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~ Summer 2016 ~

“YOU DIRTY, NO-GOOD–”

“Shh...” Eric Jansen pressed a finger to his lips and glanced over his shoulder. The fiery, statuesque blonde in his doorway crossed her arms and tapped her foot, making her usually pale complexion flush with anger.

Elsa Cambridge always traveled with hairstylists, makeup artists, and fawning assistants. When she entered, he was surprised they left her alone for two seconds. Her temporary banishment from his office had given him a rare moment of peace.

He only wished it lasted longer.

Eric refocused on his phone call, stealing a glance at Manhattan’s skyline through his office window. The towering skyscrapers blocked some of the afternoon sun, but the view remained a welcome sight after a day filled with meetings and calls.

Now, another issue needed his attention. He had hoped to postpone this conversation until after the press junket and gala, but it seemed unavoidable. Their relationship was no longer working for either of them, and it was time to address it head-on.

He motioned toward the door. “Please close it. I’ll be finished with this call soon.”

Time was precious in his line of work, and he couldn’t afford any unnecessary drama. Deals needed to be made, and important meetings needed to be attended.

“Just two seconds.” Elsa barged into his office, slamming the door behind her. She winced as if the sound had offended her on purpose.

She flipped her shiny blond hair and arranged the curls at the ends.

Even in the middle of the day, she looked made up enough to grace a Vogue cover. That was how Elsa operated. Always camera-ready.

Eric remembered when he had suggested they go sailing together, and she had panicked at the thought of getting windblown hair or seawater on her self-proclaimed flawless skin.

Impatience practically radiated from her like that incessant perfume she always insisted on wearing everywhere.

But those days were long gone now.

Eric stole a glance at his watch while trying to stay focused on his investor call.

“Mm-hmm. Yes, I’ll be leaving for Brazil tomorrow morning... Of course, we can arrange a meeting with the partners at my hotel. My assistant will send you all the details... Alright, we can discuss further when I arrive.”

As he hung up, Elsa nearly loomed over his desk. “Well, it’s nice to know you’re still polite towards someone.”

Eric rose and rounded the desk, crossing his arms.

“What?” Elsa slid her hands on her hips. “You don’t have anything to say to me? Or is your assistant typing up your breakup speech as we speak?”

“What exactly do you want me to say, Elsa?”

She scoffed and tossed her head back. “Why was Stacia Casey on your arm at the fundraiser on Saturday? I thought there was something between us, Eric. We even talked about going ring shopping.”

Eric held up a hand. “No, you brought up ring shopping, not me.”

“Right! I was hoping you’d get the hint. You should know how women think, Eric!” She paused, closing her eyes briefly. “Look, you’re a playboy. Every woman from here to Tuscany knows it. But we were special! Don’t you even care about me at all?”

As he gazed at her, Eric wanted to feel something...anything beyond the superficial dates and publicity stunts. There was nothing there. No chemistry. No mutual interest. He realized Elsa only kept him around for his status as an attractive accessory and a source of lavish gifts.

Even now, while running errands, Elsa wore an elegant red dress paired with a stylish fur stole draped over one shoulder. Her closet was filled with high-end names like Gucci, Versace, Ray-Ban, and Manolo Blahnik. The same brands that sought him and his dates for free promotion.

Eric's own closet consisted of identical suits in three colors, and he still drove the same modest town car he'd bought five years ago. It was the women he accompanied who craved the attention it brought them.

“You mean... like love?” he finally asked.

She scoffed, dismissing his question with a wave of her hand. “What does love have to do with anything? Love is fleeting; it’s just a facade created by societal pressure and lies that eventually turns into boredom.” Her frown melted into a mischievous smirk. “We can offer each other so much more.”

Eric struggled to hide his disappointment behind a neutral expression. “Such as?”

Her scoff melted into a snicker. “Power, for starters. Can’t you see the influence we could have? A movie role, my own fashion line, a perfume deal, a million-dollar wedding. Then the reality show. Glamorous housewives, of course.” She swept her hand through the air. “Elsa Cambridge, household name.” Turning to him, she flashed a half-smile. “Mother always said I’d need a backup plan when modeling contracts dried up.”

Eric rubbed his temples. This conversation had dragged on longer than he’d hoped, and the stack of papers on his desk just sat there, staring at him. “Elsa, you appreciate directness, so here it is. We’ve had some good times. The yacht party in Monaco was nice. And that spontaneous flight to Venice last summer was...pleasant. But I’m not the one who can truly make you happy. You need someone who'll play along with your reality show dreams and perfume deals. That's not me.”

Elsa held her hand up. Her gaze narrowed as she stared at him in disbelief. “Wait... you’re breaking up with me? Seriously? After everything I’ve done to establish us as a power couple? You’re really going to end things?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not looking for a serious commitment right now.”

Elsa narrowed her icy eyes. Before Eric could say anything else, she swung her hand in a blur. The slap caught him square across the jaw, echoing off the glass walls the moment her palm met his face.

“That’s for making me believe you actually had a heart,” she said. She adjusted the stole on her shoulder as she stormed towards the door. She paused at the entrance and turned to face him. “I should’ve known. You’re not a man, Eric, you’re a calculation of optimized results on a report. Remember this moment when you're signing contracts alone on Saturday nights instead of walking red carpets with me.”

She slammed the door behind her as she left, leaving Eric rubbing his cheek where she had slapped him. He let out a tired sigh and stood up from his desk. Deep down, he knew it was for the best. His life was simpler when he focused on what he could control: his work.

Elsa was a woman of alluring charm. She’d cornered the fashion industry from her first step on the catwalk. Famous designers fought for the chance to work with her, elevating her to celebrity status. Eric had once hoped that Elsa would fill the emptiness in his heart, but now he saw the flaw in his desires. Her beauty and fame weren’t enough to replace the emptiness between them.

As he thought back on their encounter, guilt settled in his chest. He should have ended this in Monaco. Instead, he’d let it linger for the sake of the press photos, his reputation, and convenience.

Deep down, he knew he was avoiding. Eric Jansen, master of using relationships and work as distractions.

“Another beauty bites the dust,” a familiar voice said from the doorway.

Eric looked up to find his business partner and best friend, David, leaning against the doorframe with exaggerated disbelief. “You must keep a scorecard somewhere,” he said, shaking his head.

Eric smiled slightly. “I didn’t even hear you come in.”

David strolled in, smiling. “Seems like you were lost in your heartbreak paperwork.”

Eric touched the stack of documents. Crisp. Real. “You know me. On to the next.”

“Yeah, I know you all too well,” David said. “But why let her in the building in the first place? You hate making a scene.”

Eric motioned towards the door as he took a seat. “Leslie’s a kitten compared to Elsa on the warpath. Elsa likely bulldozed right past her desk.”

David shot him a curious look. “She seemed really into you.”

Stacked papers filled Eric’s desk, tempting him with the possibility of escaping into work. Still, he couldn’t ignore his friend’s presence. Why did David always focus on his love life when he had his own to worry about?

Eric sighed. “Yeah, well, I didn’t want to lead her on. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”

David grinned. “So... the Ice Queen is single now, huh?”

Eric raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you kidding me? She just stormed out of my office minutes ago, and you’re already trying to ask her out?”

David chuckled and raised his hands in mock innocence. “Hey, man, I figured she might need some emotional support. Maybe a shoulder to cry on or something.”

“Or something,” Eric replied, both amused and annoyed. “You really need a stable woman in your life.”

David shrugged and clicked his tongue. “Working on it, my friend. But you’re my filter, remember?”

A nauseating unease settled in Eric’s stomach as he looked at his friend. “I can’t tell if you’re joking or not, Dave. But your interest in my exes does worry me.”

David scrunched up his face in a playful scowl. “Come on, don’t be like that. Besides, aren’t you the eternal bachelor? When are you going to settle down?”

Eric froze, gripping his pen over the contract before him. He stifled a grimace. That same question had haunted him for years. He shook his head, tightening his grip on the pen. “Maybe never. The media circus boosts our brand value, though. People Weekly Magazine wants to feature us.”

David crossed his arms and grinned. “Ah, the never-ending ‘Sexiest Man Alive’ lists. Great for social media, but what about our investors?”

“What about them?”

“Your personal life might give them the wrong impression of your professional stability,” David said, turning serious.

Eric’s pen slipped from his hand. He had overlooked this aspect while pursuing the deal. “You have a point.”

“Besides that,” David continued, “I can’t stand seeing you alone all the time. I can’t come over every night for beer thirty. Especially once I get Elsa’s number. Gotta help her get rid of her loneliness.”

Eric snorted and shook his head. “Sure.”

David's voice dropped. “It’s been years since she passed away. She would want you to move on.”

Memories flooded Eric’s mind, and emotions stirred within him. He still remembered arguing with his late wife, how they hurled blame at each other like weapons. Their complicated relationship still haunted him, and there were secrets he hadn’t even shared with David.

“Easier said than done.” Eric quickly shifted his focus back to the stack of papers in front of him. “I’m still trying to make sense of it all.”

David laughed. “You treat women like acquisitions, Eric. Then you're surprised when they want a permanent seat on your arm. Your complicated past only makes you more intriguing to women.”

Eric couldn’t help but give a skeptical smile. “I thought it would drive them away.”

David snickered again. “Are you kidding? It’s like a challenge to women. They see you as the Ice Prince waiting to be thawed. Your desirability has probably skyrocketed now that you’re single.”

Eric tightened his grip on the pen as he let out a heavy sigh. David may have had a point there. Perhaps he had been going about this all wrong.

He tossed the pen aside and leaned back, deep in thought.

“You know,” Eric began. “Maybe if I want the attention to stop, I should do the opposite.”

David leaned in, intrigued. “What do you have in mind, Casanova?”

Eric hesitated, weighing his options. “I’ll get engaged. Maybe even married, but just for show. Someone who doesn’t crave the spotlight, so we won’t attract attention. It’ll keep me focused on work and make me unavailable to everyone else.”

David nodded, pondering the idea. “It could work, but the media will want to dig into her background.”

“True,” Eric agreed. “I’ll figure out a way to protect her identity.”

David grinned. “I’m all for this plan. Can’t wait to see who you’ll pick.”

Eric exhaled sharply. “That’s just it. It’s practically impossible to find the right person right now.”

“Come on,” David said with a grin, “you must have someone in mind.”

“Not if I want to keep them out of the media frenzy.”

David pondered for a moment before his face brightened. “Oh, I almost forgot. Whitman is hesitating about the resort investment.”

“What?” Eric’s hand froze, holding the pen above the papers. “He was fully on board when we last spoke.”

“Freddy Martin’s courted him to invest in his property in Italy.”

It took all of Eric’s self-control not to snap at the mention of Freddy Martin. He couldn’t believe that man had the audacity to continue going after his clients. Slamming the pen down on the desk, he exhaled and tried to calm himself. “Martin just got engaged, right?”

“That’s right. He proposed to his girlfriend of six months in Paris.”

“What a cliché,” Eric groaned. “We need to meet with Whitman and his partners as soon as possible.”

“Don’t worry, we’re already arranging a meeting in Rio,” David said. “We can go whenever you’re ready.”

“Good. I have all the paperwork ready. We’ll use our existing trust to secure the deal. This resort will fund the low-income housing project. I won’t let those families down.”

David nodded before snapping his fingers. “Have you booked a photographer yet?”

“No,” Eric replied, leaning back in his chair. “But Gerry recommended Donna’s friend Jay Mitchelson. Apparently, he’s known for his exceptional photos and quick turnaround time. We’ll meet with him in Brazil.”

“Sounds good.” David jerked his chin upward. “What do we know about this guy?”

Eric shook his head. “Not much, but Gerry seems confident in his abilities. We’ll have to trust Donna’s judgment.”

“Alright then,” David said, heading toward the door. “I’ll make sure everything is set up on my end so we can move forward when the time comes.”

“Thanks, David. I just want those meetings secured and completed before Mitchelson has time to take any pictures. I could really use some rest during our trip.”

David chuckled. “You resting? That’ll be the day.”

“Get out of here.” Eric laughed, playfully shooing his friend away.

As the door closed behind David, Eric let out a sigh. He took a moment to relax as he peered out the window. A fake engagement or a marriage of convenience. It was perfect.

Once the deal was finished, they could stage a quick breakup and go their separate ways. No harm, no foul. He swung his chair around to face the window. The heavy traffic below had an oddly soothing effect. The Manhattan skyline was like a breathtaking painting against the blue sky.

It made him feel invincible.

From this vantage point high above the city’s hustle and bustle, he was ready to conquer the world. Still, there was a lot of work to be done in the following days.

Most importantly, he needed to find the ideal woman for the job.
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AGGRESSIVE BEEPING dragged Jayla from a pleasant and much-needed slumber. The alarm clock on her nightstand seemed louder than usual, making her groan. She rolled over to squint at the red numbers glaring back at her: 5:00 a.m.

She’d been dreaming of sinking her toes into warm sand and water so blue it looked Photoshopped. Probably from a picture she’d found in one of those glossy travel magazines that had somehow migrated into her suitcase during last night’s packing frenzy. Or, more accurately, sleeplessly tossing items into her luggage until 2:30 in the morning.

The exhaustion from yesterday hit her all at once. She’d spent too many hours trying to decide between professional chic and casual elegance before finally giving up and packing both. She kept telling herself she’d go to bed after just one more outfit change or finishing one more task. 

Then finding another piece of clothing to fold, another drawer to organize...

She blinked, and then it was 2:30 a.m.

Jayla slapped the snooze button. There would be no more sleep this morning. If she didn’t get moving, she’d miss her flight. And with TSA now practically demanding DNA samples at security, she needed every spare minute to make her gate by nine.

The next hour passed in a whirlwind of hot showers, finding the right arrival outfit, and the obsessive double-checking when you knew you’d forgotten something important but couldn’t remember what it was.

As she exited her apartment, she offered a silent prayer of thanks for the waiting taxi. Sliding into the backseat, she let her head fall back with a sigh. A coffee strong enough to wake the dead would be her only saving grace. Airport café, here I come.

Time blurred as San Diego’s skyline dissolved into airport terminal chaos.

Donna Clarke stood near their gate, immaculate among the rumpled masses of early-morning travelers. She held out a large to-go cup. “Thought you might need this.”

“Bless you,” Jayla murmured, taking the cup. “You have no idea.”

Donna adjusted her oversized sunglasses. “Neither of us are morning people, but we’ll make do. Especially considering...” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “We’ve got a private jet waiting. You can nap properly en route.”

Jayla nearly choked on her first precious gulp of caffeine. “Wait, what? We’re not flying commercial?”

“Of course not.” Donna laughed briefly, almost a scoff. “I prefer my own space when I travel. And my own champagne selection.”

Jayla stifled a yawn and nodded. This was going to be a long day, and she definitely needed more sleep. 

How did Donna manage to look so put-together at this ungodly hour? She was always flawless, always ready for anything.

Even among the early morning crowd of travelers, Donna was hard to miss. She was a striking woman with flawless bronze skin that seemed to glow even under the harsh airport lighting. The woman could still pass for a Beverly Johnson lookalike with her highlighted blonde locks that cascaded past her shoulders.

She certainly looked amazing this morning, wearing a cream-colored blazer pantsuit that fit her like it was custom-made (because it probably was). A silk scarf wrapped around her head and neck completed the look.

Jayla suspected the woman had already downed a mimosa or two before arriving at the airport.

“Oh, honey,” Donna said, giving Jayla an appraising look. “When will you learn to wear clothes that actually show off those fabulous curves of yours?”

Jayla glanced down at her blouse and comfortably loose slacks. “I like being comfortable. Besides, no one’s going to notice me standing next to you.”

“Please.” Donna rolled her eyes with exaggeration behind her sunglasses before pulling a bit of Jayla’s tucked blouse out. “You’re gorgeous and don’t even realize it half the time. Time to start showing it off.” She took a sip of her coffee and leaned in. “Because I give you fair warning. Hiding behind those large clothes might not work for much longer. I hope you have something suitable in that carry-on of yours. Otherwise, we’ll be doing some emergency shopping before the meeting. And yes, I saw that eye roll.”

Before Jayla could retort, Donna waved to the gate. “But enough about that. Work calls.”

*
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HOURS LATER, AFTER multiple cups of coffee and a dose of Dramamine, Jayla’s legs wobbled as she stepped off the small plane. The warm morning breeze hit her face like a soft awakening. 

The captain had mentioned it was around six in the morning, with a comfortable seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit and just a touch of humidity. Perhaps a foreshadowing of Rio’s famous wet heat that Jayla worried might ruin her hair. She’d deal with that later, though.

Donna led her to a waiting black Lincoln Town Car. After loading their bags into the trunk, they set off for the hotel. As Donna went over their schedule for the week, Jayla tried to find a comfortable position in her seat.

“How are you feeling?” Donna asked as she set down her notepad. She pushed her sunglasses up onto her head. “I do hope the flight didn’t drain you too much.”

Jayla let out a sigh of relief at the question. “Walking around helped, but I’m just happy to be on solid ground now.”

Donna chuckled and glanced at the passing scenery. “I don’t blame you. It’s much more enjoyable to take in this sight, I’m sure.”

Jayla wasn’t prepared for the scenery that greeted her through the car window. The sky was a brilliant blue canvas behind the rows of hotels and tall trees swaying in the wind. Breathtaking green mountains dotted the horizon, while a clear, white sandy beach stretched out with clusters of sunbathers.

“Here we are,” Donna announced as the car slowed to a stop. “Just a few minutes to our room, and then we can finally relax.”

Jayla stepped out of the car, and as she entered the grand lobby, bellhops rushed forward to take her luggage. 

Bright lights illuminated the area, with accents of gold adorning every corner. Expansive windows allowed natural light to flood in. 

Outside, chairs lined the deck surrounding a deep blue pool, beyond which lay the stunning beach. Jayla blinked a few times, half-expecting to wake up from a dream.

Once they got off the elevator, Donna led Jayla down the tenth-floor hallway. “Don’t worry, my room is right next to yours,” Donna said. “I won’t be around much, busy with meetings while you enjoy some much-needed rest. Oh, do you have a dress?”

Jayla paused. A mental inventory of her luggage flashed in her mind’s eye. Had she packed enough? Was it too much? “I think so, yes,” she said finally. “A few.”

“Perfect!” Donna stopped in front of a door. “And here we are.” She motioned toward the nearby bellboys who nearly collided with each other while watching Donna’s every movement. And they weren’t the only ones. Men wandered by as if their heads were on a swivel.

Jayla wondered if that was something she’d learned from years of modeling or if it was just... her.

“Now,” Donna turned back to Jayla, “tomorrow we’re having lunch with Mr. Jansen. It’s an important opportunity for you, darling. I want you looking your absolute best.” Pride and affection mingled in her eyes as she continued. “Wear something casual, but not too casual. A light-print sundress would be sublime.” Donna paused, thinking. “I have some meetings to attend, so I’ll be out for most of the morning. Can you meet us at two p.m.?”

Jayla nodded. “Yeah, I can do that.”

Donna stepped closer, resting her hands on Jayla’s arms. “Jay, watching you evolve from that nervous intern to this professional...” She took in a breath of pride. “It's like watching my own best work come to life.”

Jayla couldn’t help chuckling. “Donna.”

“No, I’m serious! You worked so hard to get here. Don’t forget that, hmm? Remember to enjoy your achievements. We’ll do lunch later.” And then Donna hugged her.

Jayla smiled as she rested her chin on Donna’s shoulder. This wonderful woman wasn’t prone to emotional displays. Coming from the person she admired the most, it meant the world to Jayla. “I will.”

As Donna turned toward her own room, signaling for one of the bellboys to follow with her luggage, she suddenly turned back with a snap of her fingers. “Oh, and darling...” She flashed another one of her trademark bright smiles. “Welcome to Rio.”

After Donna left down the hall, Jayla smiled at the attendant who wheeled her bags into her room.

As she stepped inside, Jayla nearly gasped. 

Warm sunlight streamed through sheer curtains, illuminating soft golden patterns across the luxurious white bedding. The subtle scent of tropical flowers mingled with fresh ocean air as she opened the balcony doors wider. Beyond sat an endless stretch of sandy beach caressing the turquoise shoreline.

Tranquility met luxury in a haven for creative inspiration. She loved it.

The bellhop bowed and handed Jayla the key to her suite. She thanked him with a smile and a tip, and once he left, she turned back to the room with a grin. Now, this was luxury!

She drifted toward the connected bathroom to explore and actually gasped at the sight. It was bigger than her bedroom at home, with an enormous Roman tub, fluffy designer towels, and soaps that looked too pretty to use. The shampoo and conditioner bottles were high-end brands she’d only ever seen in magazines. She couldn’t wait to try them out later.

Shades of gray and blue made up the bathroom’s stone tiles, with sleek gold fixtures that somehow managed to look modern and classic at the same time. 

Okay, this was seriously more than just a hotel room. She could already imagine herself sinking into that bathtub later tonight amid the bubbles and scented oils.

Jayla forced herself to calm down as she unpacked her suitcases and began settling into her suite. Grabbing her phone, she checked it, freezing on one message from Donna. Jayla frowned. Tomorrow’s schedule had an afternoon full of meetings after their initial breakfast briefing. 

Donna had even suggested she take the morning to rest and enjoy the amenities. 

Jayla practically squealed at the idea of lounging in that gorgeous bath, ordering room service dinner, and getting an early night’s sleep in those ridiculously soft sheets.

Smiling to herself, Jayla kicked off her heels and padded toward that impossibly inviting bathtub. She promised herself just a few minutes to close her eyes, though she knew full well she’d relish every moment of this exquisite luxury.

Tomorrow would be soon enough to focus on work.

For now, she intended to savor every luxurious second this hotel had to offer.

*
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“MR. JANSEN!” DONALD Whitman’s voice filled the room, radiating warmth as he extended a firm hand. 

Eric wiped his palms on his trousers before shaking Whitman’s hand. David stepped forward and did the same with a nod.

The concierge closed the heavy conference room doors behind them, sealing in what felt like a much more formal atmosphere than their previous meetings in the lounge. Eric could almost see the tension shift from the friendly catch-up. This was business, and he needed to sell not just the project, but himself.

“Please, have a seat, Mr. Whitman,” Eric gestured toward the head of the table. “I trust your trip down here was pleasant?”

As Whitman took his seat, Eric noticed David mask the motion as he dried his palms on his pants before sitting next to him. He suppressed a smile; maybe they were both feeling the pressure.

“It was fine, thank you,” Whitman replied. “A bit out of the way from our usual paths, but sometimes you need to see things in person. Renderings can only tell you so much.”

“Absolutely,” Eric agreed. “That’s why I wanted to show you the progress now, as well as when it’s completed. We’ve hired a phenomenal photographer who can capture the essence of the development. I assure you, it will be breathtaking.”

Whitman smiled, leaning back in his chair. “I’m sure it will be.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll spare us both the pretense, Jansen. Your work is impressive. That’s why I’m interested in supporting this project. But I’ve been in this industry long enough to know that a man’s personal life often mirrors his professional one. If your foundation is shaky, everything built on it tends to be as well.”

Eric caught David’s eyebrow raise at Whitman’s choice of words. He glanced at his partner, exchanging a quick, understanding smile before focusing back on Whitman. There it was. The unspoken question made explicit.

“I understand how it looks,” Eric said.

Whitman’s voice was firm, cutting through whatever else Eric might have said. “Good. Because if you do, then you’ll understand why I’m hesitant to pour such a significant investment, my investment, into this project. Though Jansen & Freeman has shown itself to be a strong contender in this market.”

Eric straightened in his chair. This was his last shot. He had to nail it. “Mr. Whitman, this isn’t just about profits. This project has a dual purpose: the luxury resort will attract high-end tourists and businesses, creating jobs and boosting the local economy. The revenue generated will help fund affordable housing developments in underserved communities.”

Whitman raised a hand, stopping him mid-sentence. “I’ve read over the proposal thoroughly, Mr. Jansen,” he said, rising from his chair with deliberate slowness. “And I must say, I’m impressed with your... passion.” He adjusted his cufflinks. “I’m inclined to participate, but...” He stopped, looking at Eric. “I need more time to evaluate the stability of this new... arrangement you’ve proposed. If you’ll excuse me, I have another meeting to attend.”

As Whitman stood, Eric searched for something, anything that could prevent his investor from walking out that door. David tapped his shoulder, shooting him a look. It was time to act.

“Mr. Jansen,” Whitman said, extending his hand, “always a pleasure.”

Eric stood and looked at the offered hand. “Before you go, sir, I wanted this to be a surprise, but... my fiancée is in town.”

Whitman raised his eyebrows. “Fiancée? From what I understand, you recently parted ways with your... previous engagement.”

Of course, he knew. Elsa likely sold her story to every tabloid from New York to Tokyo.

Eric allowed himself a small chuckle. “Sir, it’s not who you think. The magazines got it wrong. They don’t know about her. We wanted to keep it private because of how the media loves to turn personal matters into gossip. We’ve been planning this for a while now, and announcing it prematurely would’ve caused... complications.”

Whitman’s gaze moved from Eric to David and back. “Very well,” he finally said. “Have your assistant arrange a lunch with my representative tomorrow. I would be delighted to meet your lovely fiancée.”

“Consider it done, sir,” Eric said smoothly. “We’ll make all the arrangements.”

Whitman nodded as his demeanor shifted back to business. “Good day, Mr. Jansen. Mr. Freeman.”

They waited until he’d left the room, and only when the heavy doors closed did Eric finally exhale.

David walked around the table, flashing him a look of concern. “Tell me you already had someone in mind and were just waiting for the right moment to introduce her.”

Eric ran a hand over his tie, trying to think fast. “I had to improvise. If he’d walked out without committing, the resort, the community housing project... it would all be gone. Our future projects globally would disappear overnight.”

David sighed, running a hand through his short blond hair. “Alright then. We need to find someone. Fast. Someone who fits the profile perfectly. Someone who can play the role convincingly enough to fool even Whitman.” 

Eric checked his watch. His mind raced through potential candidates, but none seemed right. None had the right blend of sophistication, intelligence, and ability to handle themselves under pressure.

“Someone discreet,” David added. “Someone who won’t talk to the press afterward. Someone who understands the stakes.”

The clock was ticking. Every minute brought them closer to that critical lunch appointment. Eric’s mind whirled with possibilities, plans within plans, each discarded as quickly as it formed.

One thing was clear: they needed the right woman, and they needed her now.

If there was ever a moment to gamble everything, it was now.
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JAYLA COULD HAVE USED a hot cup of coffee or an espresso shot straight into her veins.

On the street in front of the restaurant, she stopped to take a few calming breaths. 

Inhale, exhale. 

Time to get it together. 

She brushed her yellow sundress out and smoothed it down over her hips, relaxing with the cool cotton under her fingertips. The dress fit perfectly: snug at the waist, flaring out just below her knees. And the sunny color popped beautifully against her brown skin.

She adjusted the strap of her camera case, thankful for the comforting weight of it against her side. 

At least that was familiar. If only everything else would stop making her feel like a nervous fool.

Another slow breath. 

You’ve got this, Jayla. You’ve handled worse. Eleventh-hour sewing and dry-cleaning fixes that still gave her nightmares.

The day had started so smoothly. That hotel bed was too comfortable... so much so that she’d nearly drifted off again. Time she absolutely couldn’t afford. 

She’d barely had an hour to shower, change, and make it across town to the restaurant on time.

Never had she moved faster in her life.

A sudden wave of heat rose from her chest, and sweat broke out across her forehead.

Great. Just great. Nothing like showing up looking like you just ran a marathon.

She pulled a tissue from her camera bag and dabbed her forehead, careful not to smudge her makeup. There. Better. Maybe. God, please let me look dewy and fresh instead of sweaty and desperate.

Her hair. Maybe down wasn’t the best idea after all. Half-up, half-down might be much better for this tropical forest humidity.

She twisted one side of her thick curls back, leaving a few tendrils to frame her face. Then she secured them with a bobby pin she kept strategically stashed in her camera bag. 

Much better. 

If her curls decided to frizz in this humidity, at least they’d stay contained until she got through this meeting.

Jayla took a small mirror from her bag, checking her reflection one more time. She’d applied just enough red gloss to...

She pursed her lips, mentally chastising herself.

Time was slipping through her fingers like sand. And here she was, wasting precious seconds on vanity.

She snapped the compact shut and slipped it into her purse. This was not the time to be late.

The lobby smelled of feijoada before she saw anything else. Cream-colored tiles lined the floor. Arches from the doorways matched the ones in the molding overhead. Old-world, someone might call it, though it fit the modern accents gorgeously. Bright blues, oranges, reds, and yellows brightened the walls, reminding her of Carnival. Joy and elegance married in unity. She had to give kudos to the designer.

As she peered around, she took in the panoramic views of the beach through the large windows. The black beans and beef from the feijoada in the back kitchens grew stronger the more she lingered. 

Jayla’s stomach growled audibly.

She cleared her throat, hoping no one had heard.

The maître d’ looked up as she approached. “Welcome to Coronado Restaurant. How many are in your party this evening?” A thick, melodic Portuguese accent caressed each word, adding to his inviting, crooked smile.

“Actually, my party should be here,” Jayla replied. “Clarke?”

Recognition brightened his eyes. “Ah, yes. You must be...Mitchelson?”

Jayla nodded, and he grinned wider.

“Ms. Clarke and her party are expecting you. Please follow me.”

Jayla trailed behind him, straightening her neck and shoulders in a confident posture while adding an extra sway to her step.

At a prime table near the window, Donna sat draped in a dress that probably cost more than Jayla’s monthly rent. She paired it with an artfully tied scarf and her signature oversized sunglasses perched atop her head, making her look like classic Hollywood glamor. 

Three men accompanied her, and Jayla recognized them from their corporate bios. 

To Donna’s right was a blonde man, David Freeman, Eric’s business partner. Across from him was Jeffrey Spencer, the company’s legal counsel, a tall man with dark hair and a build that suggested he might moonlight as a linebacker. And between them, directly facing the entrance, sat Eric Jansen.

Jayla almost stumbled when she saw him. The company website photos hadn’t done him justice. He was handsome alright, but even more so in person. Thick, dark curls framed his sculpted face, making him look almost boyish. His suit fit like he’d been measured for it. Broad shoulders and a muscular chest, shirt sleeves straining slightly over biceps that suggested regular workouts. Jayla tore her eyes away before she was caught staring.

Eric watched her approach, keeping his expression stone still. Those green eyes were sharper than she’d expected and he watched her every movement.

Heat climbed her neck, and she forced herself to swallow.

Donna practically leapt out of her chair, dabbing at her lips with a pressed napkin despite having only had a drink. “Jay, sweetheart! Perfect timing.” She hurried over, linking their arms together.

“Gentlemen,” Donna turned back to the men, “this is Jayla Mitchelson, the genius photographer I’ve been raving about. Jayla, this is Eric, Jeffrey, and David.”

Eric’s eyes widened as his gaze darted between Donna and Jayla. “Ms.—” He cleared his throat. “You mean this is... Jay Mitchelson? The JayMitch.com?”

“Last time I checked.” Jayla took a step forward and offered her hand, meeting Eric’s gaze. “I hope that’s not a problem. Pleasure to meet all of you.”

He held her hand, and for a moment too long, he didn’t let go.

“No problem at all,” he said.

The authoritative tone was still there, and something else in its timbre. Confidence? Power? Either way, it made her pulse quicken as his touch warmed her hand and forearm.

“Though I have to admit...” His thumb brushed ever so gently against her wrist before he released her hand. “Donna always referred to you as ‘Jay Mitchelson.’ And your website had no pictures, just a name...” His smile widened into something almost... amused. “I guess I assumed...”

“That I was a guy?” Jayla said, raising an eyebrow.

“Exactly.” His smile widened. “Besides, anyone with your talent would want to put their face out there more. Market themselves better.”

“Sometimes,” Jayla said, twisting her mouth slightly, “a little mystery adds to the allure. Keeps people focused on the work itself rather than making assumptions based on appearances.”

“Touché.” He flashed a half-smile. “And you’ve certainly made quite an impression already.”

Jayla could almost sense his thoughts: I researched you. Studied your work. But I never expected... this.

What had he pictured? A man named Jay Mitchelson, she assumed, after seeing a faceless name on a website. Now he stole glances at her like she was a building he wanted to buy.

“I checked your website myself,” she said, “and I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting someone so...”

She caught herself, realizing exactly how provocative that unfinished sentence sounded. This was a client meeting, not a blind date she had traveled miles for. 

Careful, Jayla. Flirting is one thing, but don’t cross a line. But man, if she didn’t want to cross every single line right now.

Find the perfect word that conveyed enough flirtation without being too obvious. Professional yet personal.

“Charming.” The
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