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  Chapter One

Sofia


“What do you think?” I ask, shutting down the slideshow and waiting for my father’s reaction.  
We’re sitting in the conference room of the Cameron Brewery, his growing beer company, and I’ve just finished showing him a test presentation for my new clothing line I’m pitching to Moore’s, the biggest department store in the country, tomorrow morning. It would be a big step to have my brand in their stores rather than just my one little shop.
He grabs the remote and displays a photo of me in one of my creations. “You look beautiful, honey.”
“Says my father.” I laugh. “It feels weird making myself a model, but I can’t afford anyone else yet.”  
“This needs to be all about you anyway. They need to see you and your designs, and not have things muddied up by other faces.”
My father is always all about the positive spin, but as I study the image he’s displayed for us, I’m pleased to realize that I’m not drawn to me in the picture at all. I don’t notice my make-up or my long blonde hair draped around my shoulders. I am one hundred percent focused on the ankle-length pink gown that is a creation plucked right out of my mind, quite literally. The question is, will my designs and presentation be good enough to take me to the next level in my career?
“It’s better than good enough,” my father says, almost as if he read my mind. He appears over my shoulder, offering me a loving smile. “Not only are you a talented designer, you’ve put in the hard work to get your name out there, which is why you’ve been invited to do this presentation.”
“Well, that was mostly persistence, I think,” I say. “I wouldn’t take no for an answer.”
“Your mom would be proud, honey, and honored that you named your store and your brand after her. She really would. The Zoey brand is going places, honey.”
My heart squeezes with the mention of the woman we both loved and adored. I’m still just as angry as I was two years ago that a drunk driver could steal her from us and end up on probation. “I just hate that she never got to see your dream of this place come to life. I also hate that you’re still alone five years later.”
He’s forty-nine and good-looking, with ambition and charm to boot. A real woman magnet. He literally launched his own brand of beer the year after my mother died, which I think had a lot to do with his need to have something other than grief in his life. 
“I’m dating here and there,” he says. “That’s a big step for me.” His cellphone buzzes with a text, and his expression tightens, his lips forming a flat line, a soft curl sliding through them. He pants out a breath and sets his phone down. “What time is the meeting tomorrow?”
“Nine. What’s wrong?”
“A work thing. That’s all.” 
Which I might believe if he was looking at me. “What is it, Dad?” 
He sighs and presses his hands to his thighs. “Expanding takes cash. When we started being picked up in locations outside Denver, the demand was a boom. I got into a little debt keeping up the pace. I was in talks with Ethan Dalton from Dalton Liquors, which would have made them limited partners. I’m telling you, honey, be careful what you promise. Big orders take big cash, and you have to float that cash for a good, long while.”
“So, it fell through?” 
“Yeah. Ethan’s an arrogant prick. It’s for the best. I don’t want to be in business with an ass like that man.”
“Dad, is the company in trouble?”
“Dalton isn’t the only company we are talking with. They were just the one I felt brought the most value to our brand. You, little one, need to go relax. Tomorrow’s a big day. You got this.” He stands, grabs my hand, and pulls me to my feet. “Go get ‘em, tiger. Call me after, and we’ll celebrate.”
He didn’t answer my question. 
He’s in trouble, and the only way I can help is to get my clothing line on a big retailer’s shelves tomorrow. Then I can take a loan, too. I can help him. 






  
  Chapter Two


My meeting the next morning isn’t the big presentation I expected. It’s just coffee and conversation with two Moore’s Department Store executives that concludes in what I can only call indecision. I don’t leave with a solid yes to my designs becoming part of their next season line-up, but I don’t leave with nothing, either. I’m offered an invitation to a fashion show in Hawaii at a resort hotel, all expenses paid, where I’m to analyze the fashion trends Moore’s has glommed onto this season and come up with a full plan for next season.  
That night, while cozied up to a fire with hot cocoa in hand, I chat out my mix of excitement and frustration with my father by phone. “What if I spend all my time designing again and come up with nothing?”
“This is an open door, which is more than 99% of the aspiring designers out there ever manage. It’s also a life experience.”
“You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I’ll do it.”
“Excellent,” he says. “When do you leave?”
“The day after tomorrow. It’s so fast, but I have the store covered.”
“Then to Hawaii you go.”
I smile and sip my cocoa. “Yes. To Hawaii I go. Thanks, Dad.”
“Thank me by having a good time. And believing in yourself.”
When we hang up, I allow the excitement, rather than my frequent self-doubts, to win. 
It’s time to think about packing.

      [image: image-placeholder]Forty-eight hours later…
My travel is chaotic, with a massive delay and insane turbulence, but from the moment I reach the island and all its glorious beauty, my trip has been a fantasy come true. Considering the fashion show is right after my arrival, I don’t have much time to enjoy my location, but that said, my room does not disappoint. It’s a luxurious suite, and I have a bouquet of flowers waiting on me with a note from the staff at Moore’s: We can’t wait to see what you come up with for our new season.
It’s a lovely gesture, but quite confusing. Am I hired, or auditioning to be hired? Considering the hour, I have little time to ponder this question. I order room service, unpack, and dress in a sleek, stylish black skirt and blouse, and I’m off to the show. I end up seated next to a gorgeous redhead with striking green eyes and a big personality. Cara is with the press, eager to hear about my brand, and even more eager to talk to my father. We click so well, we critique each outfit together, and have an amazing time. 
Hours later, with the show behind us, we head to the bar to unwind and talk about all we have experienced this day. Right now, she’s flirting with the bartender, the third guy in an hour she’s done this with. She really is exceptionally pretty and quite obviously enjoys male attention, but then why would she not? She’s single, and life is short. In contrast, I suck at flirting, so I don’t even try. I’m that girl who, should she attempt to walk sexily, lands in a hole and twists my ankle. Thus, why I do not attempt sexy on any level. My mom was the same way. My father claims he found it charming and, yes, sexy—a detail he loves to share. 
The bartender walks away, and Cara grabs my arm and leans in close, her voice low and urgent. “Oh, my God. Do you see who’s here?”
“Since I know no one, probably, but it would mean nothing to me.”
“It’s Ethan Dalton. I have wanted an interview with him my entire life.”
My heart thunders in my chest. He’s the one my father was talking with about a merger or some sort of business deal. “Where?”
She lifts her chin in front of us, but to my right. “The really hot guy in the blue suit talking to that other guy, who is probably important too. Anyone who gets that close to Ethan is important. His family doesn’t just own a liquor company, they own an empire, including a big chunk of Moore’s Department Store. He must have been at the show.”
And yet, he couldn’t spare chump change for my father. 
Which means he will probably shut me down as well. What are the odds that my future and my father’s would be tied to one man’s financial holdings? I guess if the holdings are large enough, it’s not impossible, obviously, but the odds feel forever against me. 
My gaze travels to the two men in question, and there’s an instant awareness that rips through me. Ethan Dalton is probably the best-looking man I’ve ever seen in my life. His hair is dark and wavy, his jawline sharp, his features just plain handsome. He’s maybe late thirties to my late twenties, fit with long legs that say he’s tall. He has the kind of body a suit looks good on, and there’s no doubt his is custom. I’m staring at him—I just can’t seem to help it—when suddenly his gaze lifts over the other man’s shoulder and lands on me. 
I suck in a breath. No. No. No. This is not happening, and yet, it is. His lips curve, eyes alight with amusement. I’m busted, and now I look, and feel, like an idiot. 
The other man stands, and Ethan rises with him. 
“What just happened?” Cara demands. “Did you—” She turns to me and grabs my arm again, fingers digging urgently into my arm. “Did you just have a moment with Ethan Dalton?”
“An embarrassing one,” I say, face-palming before I tilt my head in her direction. “I was staring at him like a schoolgirl, and he caught on.”
“He’s eye candy, honey. How can you not stare?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “And he was staring back.”  
“Laughing at me,” I amend. “The other man is leaving. If you want that interview, go get him, but I’m not staying. Not after what happened.” I hug her. “I’m so glad we connected.”
“Stay,” she pleads. “Meet him with me.”
“No. Not happening.” I glance up to find the two men parting ways. Ethan’s gaze swings my way again, and I cut my gaze, nudging Cara, “Now. He’s free. Call me when you get home.” I grab my purse, stand up, and hurry away, leaving my moment with Ethan Dalton behind. 






  
  Chapter Three 


Hours later, I haven’t left Ethan behind at all.  
I can’t stop thinking about our little encounter, but I sure as heck don’t mention him to my father when he calls to check on me. “Tell me again what this event entailed?”
“Lots of talking and then a fashion show.”
“Are the ideas blasting through your head?” he asks about my design inspiration. 
“Honestly, the designs were not very impressive,” I say, sitting at the desk in front of my sketchpad. “It’s a little confusing. I feel like what I presented was fresher.”
“Is there someone you can talk with? Maybe this was a test of some sort to find out your impressions.”
“Good idea. I’m going to be honest and tell them the general feel of the show was boring. Of course, I’ll put it nicer than that.” I look down to find myself scribbling Ethan’s name, and I know why. I want to ask my father what happened between them. I have to ask. “Dad, Ethan Dalton is here. Should I try to chat with him and see if I can spark new conversations for the business venture between you two?”
“You have to be kidding me,” he murmurs. “No. No, he’s a dick, Sofia. Stay away from him.” 
Okay then, I think. That didn’t go as I’d hoped.
My father changes the subject and fast. Jeez. What happened between them? 
We chat a bit more, and then it’s just me, alone in my hotel room. And Lord, help me, I’ve opened my MacBook and googled Ethan Dalton. I just can’t help it. Soon, I’m diving down the internet rabbit hole, and the man has a Wikipedia page. Thirty-six. Never married. A playboy. Of course, he is. He’s hot. He could have any woman he wants. The man is worth some ungodly figure. Interesting detail, too. He’s an active competitor in karate. As in, holds a title of some sort. He’s also known for being a cold-hearted businessman, per a USA Today article and several blog posts. I shut my MacBook. What am I doing? He’s so out of my league, and my father has already confirmed he’s not a nice guy. 
My stomach growls, and I eye the clock. It’s eight o’clock, and I haven’t eaten. Not to mention, I’m in Hawaii and therefore, should be by the water, enjoying the glorious place, and since most of the event attendees left today, it probably won’t be hard to grab a seat. I’m still in my black skirt and blouse, plus heels, and I pull off my pantyhose, and slip on a pair of block-heeled sandals, then make my way downstairs. 
A few minutes later, I’m sitting at a lovely outdoor table, sea salt in the ocean air, and a piña colada within reach. As if that isn’t amazing enough, my sketchpad is in front of me, ready for a new design to grace the page. I’m also enjoying delicious sweet bread and some sort of dipping sauce, and I’ve eaten so much I’m not sure I can order food. I’m just finishing up a dress design I’m pretty darn pleased with when a pair of powerful suit-clad legs appear in front of my table. 
I glance up, and my lips part in shock. 
Ethan Dalton is standing at my table. How is this possible? 
“Hi,” he says, his voice as perfectly masculine as the rest of him.
“Hi,” I greet, afraid to say more. What is this? Does he know who my father is? Does he think I’m stalking him?
“I didn’t get a chance to say hello earlier. I thought I’d remedy that now.” He motions to the chair. “May I?”
Oh, God. He wants to sit? He really must think I’m here to ask for his money, and he’s about to put me in my place. “I—yes, of course.” 
He pulls out the chair and claims the spot across from me. The table is small, and the scent of him, woodsy and masculine, mixes with the ocean air and drugs me. I have this full-body reaction. My breasts are heavy. My heart is beating wildly. My fingers are tingly. My nipples are, too. If I were Cara, this would be just peachy. I’d be elated and flirting up a storm right now, but I’m me, and I’m just staring at him. 
And he’s staring at me with piercing green eyes that have some kind of hypnotic effect, because I can’t seem to look away. “Cara told me all about your store and the Zoey clothing line.” He motions to my pad. “Is that one of your designs?”
“Yes.” I close the cover of my pad. “But it’s incomplete. A draft.”
His eyes dance with amusement. “I can’t peek?”
“No. I don’t show anyone until I finish. Did you give Cara her interview?”
“She pushed hard, but I’m not big on the press. I get too much of it, and most of it isn’t good.”
“I saw that.” It’s out before I can stop myself. 
He laughs, and it’s warm and friendly and so very unlike every description I’ve read and heard about him. “You looked me up,” he accuses. “What did you find out?”
My cheeks heat at my admission and his question, which I avoid, at least mostly. “Okay, I confess to googling you. Cara told me who you are, and that you’re an investor at Moore’s. And since I’m working to get my clothing line into their stores, I like to know who’s in charge and what might motivate them.”
“I can’t speak for Moore’s in general, as I’m an investor, not a day-to-day manager. As for me, what motivates me is their profitability and of course, beautiful things.”
There is a zip of heat between us that I tell myself is all me and not him, but that comment feels a bit flirty. Maybe. Was he saying I’m beautiful? Or is it my wishful thinking when it should not be? He and my father have a past now, and not a good one. Which makes me think of all the reasons he could be sitting with me. “I didn’t go up to you with Cara today because I didn’t want you to feel cornered.” I’m speaking of my father now, but also about me. “I want to win my place on the shelves with my designs. I’m on that path.”
He studies me for several beats. “I believe you are, Zoey. Are you going to order dinner?”
Zoey? He thinks my name is Zoey? I open my mouth to correct him, but something holds me back. Instead, I focus on his question, not his query over dinner. “I kind of stuffed my face with bread to the point of no longer being hungry,” I say. “It’s just so good.”
“Hawaiian sweet bread is hard to resist,” he agrees. “I take it you’ve never been here before?”
“No,” I say, and I can feel myself relaxing into the moment and the man. He’s interesting and not nearly as intimidating as his naysayers claim. “I don’t really travel much, but I’m sure you have stories from all around the world.”
“I do, but tonight is about you, not me. And since you haven’t been here before and don’t travel much, which means you won’t likely be back anytime soon, you have to try all the local favorites. I know the event didn’t feed you well. And I don’t care if you’re stuffed.” He motions to the waiter, who hurries to his side. 
“Yes, sir, Mr. Dalton.”
“She’s a first-timer,” Ethan says, smiling in my direction. “Can you bring us a sampling of all the local favorites?” 
“Everything?” the waiter queries.
“Everything you think is a must-have,” Ethan confirms.
The waiter eyes our table with a smile. “I think you’ll need a bigger table. Is that okay?”
“Sure,” Ethan says good-naturedly. “Move us wherever you need to move us.” He glances at me. “That is, if it’s okay with the lady here?”
“Of course,” I agree, shocked that he’s even considered my opinion. 
“I’ll get that going right away,” the waiter confirms. “Anything else?” 
“I’ll take a Macallan 25, neat,” Ethan says. “And thank you.”
“Yes, sir,” the waiter replies. “You got it. I’ll be right back with your beverage, sir.” He hurries away. 
Ethan’s intelligent green eyes focus on me now, a curve to his lips. “This will be fun.”
And over when I tell him the truth. Maybe if I find just the right moment, it won’t be as bad as I fear. For now, I say, “I ate a lot of bread.”
“Just taste everything. It’s an experience. You won’t be here long. You have to enjoy it.”
He’s really handsome, and kind of adorable. “This is very sweet of you.”
He laughs, and it’s this rich, low rumble from deep in his chest. “No one calls me sweet.”
“Well, to be honest, I saw that on your Wikipedia page.” I tilt my head. “Why is that?”
“I’m tough with high expectations and brutally honest. But wouldn’t you rather me be honest than just blow smoke up your ass and go cold on you?”
“Actually, yes. I hate fake people. There’s a lot of them in this world,” I add, but not without guilt. He still thinks I’m Zoey. And I don’t seem to want to tell him the truth right now. Because when I do, I fear he’ll see an agenda related to my father’s business and walk away. And contrary to all logic, considering how he treated my father, who I love and adore, I want him to stay. 






  
  Chapter Four


Ethan Dalton is sex in a suit, and I don’t remember any single man in my lifetime that has ever affected me quite like this one. I’m aware of how he looks, how he moves, with both grace and arrogance, and the way the sea breeze mixes with his cologne and creates something more alluring than any scent should be.  
Sitting across from him, I watch him sip from his whiskey glass, and I’m acutely aware of the bob of his thickly muscled neck, and the fact that I drank from that glass, his glass, where his mouth presently rests. He finishes his sip, his tongue licking over his bottom lip, and it’s impossible for me to ignore the idea of him licking me. I swallow hard, and he offers me his glass again. I draw in a breath and exhale with a lift of my hand, “No, thank you.”
His eyes light with amusement. “Why? Are you driving?”
“No,” I say and I find myself laughing softly, the sound echoing the erotic hum in the air between us, darn near suffocating in its existence. “But walking can be pretty risky if you’re me,” I add. “It’s the truth. I could never walk a runway wearing one of my designs. I’d trip. It’s just the ‘me’ curse.” 
Now, he laughs, and the masculine rumble vibrates through me, and I think I might melt right here in my chair. He’s not for me, I whisper in my mind. There are connections between him and me that assure this is a reality. I know this, I do, so why am I still sitting here?
Because he’s like a drug and I can’t help myself, I answer silently. 
“Did you always want to be a designer?” he asks, as if he really cares who I am, which he will never truly know. I won’t let him.
But I find myself replying easily, comfortable with him in ways I would not expect to be, considering his money and power. 
“Since I was a little kid obsessed with Barbie. I actually started drafting designs at age ten. My mother was so proud. She showed them to the world, and I swear she would have sent out public announcements when I got into design school had I let her.” 
“Does she think Moore’s is the right move for you?”
“Why?” I ask, and not because I’m avoiding the topic of my mother, though on some level I am. Her death cuts deeply. I’m not sure if it’s smart for this man to know that part of me. “Is there something wrong with Moore’s?”
“It depends on what you want. Store brands are not Prada. Which do you want to become?”
“Prada, of course.”
“Then you don’t want this offer.”
“What if I don’t get another offer?”
“You won’t if you take this one. But do the work, get them to offer, and then that becomes part of your résumé. They offered. You walked away.” 
But I might not get another offer, I repeat in my head. Prada, though, I think. I want to be Prada. 
He sets his glass down, and the pressure of my career decision is quite overwhelming, as is the pressure to get up and walk away from him. Liquid courage in the form of the strong, expensive stuff calls to me. I pick up his glass and down what is left, smoke burning down my throat. He arches a brow. I set the glass down. “You really are brutally honest. You just made what I thought was a dream come true feel like nothing.”
He leans in closer, close enough that I can see now that there are little flecks of blue in his green eyes. “I’m only saying what you need to hear. If you listen to what I just told you, I saved your dream. I didn’t destroy it.”
He flags the waiter and lifts his glass. “Bring us the bottle.”
My head buzzes a bit from the booze, and I say, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I already feel what I just drank.”
“I’ll walk you to your room,” he says, his voice a low, rough promise of sultry sin and, oh, so much pleasure. “If you ask me to.”
Heat crashes over us like the waves on the seashore followed by a rush of fire I feel in every part of me. It seems obvious what he suggests, but he’s pretty solidly out of my league. And yet, still I play the game. 
“I might not ask,” I say, aware that something is happening between me and this man, aware that I’m losing my focus on a bigger picture, seduced by the man in the moment. 
His eyes light with what I now believe he sees as a challenge, no matter how unintended. “Then I better enjoy every moment I get with you.”






  
  Chapter Five


The waiter sets a bottle of whiskey on the table and an extra glass filled with ice. “Can I pour for you?” he asks. 
“Thank you, but I’ll handle it,” Ethan says, as if he wants a return to privacy.
I’m struck by his politeness, which doesn’t fully read like an arrogant asshole who’s uncaring of other people. It certainly doesn’t suggest he’s not a jerk, though. I’ve known a few men who could be as polite as a prince until they were angry or irritated. They’re the guys my father warns me about, and he’s usually not wrong. 
He warned me about Ethan. 
“Who lied to you?” Ethan asks, filling my glass. 
I blink him into view and quickly wave off his pour. “That’s plenty. I don’t want to waste your expensive whiskey. Or is it Scotch?”
“Scotch whiskey,” he says, “though I don’t think that detail matters as long as you like it.”
I reach for my glass and sip again, savoring the smoky flavor. “Hmm…I do. I’m surprised. I guess it’s one of those things money makes better.”
“There are a lot of things that money makes better,” he says, “but not everything.”
It’s an interesting comment. “Like what?”
“Most relationships. If I could have walked up to you and had you be oblivious to my money, I’d have preferred it that way.”
It’s an unexpected confession, one that doesn’t read like something a man seeking a one-night stand would say, and surely, that’s what is going on between us. I caution myself about reading too much into this. In fact, sometimes a one-night stand, a stranger, is someone you can say things to that you’d never confess to a real acquaintance, someone you plan to see over and over. 
“If I cared about your money or your position, I’d be asking you to let me run Moore’s entire design department. Instead, you’ve made me think about where I really want to be and how I go about achieving my goals. Also, for the record, you’re the kind of man my father warns me about.” Quite literally, the man, I add silently. 
His expression is indecipherable. “Define the kind of man.”
“Wealthy. Good-looking. Powerful. Arrogant.”
He laughs. “You think I’m arrogant?”
“Aren’t you?” I challenge.
He tilts his head slightly, his eyes alight with amusement. “At times.”
I suddenly like him more for his candor and willingness to laugh at the topic of himself. 
“And good-looking,” he adds.
“Proof of arrogance,” I say, and now I’m laughing. 
“I repeated your words. I didn’t say them myself.”
I sip my whiskey, and I can feel its seductive tug as surely as I feel his. Our laughter fades, and we’re staring at each other. The mood fades from light to serious, a beat of intensity between us. “Who burned you?” I ask, wondering about the woman who wanted his money. The one who hurt him, because it feels right. 
“No one in the last ten years,” he replies. “I’m not that young or foolish anymore.Young and foolish isn’t just about your wallet size. We all have to go there to live better.”
He refills his glass and then sits back, studying me. “Who lied to you?”
I blanch. “What?” And I’m not even sure why my heart is racing. Maybe because I’m sort of lying to him by way of silent omission.
“You said you don’t like fake people. The entire act of being ‘fake’ is a lie.”
I consider his words thoughtfully and conclude that he’s both right and wrong. “That’s true,” I say, “but there are times when people fake things and even tell lies, with good intentions.”
“Such as?”
I sip from my glass. “When you tell someone you’re seeing someone else when you’re not interested and you just don’t want to hurt their feelings. When a mom and dad play Santa Claus. When a parent tells you it’s going to be okay when it will never be okay again.” I swallow hard, cursing my whiskey-induced loose lips. 
My eyes fall to the table, and I’m instantly flashing back to the ER after my mother’s accident. I was hysterical. My father had grabbed my arms, looked me in the eye, and said
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