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WE ARE BORN WITH OUR father’s names...

The Father: 

I built my million-dollar company from the ground up with hard work and sweat. Now I can sit back and relax as my son takes on more of the burden. 

At least, that’s what way I see things. My son? Not so much. 

He’s uptight to my laidback, stern to my loose control, and he worries far too much. He disagrees with my lifestyle, but I’ve earned the way I live, and I’m not about to change. Unless, of course, it tears apart our already tenuous relationship. 
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THE SON: 

My father might have started our company, but I’m the one who made it what it is—a billion-dollar corporation. It required time and my smarts, but I know how to work hard. 

My father? Not so much. 

My father is casual and free-wheeling, with a penchant for dating younger women. He frustrates me to no end because he doesn’t take life seriously enough. I will never know how we share the same DNA. But what happens when his free-wheeling view of life affects not just the company we built together but also our personal relationship? 
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I GLANCED DOWN AT MY watch. It was 4:00 PM, and every movement of the hand inched me closer to the evening. 

Behind me, I could see the path in the industrial carpeting I had already worn with my pacing, but it wasn’t going to get any better. 

Not tonight. 

Tonight was my company’s major gala. Our first significant gala, and it was going to be one for the records—if everything went well. That wasn’t a given, knowing it was our first and who was involved. Or, instead, who we had to rely on. 

Every vital member of the company would be out there, all the executives, all the investors, and a ton of media. It was very nearly a circus. In the morning, everything that happened tonight would be plastered across the news channels, newspapers, magazines, blogs, and social media. Everyone, from our supporters to our detractors, would dissect everything from what people—and we—wore, to the speeches, to the auction items, to the pageantry and food. 

Everyone would witness our triumph or failure. 

My pulse shot up higher, which I had previously thought was impossible. Sweat trickled down my neck, under the collar of my tuxedo shirt. I dug into my pocket and pulled out a small bottle, twisting open the top to pull out a single, small pill that I downed without water. 

Everything had to go well tonight—everything hinged on it. Everything I’d built hung on a thread. 

My tuxedo and shoes had been specially ordered from Italy months in advance to ensure they arrived on time. My assistant and the event planner had double- and triple-checked everything, from the guest list to the swag bags, to the timing of the first canapés. They were doing a final walk-through now. I had even gone over the music list this morning to ensure everything was in its proper place. 

Everything had been planned down to a T, and no hair was out of place. I had to be ready to bring it home. Tonight, and the success of our company, was on my shoulders. 

Because it surely wasn’t going to be on my father’s. 

He was the single wild card I couldn’t account for this evening. Would he show up on time or late enough that he missed half the party? Would he even show up at all? 

The thought threatened to drench my suit, leaving its glistening fabric damp and dull. Of all the people I should have been able to count on to help make tonight perfect, to want to make tonight perfect, he should have been it. But William Finlay was anything but reliable, even if he was still the CEO of the company. 

Truth be told, our titles should have been reversed—I did far more of the job of CEO than he did. In the past five years since I took over as COO, Chief Operating Officer, I had brought the company to new heights. I’d cultivated investment and growth opportunities, courted investors, and, finally, taken the company public. 

Tonight’s event, a combination of a charity fundraiser and gala event, would serve as a testament to how far we’d come as a company. But it was also a celebration of how far I had taken the company, the accomplishments I’d made as the COO over the high but not lofty heights my father had initially managed to climb. 

There was no limit to where our company could go from here, and I was the one who had taken it there. This was my night to shine and show the world my company, and I had arrived. If anything fell flat tonight, I would, too. 

My path took me across the room to the enormous picture windows overlooking the bright New York skyline. I grabbed a tumbler of whiskey, watered down now as the ice had melted, and pushed out onto the balcony.

The late afternoon air was chilly for an early Autumn afternoon, the breeze instantly cooling my sweaty skin. I moved to the balustrade, leaning on the top of the railing and taking a deep breath. A sea of buildings stretched as far as the eye could see. Far below, car horns honked, only a part of the cacophony that made up the perpetual roar of the city drifting up from the streets.

I inhaled another breath in through my mouth and felt my chest rising and then falling slowly as I let it out. I was the COO of a major corporation, and I knew how to work under pressure. In fact, it was my favorite place to be, the place where I could most be myself. That was when the ideas flowed, where I could sink to that place where only work existed, where I could follow the single path to the best solution. It was where I could shine, find my best self, and be exactly who I was meant to be. 

So, where was that calm now? Why couldn’t I find it like I usually did? 

My hand shook as I tipped the glass back, and the sip of whiskey burned only slightly as it trickled down my throat. I shouldn’t be mixing it with the pill, but it was only one sip, and I needed them both. 

I had to be the calm, cool COO everyone expected. The one I usually was. Thankfully, I could feel the pill beginning to work, my shoulders coming down from my ears, and my pulse slowing. With the light breeze drying the sweat, I felt a little more in control. 

The past few weeks leading up to this gala had been stressful, to say the least. Throw in a huge acquisition, which I planned to have as the centerpiece of the evening, and I hadn’t gotten much sleep lately. 

From just a small business drawing in millions six years ago, I’d helped guide the company to becoming a multi-billion-dollar powerhouse. Yes, my father had started it, but this company was my life. I’d started there as soon as I’d graduated, every ounce of my being bent on making it even more successful, on reaching the dreams I’d set down for myself and for it. 

Never mind that this would be on all the society pages and significantly impact the reputation of the company and my career. Never mind that this would set the tone for future galas and fundraisers if there were any at all. I had done so much to build the company, and I couldn’t let it down now. 

I couldn’t let myself down. 

Pushing away from the railing, I downed the rest of the watered-down whiskey and strode back inside. I had to be my usual self, the self-assured COO who had made a name for his company and his family. Not this kid who was an anxious, falling-apart mess. I would leave the messes up to my father. 

Leaving the empty whiskey tumbler on the table, I checked myself one more time in the mirror to make sure everything looked perfect. I mopped at the dampness on my brow with a few tissues and headed downstairs. 

The enormous event space had transformed since I’d been there this morning. The bones had been there, but what had been a small glimpse into the future had become a space worthy of a magazine. 

Rows and rows of round tables took up the majority of the space, the less expensive in the back, the more expensive close to the stage. The room looked richly elegant between the flowers, the décor, the draping bunting, and the lavish accents. I stopped halfway down the stairway to admire it from the high vantage point. The museum in which we were holding the gala and to which the charity money was going had generously donated several displays to act as centerpieces for the night. From what I could see, they were magnificent. I would have to have a closer look later when I had the chance. 

For a hopeful moment, my spirits rose. This was precisely what I’d been envisioning—in fact, it was even better. 

Tara, my assistant, met me at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes were shining, and she clutched her clipboard folder overflowing with paper to her chest. She was already dressed in her gown, a deep jewel purple, her immense number of corkscrew curls piled on top of her head and held back with clips that winked with diamond. I had made sure she had what she needed to look good for tonight because it meant a lot to her. 

“How do you like it?” Both of our gazes wandered up and around, taking in every aspect of the transformation from museum space to gala. 

“I’m incredibly impressed,” I said, still looking around, and I meant it. 

Tara let out a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad to hear it. I was worried it would be too much. But we’re almost through double-checking the list. Everything is in place, the food will start coming out as soon as the first guests begin to arrive, along with the champagne, and the band is setting up now.” 

The musicians were on the stage, some sitting, some standing around talking. One tuned his trumpet, another was sucking on the reed on his clarinet as he assembled his instrument. The drummer set up his kit and chatted with one of the event planner’s staff. 

“Have you heard them play?” I asked. 

“Yes, Kacy took me to see one of their performances. They’re wonderful.” 

“Kacy is the event planner?” I asked. “You look fantastic tonight, by the way.” 

“Yes, Ms. Tannahill. And thank you.” A pleased pink dusted the apples of Tara’s cheeks. 

As if the use of her name had conjured her, the young owner of the company strode toward us at that moment, her steps hurried but sure. She seemed young to be the owner of one of the most popular event-planning companies in town. But then again, youth didn’t mean incompetence—I was young. 

“Mr. Finlay.” Kacy Tannahill shook my hand. 

“Ms. Tannahill. You’ve really outdone yourself.” 

The woman looked pleased. “Thank you, Mr. Finlay. It’s been a pleasure working on your inaugural event. I hope it all comes out to your standards.” 

“Well, so far, I like what I see. But if this is any indicator, I can’t imagine the rest of the night won’t be spectacular.” I flashed the event planner a warm smile, and she smiled in return. 

“Thank you, sir. Everything is here and in place, and I have no doubt it will.” 

I left both women talking, their heads bent over their lists. There, at least, I had people I could count on, something I didn’t have to worry about. 

Tara, too, had been young to be an executive assistant to the COO, but my instincts had been correct. I could rely on her to see the job done. 

Who I couldn’t rely on was the one person I needed to really pull this night off. I needed my father to show up for the night and for the date night auction. He was the star of the show, the dashing, fifty-one-year-old CEO of the company women still swooned over, and he was supposed to bring in a lot for the charity. 

My gaze swept the room, finally finding the figure I had been searching for at a far table—my girlfriend, Angela, who was typing away at her phone. 

I was glad I had a built-in excuse not to be in the auction and not to be on stage. My father had always been the face of the company. That meant I didn’t have to appear in public myself, with which I was entirely uncomfortable, and instead focus on my job. 

Unfortunately, my father had no such excuse, and he was the face of the company. 

I didn’t know whether that face would show up tonight or not. 
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I GLANCED DOWN AT MY watch. It was 4:00 PM, and I knew the smart thing would be to head home, change into my tux, and head out so I would get to the gala on time. 

But there were far more interesting things going on in front of me. Like the sway of the bartender’s hips as she moved behind the bar. She went from one patron to the next, turned to grab something from the mirrored wall of shelves and multi-colored liquor bottles, and spun to pour it with fascinatingly smooth grace, her hips shifting. Even her upper half gave me something to watch as she shook a shaker, handing a multi-colored drink to an older woman sitting down the bar from me, who did nothing but stare with a pinched look instead of extending the standard thank you. 

The bartender was a flower among the other patrons at the clubhouse who were, as a rule, old, stodgy, and pinched, surgeries clear on faces that looked old and unnaturally young at the same time. She certainly stood out among the deep oak and leather of the old club, held in a perpetual twilight to help create atmosphere. 

Truth be told, this wasn’t my favorite place. The people were uninteresting, and I’d had better drinks at dive bars across town. But this was where you came when you had money—new money—and so this club was where I regularly went, instead of those dive bars across town. At least when I wasn’t trying to find someone interesting. 

Except, today, I found someone interesting. 

“Are you new?” I leaned forward as I accepted the whiskey on the rocks the bartender passed across the oak surface of the bar top. 

The young woman shook her head, her blonde locks slipping over her shoulder. “No, I usually work in the morning. But I switched to evenings.” 

Ah, that was why—I didn’t do mornings. 

“Better times?” I was sure my eyes twinkled with mischief over the glass as I took a sip. It burned nicely all the way down—good whiskey. 

A snort was the reply to my question, one the bartender quickly smothered. “Here?” she asked quietly instead, her gaze flicking to the other patrons and then back to me as she swiped at the bar with a damp cloth. “Better pay, usually.” 

“Ah.” I took another sip, thoroughly amused. And in agreement. 

But her gaze flicked up to me, lingered, then moved away again. 

“Don’t worry.” I flashed her a lazy smile. “I won’t tell anyone.” 

“Oh, you don’t have to worry. My bosses know it, too.” 

The young woman started at my sharp laugh, surprise flitting across her face for a moment before a small smile and subtle flush of her cheeks chased it away. 

I pitched my voice lower and leaned forward conspiratorially, and the bartender mirrored my actions to hear my words. “Well, I have to agree. I certainly wasn’t expecting any type of amusement today.” 

The young woman stiffened, her gaze flicking to my face again. But her cheeks grew slightly pinker. 

“Let me know if you need anything else,” she said, but I didn’t miss the pull of a flattered smile at her lips as she turned away. 

The whiskey went down smoothly, and it didn’t take me long to get through it. It helped that it wasn’t my first of the day, either. I’d spent the afternoon talking business and pleasure with several executives as we played a rousing round of golf under a perfectly blue early autumn sky. The leaves were barely changing, the weather had been perfect, and we’d all lingered on the links, taking in the perks of who we were. Maybe, too, wasting time as we delayed getting to the gala none of us wanted to attend. 

These were stuffy affairs with stuffy people, all preening peacocks trying to outdo one another with their stock portfolios, shoes, country houses, and charity boards. Spending time with people like that certainly wasn’t why I’d started my company. 

No, instead, I’d had an idea, and I’d run with it. It was the only thing I cared about besides drinking and partying in those days, barely out of college and the frat house. I hadn’t imagined one day I would be the head of a multi-billion-dollar company. 

No, all I’d wanted to do was see my idea brought to fruition. 

Not that the money wasn’t a fine thing to have, and it came with a whole hell of a lot of perks. Like playing golf on a weekday or knowing picking up a date on the way to the gala would have an almost one hundred percent chance of working. 

But the people at the events weren’t one of those perks. 

Glancing at my watch again, I knew I needed to get going. My son would kill me if I were late. Then again, this was all his idea, his baby, his plan, his event. It was all for him. 

I caught the bartender eyeing me from down the bar and smothered my smile. Instead, I held up my empty glass. She nodded, handed her current patron their drink, and headed directly back to me.

Like I’d known she would. 

“Can I get you something else?” she asked. Her voice had a warmth to it that hadn’t been there before. 

“Another one of these would be great. Thanks.” 

She nodded, flashed me a smile, and turned away to get another glass and more ice without asking me what I’d been drinking. The girl was young, but from what I’d seen, she was good. 

And so was I. Almost as good as I was at running a company. 

I knew I’d be able to find a date for the gala at the last minute, but I hadn’t thought to find one at the club. It looked like I wouldn’t need to go to the place I’d lined up after this. Even if this hadn’t worked out, there were always options. At least for me, there were always options—I’d never had trouble in that arena. 

Well, I’d had trouble once. I had failed at keeping the one woman I had actually wanted to stick around. I’d failed miserably, in all honesty. I’d chalked it up to being too young, to a long-term relationship not being my thing or my strength—those were my ex’s thoughts on the matter, anyway. 

Not that my ex-wife and I didn’t have a decent relationship. The divorce had been mutual. We had both given it a go, we really had, but in the end, it hadn’t been worth it for either of us to continue the way we were. She and I wanted different things, and we both wanted more freedom than what marriage provided. 

Which was why I’d stuck to short-term flings since. The divorce had been eons ago anyway, and I assumed that had been my one chance at a real relationship. Since it hadn’t worked out and I’d proved to be truly terrible at it, I had decided I wasn’t going to bother a long time ago. 

At least I was good at most of the other hats I wore. 

Besides, young women were fun. They didn’t have the cares of their older counterparts. Most of the young women I encountered weren’t tied down with a career, and they didn’t have kids at home to which they had to run back. They still looked at life as stretching out before them, and time was infinite enough that they could waste it having fun in an endless number of ways. I spent my days with stuffy executives, boring lawyers, and severe businesspeople who took themselves far too seriously, and my too-serious son. When the day was over, I wanted someone who was going to see the joy in life. 

Even if that meant they got younger every year. Or maybe, I was the one getting older every year. 

Unlike my son, I wasn’t going to waste my life focused entirely on the business. It had its place in my life, but so did fun. What else was I supposed to do with all my money? One day, I would be dead and unable to do anything with it, so I would enjoy it now while I still could. 

The bartender was on the other side of the bar again, expertly pouring an amber liquor into a jigger before adding it to a tall glass. She looked up, meeting my gaze like she’d felt mine on hers. I flashed her a subtle smile and took another sip of my whiskey. 

She was back in front of me a minute later, her smile and glance flirtatious. 

“Can I get you something else?” 

She leaned forward against the bar, and I glanced down to see a small flash of cleavage through the unbuttoned top of her white button-down. 

“No, I better stop after this one. Thank you, though. You poured the good stuff.” I held my glass up in a salute to her, then took a sip, my gaze never leaving hers. “So, how long have you been doing this?” 

“This?” The young woman’s gaze arched up and around the clubhouse. “I’ve been here for about four months.” 

“Bartending, I mean.” 

“Oh.” She swiped at the bar with the towel again, even though it was already spotless. “Ever since I turned twenty-one.” 

Which couldn’t have been that long ago. 

“And even before that, to tell the truth. My uncle has a bar, and I started working there at fourteen, serving, doing dishes, that kind of thing. I started working the bar before I was legally allowed to, but I always looked older, so none of the guys there seemed to care.” 

“I’m sure there were other reasons none of the guys there cared.” Two of them were straining at her shirt, the middle buttonhole pulled tautly.

I winked, and she flushed again, her gaze dropping to the bar top for a moment—it was adorable. 

“Well, you’re good at what you do.” 

The bartender crouched and pulled a tiny hotel pan of lemons from the fridge under the counter. She took one out and started sawing at it with a half-dull knife. 

“Thanks. It’s getting me through school, anyway.” 

“Where do you go to school?” 

“Manhattan University. This is my last year, and then I can get out of here.” The young woman’s gaze swept the dim surroundings and the older patrons, their low conversations an ever-present hum. Her nose wrinkled slightly, though I didn’t think she was aware of it. 

“For?” I took a slow sip of my whiskey. It was almost gone again, but I wanted to stretch my time for multiple reasons. 

“Psychology.” 

“Ah.”

She finished one lemon, placed the slices in a second small hotel pan, and started on another. 

“And what do you want to do with your degree when you’re finished?” 

A shrug was my answer, then, “I’m not sure. I’m trying to figure that out.” 

“Well, I’m sure with your sharp mind, you’ll be able to.” 

Her gaze flicked up to me, slight surprise echoing in their green depths. Then that same small, pleased smile pulled at her mouth again. 

“Would your sharp mind be interested in attending a party with me tonight?” 

The young woman stilled again, and I wondered if I’d gone too far or hadn’t primed the energy between us enough. 

“It’s nothing big. Just something my company is throwing to celebrate how well it’s done this year.” 

The gaze slipped up to my face. “You own a company?” 
I nodded. “I’m also the CEO.” 
More interest echoed in her expression, but then she shook her head. “I can’t. I’m working until eleven tonight.” 

I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out several large bills and an old receipt. Then I pointed wordlessly to the pen I could see just behind the bar. She slipped it to me, eyebrows drawn in with puzzlement. 

She watched as I wrote my name and number down, then slipped the receipt and the large bills over the shiny surface of the bar top to her. 

“This is for the drinks and keep the change. This”—I held up the receipt between two fingers—“is if you change your mind and end up getting off early for the night.” 

I winked, put my glass down, and left without looking back. But I could feel her gaze on me as I left, and I smiled to myself. I knew she was going to call. I just needed to get home and change. 

If she didn’t, there would be an auction tonight. With any luck, some other beautiful woman would buy me for a night out—preferably tonight. 
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AS THE CREW HOISTED the last decoration around the stage into place, I fidgeted with my watch. I had the urge to jump in there with them to ensure every last tie and fastener was secure and it wouldn’t all come crashing down onto whoever was on the stage. 

I held myself back because that was simply my anxiety about the gala coming through. I was a leader, and I knew how to lead. But I also knew the desire to lead could become a problem when uncertainty crept in. 

Uncertainty was never something I had been good at dealing with because it made me feel like my life or the company was out of control, and the company was my life. Often, the feeling resulted in pulling back on the reins even harder, and I would begin to micromanage, going off the feeling that I was the only one who could take on any job and do it well. 

It took me a long time to learn that my instincts weren’t right in those cases. It wasn’t even my instincts—it was anxiety, pure and simple. Along with that lesson came the knowledge that I had to lead with a light hand on the reins to be a truly great leader. I had to let my people do what they thought was best because, the majority of the time, they did. My job was to lead, delegate, make the final decisions, and steer the ship on
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