk. Even sitting down, a distance away from her, she noticed that he was impossibly tall. And broad-shouldered.

For most of the years she had known him, Simon had been gangly. Awkward and pimple-faced. Then, sometime in high school, he had bulked up and gotten even taller. Now he was tall, lean. Even with his sweater vest and jacket on, she noticed the definition of the muscles underneath as his clothes clung to him. There was stubble on his square jaw, now clenched as he silently appraised her. 

He pushed his messy black hair out of his face. “It’s just so uncanny.”

Heat crept up her cheeks. Damn it, she was actually checking out her potential boss like she was still a silly schoolgirl. Throwing her shoulders back, she asked, “What is?”

“You look exactly like this girl I grew up with,” he replied. “Her name was Heather, too.”

“Well, it’s a pretty common name,” she said. “And I’ve got a pretty common face.”

“No. Your face is anything but common. Pretty, but not common.” His gaze locked on hers. There wasn’t anything disconcerting about the way her potential boss was looking at her. In fact, it was quite the opposite. Through his eyes, she was seeing herself in a different way. Like she was a whole person he wanted to understand. A puzzle to solve. 

Simon gazed at her like he was carefully studying her. Trying to take the measure of her before he rendered judgment. Whatever underlying heat she might have seen in his eyes had to be pure imagination on her part. The secret part that wanted Simon to look at her like he regretted breaking up with her all those years ago. “I apologize. That was completely unprofessional. I thought you were someone else.” He waved his hand. “Never mind.”

She blinked. Pushed her glasses up her nose. “I’m sorry to have disappointed you.”

“Yes, well, it was all a very long time ago,” he said. “I guess I’ve held on to memories a little bit more tightly than I should have.” He grimaced, like he was embarrassed at how personal the conversation had gotten. 

Suddenly an alarm from his watch went off. “Could you give me a second?”

“Would you like me to leave?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, getting up and moving to his desk. “I get headaches sometimes. Comes with the stress of the job.” He opened a drawer in his desk and retrieved a bottle of medication. 

“Does everyone around here get headaches?” It was the nicest way she could think of asking just how much work she’d be doing if she worked under him. 

Under him...

Oh shit.

Her palms were beginning to sweat. Imagining Dover, Inc.’s CEO without his clothes had to be all kinds of wrong.

“I mean, I’m used to hard work,” she said. “It’s just that I want to be prepared for any issues.”

He opened the bottle, shook out some pills onto his hand, and popped them into his mouth. “I’m not going to lie to you...Miss?”

“Mrs. Hall,” she said. “I’ve recently gotten divorced, but I think I’ve more than earned that title.” She tried to keep her tone light, but it was hard to keep some of the bitterness out of it. 

Gary, her ex-husband, hadn’t exactly been her ideal match. They’d only gotten married because she’d gotten pregnant, but the final months of their marriage had taken such a toll. Gary had been so cold. Refused to try to fix their marriage. Not to mention he was a master manipulator and, if Heather admitted it now, probably verbally abusive. 

Her confidence and self-esteem had been low for years because of Gary’s treatment. Okay, so she was just a bit mousy and uptight. She was a mother. With a son to think about. Of course, she wasn’t going to be some spontaneous sex kitten every day of the week.

Now that she was free of her ex-husband, she was going to finally live her life on her own terms. Revamp her career. Try new things. And none of those things could happen if she was rehashing the past with Simon. Better to keep on pretending she didn’t recognize him or know him.

“If I’m being honest, we’re on first-name terms here at Dover,” Simon said. “But if you’d rather I refer to you as Mrs. Hall—”

“No. First names are fine,” she interrupted. “You can call me Heather.”

“And you can call me Simon.”

The deep baritone of his voice sent a tingle down her spine. For months after he had dumped her and went to college, she had played his name over and over in her head. Then, the heartache had subsided, and she started to follow his career in the press.

Simon had gotten into Stanford University on a scholarship—half academic, half athletic. He had played hockey. Graduated with top honors. By the time he had graduated he had already invested in Dover, Inc. At the time it had just been a little tech start-up he invested his minimal savings in. Then, he had taken over the company, and within seven years had turned it into a billion-dollar empire. 

“Simon,” she finally said softly, enjoying the sound of his name on her tongue. Enjoying it more than a little too much. 

No. Focus. 

If she was going to finally start living her life, she had to make the most of this opportunity.

He leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk as he looked over her resumé. “You used to work at VLA Technologies.” Simon raised his eyebrow. “They’re our rival.”

“Yes,” she said. 

“Why did you leave them?” he pressed.

“It was part of a company restructuring,” she said. “About ten percent of the workforce was offered a pretty good financial package if they agreed to resign.” She wasn’t exactly rich, certainly not by billionaire Simon Diesel’s standards, but the money she had gotten from VLA meant she wasn’t hard up for cash. Plus, she had inherited a tidy sum from her grandfather now that he had passed away.

She had been out of work for several months, and she was getting back into things because she wanted to make something of her life. Working at another prestigious company like Dover, Inc. would be a dream come true. She’d get to meet interesting people. Travel the world. Learn about new technology before anybody else did. The employee discounts were to die for. And she’d prove to her rotten ex-husband that she could make it without him. Didn’t need him to have a fulfilling life and contribute. 

When she had come in for an interview this morning, she knew she’d have to meet Simon eventually. However, having her interviewed changed from the media department to an interview with Simon at the last minute had been such a shock. Especially since she hadn’t come up with a plan to deal with Simon. Heather had figured she’d just cross that bridge when she got to it. She hadn’t anticipated that she’d be crossing it now. 

“How long were you with VLA?” he asked.

“Four years,” she replied.

“Do you know Xander Richards?”

She squinted, trying to put a face to the name. “I’m sorry, who?”

“Never mind.” He waved his hand. “So, it was a good experience?”

She nodded. “Hours were tough, but they treated me well.”

“Hours are tough here at Dover, too,” Simon said. “But we make sure employees get a good amount of vacation days. You’ll also get some flexibility to work from home a few days a month. We expect you to work hard, but we don’t believe in burning people out. And I also believe that everyone on staff should be heard. So, I welcome your ideas and suggestions, Heather. Don’t be shy about speaking your mind around me.”

“That’s good to hear.” She exhaled, relief making her breathe a little easier. “How’s your head, by the way?”

He rubbed his temples. “Better. The pain is subsiding. It’s been a hectic morning, truth be told.”

“In your line of work, I can just imagine,” she said. “Is there anything I can do to make things easier for you?”

Simon leaned back in his chair and smiled. Getting a smile out of Simon had been rare when they were kids. She suspected it was still rare. The smile he gave her made her heart skip a beat. “Well, I like an employee who takes initiative. But my main problem isn’t today. It’s a speech I’m giving next week. It’s scheduled for an inter-company conference. The press is going to be there.”

“But you hate the press,” she said.

Surprise flickered in his eyes. “I’m not fond of the media. How did you know that?”

Her chest tightened. Ugh. She had forgotten herself. Being overly familiar with him and his habits would just remind him that he recognized her. And now that she had started her interview with a lie, she’d have to see it through. Especially since she wanted the job. Awkwardness with Simon aside, the man was brilliant. Working with him at Dover, Inc. would open so many doors for her.

“I...I’ve read up on you and the company. Wanted to be prepared for my second interview with Mrs.—Linda today. Sorry, it threw me when she told us we’d be interviewed by you,” she replied. That much was true. She really had read about him. Seeing someone she had grown up with succeed the way Simon had always filled her with a strange sense of pride. Not that the press had all that much to say. Simon was reclusive. Mysterious. Kept to himself and avoided interviews. Most of the information about him was just rumors and pure speculation. She knew that reporters would kill to get the kind of access to Simon that she was getting now.

“Doing research is good,” he said. “But don’t believe everything you read.”

She gave him a faint smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Since the speech is coming up soon, I’d need someone to go over it with. Deal with the press. That sort of thing.”

“I think I’m up to it,” she said. “I worked in the marketing department at VLA, so I have experience dealing with the media.”

“Excellent. Do you have any questions for me?”

None that were appropriate for the workplace. Heat flooded her entire body. Just being in proximity to him was bringing back old, erotic memories. Memories of her first time. It had been an awkward fumble in the dark, but still so romantic. He might not have known what he was doing, but Simon had been so very attentive. 

She cringed inwardly. How on earth was she going to work as his PA if she kept thinking about him like this? Right now, she hoped to hell that he had a girlfriend. The press often harped on about him being a single, eligible bachelor, but if he had a girlfriend that might take away some of her own awkwardness around him. Sure, knowing he had the attentions of someone else would sting, but her bruised heart had healed a long time ago. Her disastrous marriage to Gary had toughened her up considerably. 

It would take more than a dazzling smile to turn her head. Which is why she was willing to keep up the pretense that she had no idea who Simon was. Keeping her personal life and her professional life separate was paramount. That was especially true now that she was a single mom.

“What happened to your previous personal assistant?” she asked. Better to be blunt and get professional issues out in the open.

Simon frowned. Laced his fingers together and let out a deep, disappointed sigh. “He was disloyal.”

“Loyalty is important to you,” she said.

“Isn’t it important to everyone?” he asked.

She bit back the question she really wanted to ask. If loyalty meant so much to him, why had he dumped her out of the blue the summer before he went off to college? Simon had just graduated, but she still had another year of high school. They had agreed to stay together despite the distance. But then, he had broken up with her without warning. Broken her heart. Simon leaving her behind had been her first heartbreak. She wasn’t going to be that vulnerable again. Not ever.

“I suppose it is,” she said tersely. 

“Well, you’ve got excellent references,” he said, looking at her reference letters. “I just wonder if you can be loyal to us after working with our rival for so many years.”

“I absolutely can,” she said. “I’m a team player. I’ll do what it takes to help you and Dover succeed. Including at your upcoming speech.” Her pulse quickened. Anxiety had already taken hold, but if she wanted this job she had to put herself out there and come out of her shell.

“We’ll have to conduct a background check,” he murmured.

Panic increased her heart rate. A background check meant he’d figure out that she was lying. He’d know that she was exactly who he thought she was. If she wanted this job, she couldn’t afford be caught in a lie this embarrassing. Heather swallowed hard. “The truth is, I’m the kind of employee who would rather separate their personal life from their professional life.”

“I feel the exact same way.” He stared at her. “It’s not going to be anything invasive. Just a standard check into your conduct at your previous job to make sure it all squares up with your resumé. I’m sure it does, so this is only a formality.”

Her mouth fell open. “So, you’re actually offering me the job? For real?”

Simon nodded. “Yes. For now. I’ll draw up a three-month contract, and if after three months we both want to continue we can set up a more permanent arrangement.”

“Don’t you need time to think about it?” she asked.

“No. When I want something, I get it.” His gaze was still on her, his eyes blazing with some indescribable heat. “My mind’s made up. I want you, Heather.”

Her entire body was tingling. His words and the way he was looking at her sent her heart racing again. The hunger in his eyes had to be her imagination. Nobody ever looked at her the way he was looking at her now. Like he wanted to devour her. 

Never in a million years would she have believed the awkward boy she grew up next door to could say so much with his eyes alone. It was just in her head. The divorce was making her so sexually frustrated that she really imagined that her rich, handsome boss might be interested in her. Ridiculous.

“You don’t want to interview the third candidate?” she finally asked.

He shook his head. “Don’t need to. I know what I want.”

Fine. Two could play at that game. “When would you like me to start?” 

“Today, if you can. I desperately need someone to start getting caught up and helping ASAP.”

Her eyes widened in disbelief. She had landed a job. Keeping her excitement in check, she said, “I’d love to.”

“Great. I’ll print out a contract.” He started working on his laptop.

As she waited for her new boss to print out her contract, her excitement gave way to renewed panic. Getting a job like this after the past year of being laid off and divorced was more than she could have ever hoped for. But now she had a real problem on her hands. 

“I can’t wait to start working with you.”

At the moment, it looked like Simon believed her lie. Which meant that, for at least three months, she still had to keep up the biggest lie she had ever told.
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​Chapter 3
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“I CAN’T WAIT TO START working with you,” she’d said. Heather’s smile was so familiar to him that he found himself staring at her for a moment too long. 

When she glanced at him and caught him staring, Simon quickly looked away and pushed the lobby button in the elevator. They were the only people in the elevator, and the scent of her perfume filled the air. There was something so arresting about the surprisingly seductive scent that clung to her. It wasn’t the perfume he would have expected for someone so primly dressed. Heather’s perfume was the scent of a seductress. Not a professional PA.

He groaned inwardly. His head was swimming with the most insane, inappropriate thoughts. It must have been the ebbing headache. And the fact that Heather Hall reminded him so much of his childhood friend.

“I look forward to us working together, too,” he finally said stiffly. 

The elevator doors opened, and they stepped out into the gleaming lobby of Dover, Inc. headquarters. 

“I figured we could start the tour from the bottom floor and make our way up,” he suggested. “I want to introduce you to the security personnel at the front.”

He led her across the lobby to the huge front desk. He introduced her to the receptionist and the security guards.

As Heather started to ask the receptionist questions about Dover, Simon found himself staring at her. She resembled his high school sweetheart so much that it was making his heart race. Why the distraction now? He hadn’t seen Heather Monroe since he was seventeen, maybe eighteen years old. More than ten years ago. Yes, he had fond memories of the time they had dated in high school, but that didn’t explain why he literally couldn’t breathe right now. 

Just being around a woman who reminded him of his childhood sweetheart was affecting him. It put his mind in an unfamiliar daze. It was rare for him to react to a woman like this. Surely, it must have been the headache putting him in such a fog. Or the stress from having to fire Xander earlier in the morning.

“Will I be able to get my key card today?” Heather’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

“What?”

Her hazel eyes were staring at him expectantly. “Simon?”

“Yes.” He nodded to the receptionist and security guards before leading Heather away from the front desk. “You’ll get your key card today. And your ID card, if you’re game for taking a photo.”

She walked beside him, quickly trying to keep up. “A photo? Today? I don’t know if I want to take a photo with my glasses on. I probably look way too nerdy to take a good photo.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” he said. “You look fine. Perfectly adequate.”

Adequate? He cringed the moment the word left his mouth. What woman alive wanted to be told she looked adequate?

Her eyebrows shot up as they stopped in front of the elevator. “Oh. I see.”

“No. I mean, you look more than adequate,” he rushed on. “Lovely, in fact. And you have the most remarkable eyes...” Damn it, he was staring at her again. Right into her eyes like a crazy person. He started pressing the elevator button, pressing it so hard he was surprised he hadn’t broken his fingers.

A blush turned her cheeks the most becoming shade of pink. “Thank you. I get that a lot.”

“I just meant that your eyes are like Heather’s eyes,” he said. “The other Heather. The one I went to school with.”

“Oh.” She bit her lower lip, drawing his attention away from her eyes to her full, pink lips. “She must have meant a lot to you.”

“She was a great... friend,” he said. “She’s the one who encouraged me to start all this. Before Heather, nobody really believed in me.”

Her eyes widened. “So, you’re hiring me based on someone you knew in the past?”

“No! Your resumé speaks for itself. I apologize for the comparison. Again, I sound unprofessional. Just ignore the comments today. It’s been one hell of a weekend.”

Mercifully, the elevator doors opened again, and they stepped inside. The tiny space was crammed with staff who greeted him, which meant his agonizing conversation with Heather was cut short. 

Once they got to the right floor, Simon waited while Heather took her ID photo. When she finally walked back out, ID in hand, she was putting her glasses back on.

“I took off my glasses for the photo,” she said, not sure why she was explaining it to him. “I couldn’t see a thing, but I think the photo turned out okay.” She held the ID out to him and he glanced at it. She really was a stunner. Maybe not in the way celebrity magazines went crazy over, but there was something so wholesome about her. 

“Looks great. They’re IDs. Like a driver’s license. We’re not supposed to look like we’re posing.” His gaze flicked back to her and he drank her in. Heather wasn’t very tall, but she was slender. Willowy. With a very upright posture and a poise that struck him. Despite how uptight she came across, Simon sensed what smoldered underneath. 

More than anything he wanted to yank the pins out of her auburn hair and let it cascade down her shoulders. Run his fingers through the silky strands. The way he had when they were together.

No. This wasn’t his old neighbor. The resemblance might be startling, but that was just his own mind going haywire. His intelligence had always made his thoughts race a million miles a minute. He could solve multiple puzzles in his head at once. That’s all this was. His own thoughts getting the best of him. That would soon stop, once he got to know this Heather a bit better. She was simply another puzzle, like everything else. 

Granted, people didn’t often interest him this much. Software and hardware. Engineering. Brainstorming. Trial and error. That was what he knew. Those were the easy questions because, ultimately, there was always an answer. What was the answer to a woman like this, who intrigued him so much because she reminded him of someone else? 

“It’s almost lunchtime,” he said, glancing at his Dover-made smartwatch. “I can show you where the staff eats and then we can continue the tour after.”

She smiled. “I’d like that. Lead the way.”

He tried to ignore what her smile did to him. Instead, he headed to one of the company cafeterias for lunch. His relationship with Heather Hall was strictly professional. Even though Dover permitted romantic relationships—if they were disclosed—to Simon, employees, especially subordinates, were off limits. Whatever feelings his new PA stirred in him were merely biological. A trick of a brain reminded of the past. 

The cafeteria wasn’t particularly crowded, so he grabbed a seat for the two of them and handed her a menu. 

“Thanks,” she said she scanned the menu.

Even though he knew the menu by heart, he forced himself to focus on it rather than steal a glance at her. Right now, Dover, Inc. needed him to get through this week and deliver one hell of a speech. A new generation of software and hardware was going to be released soon, and he needed to be on his A game at the inter-company conference.

Still, considering his former PA’s insider trading, suspicion nagged at him. The only way to set those suspicions aside was to do a background check on Heather. 

Starting today.

~~*~~
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LUNCH WAS DIVINE. EVEN better than anything she had ever had at her previous job. And best of all, lunch at Dover, Inc. was free.

As Heather took a bite of her delicious, stir-fried rice, she realized how easy it would be to get used to all this. Simon might have been a genius CEO who obsessed over keeping everything running smoothly, but there was a very laid-back culture at Dover. She could eat whatever she wanted for free, unlike at VLA Tech where employees had to pay for food.

“So, Heather, how do you like things so far?” Simon asked from across the lunch table.

“Great,” she said. “Everyone seems friendly.” While they had waited to get lunch, Simon had called a few colleagues over and introduced her. She had literally just been hired this morning, and everyone she had spoken to had enthusiastically offered to help her adjust.

“Right. Friendly.” He took a bite out of his ham sandwich. No, that wasn’t a bite. Simon was practically inhaling it. Not taking the time to even taste it.

“Are you in a hurry?” she asked, glancing at the quickly disappearing sandwich.

He swallowed hard. “Sorry. I’m a fast eater. I just eat and get right back to work.”

“Yes, but it’s lunch time,” she said. “You can take a break for an hour.”

Simon cleared his throat. Feeling ridiculous for some reason. “I don’t usually take such long breaks.” Damn it, it was his company. He didn’t have to explain this to his new PA. 

“You’re kidding.”

“No, I work all the time,” he said. “Can’t keep still for very long. My brain won’t let me.”

“Oh. I remember.” Her face went all hot the moment the words escaped her mouth.

He gave her a funny look. “Remember?”

“I mean, I remember how that feels. The business. I get that when I’m heading to bed at night. Go, go go,” she stammered as her face flushed with heat. She really needed to work on her lies if she hoped to keep this up for three months or more. “The joys of being a workaholic.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” He gave her a lopsided grin. 

Damn, he looked so absurdly handsome. Plus, he was the type of man who probably had no idea the effect he had on women. Sure, girls started throwing themselves at him back in high school after his growth spurt, but Simon always seemed to be a mix of grudging and amused by the attention. 

It was like he really had no idea what those blue eyes of his could do. One look alone had her body trembling. Burning with a need she thought she had buried so long ago. She had never burned with this kind of desire during her marriage to Gary.

And the desire wasn’t solely based on looks. What drew her to him was his mind. His intelligence. The way Simon looked at the world. The way he wanted to use his gift to make the world a better place. 

There was something about the way he made her feel that she couldn’t shake. In the lobby earlier, he had told her that Heather had been the one to encourage his dreams. If only he knew that she was the Heather he had been referring to. Even as she was forced to keep up her lies it still touched her that, in some way, Simon attributed his success to her encouragement. His gratitude had warmed her heart, which surprised her.

“Hard work isn’t a bad thing,” she said finally. “But you said Dover doesn’t like people getting burned out from so much work.”

“That’s a policy for staff,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “That rule doesn’t apply to me.”

“Do any rules apply to you?” 

His eyebrow went up. “I don’t like playing by typical corporate or media rules, if that’s what you’re asking, Heather. Work is important to me. Slowing down isn’t an option.”

“Not even for a social life?” She knew she was probably pushing it by prying. Especially since Simon guarded his privacy. But she was so curious. So curious about what her high school sweetheart had been up to all these years.

“What are you asking?” His gaze held hers.

Damn. There it was again. That hunger that darkened his eyes and made her burn with need.

Air squeezed out of her lungs. She could hardly breathe. Those ice-blue eyes hypnotized her. Made every sane thought in her head vanish. It was crazy how enthralled she was in his presence. Somehow, she was going to have to shake the remnants of this high school crush if she had any hope of keeping this job. “I guess I was wondering if you have any friends.” That was a cop-out, but she couldn’t exactly ask her new boss if he had a girlfriend. “Outside of work.”

Simon laughed. “Friends? Who has the time?”

“Pushing the mad, reclusive genius angle hard, huh?” she asked playfully, trying to compose herself.

“Someone has to,” he replied. “But in all seriousness, I work this hard because for years I never thought I’d be here. Before Heather, nobody thought I could do anything. Let alone run a company like this. My parents weren’t very encouraging of me when I was growing up.”

Her heart ached for him as memories came flooding back. His parents could be downright cruel. There were times when Heather had witnessed it. Simon’s father had thought his intelligence was a waste, while his mother always told him that sports would lead nowhere. In their minds he was destined to work in a factory like his father, and nothing else. As it turned out, they were both wrong. With his talents, he had gotten a scholarship. Changed the course of his life, instead of ending up resigned and bitter like his parents.

“What do they think of you now?” she asked softly. “They have to be proud of everything you’ve accomplished.”

Simon’s face turned to stone. His entire body went rigid and he leaned away from her. “No.” His voice was as cold as marble.

From his tone and change in demeanor, Heather knew that the topic of his parents was no longer up for discussion. Whatever had gone on in their years apart, it looked like Simon still didn’t have a good relationship with his parents.

“Well, how about we discuss your upcoming speech?” she asked, trying to steer the conversation away from his personal life.

“Good idea,” he said. “I plan on doing a rehearsal at the venue the day before. That way we can check the acoustics, do a sound check, and make sure everything is running smoothly.”

“You’ll also have to choose something to wear,” she said.

He frowned. “You say that like you don’t trust me to wear something appropriate.”

“That’s not it,” she said. “It’s just...you may need a more cohesive look.”

“Cohesive?”

What he was wearing wasn’t actually a problem. He had on a sweater vest and a jacket that were both designer-made. Simon was also wearing jeans that were designer-made. No matter how hard he tried to act like he didn’t care about certain things, she had a good enough eye to know that his clothes cost a fortune. “What you’re wearing makes you look like too much of a mystery,” she explained. “The jeans are casual, but the jacket is so formal. You’ve just fired your PA, hired a new one, and the press is dying to prove that you, or your company, can’t handle it.”

There was something both effortlessly masculine and sharply intellectual about him. It was like the jock and the nerd inside him were at war with each other. Try as she might to fight it, it intrigued her. Fueled her attraction to him. But the press was going to be there. Being a mystery might make it tougher for him to get his message across. 

“So?”

“Don’t you want to open yourself up?” she asked. “Get the public to get to know you?”

“No.” His frown deepened. “I don’t care what people think of me.”

“You’re selling the public a product,” she pointed out. “Their opinions are going to drive whether Dover’s new generation of products can succeed. I hate to show my own personal life, but sometimes, with business, you have to let a little show. Give them a little taste to prove the product.”

“You’re right, I am selling a product,” he said, his face unreadable. “Which means I’m selling efficiency, cutting-edge technology. Not myself.”

“You are selling yourself, though,” she insisted. “I’ve spent years learning from VLA’s marketing department, and I took my share of online marketing and PR courses on VLA’s dime. I might not have the fanciest degree, but I promise I’m not trying to steer you wrong.”

“VLA is run by flashy personalities who think slick salespeople are the way to go,” he muttered. “No offense to your former employees, but their CEO is a showman. He knows nothing about engineering or creating things that improve people’s lives.”

She tapped her fingers lightly on the lunch table. “So, you’d rather continue to be a mystery to people?”

“What’s wrong with a little mystery?” he asked. “The less people know about me, the better. Dover is about the products we sell. Not the personalities behind them.”

His stubbornness was already infuriating her. How could he hope to get the public interested in his speech if he didn’t care about how he was selling it? Unless...

“Maybe we could use the mystery as a fallback,” she suggested. “Mysterious billionaire CEO gives major speech at Dover conference. Kind of like, Simon Diesel finally breaks his silence, or something. It’s pretty well known that you avoid the limelight.”

“So, my conflicting wardrobe could be an asset.” He sounded serious, but the corners of his sensuous mouth quirked up slightly. There was that look of faint amusement. It was arrogance personified. As if Simon was in on a secret nobody else knew. As if he was the smartest man in the room and knew it.

“Was there often this much pushback when your former assistant made suggestions?” she asked. She might have been mousy and withdrawn in high school, but working in such a cutthroat corporate environment had steeled her spine. Simon had said he welcomed her ideas. She intended to hold him to that.

“You ask a lot of questions, Heather.”

“You’re my boss,” she said smoothly. “It’s my business to find out everything I can so that I can anticipate your every need.”

Simon surged to his feet and grabbed his tray. “We’ll talk some more about the speech when your lunch break is over.” His eyes landed on her, the expression on his handsome face inscrutable. “Let’s see if you’re able to keep up with me.”
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ONE WEEK LATER

Her first week at Dover, Inc. went even more smoothly than she could have ever hoped.

That should have put her mind at ease, but as she navigated her car to the front of her son’s school the annoyance she had tried to push aside all morning was starting to build.

At the sound of her son unbuckling his seatbelt in the backseat, she turned around and forced a smile. “Okay! Are you ready to have a good day, sweetie?”

Finnley didn’t return her smile. Instead, her six-year-old son stared forlornly out the back window.

Seeing her son in so much pain tore at her heart. Damn her ex-husband for disappointing their son again. Gary had sworn up and down that he would take Finn to school in the mornings, but he hadn’t shown up this morning and gave no explanation. She had bombarded him with texts and called him numerous times without a single reply from him. Her marriage ending was one thing. But that wasn’t an excuse to disappoint their son over and over like this.

Heather let out a soft breath. “Let me walk you up.”

She got out of the car, let Finnley out, and walked with him to class. When she gave him a goodbye hug he held on tighter than he usually did, but still didn’t say anything. His father’s absence today obviously hurt him deeply.

With Finnley safely in class, she got back behind the wheel of her car and headed to work. As much as she wanted to wring her ex-husband’s neck for letting their son down, she had to focus on work. This first week had gone by without much incident, and despite her mess of a personal life she needed her professional life to be a success. Even if that meant continuing this charade with her boss.

~~*~~
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ONCE SHE ARRIVED AT her office, Heather immediately started checking work emails on her computer. Simon had sent her a copy of his upcoming speech, so she opened it up to start reading it. The phone beside her computer started ringing. It was Simon.

A tingle slid down her spine. Before she could even bother processing her body’s reaction to the prospect of talking to her boss, she answered the phone.

“Good morning,” she said, hoping he didn’t pick up on the breathlessness in her voice.

“Hey. I just sent you an email of the speech.” Simon’s deep baritone came through the other end of the call. 

“I’m reading it right now,” she said.

“Excellent. Sorry I took so long to send it, but I was up all last night revising,” he said. “Listen, I’ve got an impromptu meeting with one of our engineers.”

“Oh, I didn’t know,” she murmured. “Let me come into your office and I can sit in on it. Take some notes—”

“No need,” he interrupted. “It’s nothing major. In the meantime, I’d like you to talk to our media relations officer, Linda. The original gal you were supposed to be working for. Feel free to ask her as many questions as you’d like. She can help get you up to speed on everything.”

“Will do.”

“Right,” he said, sounding distracted. “Also, go over the speech with her. Jot down her opinions on it and we’ll discuss it later today.” 

“Okay. Will do.”

With that, he hung up.

For some reason, Heather found herself disappointed. Wishing he hadn’t been so professional. What had she expected? That her handsome, stupendously wealthy boss would declare that he had the hots for her?

She buried her head in her hands and groaned. If she wanted to prove herself within three months, she had to get past her attraction to Simon. Their relationship was not only long over, but she had to keep up the pretense that she didn’t know him. That she was a completely different person from the Heather he had partially credited his success to.

Her first week had gone well. There wasn’t anything she hadn’t been able to handle. Other than this silly crush on her boss.

Sighing, she started to dial Linda Schaffer’s office. The best way to shake off this crush of hers was to do what she always did in times of crisis: Lose herself in work. She wasn’t a workaholic like Simon was, but work was great for taking her mind off stress.

Damn. Her thoughts had drifted back to Simon again.

After a few rings Linda answered, and Heather informed her that she would be heading down to her office soon. 

Heather stepped into Linda’s messy office fifteen minutes later.

Linda waved her in and gestured to the chair beside her desk. Her silver hair was tied back in a messy ponytail and she had a no-nonsense look on her face. From their brief encounter on Monday, Heather had gotten the distinct impression that Linda was firm but fair. 

Heather sank down into the chair and retrieved her new company phone from her handbag.

“Sorry about the mess,” Linda said. “I still haven’t hired an assistant to file things away, so the place is in chaos.”

“What about the other people you interviewed earlier in the week?” Heather asked. “I’m working with Simon now, but there were two other candidates.”

“You were the best candidate. The other two didn’t have experience at the executive level, so it looks like Simon stole you from me.” Linda smiled. “But never mind. I’m sure I’ll find a PA soon. You’ve got some questions for me?”

“Yes.” Heather bit her tongue, realizing that the first thing she wanted to ask was about Simon. What she knew about him came from childhood memories and scant media reports. Linda worked closely with him, and Heather’s curiosity about her boss only got worse with each passing day. 
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