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1

Nicholas

Eight
months ago

“Stephanie,” I mumble into the intercom,
“could you come in here please?” I wanted to handle this detail
myself. If I’m going to be working with this person every day, I
need to vet her, not delegate it to someone else.

“Yes, Mr. Barnett. What can I do for you?”
she asks, standing just inside the threshold of my office.
Stephanie has been my office assistant for the last three years.
She’s courteous, detail-oriented, and maintains a professional
demeanor every single day. Her experience makes her the ideal
assistant for me. She doesn’t take any crap from me and runs a
tight ship. The fact she’s old enough to be my mother may add a tad
bit of apprehension in defying her.

My current project is wrapping up, and I have
press obligations to attend, which I’m dreading. My next project is
in preproduction and needs my attention. I simply can’t attend to
everything, despite my desire to handle things myself.

“Please call Marlene and ask her to contact
me regarding the local designers for the Maine project. I won’t be
able to make it to choose between the finalists,” I state, unhappy
that I need to delegate this task. This is the first big production
that I’m completely in control of, and I’m already failing.

“Of course, sir, right away.” She closes my
door behind her.

Since I last checked, six more emails
appeared in my inbox. The good news is that’s probably one-third of
the overall total from the last few minutes. Stephanie screens my
emails and only lets necessary ones through. I don’t know what I
would do without her assistance. I scan the new arrivals and cull
it down to three just as my phone rings.

“Good morning, Ellis. What’s up?” Marlene
says, sounding chipper considering it’s quite early where she is in
New York.

“Sorry for calling so early, but I’m not
making it to New York for the final interviews tomorrow. I want to
hire Miss Cavallaro for the Maine project. Her designs meet each of
the requirements, are fashionable, and her budget isn’t outrageous.
Please thank Miss Chen for her time and let her down easy.”

“I understand. Would you prefer I push the
meeting so you can handle it yourself? I know you wanted to
personally meet the costumer for this project,” Marlene
replies.

“Thank you, but no. I need to get this
decision handled. Plus, I’m sure Miss Cavallaro will need some time
to prepare her plans and schedule to accommodate this project.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Marlene answers with
a yawn.

“Thank you. Again, I apologize for calling so
early.”

Ending the call, I lean back in my chair and
exhale deeply. So far, selecting an unknown designer is the only
major risk I’ve taken for this project. I have a seasoned director
and supporting cast. I glance at the clock and rush out to dress
for tonight’s press event. Thankfully, this is the last presser on
my schedule for another ten months.

The lights are bright as I walk the red
carpet toward my costar, Sophie Greene for tonight’s press event
for the project we just completed. The public believes that Sophie
and I are a couple. That’s so far from the truth. To maintain her
cover, I pull her into my arms and kiss her cheek. Her gown
perfectly coordinates with the tie and handkerchief my stylist
selected for this event. I have no doubt her stylist and mine spoke
before this event and every other event we’ve had together for this
film. Sophie is in a committed relationship with a woman. However,
her agent feels her career is too young and fragile to be honest
about her sexual orientation. Unfortunately for me, that means I
have been romantically linked with her since we started filming
even though nothing ever has nor ever will happen between us.

“When will you and Sophie take your
relationship to the next level?” a male reporter asks from my
left.

“Sophie and I will decide the future of our
relationship on our terms.” Hopefully, that will appease the press
for a bit longer.

“Sophie, who are you wearing tonight?” a
female reporter, also on our left, asks.

“It’s a designer named Naomi Smythe.” After a
few more questions, we step inside the green room.

“Thank you. I’m sure you can’t wait to get
rid of me,” she says close to my ear. Of course, there are
flashbulbs going off the second she moves close enough to kiss
me.

“It’s part of the business. How is Jolie?” I
ask softly so only she can hear me.

“She’s fine. Upset that she can’t be here
instead of you. No offense.”

“None taken.” I lead her to our seats for the
advance screening of our movie. Thankfully, the rules prohibit
cameras in the theater during the film premiere, so I don’t have to
worry about my actions or body language quite so much. Neither does
Sophie.

After viewing the film, we greet a few
contest winners, then go our separate ways. I note the time and
briefly consider hopping on a plane to New York to meet with the
designers but decide against it. Marlene has her marching orders.
She can deliver the message appropriately, or so I hope.
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Kelly

Present
day

Rolling to my side, I slap my alarm clock to
shut it up. I must’ve been tired. Typically, I wake before my alarm
even goes off. Throwing back the covers, I place my feet on my
plush area rug. I bought it specifically for this reason. First
thing in the morning, I want softness beneath my feet. I stretch
and pad to the en suite bathroom to begin my day. Most of my home
is comfy and quaint, but the master bath is something else. I
poured an insane amount of money into this room.

The shower is huge with Carrera tile from
floor to ceiling. A rainfall showerhead with wall jets provides
more than enough scalding water. I also added a soaking tub that
overlooks the backyard. After allowing the piping hot water to
absorb into my tight shoulders, I step out of the shower and dress
for the day.

Today is a big day; Kelsey is coming in for
her first design session. I created a few draft designs for her
based on the dresses she has already purchased from me. Creating a
wedding gown is slightly different than one for a wedding guest or
other social event.

“Morning, Billie,” I say, stepping into the
design studio.

“Morning, Kel. Your latte is on your table,”
she replies before resuming her sketch.

“Thanks.” I set my tote down alongside my
table and take a long, slow sip of the caffeinated goodness. I pull
out the designs for Kelsey and await her arrival. I’m nervous for
this meeting. I have created custom wedding gowns for approximately
. . .. Who am I kidding? I know the exact number—one hundred and
thirty-six women. This is different. Kelsey is my friend, and she’s
trusting me with this monumental moment in her life. When the chime
above the door sounds, I inhale deeply before greeting Kelsey in
the front of the shop.

“Hey there!” I say, hugging her close.

“Hey,” she replies.

Billie joins us, and they hug as well.

“Are you ready for this?” I ask her with a
slight bit of giddiness in my voice.

“To get married, yes. To plan it and make all
these decisions, not so much.” She sighs deeply.

“What’s going on, Kels?” I guide her to the
plush white sofa in our wedding consultation area.

“There are so many things that could go wrong
for us with this wedding. What if Melanie shows up again? Will and
I don’t want a large wedding party. In fact, we don’t want wedding
parties at all. That will make everyone angry because they feel
they’re entitled, especially Gen. What about Mrs. Ramirez? Who will
give me away?”

“Breathe, Kelsey.” I take her hand in mine as
Billie scoots closer, placing her hand on Kelsey’s shoulder.

“Let’s tackle some of those issues one at a
time,” I say, contemplating where to start.

“Okay.”

“Do you want to have a wedding party?”

“No,” she replies with conviction.

“Perfect. Does William want a wedding
party?”

“No.”

“Great. What’s your concern with your future
mother-in-law?”

“I don’t have anything for her to do. Should
I have invited her today?”

“Let’s step back. What did Mari do at her
wedding for her mother?” I ask, pushing Kelsey to think about how
her future sister-in-law handled her own mother at her wedding.

“She didn’t have anything to do.”

“Good, there’s your answer. Why doesn’t
William want to have the mother-son dance?”

“Because of me.” She hangs her head. This one
hits me in the heart. Kelsey doesn’t know who her father is, and
it’s likely neither does her mother, Melanie.

“Are you upset because you want him to have
it, or because he’s willing to sacrifice it for you?”

“Damn, Kelly. You’re particularly good at
this,” Kelsey says with a small smile. “I don’t want him to give it
up for me. It’s just one more reason for his mother to dislike me.
There’s no way Mrs. Ramirez will think he wants to skip it on his
own.”

“Okay. What you really need to answer is who
will give you away? Do you have someone in mind?”

“How do you always know, Kel? You’re
exceptionally good at solving other people’s issues.”

“Thanks. Quit stalling.” I gently urge her to
continue.

“There are really only four options: I walk
alone, I ask Robert, Peter, or Grant. I see issues with Robert and
Peter. Gen will be pissed if I ask Robert. She doesn’t approve of
my impending marriage, so that pretty much eliminates him as an
option. Honestly, I don’t even know if she’ll show up to our
wedding after her behavior at Maggie’s wedding. I could ask Grant,
but I’ve known him the shortest amount of time out of everyone.
That leaves Peter and walking alone.”

“And?” I ask to push her along. This is
difficult for her; I noticed it when Robert gave Maggie away at her
wedding last year—well, her second wedding, but that’s a whole
different story.

“I’m leaning toward asking Peter.” Kelsey
looks over at Billie. I don’t see any reason for Billie’s feelings
to factor in here. True, she and Peter are a couple, but he and
Kelsey are family.

“If I may,” Billie interjects, “I know we
haven’t known each other very long, but if you’re honest with
yourself, who would you choose?”

“Thank you, Billie. You’re family now; you
can say what you need to say. I’m going to keep thinking about it.
Thanks, ladies, for talking it through with me. Now, let’s work on
my dress.”

I gather my sketches and pull up the design
tool on the computer for Kelsey to look at and tweak the designs I
prepared. A half hour later, the phone rings.

“So Elegant, Billie speaking.” She motions
for me to come to the phone.

“So Elegant, Kelly speaking.”

“Good afternoon, I’m calling on behalf of
Marlene Greenfield’s office. Are you free to meet with her this
evening?”

“Yes, I can meet with her. Where and when?” I
jot down the details on a scrap of paper next to the phone before
hanging up and pondering the call for a moment.

“What was that about?” Billie inquires.

“Marlene Greenfield wants to meet with me
tonight.”

“That’s a good thing, right?”

“I’m honestly not sure. The project was
supposed to start a few months ago. I stopped obsessing over it
when I didn’t get the job.”

“Did her assistant indicate what she wanted?”
Kelsey asks.

“No, she didn’t.” I move back to my seat to
finish preliminary sketches with Kelsey before hurrying home to
change for my meeting with Marlene.
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Nicholas

I settled into this gorgeous
home in York, Maine earlier this week. The house has many
amenities, most of which I won’t have time to use. The ocean view
is beautiful. I plan to use the sunroom as my office while I’m here
to take advantage of the view. I’ve been working long days,
preparing for filming to get underway. There was a delay in our
production schedule because of an injury to the lead actress.

“Marlene, could you bring me the sketches
that Miss Cavallaro created for the ballroom scene and the cocktail
dress for the dinner party?”

“Ellis, I hired Miss Chen for the job. Here
are her sketches,” she states, handing me a pile of sketches I have
previously reviewed and rejected.

“Why would you go against my express
directive to hire Miss Cavallaro?”

“It was for your own good,” she replies
matter-of-factly.

“Excuse me, explain.” I’m getting
increasingly agitated with Marlene’s failure to meet her job
requirements. She has exceeded her authority more than once in
recent memory and failed to follow my explicit instructions
regarding this production.

“Miss Chen isn’t your type, while Miss
Cavallaro will distract you from your project, so I didn’t hire
her.”

“Let me get this straight. You hired Miss
Chen despite my instruction otherwise simply because Miss Cavallaro
is what you feel is my type?” I’m profoundly shocked that she
overstepped so far.

“Yes, I did. Miss Cavallaro is—”

“How dare you? You put your opinion about my
personal life above your job. Marlene, your fired. Please gather
your things and leave.”

“Ellis, you’re overreacting. It was for your
own good,” she replies, refusing to move.

“This isn’t about Miss Cavallaro or Miss
Chen. You failed to follow my instructions regarding who to hire. I
was very clear about who I chose for this job. Contact Miss Chen
and tell her she has been replaced.”

“Yes, Ellis,” she says, attempting to walk
away.

“Marlene, this doesn’t change my previous
statement. You’re fired.”

Marlene opens her mouth to speak but turns on
her heel instead, leaving the room. She has worked with me for more
than three years. Apparently, I’ve let a few too many things slide.
I immediately reach out to Stephanie, asking her to set up a
meeting with Miss Cavallaro as soon as possible on Marlene’s
behalf.

After a few more hours of work, I move into
the master suite to freshen up. I realize inviting Miss Cavallaro
here is a bit out of the ordinary. However, it’s necessary for her
privacy and mine. So far, I’ve been able to keep the photographers
away from this location, and I aim to keep it that way.

Just before six, the doorbell sounds. When it
isn’t immediately answered, I head downstairs to open the door,
wondering where Mabel is. Mabel is more than just my home
assistant. She takes care of the cooking and cleaning wherever I
am. She’s been with me since I was a child, when she acted as our
nanny and surrogate mother when necessary. Mabel stayed on with my
parents even after my siblings moved away.

“Good evening. I’m here to see Marlene
Greenfield,” the stunning woman states as I open the door.

“Good evening, Miss Cavallaro. Please come
in.”

As she passes by me, her scent teases my
nose. Damn! Get it together, Nicholas! I’ve been so
wrapped up in fake courting my costars, I can’t remember the last
time I was attracted to a woman in real life.

“I’m afraid I have a confession to make—”

Before I can continue, Mabel rushes into the
room. “I’m sorry, Nicholas. I was indisposed.”

“It’s no problem, Mabel. I can handle it from
here. We’ll be in the sunroom,” I say before turning my attention
back to my guest. “As I was saying, I’m Ellis Barnett. I asked for
this meeting,” I say before offering to take her coat and placing
them in the foyer closet.

“Thank you. I’m confused.”

“I understand. I’ll explain. Please follow
me.” I raise my arm, indicating the direction of the sunroom,
allowing her to lead the way.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Miss
Cavallaro,” I say, reaching my hand toward her.

“It’s nice to meet you too, Mr. Barnett.
Please call me Kelly,” she replies, nervously shaking my hand.

Her hand is delicate, her skin soft. She’s
gorgeous. Her chestnut hair is tied loosely at the nape of her
neck, and her skin is flawless. She’s smaller than me, but that
isn’t hard to accomplish. If I had to guess, she’s probably average
height without the sexy high heels she’s wearing.

“Please call me Nicholas,” I say, hoping to
ease the tension and confusion in her eyes.

“Wait, you’re Ellis Barnett? Marlene works
for you?”

“Yes, but that’s my stage name. Please call
me Nicholas. Marlene no longer works for me. I fired her earlier
today due to abject failure to complete the job I hired her for. As
you know, I had Marlene handle most of the costuming interviews and
reviews for my production. Initially, I planned to meet you and
Miss Chen in New York. Unfortunately, I was unable to do so.
Marlene was tasked with offering you the job. She purposefully
hired Miss Chen against my explicit instructions. That’s why you’re
here right now.”

“Marlene told me I didn’t get the job three
weeks after my trip to New York.”

“I see. The details aren’t important at this
point. Are you available to take the job, Kelly?” I hope I can
salvage at least this portion of the costuming.

“Mr. Barnett . . . Nicholas, I’m floored. I
have to admit that when Marlene told me you chose Miss Chen, I was
taken aback. I’m not so arrogant to say my designs are infinitely
better than hers, but I felt I met the requirements and she didn’t.
I’m sorry, I’m rambling. I need to look at my calendar. I’ll be
right back.”

Kelly leaves the sunroom, walking toward the
foyer closet, presumably to get her phone or planner. Her
observations are spot-on regarding her competition with Miss Chen.
Kelly met each and every requirement and did so under unnecessary
pressure from Marlene. Aside from her stellar designs, it’s why I
chose her. Her attention to detail is exceptional, right down to
the bolder styles she included for the rebellious teens in the
movie. Of course, she hasn’t read the script, but Marlene has. She
had to notice that Kelly’s designs were on point.

A few minutes later, she walks back into the
sunroom carrying her phone and a paper planner. Her nose is buried
so deep, she misses the step into the room and trips, falling to
the floor.

I rush to her and offer her a hand up. The
tension crackling between us is thick and unlike anything I’ve ever
felt before. I’ve pretended to have this type of chemistry on set,
but this . . . this is the real thing.

“Are you okay?” Noting her gorgeous skin
turning red while she smooths her dress, I think perhaps that spark
goes both ways.

“Yes, thank you. Do you have a fitting
schedule for these costumes handy?”

“Of course. I lift it from the table and hand
it to her. She compares her planner to the preproduction schedule
and makes a few small marks on my copy. I watch her study both, her
gaze shifting back and forth. It’s clear she takes her business
seriously. She’s meticulous. After taking time to review both
thoroughly, she moves around the table next to me.

“I have eight weddings booked in the next six
months. I must attend the one on the third weekend of March without
exception. I can work around the rest of this in the evenings as I
still need to run the shop during the day. Do you know which days
filming will be for these scenes and where?”

Mabel appears near the door with a tray
containing some finger foods. “I thought you might be hungry,
Nicholas. Miss, please let me know if you require anything else?”
she says before leaving.

“She’s amazing. Is she your mom?” Kelly
asks.

“No, my mother is deceased,” I reply, a bit
more gruffly than I intended.

“I’m sorry. So is mine,” she says
quietly.

“I’m sorry too.” I clear my throat and shift
my focus back to why she’s here. Getting into personal details is
probably not the best choice, even though we have that in common. I
wonder what happened to her mother. “This is a semifirm schedule.
We needed to make some adjustments with the ViewPoint after the
injury to the lead.”

“It’s beautiful there. The grounds are
gorgeous, and the exterior views of the Nubble are breathtaking. I
can make this work, Nicholas. When do we start?”

“Does tomorrow afternoon work? I don’t have
filming unless your shop is open all day on Saturday.”

“I can take the afternoon off. What time
works for you?”

“Let’s start at two.”

“I’ll be back then. Please thank Mabel for
the snack even though we didn’t eat it,” she says as we move to the
foyer. I grab her coat and hold it out for her. I hear her sigh as
I draw my hands across her shoulders.

“Good night, Nicholas.”

“Good night, Kelly.” It doesn’t matter if I’m
attracted to her; we have a job to do. I turn to find Mabel
clearing the dishes from our “snack,” one I didn’t need or request.
It appears Mabel wanted a longer look at our guest.

“She’s lovely, Nicholas,” Mabel says.

“Yes, she is, but she works for me.”

“She’s different,” Mabel point out as she
walks from the room.

Astute as ever, Mabel’s statement is on
point. Yes, Kelly is different.
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Kelly

Did that really just happen?
Ellis Barnett just hired me to work on his film project. He’s
better looking in person than he is on television or in the
tabloids. It’s hard to miss his photo when I shop. His face is
splashed across every single cover with a parade of his costars,
each one as gorgeous as the last. I sit in my car pondering my
meeting. Marlene was supposed to hire me all those months ago, but
she didn’t. Why?

I have to talk to Billie first thing in the
morning to determine if we need a clerk for the front desk to fill
in for me. I’m so lost in thought, I don’t realize that I haven’t
moved out of his driveway until a soft knock on the window scares
me. I open the window.

“I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you all
right?” Nicholas asks, standing beside my car. That’s a loaded
question. You just hired me for the job of a lifetime, which
could propel my career forward exponentially. Let’s not forget that
you’re smart, gorgeous, have impeccable manners, and the air around
us was charged from the moment you said good evening.

“Yes, I was . . . never mind.”

“Tell me, Kelly,” he commands. That’s . . .
arousing.

“I was upset when I didn’t get the job. Now,
I’m happy and looking forward to working with you on this project.
I was celebrating just a little.” I don’t make a habit of spilling
my guts, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.

“Fair enough. Drive safely. I’ll see you
tomorrow,” he says before moving back onto the porch. This time he
stands there waiting for me to leave. I shift into drive and head
home.

My house isn’t as grand as his rental, but
it’s perfect. It’s a quaint little cottage with just two bedrooms.
The kitchen was refurbished just before I purchased it. Its
furnishings are comfy but structured. Even though you might think a
designer would have bold colors in her home, I don’t. My color
palette is neutral and soothing. The living room is a soft gray
with teal accents around the room. My bedroom is also gray, but
with white and pink accents.

Before I think better of it, I call my
sister, Norah. She’ll forgive me if it’s too late.

“Hey there.”

“Hey, what’s up?” she asks, sounding as if
I’d woken her up.

“Were you sleeping already?”

“Apparently I dozed on the couch,” Norah
replies.

“I got the job!”

“What job? Wait, the costuming job? I thought
they picked someone else.”

“So did I until this morning when I was asked
to meet with Marlene here in York. When I arrived, the one and only
Ellis Barnett answered the door.”

“OMG! You met Ellis Barnett! He’s oh so hot!
I’m jealous.” I can imagine Norah fanning herself from
excitement.

“I did, and let me tell you, he’s hotter in
person. Anyway, Marlene was supposed to hire me after the
interviews but didn’t. I don’t know why, and he just hired me to
handle the gowns for the film.”

“That’s amazing, Kel! I’m so happy for
you!”

“Thanks, Nor. I didn’t mean to wake you. I’ll
talk to you later. Love you.”

“Love you back,” she says before hanging
up.

I strip out of my clothes and fall into my
bed. I doubt sleep will come considering my mind is racing and so
is my heart.

I arrive at the Perk bright and early on
Saturday morning. I wasn’t able to sleep last night as I predicted,
so I need an extra jolt of of latte goodness. The air is crisp
today, but I don’t care. Almost nothing could bring me down from
this high. I can’t believe I get to work with Ellis Barnett.

Why did he ask me to call him Nicholas?

Latte in hand, I head straight to my shop. I
plan to get some work done, change, and then head over to his house
to work on the designs. I’m not sure what needs to be done, but
he’s the expert, so I’ll go along with him for the meeting.

“Kelly,” Billie calls from the front of the
shop.

“Back here. I have big news!” I say as she
steps into the design area. “I got the job, Billie!”

“The costuming job? Yay! How did that happen?
What did Marlene say? What about your clients? Did you find out who
the cranky hotshot actor/producer is?”

“Yes, it’s a long story. Marlene was fired.
We need to talk about my clients and the shop. Yes, I found out who
the cranky hotshot actor is.”

“Are you going to share?” Billie urges me
on.

“Ellis Barnett.” I turn away to hide the
blush I feel creeping into my skin.

“No freaking way! He’s so hot!”

“Yes, he is. We need to talk about the shop.
He and I went over the schedule, and there are a few tricky
spots.”

“We’ll make it work.” Billie peruses the
schedule. “Wow! That’s extremely detailed. You two are a match made
in organization heaven.”

I laugh. Can’t say she’s wrong about the
organization—and maybe everything else too. “If you want, we can
hire someone temporarily to work the desk so you can focus on your
clients.”

“Not right away. Let’s see how it goes. It
looks like we’ll be open normal hours during the week with a
shortened Saturday.”

“Yes, but I’ll need to leave here a bit early
each day to make it to our meeting at his office. Otherwise we
should be fine. If you need help, please let me know. I’m sure we
can find someone capable.”

“I’m so happy for you. So, tell me more about
him,” Billie asks.

“Nothing to tell. He’s highly organized,
smart, and extremely polite.”

“Not buying what you’re selling, Kel.”

“I’ll admit, he’s gorgeous and easy to talk
to, but he’s my boss. We shouldn’t get involved. Plus, he has a
lengthy list of stunning A-list actresses as ex-girlfriends. I
couldn’t help myself; I googled him last night, and he’s dating his
costar from his last movie, Sophie something.”

“You don’t know if any of that’s true. Trust
me, the paparazzi can spin stories like you would not believe.”
Billie would know, but still he’s my boss.

“I hear what you’re saying, but I need to
keep my distance despite my attraction to him.”

“Good luck with that.” She returns to her
table to sketch some rack designs.

If I’m being honest, I need all the help I
can get, especially since I’ll be spending a considerable amount of
time alone with Mr. Nicholas Ellis Barnett.
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I hate to admit it, but
Mabel is right. She’s different, but she works for me. I need to
ignore the pull she has on me while I’m with her. I didn’t sleep at
all last night thinking about Kelly with her flawless skin, pert
nose, and cute smile. Let’s not forget the curves she tries to
hide—an impossible feat. She’s a fashion designer. She knows how to
fit a dress to a woman’s shape, and dear God does she do it for
herself.

This has never happened to me before. Each
day, I’m surrounded by beautiful, albeit fake, women. Not once has
one of them held my attention like she does. I have only known her
for a few hours, so she shouldn’t have a hold on me. Yet she
does.

I’ve spent the morning catching up on the
items for the next few weeks so I can focus on the costuming for
the ballroom scene and the cocktail party when Kelly arrives. I
hear a soft knock on the door and move to answer it. Mabel has the
weekend off.

“Hi, come in.”

“Hi. How was your evening?” she asks me while
hanging her coat in the closet. She’s dressed like yesterday in a
sheath dress and heels.

“Good, and you?”

“Same. I’m sorry about yesterday. I didn’t
mean to worry you. I was . . . I’m still excited about this
project.”

“No need to be sorry. I’m sorry too. Marlene
shouldn’t have treated you that way. Even though you don’t know all
the details, it shouldn’t have happened.”

She nods and gifts me with a small smile that
warms my heart.

“Would you like a drink?” I ask, stepping
into the kitchen.

“Water would be perfect, thanks,” she
replies, taking in the house. It’s has a mostly open concept with
cottage chic furnishings. These furnishings aren’t me at all.

“I set everything up in the sunroom again.
Will that work?”

“Yes, there’s good light in there, at least
until sunset.” I follow her to the sunroom. While averting my gaze
to gather my composure, she continues, “What exactly do we need to
accomplish today?”

“I have taken the liberty of attaching the
cast member to the costumes. You can tell me if it will work or if
we need to make some changes. Your sketches were spot-on with what
I need for this scene, especially the two bolder designs. You
wouldn’t know this, but there are teenage actresses in the film
that crash the ball, and those gowns are perfect.”

“Thank you. You’re right, I don’t know
anything about the script.”

She would if Marlene had done her job
properly. Her design for the older lead actress, Gwendolyn Smith,
will be perfect as is. Her design for the younger lead actress,
Demi Goldberg, needs some tweaking in my opinion.

“Let’s start with the lead actresses and go
from there,” I say, pointing to the sketches.

“Okay, what is the theme of the ball? Color
scheme?”

“It’s a charity ball. The set will be
decorated in neutral colors with blue undertones, so the costuming
can be bold.”

She moves closer to the table and starts
modifying the designs before my eyes. Watching her sketch is
fascinating. After connecting the actress to the dress, she makes
changes to four of her original sketches. She also jots notes to
change the colors of the gowns to match the set and the skin
tone.

“Nicholas?” she calls, touching my arm. Her
hand on me feels… perfect.

“Yes, sorry. Watching you sketch is
mesmerizing.”

“Thank you. What about this one? The colors
are fine, but the design won’t work with her body type. What about
switching these two?” she asks, pointing to sketch numbers three
and seven.

“That works. How much time will you need from
sizing to fitting?”

“I reached out to my seamstress earlier this
morning; she can handle the gowns and have them ready on time.
Since I haven’t worked on a film before, where will the fittings
take place?”

“That’s another thing we need to discuss.
What do you need for a fitting area on set?”

She looks over at me, pausing before
speaking. “It might be easier if I show you. Are you up for a short
field trip?”

“Sure, we can grab some takeout on the way
back. Mabel is off this weekend, and I haven’t had time to
shop.”

“That works.” Kelly gathers her phone and
notes.

I watch her as she moves toward the door.
She’s innately sexy, and I’m drawn to her. No, forget those
thoughts. She works for you. Do I really care? I consider my
next statement carefully.

“You don’t need to get dressed up for work
here. I’m sure that won’t be comfortable when you’re fitting the
actresses on set,” I say, hoping I haven’t overstepped.

“Okay, but I could say the same for you,” she
replies, pulling her coat from the closet. That dress may cover
everything she has to offer a man, but damn it fits like a glove,
particularly when she bent to grab her tote from the closet
floor.

“True, I’ll keep it in mind,” I say,
attempting to ignore the surge of blood rushing south. I suppose
dress pants and button-down shirts are a bit dressy for working
from my home office, but I didn’t want to be too comfortable around
her. Yet. Ugh! She works for you.
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Kelly

“How well do you know the
area?” I ask as we step into the garage. I expected to find a
flashier car, given his career trajectory and length. I would guess
he’s only a few years old than me.

“I don’t really. Here, you drive.” He holds
out keys to a car that looks a lot like Peter’s—Peter’s hugely
expensive car.

“I can’t drive your car.”

“Why not? It’s just a car.” He takes my hand,
setting his keys in my palm.

The warmth of his skin feels right. So right.
It shouldn’t. You work for him. It doesn’t matter that he’s
gorgeous with corded arms evident through his sleeves. Plus, all
the magazine covers don’t really hide very much. He’s built like a
fragrance model. I would just love a small taste of his arms around
me.

“Kelly.” This time he touches my cheek,
gently cupping my jaw, drawing my attention up to his hazel eyes.
Right now, they have a hint of green from his shirt. It takes a lot
of composure not to push up onto my toes and kiss him. But I
want to . . . so very much.

“Yes, fine. I give.” I close my fingers
around his keys, but he doesn’t move his hand on my cheek. His eyes
are telling me that he feels exactly how I do, but instead of
acting on it, he slowly pulls away. I feel tingly where he touched,
and I’m noticeably colder without his hand on me. He opens the
driver door and closes it after I sit.

The short drive to So Elegant is quiet but
not uncomfortably so. That moment we shared was a bit more than it
should have been. I park in my spot and move to open my door, but
somehow Nicholas is already there offering me his hand. I slide my
fingers into his hand and stand up from the seat.

“Thank you.” I’m expecting him to let go, but
he doesn’t. We walk hand in hand to the rear door of the shop. When
he does let go, I wish I could retake his hand without it saying
that he and I are on the same page—even though we may be.

After I flick on the lights, he wanders over
to Billie’s table.

“These don’t look like your designs,” he
says, lifting one for a closer inspection.

“They aren’t. Those are mine.” I point to my
table on the other wall. He picks up the sketches for Kelsey’s
wedding.

“These look more like you. How long have you
been in business?”

“I went to design school, then worked for a
few higher-end designers in New York. I decided to take the leap on
my own a little over two years ago. I was fortunate enough that my
parents had enough money saved so I didn’t have loans for
college.”

“That’s amazing. Good for you. Why did you
want to be your own boss?”

These are simple questions, yet they feel
like so much more. They feel like “getting to know you better”
questions.

“My former bosses were fine. They simply told
me what to design based on their meetings with the client, and I
did what I was told. Now, I’m involved from start to finish. It
makes me a better designer. Plus, seeing the sheer joy on my
clients’ faces when their ideas come to life in fabric is
absolutely worth it.”

“Sounds like you made the right choice,” he
says wandering into the showroom. “Are all of these your
designs?”

“Either mine or Billie’s,” I reply watching
him scan the racks, lifting a few dresses and putting them back
exactly where they were. Billie’s words echo in my head, “A
match made in organization heaven.” A match made somewhere,
that’s for sure.

“So, what do you need for the fitting area? I
don’t mean to rush you, but I’m starving.”

“Me too. I’ll need at least two dressing
areas like these.” I point to the ones in the showroom. “I need one
of these pedestals or a sturdy platform for the actresses to stand
on. The rest are things that I have: measuring tape, pins, thread,
etc.”

“That’s absolutely doable at the hotel,” he
replies. “What’s good to eat around here, well, for takeout?”

“We could order from the Inn and take it back
to your house since my car is there.”

He nods. I move around the counter and search
for the menu. After a hasty perusal, I order and we’re ready to
leave.

As we head to the back, I hear laughter
coming from the design studio. We find Billie and Peter hovering
over her table looking for one of her sketches.

“Hi, Kel, I wanted to pick up some of my
sketches so I can finish them tomorrow at home,” Billie says,
eyeing Nicholas who’s standing closely behind me. Heat radiates
from him as his clean, crisp scent surrounds me.

“No problem. Billie, please meet Ellis
Barnett. This is Billie—she’s my designer—and her boyfriend, my
brother-in-law, Peter.”

“Pleasure to meet you both,” he says, shaking
their hands.

As he shakes Peter’s hand, Billie looks
around the two of them and mouths, “Oh my God, he’s so hot,” with a
wink. I shake my head to indicate we can’t talk about it right
now.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes, I’m starving,” he says. “Pleasure to
meet the two of you. Good night.”

“You as well,” Peter and Billie answer in
unison as we walk out the door.

He offers me his arm and guides me to his
car. After closing my door, he rounds the car and settles into the
passenger seat.

“How are you related to Peter?” he asks.

“I have two older siblings—a brother, Joseph,
and a sister, Norah. Joseph is married to Genevieve, Peter’s
sister. What about you? Do you have any siblings?”

“I have a brother, Noah, and a sister,
Noelle, both younger,” he replies as I start the car. The ride to
the Inn is short, and we still have some time before our food is
ready. “You mentioned your mom passed away, how?” he asks softly,
as if the topic should be off limits. Considering he has been
through it as well, I don’t feel like it’s intrusive.

“My mother died of pancreatic cancer eight
years ago. What about you?” I take his hand in mine since this
topic isn’t really an easy one. I miss my mother each day, as I’m
sure he does too.

“My parents died ten years ago in a car
accident,” he replies, looking at my hand over his. When he lifts
my hand to his lips and kisses it, electricity flows up my arm and
lands square in my chest.

“That must have been awful.”

“It was. I miss them every single day.
Thankfully, we had Mabel. She was our nanny, for lack of a better
word. She was there when we arrived home from school and helped
keep the house clean. She would leave when my parents arrived home
from work and return sometime before we got home from school. I
hired her when I was twenty-five to keep my life in order and to
make sure I eat mostly balance meals. Otherwise, I would have every
restaurant on speed dial.”

I smile. “Can’t cook, huh?”

“Nothing outside of the basics: toast,
coffee, and cereal. Honestly, that isn’t really cooking.”

“No, it isn’t. I’ll be right back.” I step
out to get our dinner.

I hand our food to him before driving back to
his house. After carefully parking in the garage, we set our dinner
on the kitchen island.

“White or red?” he asks after setting two
glasses on the granite countertop.

“White, please,” I respond, looking for the
utensils. “Silverware?”

“In the drawer in the center of the island.
Mabel uses the island to prepare food.”

Turning toward each other, there’s a moment
when our eyes meet and our attraction is evident. A second when I
think he might kiss me. As much as I want him to, it isn’t a good
idea.

I break our gaze and open the drawer, pulling
out the silverware and corkscrew. I set the silverware on the table
before taking him the corkscrew. Nicholas’s hand covers mine.

“Kelly.”

I lift my head and our gazes lock again. His
eyes scream lust, and I’m sure mine do too. “This isn’t a good
idea,” I answer, pointing back and forth between us.

“Doesn’t mean we don’t want to.” His fingers
curl around my mine tighter.

“Maybe, I should go.” I attempt to pull my
hand away, but my brain and my heart aren’t on the same page right
now. In fact, they’re yanking me in opposite directions.

“Don’t go. Am I wrong?” Nicholas asks.

“Nicholas….” My voice comes out as a whisper.
I slowly slide my hand out from under his and move to the other
side of the island. We eat our dinner in silence—a silence only
broken by his phone ringing.
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Nicholas

I want to kiss her. She’s
right. This isn’t the best idea I’ve ever had. Well, it could be
the best notion I’ve ever had personally, but professionally,
probably not. Why couldn’t we have met some other way?

I step away to take my call. When I return,
she’s washing the dishes from dinner.

“I could’ve done those,” I say.

“It’s fine. I don’t mind.” As she grabs the
towel on the counter to dry her hands, I slide behind her,
effectively trapping her against the sink, and shift her chestnut
hair over to her left shoulder. I lower my mouth to her shoulder
before moving inward and up the curve of her neck to her ear. The
soft sigh that escapes her lips speaks volumes, not only about her
preferences but her resolve. It’s fraying as quickly as mine.

“Tell me to stop,” I murmur, hoping one of us
has enough sense to maintain a line between the personal and
professional. The moment the words leave my mouth, a car pulls into
my driveway.

“I should go. You have company.” She ducks
out of my hold.

“Am I wrong?” I ask again. I’m certain these
feelings go both ways. It has been so long since I wasn’t
pretending, now I’m questioning my reaction to her.

“What time should we meet tomorrow?”

“I have nothing scheduled after ten. Does
that work for you?”

“Yes. I’ll be back tomorrow at ten. Good
night, Nicholas.” As she adjusts her coat, I see her emotions
warring in her eyes.

“Kelly...,” I say, hoping to delay her
departure.

“Nicholas, you’re not wrong.” Opening the
massive wood door, she walks to her car.

My unexpected guest and Kelly cross paths at
the end of the sidewalk. They acknowledge one another with a simple
nod.

“Sophie? What are you doing here? Is
everything okay? How did you find out where I am?”

“Your agent told me.”

I need to talk to my agent. Sharing with
Sophie isn’t a big deal, but who else did he share my private
information with? He knows our relationship wasn’t real. He knows
none of them were real.

“No, nothing is okay. You told me this would
happen, and it did. I don’t know what to do.”

My chest tightens as I watch Kelly’s car pull
away. I send up a silent prayer that she returns tomorrow. I’ll
find her if she doesn’t.

“Come in. We’ll figure it out,” I say,
latching the door tightly. I take a few deep breaths before sitting
across from Sophie.

“She’s leaving me. When I got home earlier,
her bags were packed.” Sophie’s eyes well with tears. Even though
I’ve spent plenty of time with Sophie, I don’t really know her.

“What’s the issue?” I ask, hoping it’s
something simple.

“You.”

“Me? You did tell her
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