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

How can two people with the same DNA be so different? 

As the odd connection between Paul and Will Finlay and the two women in their lives becomes apparent, so do the difficulties surrounding them make everything more complicated. 

As his relationship with Angela becomes rocky, Paul discovers the bond he and Rita form over parental difficulties might hide something blossoming between the two of them—something intense, fiery, and forbidden. 

Will life ever be the same as they knew it? 

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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FOR A LONG MOMENT, the only thing I could do was stand there and stare. And I wasn’t the only one—our group of four looked like statues. People pushed around us as they passed by on the sidewalk, muttering to themselves or calling out curses for getting in the way. 

How could this be possible? How could I have randomly met the daughter of the woman my son was dating? It was like some weird soap opera, but this was real life. This was my life and Paul’s life. Rita’s life. 

And Angela Levesque, the woman my son was dating, the one whom I had heard so much about—and very little of it positive—was the mother of the woman for whom I was developing feelings. 

The air was suddenly oppressive, full of tense awkwardness. Calling the situation uncomfortable would have been a gross understatement of the tension between the four of us. 

“I can’t believe this,” I heard Paul mutter under his breath. His gaze was darting between Rita and Angela, pausing for a moment on the former versus the latter. 

Now that they were standing close together, I could see the resemblance—they were both tall, although Rita had a sportier build than her curvy mother. They both had thick, nearly black hair and green eyes. They both had the same glint of anger in the depths of their gazes, their mouths pulled into the same unhappy frown. 

I knew now why the picture in Rita’s living room had seemed too familiar to me, strangely tugging at my memory. But I had been with my son’s girlfriend enough to remember her face clearly—nor had I cared to. 

But if I had, maybe I could have avoided this entire situation. 

“I can’t believe you would do this.” Rita said the growled words under her breath to her mother, stalking closer, breaking the frozen shock that had rooted us all to the spot. 

“Me?” Her mother’s eyes widened. “What about you? I bet you came up with this plan just to get back at me.” 

“Get back at you for what?” Rita demanded. 

Angela waved a dismissive hand and rolled her eyes. “For whatever imaginary slight you’re upset with me about.”

Now it was time for Rita’s eyes to widen. “Imaginary slight? You got drunk on my birthday and hit on the guy I was interested in, Mom.” 

“That was almost a year ago. How can you still be hanging on to that? And how was I supposed to know anything about tonight—you never call.” Angela crossed her arm across her chest like a frustrated child. 

“I never call because I don’t always want to talk about you, you, you,” Rita snapped. 

I could rapidly see the evening devolving into a family spat, and that was the last thing we needed just before a business dinner. 

“Ladies, I understand there is a lot to work through here, but can we hold off until later? We have a business dinner to attend.” I indicated the door and the valets waiting awkwardly around, trying to figure out if they should escort us inside, get involved, or stay far, far away. “Unless you wish not to attend—?” 

I left the question open-ended, letting the two women decide whether they thought it would be a good idea to go or not. 

The message was as much for the women as it was for Paul—my son was glaring at me as if I had somehow done this on purpose.  

Rita and Angela exchanged surly glances, then looked back at the ground. I could see them both thinking, turning over the possibilities in their heads. Did they think they could hold it together tonight? From Rita’s offhand comments about her mother and the small amount of information she had shared with me, she didn’t have a great relationship with the woman. 

Which was apparent now that the two of them were standing together. 

Finally, Angela pulled herself upright, taking a deep breath and holding her chin high. “I’m fine to go in if everyone else is. We can work this all out later.”

She stared defiantly at Rita and then at Paul, daring either one of them to put up a fight or make a comment. The two younger people exchanged glances, and I couldn’t tell whether they were trying to figure the other one out or if something unspoken had passed between them. 

But then Rita’s shoulders dropped for a moment, and she shook her head. When she raised her head, fire lit her eyes. “I will go. But we have things to discuss.”

She glared at each of us in turn, including Paul, who looked confused about what exactly he had to answer for. 

“Well, then, let’s go.” I indicated the door, then put my hand on Rita’s back to move in that direction. She moved away from my touch, following the valet, who hurried to get in front of us and open the door. I didn’t miss the relief on his face as he finally had instructions and knew what to do. 

The restaurant was packed and loud enough that the host had to shout so we could hear her. I saw the woman’s eyes darting between us and then the two women who looked so alike before going back to Paul and me. Both Rita and Angela were very carefully not looking at the other, and Paul’s expression rocked between anger, bewilderment, and something else I couldn’t name. 

The evening was already strained, but I could tell it was going to get even worse. It was just a feeling, but I had a hunch it was the correct one. 

“Your party has already arrived, Mr. Finlay,” the hostess said, recovering from her momentary pause. “If you will please follow me.” 

We filed into a line behind the young woman, following her to the table far in the back my assistant had requested—it was my usual when I was entertaining investors. I waved and nodded to people I knew, exchanging a handshake or a pat on the shoulder and a word to say we would catch up. 

I straightened from one such interaction to see Rita watching me surreptitiously, her gaze darting away, although I had already caught her. 

“You seem to know a lot of people,” she murmured as we wove our way through the tables. 

“I do a lot of business in this town,” I replied. 

“Paul doesn’t do the same business?” 

“Paul and I fill different roles,” I answered after a moment, the most succinct answer I could find when I searched. 

The truth was, my son should have known these people, and he did know some of them. But Paul wasn’t outgoing like I was, and I was afraid someday it would hobble him when I was no longer around to make the connections. 

Angela certainly wouldn’t do it for him if they ended up staying together. Her nose was stuck high in the air as she followed behind Paul, and I wondered if anyone actually liked her outside of my son. Certainly, my first—and second, and third, and fourth—impressions hadn’t been spectacular. Even her daughter seemed to dislike her. 

The investors stood as we arrived at the table, sharing handshakes and hellos around the table. 

“I was afraid you weren’t going to show up,” one joked, taking my hand and pumping it. 

“It was the traffic,” I responded. “They close one road, and suddenly everyone loses their damn minds.” 

Laughter greeted my quip. 

“And who is this?” The investor took Rita’s hand in one of his, placing his other on her slim shoulder. 

“This is Rita Simmons, Richard,” I told him, a hint of warm pride welling at the thought that she was my date. I had already seen the looks of some of the men around the table as they slid toward her. Before I could say anything, though, Richard’s wife cut me off. 

“Paul, I had heard you were dating, but I didn’t realize you’d found such an attractive young woman. Where in the world did you find her?” Richard’s wife, a woman in her sixties, looked Rita up and down with an expression of welcome that didn’t quite reach her eyes or mask her jealousy. 

Rita’s eyes narrowed at the backhanded compliment, and behind her, Angela looked like she was ready to burst, her cheeks flushing already. She was wearing blue earrings tonight that stood out against her little black dress that followed every one of her curves—had she come thinking she would be the focus of attention, only to be upstaged by her daughter? 

“Umm—” Paul began. 

“And you must be the woman Will said he was bringing.” Richard dug himself further into a hole before any of us could recover our wits, sticking his hand out toward Angela. The woman stared at it for a long moment, and her own hand remained by her side. 

Did everyone here really believe Rita was Paul’s date and Angela was mine? I felt a flare of annoyance—why would they automatically assume that? Just because Paul and Rita were both young? 

I slipped my hand around Rita’s waist and cleared my throat. 

“Actually, Rita is my date for the night.” 

The table fell silent, and I didn’t miss the looks with raised eyebrows exchanged around the table. 

“And this is Angela Levesque, Paul’s girlfriend,” I added. 

The people around the table remained quiet, and I felt an odd flare of embarrassment, followed by anger that I felt the emotion at all. 

Embarrassment wasn’t my thing—it was what other people experienced when they cared what other people thought about them.

I wasn’t that person. 

My hand settled more firmly around Rita’s waist, my fingers curling around her side, trying to confirm to the people watching us that I was telling the truth. But she stepped away from me, stretching her hand out to Richard with a smile. 

“Hi, I’m Rita. Nice to meet you. Will said you’re Richard.” 

It was a clever move and broke the ice. Angela followed, briefly looking annoyed that she hadn’t thought of the action first. 

However, I still felt vaguely annoyed and didn’t miss the exchanged looks and whispering. As if I could drown out their surprise and judgment, I continued to grip Rita’s waist as we made our rounds between investors. These things were always like this—it took forever to get to dinner. Drinks and appetizers always came with lots of movement around the table as we all talked business and tried to outdo one another on whatever we could compete about. The stories grew wilder and wilder until the food finally arrived. 

Rita seemed to be okay with my hand on her back, and my hand felt good there, feeling her warmth beneath the silky fabric clinging to her skin. But when I tried to slip my hand down, she would step out of my grasp, ostensibly to greet someone else, but it happened a few too many times to be a coincidence. 

She finally pulled me over to the side of the table and leaned in to whisper in my ear. I felt a moment of excitement before her words reached me. 

“I understand you need to look good for this boys’ club of investors, but do not touch me like that. We’re not nearly there in our relationship.” 

As she walked away without saying another word and I watched how the fabric shimmered over her curves like water, I felt myself growing even moodier about the entire night. It was supposed to be my night of redemption, the night when I was finally stepping fully back into my role as CEO and showing my son he could stop acting so high and mighty. 

Except that hadn’t happened at all. 

And to top it all off, Rita was off on her own, and instead, my son’s girlfriend was all over him. 
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Rita 
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DINNER WAS EXCRUCIATING. 

My mom had always loved moments like these—she seemed to shine. She could put on her mask, the one that had everyone fooled into thinking she was bright, brilliant, funny, and wonderful. She floated from one person to the next, always ensuring she was the center of it all, even if she had to force her way into someone’s attention. 

They didn’t see what I saw—the cold, hard calculation in her eyes, the brittle cast to her smile, the way she drank too much wine and laughed a little too loudly. I could almost see the calculations going on in her mind that told her what she should say to get the biggest laugh or how she should move to get the eye of the guy next to her. 

I’d watched this procession over and over in my lifetime, and it only grew more and more disgusting as time went by. As a child, my mother’s actions had been all I’d known. Even though deep down, I knew the way my mother acted wasn’t right, I still thought it was the only way to interact with boys. I’d spent half my life learning that flirting and manipulation were the only way to gain attention and trying desperately to emulate my mother. 

But I had never been good at the cold calculation like she was, leaving me feeling like a failure who would never find love. 

It wasn’t until I was older that I realized there were other, more positive ways to gain attention. And—an even more radical idea—I didn’t need attention. 

My mother was under the impression that she needed someone—she was afraid to die alone, live alone, and be alone with herself. I could see it in the desperate way she attached herself to men, how she manipulated them and did everything she could to keep them around, twisting them around her finger. I knew her goal was to ensure they were waiting on her every whim, following her around like lost puppies. 

But that’s when she would grow bored and leave them begging for her to come back while she moved on to the next best thing—preferably with more money. 

Which was probably why she had attached herself to Paul Finlay.

I surreptitiously eyed the young man across the table from me. I was partly curious, but only because he was related to Will. I knew what kind of man my mother went after, and Paul seemed the part—serious, lost in his work, looking to prove that he still had what it took to attract the gorgeous woman on his arm. They all had some weakness, a need to prove something that allowed my mother to creep in and grab hold. 

What was his weakness? From what Will had said, he was far too serious for his own good. He never had fun, worked long hours, and hadn’t been on a vacation in years. It was apparent that Will felt affection for Paul, but his words always held a note of disdain or tongue-in-cheek disparagement.  

And yet, she was all over him, her hand over his, her arm looped into his, her head on his shoulder for a brief moment. She kept smiling over at him like she had eyes only for him, as though she was so in love that for her, he was the only man in the room. 

If only everyone else knew how untrue that was. I wasn’t even sure Mom knew how to feel love—she’d certainly never shown it to me. 

“How is your food?”

I dragged my gaze away from Paul and my mind away from my thoughts to find Will looking at me expectantly. 

“Sorry?” 

“How is your food?” he asked quietly.  

“Oh, very good.” I gave him a small smile I didn’t feel. The food was okay but overpriced for what it was, I was sure. I could have eaten something just as good at the café down the street from my office for a quarter of the price. 

More than that, Will had been bothering me all evening. He was acting a lot like my mother, trying to hold my hand, letting his palm stray farther down my back than I felt comfortable with. Will had finally stopped when I had asked him to, but he was still hovering far too close. 

Will and I didn’t have that kind of relationship—not yet, anyway. And I wasn’t sure we ever would. I liked the guy, don’t get me wrong, but I wasn’t blind to our age difference. And I wasn’t sure whether I liked him enough to know if I wanted to keep things going. He was interesting and pleasant to talk with, but I still felt no spark. 

“Do you want anything else?” Will’s sleeve brushed mine as he reached toward the bottle of wine to pour more into my glass. 

“No, I’m fine, thanks.” 

Will didn’t move away from me even though he had finished pouring the wine, his arm still touching mine. I had to take a deep breath to force myself not to push him away or scoot to the edge of my chair—I was already far over and afraid I would fall off if I moved any farther. 

I smiled at Will again and made a show of cutting off a piece of steak and chewing slowly. Thankfully, the man beside him—portly, aging, hooked nose, and precisely as I imagined a billionaire investor to look like—asked Will a question and drew his attention away. Even the pressure of his arm disappeared. 

“So, dear, what do you do?” 

The woman beside me, the investor’s wife, who looked like she’d had so much plastic surgery she was forever stuck in a wind tunnel, looked my way politely. 

“I am a journalist for the Star Tribune,” I answered. 

“Oh, very interesting.” The woman managed to nod simultaneously with her nose high in the air, which was quite a feat. “For the style section?” 

“Politics and current events,” I replied. 

“Oh.” Her pink lips formed a perfect circle, and it was clear she had exhausted her store of feigned interest. Instead, she turned to the woman beside her with a necklace that looked like it would weigh her head down if she wasn’t careful and continued a conversation of which I wasn’t a part. 

If I were my mother, I would have relished the chance to talk to members of New York society, the ones up there on all the charity boards and the penthouses in the sky. But I wasn’t, and I cared very little for currying favor with them as my mother was doing right now. 

Mom laughed as the woman seated beside her, who was probably younger than she was, said something. It probably hadn’t even been that funny, but Mom acted like it had been the best joke in the world. And that was Mom’s superpower—pretending, duping everyone into thinking she was someone other than who she was. She probably could have been a great spy if she wasn’t on the constant hunt for someone with enough money to give her everything she wanted. 

As I cut another small piece of steak and chewed, my gaze slipped back to Paul. 

I might not have felt a spark with Will yet, but something odd had happened with his son. I wasn’t even sure what it was, but as I stepped out of the car and made eye contact with the man, I had felt a jolt. Was it of recognition? I wasn’t sure I had ever seen him in my life, but our buildings were close enough that I could have passed him on the street. 

But something told me that wasn’t it—it wasn’t some simple perception of a familiar face. It had felt far more personal, my body reacting to something beyond my senses, beyond my ability to know.  

He was tall, taller than his father, slim, and serious. But there was something about him that kept drawing my eye. I liked how his hair was neat but slightly tousled like he kept running his hand through it out of aggravation. His eyes were a beautiful hazel green, and his hands were long-fingered and elegant. I wondered briefly what his smile might be like if he ever smiled. From what Will said, it was a rare occurrence. 

Paul was talking to the investor on his other side, both serious, and I could guess they were speaking about business. And I wondered again what about him had allowed my mother to sink her claws into him—where was that chink in his armor or that weakness in his personality? 

Sitting here at the table, I could see now how different Will and Paul were, though the former had certainly given me that impression. 

I hadn’t seen Paul smile or laugh once—the only thing I had seen was a slight, polite twitch of his mouth in reply to an unfunny joke from an investor. Paul engaged in serious conversation but didn’t do much else outside of that. He didn’t flirt with any of the wives and only sipped at his wine. I could see him watching everything, taking notes, and adding to the conversation when he had something to say. 

On the other hand, Will was constantly laughing, making jokes himself, and flirting with the investors’ wives. He was jovial and clearly the life of the party. But he would also insert himself where he didn’t belong, and I could see that his constant jokes would irk some of the investors when they didn’t belong in the conversation. 

How could two men who were so closely related be so entirely different? 

Then again, look at my mother and me. Although I could have ended up like her, I had been given far more sense and decided early on that I wasn’t headed down that path. I had far more self-worth, and when I realized there were other ways to make my way through life, I took them. 

Mom didn’t understand, but that only made me feel better about my decision. 

And, somehow, none of them seemed disturbed about this situation. How had this even happened? Was it some joke? Was it some kind of cruel prank or set-up between Mom and one of the Finlay men? Were they trying to humiliate me? Was it really possible this was all some terrible coincidence?

There they all were, sitting around the table, laughing, joking, smiling, chatting, and talking about business. Not a hair out of place, not a look of anger or surprise passing between them. Will had even tried to feel me up several times—not exactly the actions of someone who was just as shocked by what was going on as I was. 

Dinner took another two hours, and by then, I was ready to tear my hair out and run. And my anger had been building—the more I thought about the situation, the angrier I grew. When everyone had finished, the plates empty, the final round of handshakes smiled through, we finally headed outside through the emptying dining room. 

I stepped up beside my mother, watching as Paul and Will sent the investors and their wives off into their waiting lineup of black cars and drivers. She was watching the proceedings with a self-satisfied expression on her face, her gaze following Paul as he shook hands a final time with one of the portly older men. 

The view made my anger flare hotly—she didn’t care about any of this, did she? She didn’t care how this affected me at all or that I was humiliated. As long as she got exactly what she wanted. 

“I can’t believe you did this.” I hissed the words out in a whisper from between clenched teeth. 

It took Mom a moment to register that I had said anything and another for her to turn her head to look at me. “Excuse me?”

Her tone was cold and dismissive, and I believed she didn’t know what I was talking about. 

“I can’t believe you would do something like this. Did you plan this? Were you trying to humiliate me?” I turned toward her fully, and my mother’s eyebrows drew down, nearly meeting between her eyes. 

“You think I planned this?” my mother demanded. Her voice wasn’t entirely the whisper mine had been. 

“Who else could come up with this kind of crap?” 

“I hate to break it to you, Rita, but not everything is about you. This was all a coincidence.” Mom rolled her eyes. 

“Me? I’m the one who thinks everything is about me?” My voice was rising to meet hers, and I saw one of the investors’ wives look back at us before she disappeared into the dark interior of the car. “I really can’t believe you, Mom. Even if you didn’t know and didn’t set this up, I can’t believe you would do something as repulsive as dating someone so much younger than you are.” 

I saw the flare of anger in my mother’s eyes. “He’s ten years younger than I am. It’s not unusual. Men do it all the time.” 

My mother’s glance slid to Will, and her message was clear. 

“Ten years is nothing compared to what’s between you two.” Paul had stuffed his hands into his coat pockets and was glaring at his father. “What, is it fifteen, twenty years? Classy, Dad.” 

Will’s eyes narrowed at the same time I felt my cheeks heat, the feeling moving to my ears and down my neck, but before either of us could say anything, Paul switched his intense gaze to my mother. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a daughter?”

I was close enough to Mom to see the way her cheeks grew red beneath her makeup, but I didn’t think anyone else caught it as she tossed her head and sniffed in reply to the accusatory tone. “You never asked.”

Paul’s expression clouded, and his lips thinned, but his shoulders rose as he took a deep breath. “This is neither the time nor the place to discuss any of this. But we will discuss it.”

It was clear from the way he emphasized “will” that the subject would be discussed at length. 

Then he switched his gaze to me. “And I expect an explanation from you.” 

“From me?” The words came out as a stutter. “What exactly do I have to explain? How did you all set me up to be humiliated?” 

My arm swept the loose circle around me, and I felt an unfamiliar prickle at the backs of my eyes. I stopped, blinking rapidly, and Paul noticed. 

“Oh, look,” he snapped, his eyes narrowed. “You made her cry. At least she had her Mommy here to cry to.” 

The words hit me like a slab of ice, and my thoughts ground to a halt. I only had one thought—to get the hell away from here and these people. If I ever saw them again, it would be too soon. 

Without another word, I turned on my heel and stomped away. I was already pulling my phone out, calling a ride service with shaking hands as Will’s final question reached my ears: “Don’t you need a ride home?” 

“Not from you!” I didn’t even look back at him as I stomped down the sidewalk. 
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