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Prologue




Mount Olympus

Zoë jumped at the ear-shattering crack of thunder and raced into the marble-tiled hall. Though the racket was Zeus’s dictatorial way of reminding her, Kyra, and Chloe they were due in his office on the double, it didn’t mean he would see them on time. One never knew where one stood with the quixotic father god, and that was exactly the way he liked it.

She knew that arriving late for her one-hundred-year performance review wasn’t a bright move, but Zoë had been forced to stop on the way. Aphrodite’s handmaidens were a disheveled group of lazy and self-absorbed women. As the Muse of Beauty, it was her duty to make certain their scarves and accessories matched their chitons and sandals, whether or not they agreed, which they usually didn’t.

It was tough inspiring something that most gods thought was a joke. No one recognized the depth of her vision or the brilliance of her creativity. Throughout the centuries, Zoë had conjured hundreds of clever ideas: the bustle, bell bottoms, the kilt, snowshoes, chaps, she claimed them all, yet she was never given credit for her innovative designs.

And now, after centuries of hard work, Zeus planned to criticize her work and probably demote or reassign her to some nonsensical chore that required little brains and even less flair.

Thunder echoed ominously. She was still running when a jagged bolt of lightning split the sky. The soles of her sandals slapped in time with her jittery pulse as she careened around a column and practically bowled over Kyra and Chloe, her sister muses.

“Oops, sorry.” She whooshed out a breath. “Had to take those slovenly graces in hand—again. You know how bent Aphrodite gets when her girls are in disarray.” Still gasping, she asked, “Has he called for us yet?”

“He’s just about finished with Polyhymnia,” said Kyra, twisting a strand of her glorious red hair. “Her wailing’s slowed to a subdued whimper.”

While they waited, Chloe prattled about the depths to which the muses had been forced to sink, thanks to their father’s scheme to run Mount Olympus like a Fortune 500 company.

“I hear he’s reassigned most of our sisters, charging them with inspiring things that fit better in the modern world,” Zoë added, wishing one of them would tell her she was wrong. Still, if given a choice, there were other areas she might find interesting. “I, for one, wouldn’t mind being the Muse of High Adventure. Maybe rock climbing or spelunking or—”

“You’re afraid of heights, sister dear,” Chloe interjected, tossing her head of satiny blond curls.

Chloe was right as usual, which only annoyed Zoë further. “Maybe so, but I blame these ridiculous performance reviews on progress and all it implies. Technological advancements are nothing but a pain in the neck. First the telephone, then the radio, then that miserable box with sound and moving pictures—”

“It’s called a television,” said Chloe. “And it’s nothing compared to his latest gadget. The skinny is we’re all expected to use a computer.”

Their shared horror segued to dismay when Polyhymnia stumbled out of Zeus’s office. Mumbling something about “blogs,” the Muse of Sacred Poetry wobbled down the stairs as if ready to faint.

When Kyra peered in the doorway, their father’s voice boomed, “Don’t stand there gawking, daughter, enter. And bring those two good-for-nothings with you.”

As one, the sisters glided into his private chambers.

Zeus gazed at them with his bushy brows raised. “I assume you know why you’re here?”

“Yes, sire,” they chorused.

Chloe began an immediate recitation of her achievements over the last century, making one excuse after another for her failures. Much as Zoë loved her beautiful sister, Chloe was the true diva of the group. In fact, she’d taught Mata Hari, Maria Callas, and Beyoncé everything there was to know about getting their way in life. And the moment she came up for air, Kyra, the most sensible of the muses, began her own lament.

By the time Zeus got to her, Zoë was ready for his put-downs, so she began her own litany of successes. “Thanks to Martha, at least the mortals’ home decor is exciting,” she began in self-defense.

“Martha-smartha. What about those ridiculous plastic shoes, lava lamps, toe rings? You haven’t inspired a single sensible thing since washable paint, and I have my doubts about that,” he pronounced.

“But everyone loves Martha,” Zoë insisted. “And they especially like my most important contribution. ‘It’s a good thing’ has become a worldwide catch phrase.”

Zeus threw up his hands in disgust. “Perhaps you should have given the woman a tip on how to better handle her stocks instead of decorating advice.” He pointed a bony finger. “The three of you are not going to talk your way out of your failures this time. I’m still top god around here, and it’s going to stay that way.”

He rifled through a file on his desk, then stared at them long and hard. “You three are the least successful of my daughters. None of you has inspired much of anything, therefore mortals have never taken you seriously. I created a dozen muses, but the history books speak of just nine. Not only have you lost your edge—you never had one to begin with. If there were another way to discipline you, perhaps a bit of time as handmaiden to Hera…” He appeared to consider the thought. “No, no, not after that last fiasco.”

Kyra began to plead, but Zoë knew better and kept quiet. Yes, the three of them had darted through the pasture with water pistols, but it wasn’t their fault the stupid pigs had taken off at a run and charged into the dovecote. And they’d certainly had no control over the terrified birds that flew over Hera while she was drinking ambrosia on her patio.


“Hear me out and be grateful for my benevolence,” Zeus commanded. “You have two choices. First, you may stay on Mount Olympus and accept a loss of status. Instead of gossiping or flirting the day away, you can muck out the stables, toil in the kitchen, or work in the dairy. There are any number of chores that will allow you to earn your keep.”

Zoë moved closer to her sisters, hoping to fend off the distasteful tasks.

“The second offer is more challenging, of greater risk, and therefore eventually of more value. Each of you may go to earth and take a final stab at fulfilling your destiny, which means doing that which you were created to inspire in mankind. If you succeed, you may return here and live forever in splendor—no more performance reviews, just frolic and fun. But if you fail…” He leaned forward. “…you will remain on earth and live as a mortal until your dying day.”

“Impossible,” murmured Kyra.

“Unbelievable,” Chloe added.

“While handmaiden to Hera the Harridan is both,” moaned Zoë, “the other choices threaten our very existence.”

“I have no intention of pulling udders or shoveling horse droppings until the end of forever,” said Chloe. “We are demigoddesses, created to inspire. What else can we do?”


Kyra turned to Zeus and asked, “Is that all?”

“Not quite.” He gave a demonic grin. “Since I’m sending you to earth on an important task, falling in love with a mortal will not be allowed. Dally if you must, but stick to business. Dire consequences await if you return here more impassioned by a mortal than your job.”

“It’ll never happen,” vowed Chloe.

“Not bloody likely,” said Zoë. She’d met men who had appealed to her in a sexual way, but not one, be they mortal or god, with whom she would have entrusted her heart.

The sisters locked gazes and mentally agreed. After joining hands, they stepped closer to the desk and said in unison, “We accept the challenge.”

“And are grateful for it?”

They nodded.

Zeus gave a grimace in lieu of a smile. “Good, good. Now here are the conditions. You shall live independently of each other, hundreds of miles apart, for a single earthly year. During that time, Kyra must inspire mortals to believe in good fortune. Chloe, you must help however many mortals you meet to believe they will have a future filled with happiness.” He raised a brow in Zoë’s direction. “You, daughter, must find a way to enhance their lives through appearance or design, but no more idiotic ideas or tainted mavens.” He raised a finger skyward. “And above all, remember the love thing. If you fail in these tasks, beware my wrath. Are there any questions?”

“How many mortals must we inspire?” asked Zoë.

“I’ll decide how many when I’m good and ready, and not before. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sire,” they singsonged.

He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating his computer. “Oh, and you’ll need to use one of those, so we can keep in touch.”

“Why can’t we use Hermes, as we have always done?” Chloe asked, her tone defiant.

“Hah! Shows what you know. That boy hasn’t taken to wing since the day I installed the telephone. He’s in charge of networking the system and providing technical support. I’ll allow you a day or so to become proficient, then—”

Chloe stomped her foot. “That’s not fair. The others don’t have to—”

Zeus rose, looming over them. Thunder shook the clouds as lightning speared the sky. “Silence!”

Without warning, Zoë was swallowed up into a vortex of howling wind. For a scarce second her sisters dangled like marionettes beside her, then disappeared. Alone in a great blackness, she plummeted toward the unknown.









    

Chapter 1




New York City

“Anybody who looks at these so-called publicity photos is going to have nightmares. The least you could have done was trimmed your beard and had your hair styled.” Chad Thomas slapped the pile of proofs on top of the two-drawer filing cabinet next to a work station. “The pictures have to be retaken, and you still need to do something about this barn you call a home.”

Distracted by the outburst, Theodore Maragos combed his fingers through the facial fuzz in question. Sure, it was a little on the bushy side, but it saved him time getting ready in the morning, and what was wrong with shoulder length hair? He had no reason to waste precious minutes shaving or making trips to the barber while he had a company to lead.

Scowling, he glanced up at his partner, the Chief of Operations at Marasoft Enterprises. “I’ll be out from under in a couple of weeks. Can’t it wait until then?”

Chad stopped pacing and stuffed a hand in the pocket of his charcoal gray Armani suit. Thanks to his pale pink shirt and striped silk tie, he resembled a model straight out of a men’s fashion magazine. Combine his fashion style with his knowledge of art, gadgetry, and restaurants, and he was the poster boy for the original metrosexual.

“Three weeks is the extension I was able to coerce New York Entrepreneur into giving us for these disasters you call photographs. You wore that suit for our college graduation, ten years ago, for shit’s sake, and it was out of style then. What were you thinking?”

“I guess I wasn’t,” Theo said, refocusing on the monitor. “What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal? Let’s see…” Chad began ticking off fingers. “One, if the pictures don’t meet NYE’s standards, they’ll replace you on their list of the ten most promising young businessmen in Manhattan. Two, if you’re not on the list, we lose a ton of free publicity. Three, there goes our best chance at opening high and going higher the day the company hits the NASDAQ, which means that, four, Marasoft could bomb its first week as an IPO.” His sigh echoed his impatience. “Come on, Theo. We’ve worked eighty-hour weeks, practically sweat blood for the company. We owe it to our investors—hell, we owe it to ourselves—to do everything in our power to get Marasoft recognized as a competitive power in the IT market.”

Frustrated, Theo pushed away from his desk. His best friend was right. They’d spent years building his baby into a real player in the world of computer technology, not only to thank his father for taking him on, but to show a certain old goat, whom he despised, that he wasn’t a useless idiot. If getting prettied up for a stint as one of New York’s up-and-coming entrepreneurs would add to his prestige and put the cherry on top of his professional sundae, he’d be a fool not to take advantage of the opportunity.

Even if he hated every minute of it.

“Okay,” he said, giving Chad a smile. “What do I have to do?”

“We’ve been over this about a hundred times—”

“I know. And I’ve ignored you just as many. Now I’m ready to listen.”

“You’d better, because it’s my last try at getting you to pay attention. My stylist can see to your grooming problem. In the meantime, I’ll take you to my personal shopper at Barney’s for a couple of suits—”

“A couple? Won’t that be expensive?”

“You need at least two, and you can afford it. It’s this…this shell of an apartment I’m worried about. You vetoed my pal Andre’s decorating firm, so we’ll just have to pick a designer from the Internet, maybe someone on Craig’s List, and pray they can work us in.”

“I’ll see a stylist, I’ll even go so far as to work with a personal shopper, but I draw the line at letting a complete stranger turn my home into something they think it should look like. Isn’t there anything else I can do?”

“This isn’t a home, it’s a barn with packing cartons for seating, a mattress and box spring for a bedroom, and a computer station for a conversation center. Maybe we could use my apartment, or borrow a fully furnished one—”

“No.”

“No?”

“You heard me. This is where I live. If the magazine doesn’t like it—tough. Whatever happened to judging a man on his work ethic and his morals? Since when do appearances count more than character?”


Chad rolled his eyes. “You above all people should know the answer to that one. Or have you forgotten the lousy time you had in college? If not for the fact that impressing your father was so important, you probably would have dropped out before graduation, even though he went to bat for you with the admissions board.”

Theo twisted the gold ring he wore on the fourth finger of his right hand, a constant reminder of his place of birth. He’d been a geek, the nerdiest of nerds, and he still was, only now he sometimes wore a T-shirt that read, I’M A GEEK AND PROUD OF IT. His college experience would have been nonexistent if not for Chad, his party boy roommate. Together, they’d muddled through, with Theo tutoring Chad in the math courses he needed to get his degree, and Chad dragging him to parties and sporting events so he could have some semblance of a social life.

His dad had put great stock in a college education. So much stock that he’d pulled strings at his alma mater and gotten his son admitted on a scholarship, even though Theo only had a GED. When he’d graduated with perfect grades, he and Chad made a pact to earn their fortune together. After ten years they were very close to meeting their goal, but close wasn’t good enough.

“How could I forget, when you won’t let me,” Theo goaded. Then he sighed. “Okay, I’ll try to work with a designer, but I’m not promising it’ll be pretty.”

Chad furrowed his brow.

“Genius at work. I smell the rubber burning.”

The COO snapped his fingers. “I have an idea. Why not go window shopping? Literally. Check out a couple of stores, say Bloomingdale’s or Macy’s, or one of the home decor windows, and see what they’re doing. Find one you like and ask the manager if you can speak to their decorator. They have people on the payroll, sometimes they use freelancers trying to drum up business and get a client list going. You like to walk, so take a stroll and see what’s out there.”

“I have to finish this program,” Theo insisted.

“You also have to eat, breathe, think. Where else better than in the smoggy, exhaust-filled air of Manhattan?”

“I don’t know…”

“It’s close to one. I have an appointment with our marketing firm or I’d tag along. Take a cab to ABC Home, buy a hot dog, and look around. If you don’t find something that appeals to you, I’ll call Andre and see if he can recommend someone, but get it done because you’re running out of time.”




Zoë adjusted the crystal and brass lamp on the side table next to a green leather club chair and took a step back to survey her handiwork. Though she didn’t have much room to maneuver in the cramped space, she didn’t think it necessary to go outside and check the window display from the sidewalk. As an expert in her field, she knew this cozy yet dramatic room was the perfect display for ABC’s Valentine’s Day theme.

It was her last chance to impress her designs upon a half-million people all at once, since it was the final department store with which she’d contracted before her return to Mount Olympus. She had a few more weeks to work her personal touch with the women at Suited for Change, but that venture was small potatoes compared to the number of mortals she could inspire with a single window in one of the biggest stores in Manhattan.

Checking her watch, she decided to spend a few more minutes on her final job. She’d managed to work efficiently, even with the handful of passersby who stopped to scrutinize her product, tap on the glass, and offer advice. The small crowd had broken up about fifteen minutes ago…except for the man still peering at her with a curious grin crinkling the corners of his eyes.

When she’d arranged the paintings on the wall, she gave him a sidelong glance, noting his tall frame, dark, shoulder length hair, and scruffy beard. She wasn’t bothered at first; people stopped all day to peruse her designs. In turn, she usually enjoyed waving hello and pantomiming her thanks at their smiles of approval.

Something told her this guy was different. Though he wore a somewhat dated jacket with elbow patches, a button-down shirt, and patterned tie, he appeared too young to be a college professor. His clothing was definitely not that of a homeless person, but it wasn’t fine enough for a lawyer, stockbroker, or other corporate type Manhattan was famous for.

Student crossed her mind.

She peeked over her shoulder and his grin broadened, showcasing his even white teeth.

Nope, too old. At least thirty. And he was wearing sneakers. Definitely not a businessman.

She put the finishing touches on the vase of white silk roses, intermixed with foiled red hearts, sitting on the coffee table. Then she gave a final adjustment to the brass statue of Eros, also known as Cupid to many mortals, that overlooked the entire scene from the majestic walnut sideboard. She’d give anything to see the haughty god’s face when he again saw himself portrayed as a diaper-wearing tot sporting a bow and quiver of arrows.

Ducking her head, she stole another glance out the window. Uh-oh, the guy was studying her backside. She sighed. Great. Just what she needed. A pervert!

She recalled Stacy, a decorator she’d met when she started this career, who had acquired a stalker. He began his reign of “rudidity” by showing up at every window Stacy designed, ogling and drooling and making himself a general nuisance. One day he dropped his drawers and exposed himself, but by the time the police arrived, the creep had fled—and Stacy decided she’d decorated her final display.

Now she knew how the young woman had felt, and it wasn’t amusing or complimentary.

Hoping to nip things in the bud, Zoë spun on her heel, but the man was gone. She exhaled the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and told herself she was losing it. Not every man who stared at her backside or her legs was a pervert. Some of them were normal guys, checking out the scenery and hoping to score.

Besides, she was used to it. She and her sister muses were Zeus’s finest creations. Chloe was, of course, the most beautiful, and Terpsichore a close second, but Zoë thought she held her own. Her winged black brows set off her thickly lashed hazel eyes, and her gold-streaked dark hair held a nice curl. Having a curvy figure didn’t hurt, even if it was what mortals called full-figured. Her father bestowed life on shapely women; never would a goddess have the childlike body so many of today’s fashionistas considered attractive.

And truly, she didn’t care one iota if someone approved or disapproved of her lush figure or her take-charge personality. The few men she’d bedded over the past year had been nothing more than a pleasant diversion, and she planned to keep it that way. There were only a couple of weeks left of her stay, and she was determined to focus on each and every one with her main objective firmly implanted in her brain. Returning to Mount Olympus and living the rest of her days in splendor had to be her first consideration.

A tingle of pride skittered up her spine when she gave the display a final perusal. This design, with its cozy yet trendy edge of elegance, was worthy of a spread in any number of home decor magazines. All the rooms she designed spoke to the customers who viewed them and, in turn, inspired those customers to recreate what she portrayed.

Aware that she was due at Suited for Change in an hour, Zoë stepped through the curtain leading into the main showroom—and slammed straight into a wall of muscle. Bouncing back, she stared at the gawker-cum-stalker from the sidewalk.


“Oh, jeez. Did I hurt you?” he asked in a deep baritone.

Okay, so he was a caring pervert. “Um…no.” She smoothed the lapels of her jacket. “If you’ll excuse me—”

“Are you Zoë Degodessa?”

A clairvoyant pervert? “Who wants to know?” she asked with her best New York bravado.

“Oh, sorry. I’m Theo Maragos.” He held out his hand. “I’ve walked half of Manhattan hoping to find you.”

She accepted the gesture, noting his palm was warm and dry. “Half of Manhattan? That’s a lot of territory.”

“Well, maybe not half,” he said, giving a polite smile. “I spotted one of your windows in Macy’s. When I asked the manager about it, she gave me your name and told me she thought you’d be working at Barney’s today. I stopped there, and a floor manager sent me to a decorating store, and they sent me to a women’s boutique on Forty-third. A sales clerk there said you’d finished up yesterday, and directed me here.” He stopped for breath. “I took a good look at every display you did for each establishment, and I want my place to look the same.”

His blue eyes sparkled behind his wire-rimmed lenses, while his honest smile showed the hint of a dimple hiding beneath his scruffy beard. Without his ratty retro hairdo and unkempt appearance, she thought, he might even be attractive.

Not my concern, Zoë reminded herself as she brushed past him toward the employee locker room where she’d stored her coat and handbag. “What type of store do you own?” she asked over her shoulder, then spun on her heels and held up a hand. “Never mind, forget I asked. I don’t have any time for a new client right now. I’m booked until…well, I’m just booked.”

“I guess I didn’t make myself clear. I don’t own a store.”

“I’m still booked,” she said as she plowed through the lounge door. After shrugging into her tan, full-length cashmere coat, she picked up her Chanel bag. Ready to make a beeline for the exit, she turned and met his still smiling face. “Did I say something amusing?”

“Not exactly, but I should be more clear about what I need.”

What he needed was a life, she thought. “I don’t have time to chitchat. I’m late for an appointment.”

“Then I won’t keep you any longer.” He handed her a business card. “I need a designer for my apartment, and I think you’re the perfect person for the job. Your work will be showcased in the spring edition of New York Entrepreneur. I’ll see to it you get full credit, which should add to your portfolio and impress everyone who has anything to say in the field of design.”

“Did you say New York Entrepreneur?”

“The ‘Fling into Spring’ edition, due on newsstands in about nine weeks.”

Zoë knew of the magazine. She’d admired their full-color layouts featuring the homes, lofts, and apartments of Manhattan’s most wealthy businessmen and-women. Having her work showcased in such an important publication would top the window she’d just constructed and was sure to convince her father she could inspire the world of fashion and design and bring it to new heights of elegance and glamour.

“There’s just one problem. The entire job has to be finished and ready for a photo shoot in a little more than two weeks.”

Amazed that the date coincided perfectly with her return to Olympus, she tucked the card inside her bag. “I’m not promising anything,” she said, giving herself some wiggle room. “How about if I show up at about six and take a look at the place?”

“I guess that’s fair.”

“Great. Now I have to run or I’ll be late for a meeting.”







    

Chapter 2




“Thanks so much, Zoë. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you or the rest of the consultants here.” Regina Hopewell squeezed Zoë’s fingers. “Wish me luck.”

Zoë stepped back and gave the middle-aged woman a final once-over, then added a leather belt and held out the color-coordinated pumps she’d secretly conjured to go with the woman’s recycled suit.

“Why wouldn’t they hire you? You’re smart, savvy, and dressed like a professional.” She adjusted a suit sleeve. “And more than good luck, I wish you a world of fashion success.”

A befuddled expression graced Regina’s face. “Thanks—I think.” Waving farewell, she left the fitting room.


Zoë knew many of her clients thought her wish for “fashion success” a bit odd, but she didn’t care. The perfect accessories brought an outfit to life, which in turn gave the wearer an attitude of confidence that carried through to their goal. Most women felt on top of the world when they knew they looked their best. They needed to wear what complimented their personal style, not a cookie cutter copy of whatever was in a monthly fashion magazine.

“Another happy customer,” someone behind her said.

Zoë turned to find Elise Sutton, smiling in approval. Elise was director of the local branch of Suited for Change, a charitable organization that helped women get back on their feet after a divorce, widowhood, or other personal setback. She had also become her friend.

“We’re going to miss you,” Elise said, following her into the break room. “I don’t know where we’ll find another designer with your flair for fashion or your kindness.” She poured a cup of coffee, opened the fridge, and brought out milk for her java and a can of pomegranate juice from the stash Zoë kept for emergencies. “The day’s almost over. Sit and chat with me awhile.”

Zoë checked the time on the wall clock above the sink, noting she had a few minutes before she left for Theo Maragos’s apartment. “And I’m going to miss being here.” She popped the top on her can and poured the liquid into a paper cup. “I’ve dropped a hint with a couple of fellow designers. I’m sure someone will volunteer to take my place.”

“But they won’t be you,” Elise said after sipping her coffee. She ran manicured fingers through her tousled blond curls. “None of us has a clue how you’re able to come up with some of the things you say you found hanging on the racks. Tell me the secret, please, so we can do the same when you’re gone.”

“It’s nothing really,” Zoë answered. “I just have a good eye for knowing what goes with what. The clothes are there. It simply takes a little imagination to put the right scarf or handbag with the proper suit or dress.”

Zoë had come upon Suited for Change while walking the city shortly after waking in her hotel room a year ago. She knew on her first visit that it was a place where she could influence women, one outfit at a time, and she volunteered that same day. Out of professional courtesy, she’d informed Elise before the holidays of her departure at the end of January.

“So, how’d the ABC window go today?” Elise asked. “Did you draw a crowd, as usual?”


“It’s amazing how curious people can be when they see someone assembling a window display. I even got a potential job from the session.”

“Another job?” Elise set down her cup. “I thought the home store was your last assignment before you left for Greece?”

“I did too. Let’s just say the guy made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I’m due at his apartment in half an hour.”

“His apartment?” Elise’s grin showcased her wide mouth and softly rounded chin. “That’s a funny place for a store window.”

“It’s not a window, exactly. I’ll explain it to you after I talk with him.”

“Still, going to the apartment of a man you just met? What’s he look like? How old is he?” She raised a finely arched brow. “Is he straight?”

Zoë grinned at the comment. She guessed that Elise was just past thirty, though the director sometimes acted older than she herself did. “Get your mind out of the dating pool and onto dry land, my friend. I’m not sure about his looks, his age, or his sexual preference, and truthfully, I don’t care. The discussion was completely professional, and besides, he was too hairy to tell.”

“Ugh. I hate it when a guy wears long hair.”

“Not to mention a rather bushy beard.”

“Double ugh.” Elise shrugged. “I’m the first to admit that decent straight men are scarce as hen’s teeth in this city, but it wouldn’t hurt if you had some fun before you left for your family reunion. You’re an attractive woman; men hit on you, but you always turn them down.”

“Not true. I went out with Sharon Feifer’s brother, that corporate attorney fellow, a few days after she brought him to our Fourth of July party, remember?”

“Went out. Once. No relationship, just a one night stand. And I’m not judging you,” Elise added, holding up her hand when Zoë sniffed. “But I do wish you’d find someone who’d appreciate you for more than a single date.”

“You should talk. Have you had any kind of interaction with a man since your divorce?”

“No, but my situation is different.”

Elise had told her that she’d gotten married right out of college, stayed home and was the model wife, until her jerk of a husband cheated on her. With another man. Devastated, she’d cut herself off from her friends and family for six months before going to counseling. After a few sessions with Suited for Change in Washington, D.C., where she was living at the time, she moved to New York and opened a branch office.

“What do you mean, my situation is different?” Zoë asked.


“I might not be good at picking the right man, but I’m an expert at finding the duds. All you have to do is pass one by me for a quick hello, and I’ll give you a rundown; my gaydar’s been resynchronized, my slobometer is working at full steam, and my cheater-reader is on high alert.”

“Marrying someone unsure of his sexual orientation was not your fault. And you cannot blame yourself because he cheated on you. That was his problem.”

“But I should have at least suspected something. Instead, I went merrily on my way thinking I had the perfect marriage, until I found out the embarrassing truth.” Elise sighed. “I’m still not convinced the entire debacle wasn’t my fault.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Zoë. “Your ex-husband is who he is, and it has nothing to do with you. I thought your psychologist made that clear.”

“She tried, but it’s hard not thinking there might have been something I could have done—been more feminine, read the clues, I don’t know. But I will say this—I won’t be fooled by a man again.”

“You won’t be if you never go on another date.”

“I might. Someday.”

“Right.”

“Hey, it could happen. It’s only been two years. Maybe I’ll change my mind in another twenty.” Elise stood and brought her coffee cup to the sink. “Isn’t it time for you to leave? I’d hate for you to be late for your date.”

“It’s a business meeting, not a date.” Zoë slipped on her coat and grabbed her bag. “I’ll be in on Wednesday to work with Marjorie Barris, ten o’clock sharp. See you then.”


Theo stood in the doorway of his TriBeCa loft, studying the large open space before him. He vaguely remembered that Chad had mentioned NYE would need pictures of his private digs when the subject first came up. Unfortunately, he’d been in the final stages of writing the code needed to bring him a step closer to his end goal: launching Marasoft’s final installment in their suite of software on the day the company’s IPO took center stage on the floor of NASDAQ. He was now paying the price for his inattention.

Unlike Chad, he didn’t give a lot of thought to his surroundings or his appearance. Not that his COO was vain, but Chad had style. His apartment could double for a movie set, and he dressed for success, as if making a good impression was paramount to having a booming career. Maybe it was, Theo admitted, but he’d rather give the world a simpler way to manage data, which in turn would make things easier for everyone on the planet.


Earning his father’s approval also fit into the equation. His dad had sacrificed to make sure his only son received the best he could afford. Now, with his father retired and close to shutting down with Alzheimer’s, he had only a short time to make the man proud.

Intent on being brutally honest, he inspected the apartment as if seeing it anew. When he signed the lease a few years back, he’d just wanted a place big enough to double as a home and office, because finding the perfect spot for his computer and its accompanying paraphernalia was his primary concern. From where he stood, the apartment appeared huge, mostly because the single room had no interior walls.

A kitchen setup, complete with the basics, took up space to the right of the entryway, and a large full bath ran the length of the wall to his left. His bed—a mattress and box spring resting on the hardwood floor—sat in the far corner next to an antique armoire he’d brought from his dad’s place when they moved his father to a nursing home.

Ensconced in the center of the open space sat his baby, his fortune, his future: a computer setup with a main server, several desktop systems, printers, monitors, and enough professional equipment to catalogue, run, and support an entire business. He’d spaced a ring of cardboard boxes around the hub, interspersed with filing cabinets holding paperwork that couldn’t be stored on CDs. But the bulk of his work was here, in the system he’d lovingly assembled over several years.

Never before had he worried about another person’s opinion of his personal space. Chad was right. This “home” did resemble a high-tech barn. And a woman he desperately wanted to impress was due to arrive in the next few minutes.

After dogging her innovative window designs like Hansel following a trail of bread crumbs, he couldn’t help but admire Zoë Degodessa. Her elegant yet comfortable-looking designs spoke to his soul and made him imagine himself living in a setting she’d created. But when he’d seen her in person, constructing one of the spectacular showcase windows at ABC, the ring on his finger started to warm and his heart stopped beating for a good three seconds.

Seen from behind, she had long legs, a dynamite ass, and a waterfall of dark wavy hair streaked with gold. Viewed from the front, she was every man’s fantasy, especially his. Black winged brows brought attention to her golden eyes, her heart-shaped face took his breath away, and her full-lipped rosy mouth…well, he’d imagined immediately what it might taste like and what it could do. Meeting her in person had been even better, because she smelled great, had a warm smile, and sounded intelligent enough to carry on a conversation with just about anyone…including a computer nerd.

Theo shook his head, again twisting the ring he wore on his right hand. Get a grip, pal. Remember your mother’s warning.

He’d been enamored with the fairer sex growing up, but as his mother had pointed out, those women didn’t count because they could never be his. He didn’t recall the last time he’d been head over heels about a girl—college, probably—but the ring hadn’t reacted to any of them. He’d been so immersed in his software project since graduating, he couldn’t remember his last date. It had been years since he’d thought of romance, and he was positive this was the first time the ring did what he’d been told it was capable of doing.

Was Zoë Degodessa the woman he could trust with his life, the only female he’d be able to love, the one who’d understand his past and share his future?

He answered his phone on the second ring.

“So, do I call Andre and beg, or did you find someone to tend to your personal space?” Chad asked tersely.

“Where are you?” Theo replied, though he had a pretty good idea that his COO was at Marasoft, Inc.’s headquarters. The main floor had a spacious waiting room, several conference areas, an office for Chad, plus one for the president, which Theo rarely used. The second floor was home to the salesmen when they were in town, and the men and women who installed and did troubleshooting on the system, plus the programmers and support staff.

“At the office,” Chad said, just as Theo expected. “Now answer my question.”

“I found the perfect someone, and she’s due here any minute, so—”

“I’m only a cab ride away. Don’t do anything until I get there.”

Theo yelled, “No, wait!” then said, “Well, damn,” to the droning dial tone. Slamming the receiver in place, he sighed in frustration. There went his chance at getting Ms. Delectable alone. Once she got a look at his suave and handsome COO, he wouldn’t stand a chance.

He walked to the bathroom and stared in the mirror. The unkempt man gazing back at him sported stringy hair and a beard the birds could have used to build a nest. No wonder the adorable designer had gazed at him as if he were a serial killer. Thinking back on the encounter, he was amazed that she’d agreed to meet him at his apartment.


Then again, business was business, and the design field in this city was competitive. His offer gave her the opportunity to showcase her work in one of the trendiest and most upscale magazines in New York. Anyone with a head for success would kill for a mention in New York Entrepreneur. To have an article touting your talent would be a dream come true, which was why he and Chad had said yes to the periodical’s offer.

He ran a brush through his hair and secured the ponytail, then tamed his runaway beard with a comb and vowed to get his grooming under control tomorrow morning, or afternoon at the latest. He had a feeling his new designer wasn’t into men who resembled the great American bison.

When the downstairs buzzer sounded, he rushed to answer it.

“It’s Zoë Degodessa. I’m here for our appointment.”

“Come on up,” he said, pressing the button. Ignoring the heat building on his finger, he ran into the bathroom and brushed his teeth.


Zoë shook her potential client’s hand for the second time that day. Still warm and dry, she noted, pleased he didn’t seem nervous or self-conscious, as did so many of the men she met. It was a drag, dodging guys with prying eyes that centered on her chest and fast hands that seemed fascinated by her bottom. Theodore Maragos might look like the apeman, but he could also be a really nice guy who was simply not interested in a woman for anything but her brains and personality.

She stepped around him, and he darted in front of her. “Before you have a look, I want to explain.”

“This is where you live?” she asked, peering over his shoulder. Her voice echoed in the humongous space.

“Yes.”

She sidestepped to her left, and he followed.

“Mr. Maragos—”

“It’s Theo, please, short for Theodore.”

“I know.”

“Know what?”

She moved to the right, and he blocked her view again. “That your name is Theodore. It’s on your business card.”

“Oh, yeah. Of course.” He ran a hand through his beard. “I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

“I can’t get any idea at all if you won’t let me see what I have to work with,” she countered. This time she went right, then quickly danced left, skirting around him. Blinking, she took in a large and mostly barren space the size of Madison Square Garden. “Oh, my.”


“I know. It’s a mausoleum, a warehouse, a decorator’s nightmare of mammoth proportion,” he said, turning to stand beside her. “I don’t blame you for not wanting the job.”

“Not so fast.” She brushed by him and took another couple of paces farther into the room. Her eyes focused on a spacious U-shaped counter with an ergonomic desk chair in the center, surrounded by cartons and filing cabinets. “This is where you work?”

“This is it.”

“And live?”

“Afraid so.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I know it’s pretty bad, but—”

“Bad would be ratty carpeting and faded chairs, walls that were painted black, and a smell that reminded one of a trash dump in the middle of August. This is something else entirely.”

He frowned, and Zoë thought she’d hurt his feelings, but who could tell when it was impossible to see his expression through all that hair?

“Then you’re not going to
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