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Chapter One


RILEY BANKS HURRIED down Thirty-Seventh Street in her red Catherine Malandrino dress and Giuseppe Zanotte leopard-print, calf-hair pumps. It was the week after Thanksgiving, and Manhattan was buzzing with the feverish zeal of the holidays. Riley slowed her pace to catch her breath. Tomorrow I’ll find the courage to take the subway. Maybe. She tugged her coat tighter across her chest to ward off the chilly air and silently hoped that nobody would figure out that she’d purchased her outfit on Outnet.com, an online designer outlet store. She felt like such a hypocrite, heading to her first day at her new job as one of world-renowned designer Josh Braden’s assistants wearing discounted clothing. The thought turned her stomach—but not as much as showing up in her hometown jeans and cowgirl boots would have. She was a long way from Weston, Colorado, and she’d spent the last few weeks gathering discount designer clothes and practicing omitting “y’all” from her vocabulary.

She stood before the thick glass door of Josh Braden Designs and took a deep breath. The sign above the door read, JBD. This is it. She closed her eyes for a split second to repeat the mantra she’d been playing in her mind like a broken record for weeks: I’m educated, knowledgeable, and eager. I can do this.

A warm hand on her lower back pulled her from her thoughts.

“Have any trouble finding us?” Josh Braden stood beside her with a friendly smile and perfectly shorn, thick dark hair. His black Armani suit fit his lean, muscular frame perfectly. A few years earlier, he’d been named one of America’s Most Eligible Bachelors. Back then she hadn’t given the magazine cover a second thought. He was in New York, and she was back in Colorado, so far removed from him that she’d still thought of him as Josh Braden, the boy she’d had a crush on for too many years to count. Now, standing on the streets of New York City beside the man whose name rivaled Vera Wang, she felt the air sucked from her lungs.

His deep voice sent a shiver right through her. Not only had she had the good fortune to be reconnected with Josh when he was back home visiting his family, but during his visit, the two of them had also spent a few days getting reacquainted. Riley hadn’t been sure if it was her crush going haywire or if there was something more real blossoming between them, but those few days had each felt a little more intimate than the last. And while their lips never touched and their bodies remained apart, she’d felt like they were always one breath away from falling into each other’s arms.

“Uh…ye…no.” Oh God, please kill me now.

Josh smiled, lighting up his brown eyes. “Nervous?”

At five foot eight, she was a full seven inches shorter than him. She wondered what it might be like to stand on her tiptoes and kiss those luscious lips of his. Stop it! The way he held her gaze brought goose bumps to her arms. Stopitstopitstopit. She envisioned him at seventeen; he’d reached his full height by then, thin but well muscled, with testosterone practically oozing from his pores. She’d wanted him then, but those schoolgirl feelings didn’t come close to the desire that begged to be set free now. She cast her eyes away and took a deep breath, trying to ignore her thundering heart. The last thing she needed was to become one of those girls who swooned every time her boss appeared. She was here to build a career, not a reputation.

“A little,” she answered honestly.

He pulled the heavy door open and waited for her to walk through before placing his hand on the small of her back once again. Josh spoke softly, his mouth close to her ear as he guided her through the expansive lobby.

“Think of this as Macy’s back home. There’s the customer service area.” He nodded toward the elegant mahogany and granite reception desk.

Her heels clacked across the marble tile as they passed the desk.

“Good morning, Chantal.” Josh smiled at the blond woman behind the desk, who looked like she’d come straight from an eight-hour session at a local salon. Her hair glistened, and her green eyes were perfectly shadowed to match her emerald-green blouse.

Riley reached up and touched her shoulder-length brown hair, feeling the little confidence she’d mustered being whittled away. If the receptionist is that perfect, what are the other employees like?

“Good morning, Mr. Braden,” Chantal said with a practiced smile. “Good morning, Riley.”

You know my name? Riley pushed past her rattled nerves, forcing her mouth to obey her thoughts, and felt the grace of a smile. “Good morning…Chantal.” She pulled her shoulders back, reclaiming a bit of her lost confidence. She knows my name!

“Chantal is an assistant in the design studio. She fills in for our receptionist when she steps away from her desk. I’m sure you’ll see her in the design studio later,” Josh explained.

Riley felt like she was in a dream as she walked beside Josh through the elegant offices. She’d spent years dreaming of what it might feel like to work in New York City, and more specifically, in a design studio. After graduating with a degree in fashion design with a 3.8 GPA and winning two design awards, she’d longed to move to New York City and land a job in the hub of the fashion industry. After several months of applying for positions and receiving enough rejection letters to wallpaper her bedroom, Riley had given up and settled into her life in Weston, working at Macy’s and designing clothes no one would ever see. Riley had come to accept that working in the fashion industry had more to do with connections than skills. She’d given up that dream until Jade had begun dating Rex, one of Josh’s older brothers, and she’d worn one of Riley’s dresses on their first date. One recommendation from Rex, and Josh had eagerly reviewed her portfolio. A few days later, Riley was having lunch at his father’s ranch, and the next thing she knew, she had a job offer and was packing to move to New York City. Now, as she walked beside Josh, Riley wondered if he was thinking about the time they’d spent together as much as she was.

They rounded a hall and Riley stifled a gasp. Racks of designer clothing lined the walls; dozens of fabric samples were strewn across long drawing tables, and sketches littered an entire wall. The combination sent her pulse soaring. Men and women milled about, talking quietly and fingering through the samples. A woman wearing jeans, her jet-black hair cut short, pulled a rolling cart filled with clothes across the floor. A man scurried around her with a notebook in hand, talking into an earpiece.

Without thinking, Riley grabbed Josh’s arm—as if they were back in Weston at a farm show and he were Jade. “Oh my goodness. This is amazing!” she exclaimed.

He laughed, and several eyes turned in their direction.

Riley cringed. She must have looked like an excited child seeing Santa for the first time.

“I’m sorry,” she said, frantically patting down Josh’s suit sleeve. “I just…I’m so sorry.” God, I’m an idiot.

“That’s the kind of reaction I’d hoped for,” he said.

She let out a relieved sigh as a tall, auburn-haired woman appeared at Josh’s side and locked her green eyes on Riley, then drew them down her dress, over her curvy figure, all the way to her heels.

“This must be Riley Banks?” She extended a pencil-thin arm in Riley’s direction. “Claudia Raven, head design assistant.”

Claudia’s forced smile and threatening gaze reminded Riley of Cruella De Vil. There was no mistaking the way she pressed her right shoulder into Josh’s back. Riley thought she saw him flinch, but his eyes never wavered from her, his smile never faltered, and she realized that she must have been projecting her own bodily response onto him. Every ounce of Riley’s cognitive thought screamed, Run! Run far and fast. She wanted to flee from the awful woman who, by the look in her evil eyes, already hated her. The woman who silently staked claim to Josh. Instead, Riley forced a smile and took her hand in a firm grip.

“I’m honored to be working with you,” she said, and tucked away any lingering thoughts about Josh. She needed a career, not a Fatal Attraction situation.
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JOSH STIFLED A flinch at the feel of Claudia against him. She’d made no bones about being open to sleeping her way to the top, and while at first he’d found her innuendos comical, recently he’d begun to loathe them. But she was a dedicated worker and had been with JBD for five years, the last two as the head design assistant. She hadn’t slept her way to that position. Josh had better scruples than that, even if to an outsider Claudia might appear to be the “right” kind of woman for him. He couldn’t deny that she was attractive, intelligent, and she knew the design business inside and out. But Josh had seen the other side of Claudia—the manipulative, competitive-to-the-point-of-nasty side—and those were qualities that Josh was not looking for in a lover. As the niece of one of his oldest supporters, Josh felt trapped by loyalty to keep her on staff.

He was impressed by Riley’s steely, though professional, reserve. He doubted that Claudia or anyone else could tell that her smile was forced. They couldn’t know that the way her lips pulled tightly at the corners was different from the casual, natural smile Riley usually possessed. And they wouldn’t notice the underlying discomfort in her hazel eyes, the discomfort that Josh recognized and longed to soothe.

He couldn’t seem to remove his hand from her back. The feel of her curves beneath his palm were refreshing. The women he’d dated were usually pencil thin. Going out to dinner equated to watching skeletons graze on leafy greens, with fake smiles plastered on their artificially plumped lips and dollar signs in their eyes. Then again, Josh’s dates had primarily been setups from business colleagues who believed he needed to date the “right” women for his social status. Over the past year or so, he’d become disenchanted with those expectations, and he’d taken to dating fewer and fewer of them, but that was a thought for another time.

“I can take her from here,” Claudia said, pushing between them.

Josh reluctantly removed his hand. He looked into Riley’s eyes again, remembering how he’d been drawn to her when they were teens. The way her eyes had always been like windows to her emotions. Even back then he’d known when she was happy or sad, angry or bored. He had an urge to put his arm around her and soothe away the worry that lay there, but just behind that worry, he saw excitement mounting, and he knew she’d fare just fine—at least he hoped she would.

“Riley, I’m glad you’re here.” Josh ignored the narrowing of Claudia’s eyes and the iciness that surrounded her like a cloak. “If you need anything, just let Claudia know. She’ll take good care of you. Right, Claudia?” He took pleasure in nudging Claudia out of her villainous stare.

“Thanks, Josh. I appreciate everything. I won’t let you down,” Riley said.

“Shall we?” Claudia grabbed her arm and dragged her away.

Josh headed for his office, thinking about Riley. Her designs were damn good—fresh and stylistic in a way that was different from the typical New York trends. He’d have brought her on as a junior designer if he hadn’t believed that she needed to first learn the down-and-dirty side of the business. Claudia’s designs, on the other hand, left much to be desired, as did her people skills, but as head design assistant, he knew she was the cream of the crop. Organized, efficient, dedicated, and never missed a deadline. Claudia kept the staff in line, even if a little heavy-handedly. He hoped she’d put away her claws long enough to teach Riley the ins and outs of the fashion world.

If not, I just might have to do it myself.


Chapter Two


“THIS IS THE design studio,” Claudia said. She waved a hand at the tables as they passed. “Everything happens here as far as design is concerned, but it’ll be a while before you sit at one of those tables.”

“Yes, of course,” Riley agreed, taking note of how the other employees put their heads down as Claudia passed. She wanted to run up and greet each of them. Hi. I’m Riley Banks. I can’t wait to work with you! But she already knew better than to irk Cruella. She wondered how a cold fish like Claudia got the job working for someone as warm as Josh in the first place. Is there another side of Josh that I’m not seeing? Riley made a mental note to watch how other employees reacted to Josh. Maybe he was one of those guys who knew how to charm women but sometimes forgot to hide their wolfhound ways. She didn’t want to believe that the Josh she’d spent time with would have that side to him, but Riley was a realist. Anything is possible.

“Fashion design is not for the faint of heart. There are few pats on the back but plenty of harsh stares, head shakes, and starting over.” Claudia led Riley into a cubicle at the far end of the open studio. “This is where you’ll work.”

Riley felt her smile falter. She tried to right her frown but feared she’d failed. The dingy metal desk tucked into the tiny cubicle looked more like something that belonged in a warehouse than a design studio. She eyed the computer and the cloth rolling chair with distaste. You’re here. That’s all that matters. She couldn’t help but feel that this was Claudia’s way of showing her who was the superior design assistant. She wouldn’t be taken down by her—or anyone else, for that matter. She was there to make a career, and Josh must have believed in her design skills to have hired her. She smiled, meeting Claudia’s one-upping, cold eyes.

“This is perfect. Nice and private.” Riley set her purse in the desk drawer. “Where do I start?”
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BY SEVEN O’CLOCK, Riley’s feet ached. She wasn’t used to wearing four-inch heels all day, but then again, she was used to working at Macy’s in her hometown, where “heels” meant fancy cowgirl boots and people greeted her like she mattered. She’d had time to chat with customers, other employees, and even her friends, when they’d swing by on their shopping trips. She’d laughed; she’d nearly cried when friends were having trouble—even at work, she’d let her emotions come through. At JBD, people worked as if they were on speed, and with Claudia watching her every move, she dared not be overly friendly with the other staff members just yet. She needed Claudia to like her, or at least to tolerate her.

“Still here?” Claudia peered into her cubicle, a Valentino bag hanging from her forearm.

“I’m just studying up on line sheets and tech packs, making organizational charts for myself to be sure I don’t miss anything.” And maybe I’ll run into Josh. “I really appreciate all of the guidance you’ve given me today. There’s so much to learn.”

Claudia tilted her chin up. She spun around and said, “We’ll see if you can keep up.” Her voice trailed behind her as she left the office.

“I’ll not only keep up. I’ll shine,” Riley whispered angrily. She waited until the click-clack of Claudia’s heels disappeared before venturing out of her cubicle and was surprised to see almost everyone was gone for the evening. She eyed the design tables, taking one tentative step after another, her eyes darting around the empty room as if she were a jewel thief. She stood at the edge of the long table and dug her fingers into the silken fabrics. A smile crept across her lips, and she closed her eyes, savoring the feel of the rich fabric between her fingers. She brought it to her nose and inhaled the smell of the finishing chemicals and dyes that others might find severe but that she drew inspiration from.

“Some people might think you had a real problem, smelling fabric like that,” Josh teased.

Riley’s eyes flew open. She dropped the fabric and stepped back from the table. “I’m sorry. I know I’m not supposed to be touching things. I just couldn’t help myself.” She felt heat rush up her cheeks. Josh carried his suit coat over his forearm, his shirt still perfectly pressed. The word dashing ran through Riley’s mind. Stopitstopitstopit.

He laughed, just as he had earlier that morning. “Riley, it’s fine. How was your first day? Does Claudia have you working late?”

“Good. Fine. Exciting.” I sound like a babbling idiot. “I really enjoyed it.” Riley had stayed late, hoping to see him in addition to trying to catch up on her work, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. “I just wanted to be sure I had everything in order before I left.”

“Were you treated well?” He leaned against the table and folded his arms, his attention focused solely on her.

Riley pressed her lips together, mulling over the potential answers: Claudia hates me. I didn’t talk to anyone. I hate my cubicle. I need to be around people.

“Yes. Fine. Claudia filled me in on everything I’ll be doing, and I’m really excited.” Despite the awful cubicle and Claudia’s weird need to make clear that she had an advantage over her, Riley was excited to actually be working in a real design studio, and Claudia had filled her in, so technically, she wasn’t lying.

“Good.” He smiled.

He looked at her for a beat too long. Butterflies nested in her stomach, and Riley dropped her eyes before she blushed again. Don’t misread his looks. He’s being polite. He’s well mannered, nothing more. Then why is my heart racing?

Josh looked at his watch and pursed his lips. “I have to run to a meeting, but Mia is still here. She can lock up when you’re ready.”

She didn’t know what she wanted from Josh, but she was relieved that the electricity that had filled the space between them was now draped in a conversation. “Mia?”

“You didn’t meet her today?” Josh pushed away from the table and stood so close to her that she could smell toothpaste on his breath.

You brushed your teeth for a meeting? Just what kind of meeting is this? She tucked away the curiosity—and a pang of something that felt a hell of a lot like jealousy—and focused on answering his question. “Nope, not yet. Truthfully, I haven’t really met many people yet, but it’s only my first day. I figured Claudia would get around to introductions when she was ready.”

Josh offered Riley his arm. “Come with me.”

She wrapped her arm in his, and a thrill rushed through her. She swallowed hard, trying not to let the stirring in her belly sidetrack her from remembering that she was in a professional New York design office, walking down a hallway with her boss.

At the end of the wide hallway, he unwrapped his arm from hers.

“Excuse me,” he said, then pulled the doors open, revealing the largest “closet” Riley had ever seen. The walls were lined with designer heels, boots, flats—every shoe imaginable from floor to ceiling. Accessories hung from hooks and hangers, and row after row of clothing racks filled the remaining space.

Riley felt her jaw go slack. She followed Josh into the room, wide eyed, full of awe and powerless to hide it.

“Mia is my assistant, but she spends a lot of time in the closet,” Josh said.

“I’d love to have a closet like this,” Riley said.

Josh turned to face her. “Our closet is your closet.” He flashed a warm smile again, and Riley felt the butterflies squirreling around again.

“Hey, boss.” A short, thin, dark-haired woman moving in spiked heels like they were sneakers appeared beside Josh.

Riley looked down at her own heels. How does she make it look so easy?

“Busy day today. Need an outfit?” The woman smiled at Riley and extended her hand. “I’m Mia.”

Relieved at finally meeting a nice person, Riley smiled back and shook her hand. “I’m Riley, and I have to say, you have the greatest job ever!”

“I know, right?” Mia turned and opened her arms toward the clothes. “I dress everyone.” She eyed Riley from head to toe.

“Oh, I won’t fit in any of this stuff. I’m not here to be dressed.” Riley felt her cheeks warm and sucked in her stomach. She wasn’t under any misguided impressions about her size, and while she had been confident about her curves in Weston, New York City was a whole different ball game. She’d been in town for only a few days, but from what she’d witnessed so far, there were the tourists and then there were the New Yorkers, and you could tell them apart by the clothes they wore, the shoes on their feet, and the food, or lack thereof, in their grocery bags. It was as if resident New Yorkers survived on air alone to maintain their super-skinny figures.

“Riley, our new design assistant, of course. Sorry. I should have known that. Welcome to JBD.” Mia tucked her straight black hair behind her ear, arched a brow, and asked, “Did you survive Claudia?”

Riley shot a look at Josh.

He shrugged, like he’d expected trouble with her mentor.

“Yes. She’s…” Riley didn’t want to overstep her bounds, even if Mia seemed like the type of person she could easily be friends with. She was wearing skinny jeans, a designer belt, and a low-cut blouse—an outfit similar to what Riley might have been comfortable in, minus the spiky heels. In Weston she wore skinny jeans proudly, even with her curves. Now she contemplated shying away from them. At least when she was in New York. “Professional. I think she’ll be a good mentor.”

“Honey, you don’t have to lie to me,” Mia said with a wave of her hand.

“Careful, Mia,” Josh warned, but his eyes were light, playful even.

Mia looked at Josh and crossed her arms. “She’s a shark, and she’s competitive. You know she is. I’m just giving the girl a chance.”

Riley drank in the conversation, feeling a bit like she should come to someone’s defense—either Mia’s or Claudia’s; she wasn’t sure which.

Josh shook his head. “Riley’s working late tonight and she’ll need you to lock up for her.”

Mia checked her watch. “You have to leave before you’re late,” she said to Josh. “And don’t forget, tomorrow morning at seven we have a conference call with the Stafford Agency about dressing the girls for their spring show.”

The Stafford Agency was one of the top modeling agencies in New York. Riley tried to repress the shock at how casually the name of the agency was tossed about. Witnessing the natural ease of conversation between Josh and Mia made Riley feel guilty for wondering if there was some other side to Josh. He was clearly easy to work with.

“I’ll be here for the call,” he said.

“We’ll ring them at six fifty, so I’ll get espresso instead of your typical latte.”

Josh touched her shoulder. “You’re the best, Mia.” He turned toward Riley. “Be sure Claudia introduces you around tomorrow. We’re like a big family here. You need to meet the staff. You’re one of us now.”

Riley couldn’t help but smile. One of us. Part of the JBD team. Maybe dreams really can come true.


Chapter Three


RILEY SAT ON the edge of her bed in the guest bedroom of Savannah Braden’s apartment, where she was staying until she found an apartment of her own to rent. Savannah worked as an entertainment attorney in the city, but she traveled often, and for the next two weeks, Riley had the apartment to herself. The apartment wasn’t enormous. In fact, it was quite cozy, with two bedrooms and two bathrooms, a moderately-sized kitchen, and a living room dining room combination. It was just a few blocks from Central Park. She couldn’t have asked for more comfortable surroundings.

Riley changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt. It was eight o’clock, and if she worked this late every night, she’d have to put off her apartment search until the weekend. Exhaustion and excitement coalesced, bringing with it an ounce of homesickness. Riley reached for her cell and called Jade.

She tucked her cell phone against her chin.

“I’m stuck with Cruella De Vil as my mentor—or boss, I guess. I can’t even imagine how Josh works with her, or how I’ll survive her,” she said when Jade answered the phone.

“Cruella De Vil?” Jade laughed.

“Yeah, and don’t laugh. She’s awful.” Before Jade could respond, she added, “And I met Josh’s assistant, Mia, who’s just the opposite. She’s really nice and down-to-earth. I wish she was my mentor.” Riley sighed.

“You can handle Cruella. You told me yourself that it was a cutthroat industry, remember? Don’t let her get you down,” Jade said. “She’s probably just feeling threatened because you’re such a kick-ass designer.”

Riley smiled. She pictured Jade in her jeans and cowgirl boots, her long black hair flowing to her waist, sitting on her front porch. “I miss you,” Riley said.

“Of course you do.” Jade laughed. “But you’ll survive, and you’ll thrive. This is your big break. It’s all you’ve ever wanted, remember?”

“Yes, of course, and I’m thankful, but I miss you. I miss the smell of the farms and driving. God, it’s only been a week, but I miss driving already.” Riley realized how whiny she sounded and she took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I do love it here, even if it smells a little like dirty feet, wilted food, and car exhaust. I swear, it’s almost eight at night and the entire city is still outside walking around. It’s so different from home.”

“I know, but Weston can’t offer you a career,” Jade reminded her.

And Weston can’t offer me Josh, either. “I know. I want New York. I want this. I just wish you were here with me. I could use a friend and a drink right now.” Riley walked to the kitchen and opened a bottle of water, making a mental note to buy some alcohol for times like this. “Bottled water doesn’t cut it. I want to celebrate my new job with you, and I want you to hug me and tell me that Cruella sucks and that I’m ten times better than her.”

“Cruella does suck, and you are ten times better than her.” Jade grew quiet, then said with mischief in her voice, “Tell me what it’s like to work with Josh.”

Riley took a gulp of water, then plopped onto the leather couch. “I never realized how sweet he was. All those years in school…I mean, he was cute. All the Bradens are. But Josh is…” She remembered the way he’d looked at her, the feel of his hand on her back. “He’s just really nice.”

“Riley, it’s me, remember? You never describe guys as really nice. And it’s Josh Braden, for God’s sake. Spill it already.”

She laughed. “It’s not like there’s anything between us. He’s just…he’s different. You know how Rex is all sexy, fuck-me hot and his brother Treat is more refined?”

“Yeah? And by the way, thanks for noticing Rex is fuck-me hot.” Jade laughed. Jade’s and Rex’s fathers had been feuding since before Jade was born, and when she’d moved back home after the end of a bad relationship, a chance meeting with Rex unleashed years of forbidden passion. Not only were Jade and Rex madly in love, but they were also in the midst of designing a house together. If Jade and Rex hadn’t eased the feud between the families, Riley, being Jade’s best friend, would never have had a chance to get closer to Josh.

“You know what I mean. I’m happy for you.” Riley curled her legs up on the couch and rubbed her aching feet. “Anyway, you know how their brother Hugh is kind of self-centered and Dane is so smooth that you just know he’s got to be a player?” She didn’t wait for Jade to concur. “Well, Josh is like a mixture of all of them. He’s smooth, but I don’t see him as a player. He’s refined, but not snooty; he’s not self-centered, but one look at how meticulous he is about his clothing and hair, and you know there’s a bit of self-centeredness in him. He’s just…different.”

“You’re all breathy. This is the guy you lusted over for all those years, and your answer is that he’s different?” Jade accused her.

She and Jade had been best friends since they learned to talk, and she knew Jade would see through any false impressions she tried to give, so instead she told her the truth. “I’m here for a career, not a relationship. I’m trying not to let myself think of him in that way.”

“Um, Ri, you just did,” Jade teased.

“You know what I mean. I know he exists, and I am a woman, after all, but I’m not going there. Not with him.” She remembered Claudia leaning in to Josh’s back when they were introduced. “Besides, I’m not so sure Cruella isn’t sleeping with him.”

“What about all that, ‘I swear I wanted to kiss him’ stuff that you said when you guys were meeting to talk about you working for him, and yes, I’m using air quotes around ‘working for him,’” Jade said.

“Ugh! Jade. It’s hard enough seeing his handsome face and feeling those things. Do I really have to acknowledge them, too? I’m here for a career, like I said. Not for Josh.” She wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince herself or Jade.

“Well, I’m glad to hear you’re keeping your eye on what matters,” Jade said. “But even if you weren’t, I’d be right there, cheering you on.”

“That’s because you’re the best friend ever. On the upside, I stayed late tonight and sketched a bit.”

“Really? Will you make me something wonderful to wear for Christmas?”

The excitement in Jade’s voice inspired Riley. “Yes, of course. I tossed the ones I drew tonight. I was too tired to do anything worthwhile, but I’ll work on it. And you know what? You’re right. I’m not gonna let Cruella get to me. She’ll zap me of all my creativity.” She felt a burst of renewed focus. “Tell me something fun. How’s your house design coming along?” Jade and Rex had purchased a plot of land between their families’ estates, and they hoped to build their house in the coming months.

“Same, same. We’ve got the plans pretty well set. We’re meeting with the builder again next week.”

“Let me know how it goes.” Riley rubbed the ball of her foot. “I swear my feet feel like they’ve been bound. I’m gonna take a hot bath. Call ya tomorrow?”

“Sounds good. Miss you,” Jade said.

Riley ended the call and headed for the bathroom, stopping in the living room to look over a photo on Savannah’s bookshelf. Josh stood between his father and Hugh, the rest of his siblings fanned out to their sides. Each of the Braden men were striking, but as she looked at them all lined up with their radiant smiles and muscular physiques, it was Josh who drew her attention. It’s always been you.

She set the frame back on the bookshelves. “Now I’m really losing it,” she said aloud. “He’s your boss. Delete that thought. Delete, delete, delete…”


Chapter Four


JOSH WOKE AS he did most mornings, with the crack of dawn lighting his expansive bedroom. He climbed from his king-sized bed, snagged a remote off of the bedside table, and walked in his boxers to the windows. He pushed a button on a remote and the blinds drew open, exposing a radiant view of Central Park. Josh had lived in New York for the past eight years, and at thirty-three years old, he was well aware of his good fortune. He’d built an empire around his name, and he didn’t take his life for granted—how could he, when there was always someone who wanted something from him.

He stretched his arms and legs, as he did every morning, then sank to the floor and began his somewhat impaired exercise regimen of eighty sit-ups and push-ups, working around his all-too-familiar, formidable morning erection. Josh had always had a healthy appetite for sex, even if he’d kept mum about the details to his overly curious brothers. But ever since he’d drawn a mental line in the sand between dating women he wanted to date and dating women he was supposed to date—and coming up short on the wanting to side—his body hadn’t failed to remind him that those needs were still alive and well. Once that settled down, he showered to further warm up his muscles and headed out for his three-mile morning run.

He could navigate the streets of New York with his eyes closed. Every curve of the road, every lip in the sidewalk, every tree in Central Park had been ingrained in his memory from his daily runs. Whether it was raining, snowing, or hotter than hell, he was out pounding the pavement. He needed something to relieve the stress of his chosen career. He hadn’t expected to move so quickly up the ladder of fame. It seemed to happen almost overnight. One day he was showing his designs to his boss at an internship, and the next thing he knew, he was a full-time designer and his styles were gracing the red carpet on well-known, respected celebrities.

Josh jogged past a brown-haired woman power walking through the park. As he passed, he thought it might be Riley. At second glance, he realized it wasn’t, but Riley remained on his mind. He’d wanted to help her feel at home in New York, and instead, he’d handed her over to Claudia, the wickedest woman in the business, and then later, he’d headed out for a meeting, which ended up being a big waste of time.

He’d been home in Weston when he and Riley had reconnected, and it had been nice seeing her there, a smile always on her lips, her eyes dancing with enthusiasm about everything from his brother Rex’s relationship with her best friend, Jade, to the possibility of coming to New York. They’d hit it off right away, and now that she was here, he’d like to get to know her even better.

He’d noticed a difference in her eyes before he left the office the prior evening. She’d looked tired, which was to be expected, but he’d seen something else, too. Disenchantment, maybe? Could Claudia have killed her spirit already? The thought angered him, and he picked up his pace. He didn’t think Claudia would be unnecessarily cruel, but she did have a strong reputation for being competitive, and for that reason, Josh had purposely refrained from showing her any of Riley’s designs. He’d have to keep his eyes open.

An hour later, he walked through the front doors of JBD. Mia met him on his way in, dressed in her typical skinny jeans and blouse. She handed him a to-go cup.

“Espresso. I’m calling in ten minutes. You’ve got two messages from Madeline Stein, so please call her back already.”

Madeline Stein. She was the last person he wanted to talk to, his date from the evening before: a willowy model with even fewer brain cells than the hundred pounds she probably weighed. That was definitely the last time he’d agree to a date in order to help the modeling agencies gain the right exposure for their models by being seen draped on his arm.

“Tell her I died,” he said.

“No way. I’m not doing your dirty work,” Mia said as they entered his office. “I did that the last two times, and as I recall, a few times before that, too.”

Josh sat behind his desk. “Isn’t that your job as my assistant? To fulfill my every whim?”

Mia placed her hand on her hip. “Not when your every whim means telling women that you’re not interested in them. I don’t even know why you accept the dates if you don’t want to go out with them.”

He thought of his older brothers Treat and Rex and how happy they’d been since they’d met the women they wanted to build their lives with, and he wondered if he’d be lucky enough to find that same type of connection. With each date he accepted, he looked for the qualities in a woman that he respected: intelligence, empathy, a sense of humor. He had yet to find a single one that he felt compatible with. Compatible in the way I was with Riley back in Weston. He pushed Riley from his mind and thought of an appropriate answer for Mia. Because it’s better than being lonely. Then again, maybe it’s not. “Because it’s part of my job. I’m a designer. Everyone wants to be seen on my arm. Who am I to turn them down?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Even I don’t believe you’re that generous.”

He lifted his brows and frowned.

“Really? The pouty face? No way. I’m not making the call.” She looked at her watch. “You have seven minutes before the conference call. Why don’t you just pick up the phone and give her the big letdown?”

“Seven?” He wanted to talk to Claudia about Riley’s desk situation. The file clerk’s cubicle was unacceptable. “Give me ten.” He pushed from his chair and flew out the door, Mia’s voice trailing after him.

“Seven!”

[image: * * *]

HE FOUND CLAUDIA bent over Riley’s desk.

“Claudia, I’m glad I found you.”

“I came in early to go over a few things for the new line. I lost a few hours yesterday helping Riley.” She wore a perfectly fitted Chanel suit, and her hair was pulled back in a smooth bun. Claudia looked every inch the designer, but Josh saw through that manicured exterior, and he’d picked up on the annoyed tone in her voice when she’d said Riley’s name—a tone that anyone else might have missed.

Claudia had never really done anything egregious to any employees, and why she seemed to take issue with Riley was beyond his understanding, but he wouldn’t allow it to continue. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Why is Riley in the cubicle?” He felt his chest tighten when he said her name. He slipped his hands into his pockets, hoping to come across more casual and less personally interested.

“The desks in the pit were taken.” She touched his arm and spoke in an alluring—and he was sure practiced—bedroom voice. “I’ll move her out this week. Don’t worry.”

He had minutes before his conference call and no time for her games. “See that you do. Today,” he said, and walked away. He’d have to keep a better eye on her manipulations. He turned and glanced at her one last time. She stood with her arms crossed, staring at Riley’s desk.

“Was there something you were looking for?” Josh asked.

She spun around. “Not at all. Just thinking.” She stalked away.

It must suck to be that competitive and insecure. If she’d been anyone else, he’d have felt sorry for her, but if she wanted to become a designer, she needed to spend more time honing her design skills and less time worrying about who else might pass her along the way.

Mia grabbed his arm and pulled him into a conference room. “I have Peter on line three. They’re talking the Bliss line. Ready?”

Bliss. His favorite new clothing line. He nodded, plastered a smile on his face, and went to work selling his line to Peter Stafford, the head of one of the first modeling agencies to have taken a chance on dressing his models in Josh’s clothes years earlier. Peter had helped Josh’s name reach the status he now enjoyed, and because of that, he’d hired his niece Claudia. He didn’t know then what type of person Claudia was, and now he was too trapped by loyalty to let her go.


Chapter Five


RILEY FOLLOWED CLAUDIA to her new desk in the design studio, set among the other employees’ desks and in full view of a wall of windows. Riley breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t know what miracle had occurred overnight, but she was thankful—and now even more inspired to do a good job and make her mark in the industry. She hadn’t liked the feeling of oppression she’d slept with last night, and she’d awoken determined to change things before they had a chance to get any worse. She’d decided to try to become friends with Claudia. No matter how much Claudia might fight her efforts, Riley had to try.

“Clay, this is Riley Banks, our new design assistant.” Claudia introduced Riley with what looked like a genuine smile.

Riley wondered if emotions were like hair color—after they’d been faked for too long, could a person forget what real emotions were?

“I heard you were starting this week. A pleasure,” he said with a nod. Clay was a tall, gangly man, about Riley’s age, with a flat top and pasty white skin.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Riley said, just as Claudia rudely dragged her away, leading her to a group of people hovering around a clothing rack. They were discussing the merits of A-line skirts versus flared skirts, and Riley wanted to jump in and give her two cents. Depending on the material you used, a flared skirt can easily be made more formal, giving a woman more options for going from daywear to eveningwear, whereas an A-line is usually more casual. But an A-line can make the right figure pop.

Claudia cleared her throat.

A woman and a man spun around, their faces pinched. “What?” they said in unison.

Riley noticed the blond woman remained facing the rack, a skirt in each hand. Her head moved back and forth from one to the other, as if she were watching a tennis match.

“This is Riley Banks. Riley, this is Simone, and K.T.”

Riley swallowed the embarrassment of Claudia having interrupted their discussion to introduce her. Her smile felt shaky.

“Great to have you on board,” Simone said, wrapping Riley in a hug.

“Nice to meet you, too, and thank you,” Riley said.

Simone looked like…a Simone. She wore a colorful scarf around her slim shoulders, and her black hair was cropped in a severe blunt cut just below her ears. Her round, wire-rimmed glasses were perched high on the bridge of her upturned nose, and when she flashed a Julia Roberts smile, it softened her angular face.

Riley beamed. Between the overcrowded street, scary sardine-style subway that she couldn’t even think about riding on, and Claudia’s cold personality, Riley had begun to wonder if she’d ever fit in. Simone’s friendly embrace and warm smile offered a thread of hope for Riley to hold on to.

“This is Chantal,” Simone said, nodding toward the blonde who had her back turned to the group. She turned around, and when their eyes met, Chantal flashed a radiant smile. She was nearly six feet tall, and up close, her green eyes seemed even greener than they had when they’d first met.

“We met yesterday morning. Hi, Riley. I can’t wait to get to know you better.” Chantal air-kissed both of Riley’s cheeks.

“How did you know my name yesterday?” Riley asked.

“Oh.” She swatted the air with her hand. “Mr. B. told me, since I fill in at the front desk. It’s always nice to be greeted personally, don’t you think?” She didn’t wait for Riley to answer. “I hear you’re new to New York.”

“Yes, I moved from Colorado.” Riley barely got the words out before noticing that K.T., a twenty-something African American man, was sizing her up. He stood with his arms crossed, one hip jutted out and his foot resting on its heel. She bristled.

“Mm-mm-mmm. What do we have here? A bit of Juicy Couture?” He touched the sleeve of her dress. “And a girl who’s not afraid to eat. I like that.”

Riley stiffened. Did you just call me fat?

Claudia snickered, and Riley wished she could shrivel up and disappear.

He must have read her mind. “Girl, I want to go to lunch with you. Eating with these waifs is like, Just wave the food in front of them and they survive on the fumes.”

Simone swatted his arm. “Ignore him. He hasn’t had his meds yet this morning. It’s really great to meet you. If you need any help, just let us know.”

Even with the food comment, Riley was relieved. She could see herself working with them. They teased, they hugged, and they were nice. It seemed Claudia was an anomaly—one Riley had to deal with. I can do this.

Claudia sighed. “Okay, now that that’s over with, today you’ll be going over all the line sheets for the Bliss line. I want you to ensure that all details and changes for the past two days have been made and sent to the corresponding staff. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?” Riley checked her emotions. She wasn’t feeling anything negative at the moment. She had no idea what Claudia was referring to.

“Like you’re too good for line sheets. These are critical. If one style number, price, color, or size is wrong, it can wreak havoc with the line. Updates need to be sent daily, but since you just began yesterday, we’re a day behind.” Claudia walked quickly toward Riley’s new desk. “We’ll be attending a trade show in two weeks, and we have a lot to go over, so let’s get to work. Be sure the sketches are up-to-date, and remember, accuracy is everything. Match all changes to the line sheets. Double-check your work. Oh, and there was a photo shoot yesterday morning. When the trunk arrives, go through it and make sure we got all of our samples back. If anything’s missing, call over to Phil and track the samples. Make sure those greedy models didn’t walk off with our stuff.”

“Phil?” Riley asked.

Claudia pointed to Riley’s computer. “Phil Lancorn. Look him up in your company address book.”

Finally, some real work. It might not be designing, but at least she’d get her hands on fabric. It was a step in the right direction.

“Okay, got it,” she said.

“Good.”

Riley watched Claudia walk away with her nose in the air. She mentally ticked off what was expected of her: Line sheets, trade show prep, sample inventory, and then she got to work.

[image: * * *]

BY TWO O’CLOCK, when the trunk of clothing showed up, Riley had finished all of the line sheets, confirmed receipt with the corresponding team members, and was famished. No wonder everyone’s so skinny. There’s no time for lunch.

Mia rifled through the trunk. “I need the fuchsia pencil skirt from his spring line.”

“I haven’t inventoried the samples yet,” Riley said, flipping through her checklist of clothing that had gone out to the shoot.

Simone breezed into the room. “We’ve got Carlisle coming over at four. Where’s the scarf that goes with the Bliss jumpsuit?” She flung clothes from the trunk onto the couch in the corner of the room.

“I swear, every time there’s a shoot, something goes missing,” Mia said.

Riley grabbed the garments as they were tossed about and tried to match them up with the inventory as quickly as she could. Claudia walked into the room just as Riley snagged a belt from Simone. “Let me just mark it off. Then you can whisk it away. I promise.”

Claudia snapped the belt from Riley’s hands. “Josh comes first. He needs this stuff now, not later.” She snapped her fingers.

“How can I inventory if I don’t have the items? It will only take a minute to go through these as they take them away.” Riley watched Simone stand with a stack of clothes in her arms and head for the door.

“Wait! Please. Just tell me what you have and I’ll write it down. Rattle it off as fast as you can,” she pleaded, then immediately cringed. Simone and Mia froze. Shit. Did I step out of line?

“I like her,” Simone said to Claudia.

Thank you, Lord. She snuck a sideways glance at Claudia and held her breath.

Claudia narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms firmly over her chest.

Shitshitshit.

“Okay, here goes.” Simone listed all of the clothes she had in her arms, and once satisfied that she hadn’t missed an item, Riley followed Mia to Josh’s office, taking copious notes on the pieces she’d taken as well.

“Thanks, Mia. I appreciate your help. We’ll have to figure out a better system for this.” Riley had her nose in her notebook and bumped into Josh’s chest as she turned to leave. His hands caught her forearms. “Oh, sorry. I’m so sorry,” she said.

“Not a problem. Slow down. What’s the rush?” Josh didn’t let go of her arms.

“I’ve got to inventory the samples from yesterday’s shoot before everyone takes them away.” She blinked several times, trying to break the energy that ran from his hands through her arms and made her heart beat triple time. When that didn’t work, she shifted her body as if to leave the room, breaking contact with him altogether.

“Did you have lunch?” he asked.

“No time,” she said, trying to think past her desire to say, No. Let’s go grab something.

“I haven’t given you a proper welcome to New York. Why don’t we have dinner tonight?”

When Josh and Riley were back in Colorado, Josh had a way of looking at her that wasn’t lustful or platonic. Something hard to interpret hung in the darkening of his eyes and the lifting of the right side of his mouth, and every time he had looked at her with that butterfly-inducing gaze, she’d wanted to kiss him and run away at the same time. Now she stood frozen beside him, trying to interpret that exact look as he cast it in her direction. Only this time there were spectators—and she was his employee—and what made her stomach ache and shivers run through her body was that she couldn’t decide if what she saw was an implication, a stifled desire, or if she was a crazy employee slash friend wanting more than he had to offer.

Dinner? Like a date? No, he doesn’t mean a date. He means a work thing. He’s being polite.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Mia asked.

Claudia entered the room behind Josh. “Riley, the trunk is emptying,” she said in a singsong voice.

Josh arched a brow at Mia.

“Your dinner with Peter Stafford?” Mia said.

“Right. Come with me,” he said to Riley.

“To your dinner with Mr. Stafford? I couldn’t—”

“You can, and I’d be honored if you’d join me. It would be a great chance for you to see how the industry works.” He searched her eyes.

“She’s got to prepare for the trade show,” Claudia said sternly.

“Yeah, and—” Dinner with Josh and Peter Stafford?

“That’s in two weeks. There’s plenty of time. Six? I’ll pick you up at Savannah’s?” Josh didn’t wait for an answer. “Now, slow down. Go do your inventory. And, Claudia, she’ll need to leave by five to get ready.”

Riley walked tentatively past Claudia, averting her eyes from the daggers that Claudia had been casting ever since she’d entered the room—hell, ever since Riley had
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