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Chapter 1

One minute Daniela Rinaldi’s heart was soaring over the excitement of the fashion event, and the next it was pounding with fright. Whisking along the polished floors, she nearly knocked over one of the crew members. The man came out of nowhere, stepping from behind one of the many backstage mirrors, or he materialized out of thin air.

A gasp escaped her lips when the tall man suddenly blocked her path. Daniela was already running on adrenaline from the mounting pressure to get the model’s makeup done in time. Barely stopping before she plowed into the guy, Daniela looked up. Vaguely, she recalled seeing him backstage before.

He looked down at Daniela, his light brown eyes conveying a message that she couldn’t decipher. Then he smiled, or it should have been a smile. But it was stiff and awkward. It struck her as shyness. “I’m sorry,” Daniela said. “I’m in a rush.”

The man seemed tongue-tied at first. In a hurry, Daniela stepped around him, but his eyes met hers. “Vance Selmer,” he said, holding out his hand. In a blur, she realized he was introducing himself, but Daniela didn’t have time to be polite.

And she didn’t want to shake his hand, even though the encounter wasn’t cause for alarm. After all, she was the one who’d run into him. Or so it seemed. Where the heck had he come from? Daniela raised her hand in the air and kept walking. “Nice to meet you.”

Then she was off. The model she was assigned to couldn’t wait. When the lights went up, she needed to be ready to strut down the catwalk. Daniela’s job was to make sure the stage makeup was stunning. Makeup was as much a part of presenting designer fashions as the outfits were.

Daniela was fortunate to be there. She had been doing makeup “since she could first hold a brush,” as her older brother Gianni was fond of saying. The fashion, the events, and even the swanky hotels where the shows were held excited her.

Traditional runway shows in large halls were still common, especially with the more well-established designers. Daniela had participated in many events at such locations in New York. Yet it was not uncommon to see smaller shows in hotel lobbies, stores, or even art galleries. The new designers with cutting-edge fashions opted for a more innovative way to present their clothes to smaller audiences.

That was good for Daniela, because it meant more jobs. Getting hired to do makeup at fashion week, or other such top-level events, wasn’t easy. It was extremely competitive. But there were other options. Daniela had even done makeup for models that stood at a storefront as a kind of living art exhibit, or those that posed as mannequins on pedestals in boutiques.

No matter where the show was held, it didn’t alter the excitement. Even the stress of having to create dramatic effects in a short time, and to paint the models’ faces like living canvas while under pressure, didn’t cause Daniela’s enthusiasm to wane.

She loved the makeup, the models, the fashions, and the locales. The fashion shows were tightly choreographed affairs, with exclusive lists of special guests from the media, the fashion industry, and even celebrities. There was always an adequate backstage area for models, makeup artists, hairstylists, and designers to orchestrate what amounted to a full-scale theater production. 

The model sat up in the chair, watching Daniela stride toward her. “What happened to you?” she said. “I was starting to get nervous.”

“Sorry, Gisele. I thought I knew right where I’d left this, but it wasn’t there. I had to rummage around madly until I found it,” Daniela said, holding up a tiny compact case filled with gold eye glitter. “Then I walked right into some guy.”

Daniela sighed. “Anyway, I’m back.” She looked at the results of her work so far. Gisele’s full lips were glossy red, and her gray eyes were smoky, with gold-colored shadow in bold strokes over her brow bone. “And this will be worth it. Wait until you see how you look when I’m done.”

Gisele closed her eyes while Daniela highlighted her look with the golden sparkles. The model appeared relaxed now, which was good. It wouldn’t do to have her crinkle the thick foundation by frowning. The gold color scheme for her eyes accented the hues in the outfit she’d be wearing, a multicolored blouse that hung to mid-thigh, with nothing worn underneath but tights.

“The cameras are going to love you,” Daniela said, holding up a mirror so Gisela could take a look.

The model smiled demurely, a practiced smile used for the photographers, then handed the mirror back. “Beautiful, Daniela,” she said, turning in her chair. “Now where is the hairstylist?”

Daniela was still thinking of that guy Vance. It wasn’t just that she hadn’t been watching where she was going, it was more that look in his eyes. She thought she’d seen all the guy looks, the expressions that said “you’re cute,” followed by asking for a date.

That stage guy made her feel weird. It was how he looked at Daniela, some eerie feeling behind those pale brown eyes. She was making too much of it. Shaking her head, Daniela looked back at Gisele.

“Do you see her?” the model said, a little more frantically.

Daniela held her hand up, waving at Lila, who finally noticed. Then she pointed down at Gisela, and the hairstylist put up one finger. “She’ll be here in one minute,” Daniela said. “This is a good time for a quick break if you need one.”

“Good idea.” Gisele stood up, her elegant, slender form towering over Daniela. “When she comes over, make her wait. I’ll be back in a flash. I’m one of the first ones out today. Tell her that. I’ve got to get my hair finished so I can get dressed.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll tell her.” Daniela watched the model glide towards the ladies’ room, envying her gorgeousness and grace. “Not everyone can be tall and beautiful,” she said under her breath. Despite wondering what it would be like to be a woman that men fell all over themselves for, Daniela wasn’t truly as jealous as she sometimes felt for a brief moment.

Models didn’t have it that easy either. Their beauty acted as a magnet for all types, making it difficult to tell if a guy wanted the woman for her inner self, or just as eye candy. Even worse were the guys who preyed on beautiful women.

Daniela shuddered. Her good friend Kyra had issues like that. It wasn’t fair, because she was a wonderful, warmhearted person. But as gorgeous as she was, Kyra seemed to have bad luck with men. Maybe that would change for her.

Just as Gisele reappeared, Lila arrived at the makeup station. “I’m ready for you,” she said to the model.

“Thank heavens,” Gisele said, and followed her. Lila kept walking, but turned to Daniela. “I’ll catch up with you afterwards.”

“Okay.” Daniela watched her friend guide the model over to hairstyling. Lila Belkin was of Russian descent, and had a touch of an accent. The pretty woman had been born in Russia, but her parents had moved to New York while she was still in elementary school.

Daniela had met her in cosmetology school, and they’d hit it off. Lila was a bit of a social butterfly, and she liked the guys, a little too much sometimes. But she was a good friend, and lots of fun. Creating hairstyles was her thing.

Even her personal hairstyle was super trendy. Lila’s hair was short, with one side shaved above the ear. It was a little longer on top and spiky everyplace else. But what really made it stand out was the color. Daniela had no idea what her natural color was. Her hair was now a combo of pink, powder blue, and silver. It looked great on her.

Daniela wasn’t that bold. But she admired Lila’s verve. Maybe sometime she’d do something different with her hair. Her friend would be more than willing to accommodate, having offered to do her hair many times. Daniela was afraid of what Lila might do to it.

Before the show started there were a couple of makeup emergencies that Daniela took care of. Then the models were handed off for dressing in the expensive designer wear to be shown off under the lights. Needing something to pep her up after a hectic morning, Daniela grabbed her second cup of coffee from the drink station.

Daniela plopped into a chair in the staff area, and within seconds Lila entered, holding a steaming cup of her own. “A jolt of caffeine, that’s what I need,” she said.

“Same here.”

“Good makeup job on Gisele, by the way. That gold was an excellent choice,” Lila said, her dark brown eyes crinkling at the edges when she smiled.

Daniela took a sip of her coffee. “Glad you thought so.”

Lila sank into a chair and put her feet up on the coffee table. “How did your date go last night?”

Daniela wrinkled her nose.

Lila looked interested. “Will you see him again?”

“Nah, don’t think so,” Daniela said. Then, for no particular reason, she popped up with, “Have you ever been in love?”

Lila laughed. “I love ’em all. You know that.”

Daniela rolled her eyes. “It’s not the same thing, you know.”

“I guess.” Lila seemed to think that over. “Hey, is that handsome brother of yours going to come to the show?”

“Gianni, you mean?”

“Yes, just wondered,” Lila said. “Maybe he will find some new stuff for his showroom. There’s lots of new, up and coming designers showing here.”

Daniela couldn’t help but giggle. “You just want to see him again. I know you.”

“Can you blame me?” Lila feigned innocence. “He is easy on the eyes, you have to admit.”

“He’s my brother, Lila.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t see that he’s a heartthrob.” Lila could be relentless.

Daniela gave her a disgusted expression. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Lila pretend pouted. “Well, I can look, even if you can’t.”

“You say that about all the guys.” Daniela tried to look serious. “Besides, you know that Gianni is with Leah now. They flew off to Fashion Week Zurich. It’s serious between them, Lila. You’ll have to find another guy.”

“Oh, you’re so serious about everything.” Lila’s eyes sparkled. “I know Gianni is taken. Or as well as taken.” Then, with a devilish look, she said, “What about your other brothers?”

“If any one of them becomes available, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

Lila winked at her. “Now you’re teasing me.”

“Of course,” Daniela said. “You deserve it.” Lila knew very well that her other three brothers weren’t dating prospects. Jacob had a relationship, Stephano was rarely in New York, and who knew what Micah was doing. But her friend liked to kid around.

“So you passed on the chance to go to Zurich with Gianni?”

Daniela took a swig of coffee. “I can’t. Too much work here. It’s busy during the Christmas season. You know that.”

“I don’t know that I’d pass up a trip to Zurich for it, though,” Lila said.

“I have commitments. I can’t just leave. There are too many makeup artists willing to take my jobs. It’s better to stay put,” Daniela said. “Besides, I love New York during the holiday season.”

“What about Christmas?”

“I think Gianni and Leah will be back then. And Jacob will probably
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