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        I was on my way in my high heels looking like a boss babe…

        Ready to prove to the world that I could make it on my own.

      

        

      
        And then…

      

        

      
        A hot businessman turned my world upside down.

      

        

      
        I was shocked too.

        Mainly because that hot businessman was my brother’s best friend.

        He lied about being married to me.

        I lied about not being in love with him.

        It was like just any other modern mess.

        Billionaire men have a way of ruining everything.

        And when they’re also playboys…?

        Let’s just say that my brother won’t be too happy.

        Translation: He would be furious!

        I would put an end to the mess if it weren’t for a small scandal waiting to erupt.

        A baby.
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      The first guy I ever fell head over heels in love with was my brother’s best friend, Danny Clarke. For the first thirteen years of my life, Danny was just one of several of my brother’s annoying friends. But on my first day of high school, overwhelmed and lost as I searched for my first class, he found me on the verge of tears in the hallway, even as I tried to look cool.

      He approached me with his easy-going smile. “Hey Bri. What’s your first class?"

      "English." My entire body was in fight or flight mode as I waited for him to make some cutting remark about being a plebian freshman lost on her first day of high school.

      He put an arm around me and led me up the hallway. "That's good news for me because my first class is Spanish right near there and if you escort me to class, I'm less likely to cut."

      Danny was a good-looking guy with a beautiful smile, but what had my heart stuttering and butterflies flapping in my belly was the way he had made the exchange seem like I was helping him instead of his helping me. He could have taken the opportunity to tease me for feeling lost and afraid, but instead he took pity on me and as a result, I fell in love for the first time.

      My schoolgirl crush lasted the whole school year until my brother and Danny left for college. While they both stayed in Manhattan for school, Devin had moved out of the house, which meant his friends including Danny rarely came over. Eventually my crush on Danny waned and dissipated until late week.

      Had it just been a week since I’d sought him out for help in building a new club as part of my family’s restaurant and club empire? I wanted the opportunity to prove to my father and the board, and to Devin even though he was generally supportive of me, that I had what it took to plan, execute and open a top-notch club in New York. Unfortunately, I was met with obstacle after obstacle. Danny, or Daniel as he went by now, was pretty much my last hope. His family owned the largest real estate holding companies in New York. I figured it would be nothing for him to buy the building that I'd identified as the perfect location for my club in Greenwich Village.

      At first, he turned down my proposal, but later he changed his mind. And now tonight, the deal had been signed on the dotted line. The contract for the purchase of the building was done and I signed the lease with him to take over the basement and the first floor to build a club. We had met in the abandoned building to celebrate our success. Standing on the rooftop terrace on which a few chairs and a table had been left behind, we were two friends embarking on a business deal. That’s all. At least, that’s all it should have been.

      But after playing an engaged couple to get the deal and now, after a couple of glasses of bubbly to celebrate, the air on the terrace had significantly shifted. Perhaps it was because I'd once again launched myself into Daniel's arms, hugging him with excitement. The problem was, Daniel smelled good and he felt good, and when I looked down into his eyes, I had that same catch of breath that I had when I was thirteen years old and he'd saved me from humiliation in high school.

      There was no one around in the empty building or on the rooftop. There wasn’t anyone here that we had to pretend to be engaged for. But right now, no pretending was required because I was hot for Daniel as my arms stayed wrapped around his neck and his were around my waist, holding me off the floor. Our gazes held as the air around us snapped, crackled and popped.

      I had always been known as brazen and outgoing and I decided now wasn't the time to change my personality. Now was the time to follow through on a rekindled crush. I leaned forward, pressing my lips to his and I discovered he tasted good too. Like champagne and forbidden desire.

      A rumble emanated from his chest and his hands gripped me tighter. He slanted his mouth and parted his lips, and I gave out a silent yay to the universe that he wasn't pushing me away. Our tongues touched and my entire body flooded with erotic sensations.

      As quickly as it started, he set me down and backed away. He stared at me, his breath coming in sharp pants, just like mine. "Devin would kill me if he knew I'd touched you."

      It always struck me as odd the rules and boundaries men were willing to violate, but the one they didn't break was the one about dating a friend’s sister.

      "Devin isn't here,” I pointed out.

      He shook his head and closed his eyes as if he was trying to hide from the temptation of me. That thought emboldened me, so I stepped forward and placed my hand on his chest, loving his shudder at my touch.

      "Are you afraid I won't be worth the risk?" I asked.

      He gave out a harsh laugh. "On the contrary. I have no doubt you'd be worth the risk. But I also know that it would gut me to lose Devin's friendship and respect."

      I stepped back disappointed, yet wanting to respect him. It was one of the things that made Daniel such a good guy. He genuinely did value his friends and his family.

      "It's very admirable the way you care about Devin but what about you or me? Why should he have any input on what you and I do? He has no input on this project." I looked up into his eyes. "Unless you don't want me." I knew that wasn't true, at least in a physical sense, because I'd felt his substantial erection. But Daniel was the type of man that could get his rocks off with anyone. He had a reputation for it not that long ago.

      "I think you know the answer to that is that I do want you." His eyes were piercing as they studied my face drifting down to my lips and lower to my breasts. My nipples distended and ached. His gaze drifted back up to my eyes. "Jesus, fuck how I want you."

      Knowing I was taunting him, but not being able to stop myself, I said, "I'm right here. We’re celebrating the start of a great business relationship. There is no reason why we couldn't celebrate another way. No one has to know."

      He stepped toward me like a panther on the prowl. "A one time thing?"

      "If you want. I'm not looking for any sort of relationship, if that's what you're worried about."

      He stepped closer, nudging me back until bumped into the edge of the table in the middle of the terrace.

      "We could consummate the business deal." His hands slid down my hips and as they slid back up, they pulled the skirt of my dress up with it.

      "It's better than dotting the I's and crossing the T's."

      “Devin can never know,” he said. I could see the tug of war in his eyes. He hated that he was about to betray his friend. I hated seeing the concern in his eyes, but not enough to save him from himself. I wanted him too badly.

      I pressed my hand over the fly of his slacks, marveling at the size and length of him hard behind the zipper.

      He growled and fused his lips to mine finally giving in to the built-up sexual tension between us since the night he’d asked me to pretend to be engaged to him.

      With his mouth consuming mine, his fingers deftly undid the buttons of my blouse, tugging it aside. He hooked the front clasp of my bra freeing my breasts. The night was warm, and a gentle breeze blew making my sensitive nipples ache even more.

      “You’re a fucking wet dream come to life,” he murmured as he cupped my breasts and admired them. His words made me wonder if he’d ever fantasized to me. Maybe even jerked off to me.

      His lips wrapped around my nipple before I could ask. The question left my brain as did everything else. There was only his mouth sucking and licking my nipples, making me writhe and moan in need.

      He continued to suck my nipple as one hand slid down between my thighs. His finger ran along my soaking wet panty panel.

      “You’re so wet,” he growled. He pushed me up on the table and dropped to his knees. He yanked my panties down and spread my legs. “So fucking wet.” His finger ran through my folds, and it was like an electric shock.

      “Daniel.” I wanted him so bad. My pussy was convulsing with need.

      “You look so wet and sweet. I’m going to love this.” His mouth covered my pussy and my body arched as a whole new level of pleasure surged through it.

      Unable to remain sitting, I lay back, my fingers gripping the edge of the table as his tongue and lips did things that I didn’t know were possible. I wasn’t a virgin, but I’d never been with a man who so clearly knew what he was doing. He was right, if Devin found out what Daniel was doing with his mouth on my pussy, he’d probably kill him.

      He sucked on my clit, using his tongue to swirl around the hard nub. I moaned and keened. “I need you inside me.” My pussy was making me mad with need.

      “I’ll get there. First, I’m going to make you come. I want to drink you up.” His fingers opened my pussy wider. His mouth continued its onslaught as one finger massaged my pussy opening.

      “Oh God.” My hips rose off the table and my breath caught as I reached the limit. I hovered breathless at the apex and then like a tidal wave, pleasure crested and broke, flooding my body. I cried out into the night, my voice echoing across the skyline.

      He growled as he held my hips and drank me up, until finally, with tiny licks of his tongue he brought me back down to earth.

      He kissed my inner thigh. “That was fucking fantastic.”

      I had to agree, but my voice wasn’t working to tell him so.

      “Do it again.” His lips wrapped around my clit, and before I knew it, he was sending me soaring again.
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      I faked right, turned left, lined up my shot, and threw the ball, making the three-point shot with ease.

      I grinned as I turned to my best friend since middle school, Devin Roarke. “That’s the game, buddy.”

      He laughed as he grabbed the bouncing ball. “You’ve kicked my ass again.”

      “You’ve gotten old and soft,” I said as we walked over to the bench where we’d put our bags. We each got a bottle of water and sat down.

      “I spend my days running after three kids and keeping my wife satisfied at night. I don’t have any energy left for basketball.”

      We didn’t meet up as much as we used to now that he was a family man, but at least once a month we played basketball and caught up.

      “That’s why I plan to stay single,” I said, downing a large gulp of water.

      “So, all those women that have come calling since you were named Manhattan’s most eligible bachelor haven’t tempted you?”

      I snorted. “Tempted? Sure. But not into marriage.”

      “Still a Lothario, I see.”

      Actually, I wasn’t. Not like before anyway. Devin and I both used to be well-known playboys, but six years ago, he rekindled a romance with a woman he’d met on St. Patrick’s Day when we’d just finished college, and somehow, in a matter of days had fallen head over heels for her. Unfortunately, his mother, not liking Serena’s blue blood, intervened, putting a kibosh on the fledgling romance. That until six years ago when they met again, and he discovered he had a son. Now they had two more kids.

      While I wasn’t heating up the sheets with Manhattan’s most eligible bachelorettes, I wasn’t seeking a lifelong commitment either. My life was full as the CEO of Clarke Enterprises after my father’s death last year. I learned first hand from him that a man could really only be good at one thing; business or family. My father sucked at being a family man, but he built a solid business that I would dedicate my life to continuing.

      I had two brothers who inherited a third each of my father’s business. Andrew, or Drew as he was called, worked with me as the CFO. My younger, half-brother, Zach didn’t want anything to do with the business, and I couldn’t blame him. My father was cruel to him growing up when it was clear he couldn’t get access to Zach’s inheritance from his maternal grandfather. Now that dad was gone, Drew and I were able to re-establish a relationship with Zach, but his life was in California with his wife and brand-new baby girl.

      “Someone has to service all the eligible women in this city,” I joked to his Lothario comment.

      “You’re quite the trooper.” He drank from his water.

      “Speaking of troopers, how is your troop doing? Is Andy still wanting to learn to fly?” I took a towel from my bag and wiped my sweaty face.

      Devin nodded. “That kid has the bug bad. He’s only ten so he’s a few years away from being able to learn to fly.”

      “But like a good dad, you’ll pay for his lessons.”

      “I want to support his dreams.”

      “How about Patrick and Maggie?” I asked of his two younger kids.

      “I’m a little concerned Patrick will end up in prison. He keeps coming home from school with things that aren’t his.”

      “A thief?”

      “The guidance counselor says it’s not that unusual for kids his age to take things. They like it, they take it. I hope she’s right, otherwise his college fund will be used for bail.”

      I laughed. “And Maggie?”

      “She’s perfect. But I’m already worried about when she’s a teen and all the boys come around.”

      I shook my head. “You’re going to be one of those dads, huh?” I wondered how many dads were worried when Devin came knocking for their daughters.

      “Damn straight. I did it for Bri too. Although that might have backfired.”

      I thought of Devin’s sister Brianna. I always liked her because she wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. “Why?”

      “My mom is hassling her about getting married.”

      I snorted. “I doubt that’s going over well with Brianna. She never minced words with your mom.”

      Devin smiled. “Gotta love Brianna.” He took another drink of his water. “What’s going on with you?’

      I shrugged. “The usual. The board seems to think I should have training wheels on as CEO, and I’m having to fight them for everything. It doesn’t help that a recession has impacted occupancy on some of the buildings. I wish they’d give me the space to actually do my job.”

      Devin nodded. “Brianna is going through the same thing. She wants to spread her wings and prove herself, but my father and the board aren’t ready to give her that much responsibility.”

      I frowned. “I thought she worked with you on the clubs.”

      “She does. And she’s really good, but I think deep down they look at me like your board looks at you, so I’m not much help being her advocate. Dad, isn’t supportive and mom is worried she’s going to be a spinster⁠—”

      “What?” I gaped. “She’s only what…twenty-eight, twenty-nine?” I said doing the mental math.

      “Twenty-nine. Unmarried and has no prospects. That’s what my mom says. No prospects.”

      “I doubt that,” I said, drinking the last of my water. Brianna was the type of woman men noticed.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I looked at Devin surprised by his sharp tone.

      “My sister isn’t like you,” he said defensively.

      Maybe not, but I'd been around her enough over the years to know that she was no wall flower. Brianna liked to live. Plus, I knew she was sexy as fuck, not that I’d tell Devin that.

      “No. But she’s a twenty-nine-year-old single woman in New York. You can’t possibly think she’s eligible for a nunnery.”

      He growled. “Don’t think of her like that.”

      “My point is, she may have prospects, but maybe she doesn’t want to get married. It sounds like she wants to be a businesswoman, Devin, not a wife and mother. At least not yet.”

      “I know. I’m trying to help her because she really is capable. But the old men still involved in the business aren’t making it easy for her. They balked when I brought her in to work with me six years ago when I got back. They’re still balking. Fuckers.”

      “The world is full of fuckers. My guess is Brianna will eventually get her way. She’s too much of a scraper not to.”

      Devin nodded. “I’ve been encouraging her to work outside the system, independent of me, to prove to them that she’s capable. She has this idea for a Parisian twenties style club mixed with literary themes.”

      I frowned. “Booze and books?”

      “It would be a place where Hemmingway and Fitzgerald would hang out.”

      Actually, that sounded interesting.

      “What about you? What’s your big deal now?”

      I shook my head. “I gave up fighting the board for the time being and am focused on getting what we have up to par.” I hated the idea that I was capitulating to the board. My father would have called me a pussy, especially since even with some occupancy down, we were rolling in the dough. But I needed the board’s support if I was going to be successful, so I’d stand down for the time being.

      “Well, I wish you luck.” Devin stood, picking up his bag and hooking it over his shoulder. “I’ve gotta run. I told Serena I’d watch the boys while she takes Maggie out for a girl’s day.”

      I rose and grabbed my back. “Girl’s day? Maggie is only four, isn’t she?”

      “Yes, but she loves mani pedis with her mother.”

      I snorted. Family life was definitely different. I was glad I didn’t have a wife and kids to go home to. I was free to do whatever I wanted.
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      I’m an intelligent, capable woman. The words ran like a mantra through my head as I sat at my desk in the Roarke office building looking over the pictures of the perfect building for my new club idea even though it appeared this wouldn’t be the spot the club would go. It was the perfect location in Greenwich Village. The all-brick building had a façade that would easily allow me to create a 1920’s literary vibe I was going for. The first floor and basement offered room and versatility to have a low-key club and high intensity dance area. When I’d seen the building, I’d known it was the place I’d be able to prove to my father and the Roarke board that I was just as capable in the family business as my brother Devin.

      The only problem was Candace Laughton, the owner of the building. I wanted to lease the basement and first floors of the vacant building. She wanted to sell the entire building. If I had the money and resources, I’d have bought it. The four additional stories would make great residential space in a hip area of the city. But I didn’t have the money, and our business was in restaurants and clubs, not residential dwellings.

      I sagged back in my chair, admitting that my affirmations weren’t’ giving me the answer I needed to make this deal work. I’d have to find another location, but I’d been to all of them over the last few weeks and none were in the right spot, had the right space, and could easily fit the vibe I was going for.

      There was a knock on my door and Devin poked his head in.

      “Come in.”

      He sauntered in and plopped down in the chair. “How are the new club plans going?”

      I made a face. “They’re not. I found the perfect spot, but the owner wants to sell the building, not lease out the bottom floors.”

      “Can you finagle a deal to buy it?”

      I arched a brow. “I can’t get dad and the board to support me on leasing a spot for the club, how am I going to get them to okay buying a building?”

      He gave a slight nod indicating he understood my predicament. “Have you checked with Daniel? I played basketball with him yesterday and it sounded like he had some vacancies.”

      I shook my head. “It’s mostly residential or office space. I’ve looked.”

      “You know, he’s in a bit of a spot like you, feeling handcuffed by his board. Maybe he’d be willing to buy the building or partner with you.”

      I sat up thinking maybe my affirmation was working after all. Put good vibes in the world, good vibes will come back. “Do you think he’d do that?”

      Devin shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s a businessman and does have people he’s responsible for, but you have a solid plan, so I think he’d at least hear you out.”

      “Yes. Okay. I’ll do it.” All of a sudden I had wind in my sails again. I was ready to move forward and bring my vision to life. “Now scoot. I have a proposal to create and pitch.”

      He laughed as he stood. “Good luck.” He headed out of my office as I pulled all my paperwork together. I had a basic proposal from when I presented it to my father, Devin and the board. Devin was supportive, but my father, who was supposed to be retired, wasn’t so sure. And because he wasn’t, many of the board members hadn’t been either.

      I’d nearly given up the idea, but then Devin suggested I move forward anyway. Without the company’s approval, I had to negotiate everything, including financing but my success would prove to them all that I was a valuable partner in the company.

      I took the report I already had, and added more information about the building. Daniel Clarke’s focus would be on the value of the location and potential income of the building. While I was a guaranteed leasee, he’d need to be able to fill the rest of the building as well.

      When I had my report ready, I picked up my phone to call him, but then I didn’t want to hassle with an appointment or wait any longer. Instead, I would go to his office now and worm my way in. It was brazen and rude, but I was often accused of both. In reality, it was something a man would do and be considered bold. I live in a man’s world so I would play the game like they did, even if it meant I was judged more harshly.

      I put my report in my briefcase, made a quick stop in the bathroom to make sure I looked adequately professional and put together, then I headed out of the Roarke building. I ordered a car that took me downtown to Daniel’s office building.

      As I rode the elevator up, I practiced my speech, reminding myself that I had to focus on what this building could do for Daniel, more than how much I needed it for my club.

      I hit my first obstacle in the outer office area. The receptionist there stopped me, but I easily got by when I told her I was there on behalf of Roarke business. Maybe I wasn’t as valued in the business as my brother, but the name still got me access to a lot of places.

      The second admin wasn’t so easy. She definitely earned her income. Not even Brianna Roarke, Daniel’s best friends’ sister could simply sashay into his office. I had to come up with something clever to get past her.

      “Do you have an appointment?” the stern Mrs. Poole asked me when I asked for admittance.

      “I have a date with Daniel.” In my mind, date and appointment weren’t much different. Both were meetings. But I hoped she might see the date as being more informal between me and Daniel, and because it was personal, she’d let me in.

      She arched a brow, but picked up her phone. “Ms. Brianna Roarke is here for your date, sir.”

      It seemed like forever before she put the phone down. “You can go in.”

      I smiled like I knew everything was as it should be. Inside, I let out a relieved sigh. “Thank you.”

      I walked to his office and opened the door.

      “Brianna.” He rose from his desk looking like the king of the world. He smiled. “I didn’t realize we had a date. But in seeing you again, I’m glad that we do.”

      My purposeful stride faltered. All my strong, powerful, woman vibe dissipated, replaced by the thirteen-year-old girl who’d crushed on him. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t like I’d never seen him since high school. But when I did, it was always around Devin. I’d never been alone with him, and rarely had a conversation in which a third party wasn’t involved. Still, I wasn’t a silly school girl.

      I worked to ignore the quickening of my heart or at least pass it off as nerves related to my business request. “I’m sorry for the deceit. I have a proposition for you, and it couldn’t wait.”

      Both of his dark brows arched in intrigue. “I haven’t been propositioned in a while. This will be fun.”

      I wondered if he meant the innuendo or if my hormones were going wonky.

      “Have a seat,” he said motioning to the couch. “Can I get you a drink?”

      I shook my head despite feeling like I could use something strong. “I don’t want to take too much of your time.” I pulled the report out of my briefcase, handing it to him.

      He sat in a chair across from the couch where I sat. I clasped my hands in my lap to get them to stop shaking. I had to get a grip.

      Taking a deep breath, I launched into my spiel, looking at the report in his hands instead of at his face I could focus and not get distracted by his sharp green eyes and sensual mouth. His designation as the most eligible bachelor in Manhattan was well deserved. He had it all. Handsome looks. Fit body. Extreme wealth. That was all that was required, but Daniel was also a nice person. The fact that he gave me so much respect by listening to me walk through the entire report made him even more attractive. So many other men would have cut me off with questions or dismissed my ideas before I could fully explain them. But Daniel was patient and attentive, and my hopes grew that he was the answer to my problem.

      “This is going to be an amazing club, Brianna,” he said when I finished talking and he closed the report. “I’d love to help you⁠—”

      Inside I did a happy dance.

      “Unfortunately, I have to pass at this time.”

      My hopes dropped like a lead balloon. “Why? The projections are⁠—”

      “This is all very good. And I’d be a liar to say I wasn’t intrigued. But like you, I have a board and I haven’t fully earned their respect or confidence yet. We have other areas of the business that I need to attend to before I can take on a project like this.” He looked down at the proposal. “It’s a shame. I find it hard that your father and board don’t want to pursue it.”

      I sagged back, not caring if I looked unprofessional. “They don’t believe in me.”

      “I’m sure that’s not it.”

      “It’s the boobs.”

      His smile was quick, but he held back the laugh. “I don’t know why that would be a problem.”

      “It’s not just that I’m a woman, although that’s a part of it. They think because I grew up as an entitled rich girl that I can’t do the job.”

      He frowned. “Devin grew up in the same family.”

      “Yes, but he’s a boy and he was raised to take on the family business. I was raised to look pretty and marry well. You’d think it was the nineteenth century the way my parents treat me. I was hoping to prove to them I could do this.”

      “And you will. I have no doubt. I’m sure Devin is cheering you on.”

      “He is, but like you, he doesn’t have full reign of the kingdom yet. My father can’t seem to retire like he’s planning on doing for years.”

      “It’s hard for men like him to admit they need to slow down or to hand over their empires. My father was literally on his deathbed before he finally turned it over to me.”

      It was nice to commiserate but it didn’t help me with my goal. I rose from my chair. “Thank you for hearing me out, Daniel. I know it was obnoxious of me to barge in like this and yet you let me give you my entire spiel.”

      He gave me that kind smile as he stood. “I’m only sorry I can’t do more to help.” He cocked his head to the side. “How about we cut out early and I can take you for a drink. We can commiserate on asshole board members.”

      The answer should have been no. I hit another roadblock but that didn’t mean I wasn’t done. I had work to do to either find a new buyer to work with or a new building. But Daniel was smiling at me again and being so sweet and kind.

      “I’d like that.”
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      I hated seeing the defeated look on Brianna’s face especially since I was the one that put it there. I told myself I was being nice inviting her out for a drink to cheer her up. I was sure Devin would offer to take one of my brothers out for a drink if he’d delivered bad news. Of course, Devin probably wouldn’t be silently, inappropriately, admiring my brothers. Apparently, I wasn’t strong enough to keep myself from appreciating Brianna’s assets. She was smart, creative and hard working. She was brazen and willing to go after what she wanted. But the man in me couldn’t help but also notice the amazing curves of her body. She was the epitome of the hourglass silhouette. She had green eyes like me, but hers veered closer to sage which when contrasted with her porcelain skin and deep auburn hair made her seem ethereal. Out of reach. Which of course she was because she was Devin’s sister.

      She and I headed out and across the street to a small intimate bar. It was mid-day but still fairly crowded. I found us a table in the back and we ordered drinks; me a scotch on the rocks and Brianna ordered bourbon, which for some reason made me like her more. Most women I knew ordered wine.

      I lifted my glass. “To asshole dads and board members…may they bow down at our feet when they realize our greatness.”

      She smiled, and it was dazzling. “Here, here.” She clicked her glass with mine and downed a large gulp of her bourbon. I did the same with my scotch.

      “I sort of know why they dismiss me,” she said.

      “The boobs?” I asked, remembering her comment earlier.

      She laughed. “Well, yes. But I know I was flakey before. I suppose they think I’m flakey now. They don’t see or don’t want to see how much I helped Devin when he returned to New York.”

      I nodded remembering his return. It had been a rocky time not just in coming home to take more responsibility of the entire Roarke organization, but also in seeing Serena again and learning he had a son.

      “If I remember correctly, your father and the board weren't thrilled about Devin’s ideas to open a club then either,” I said.

      She nodded. “True. He did it anyway, and I helped him. Not just in using my celebutante status to attract patrons, but I helped with the planning and all of it.”

      “I know Devin realizes that.”

      She shrugged. “Yes. But everyone else…” She downed the rest of her drink and I signaled the waitress to bring us two more. “It wouldn’t be so bad if I wasn’t fighting on two fronts.”

      “Oh?”

      She looked at me with a stink face. “My mother is trying to marry me off. Apparently, I’m on the verge of having a shriveled-up vagina.”

      I bit the inside of my lip as the vision of a naked Brianna flashed in my brain. In my vision, her vagina was wet and hot. I finished my drink to cool my jets. Luckily, our second round arrived as I swallowed the last drop.

      “I don’t know how to respond to that,” I admitted.

      She shrugged. “She’s trying to hook me up with eligible men. I’m surprised she hasn’t set me up on a date with you. You’re rich and come from a prestigious family.”

      “Devin wouldn’t allow that,” I said.

      She arched a brow. “Why?”

      “Because best friends don’t date best friend’s sisters. It would be weird.”

      She studied me and for the first time I think I saw appreciation in her eyes. Like maybe she found me attractive too. As much as that idea thrilled me, I knew it was wrong.

      “Do you think of me as a sister?” she finally asked.

      “No, but I know Devin would prefer that I did.”

      She leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with intrigue. “But you don’t. How do you think of me?”

      I loved how daring and direct she was, except when it made my dick swell. If she wasn’t Devin’s sister, I’d tell her the truth. I saw her as a smart, sexy woman. Although I’d laid off the one-night stands over the last six months, I’d have been more than happy to end my dry spell with her. But she was Devin’s sister, so I had to tread carefully.

      “I think you’re a smart, bold woman.”

      She sat back. “At least you didn’t call me bitchy or obnoxious.”

      “I don’t think you’re either. You get it, Brianna. You understand that getting ahead in business involves as much bulldozing of people as it does sweet talking them.”

      She nodded. “I’m working around my family to get this club done, but I’m hitting a lot of roadblocks. I’m not giving up. I realize that they can’t see me if I try to do it their way. And I can’t do it Devin’s way. I have to do it my way to make them notice me and recognize that I’m an asset to the business.”

      I held my glass up to her. “I have no doubt that you’ll do just that.”

      She smiled and clicked her glass to mine. “From your mouth to God’s ears.”

      
      After our drink, I wished her luck as I helped her into a car and then I went back to my office.

      “Larry Jacobs called about the latest financial reports,” Mrs. Poole said as I passed her desk.

      Inwardly I groaned. Of all the members of the board, Larry Jacobs was the one riding my ass the hardest. It could have been paranoia, but I was certain that he was looking for a way to boot me out of the CEO position. I wasn’t sure who he’d replace me with. Neither of my brothers would do it. Maybe Larry wanted to appoint himself.

      “I’ll give him a call,” I said entering my office. First, I needed another drink. I was nothing like my father, except liking having a bar in my office. I poured another finger of scotch and sat at my desk, calling Larry.

      “I’m surprised you were out. Your father would have been working 24-7 if he saw financials like this,” Larry dove into his speech.

      “You don’t know my father as well as you think you do,” I said, knowing it would irk Larry, which maybe wasn’t the right thing to do since he wanted me out. “Was it you that okayed his inflating assets eighteen months ago before he got ill?”

      Larry stumbled over his words. “I have no idea what you’re⁠—”

      “Of course, you do. If you looked at the financials as scrupulously then as you do now, you know that my father fudged some of the numbers. I’m not going to do that. If that means on paper the company doesn’t look as flush as when my father ran things, so be it. I’m not going to jail. How about you Larry?”

      “Your father never did anything illegal. He was a creative businessman who was bold in his decisions, so he got things done.”

      I sat back in my chair pinching the bridge of my nose. “Right now, I have decisions to make and you’re preventing me from making them. I’ll see you at the board meeting.” I hung up.

      Bold. I couldn’t imagine Larry wanted me to be bold. That would mean I’d ignore him and do what I wanted, which was in fact how my father operated.

      I have to do it my way to make them notice me and recognize that I’m an asset to the business. Brianna’s words came back to me. They hit me like a ton of lead. That’s what I needed to do. I needed to do things my way, not try and appease my father’s cronies by doing it their way.

      I looked over at the coffee table where I’d put Brianna’s report. I walked over, picking it up and sitting on the couch to review it again. I hadn’t lied when I told her I was intrigued. She’d done her homework and I could see the potential of her vision.

      I rose and exited my office. “I’m going to be out the rest of the day,” I said to Mrs. Poole.

      I ordered a car and had it drive me to Greenwich Village so I could check out the building. On the way, I called the owner letting her know I wanted to see the building asap. One good thing about being my father’s son was that when it came to real estate, when I called, people responded. She agreed to meet me right away.

      I arrived first and stood outside taking the building in. The five-story brick structure built in the late 1800’s was tired but still held its character.

      “Mr. Clarke?”

      I turned to the woman calling my name. She was in her mid-thirties, dressed not unlike Brianna, in a tailored suit, hers in a bright red. She had blonde hair that I was sure came from an expensive salon, but was done well.

      She thrust out her hand. “Candace Laughton.”

      I shook her hand. She had a strong grip, but when I went to pull away, she held on a bit longer than needed. She tilted her head and gave me a smile that I recognized. It was one I’d received a lot in my life. There was a time it made me excited because it meant I was getting laid. Now, it just annoyed me.

      I withdrew my hand. “I’d like a tour of the building, if possible.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m honored that you’ve taken an interest in my building.” She opened the front door and let me in.

      I stepped inside the cool dark spot. It was empty except for a few tables and a counter. “What was this place before?”

      “It was a café. There is a basement that was used for storage and the second to fifth floors are apartments. There is also a rooftop terrace. It all needs a little TLC but the bones are good. I have some information about past rents if you like.”

      “Sure.” I walked around the room and while it was drab, I could see what Brianna had seen. It was large and although musty and dirty, it was a blank canvas that she could work her magic on. “Is there an entrance to the upper levels that doesn’t require walking through this floor?”

      “Yes. There’s another door just outside to the right that takes residents upstairs.”

      Candace showed me the basement and then we headed upstairs. Every step I took, she hovered close, not missing any chance to stand near me or touch me. As I took in the view from the terrace, she leaned in to me, her arm jetting across my body as she pointed towards a small grocery.

      “They’re open 24/7, so if you got hungry or were in need of anything, they’d be open.”

      I wasn’t going to live here, but I suppose the people who did would find that helpful.  I stepped to the side, trying to put space between us. “Good to know.”

      The apartments needed work, but as I toured them, I began to see their potential. Larry’s comment about being bold and Brianna’s comment about standing out came back to me. I knew then that I could do something really progressive with this building while at the same time helping Brianna.

      “I’m ready to make an offer,” I announced.

      Her smile lit up. “Wonderful. How about we go for a drink, and we can talk terms?”

      There was a charming café up the block. I ordered coffee while she ordered wine. She moved her chair close to mine, closer than necessary, to review the financial information she’d brought for me.

      She seemed eager to sell, but as we talked terms, she was stubborn. “You’re not trying to take advantage of me, are you, Dan? I can call you Dan, can’t I?”

      Why did I get the feeling that she did want me to take advantage of her, at least in bed?

      “It’s Daniel.”

      She smiled and leaned closer, her baby blue gaze drifting down to my lips. “You can call me Candace.”

      “What would it take for me to have a deal right now for the building?” I asked.

      She bit her lip as her gaze drifted back up to mine. “Why don’t you come to my place? I can make you dinner and we can talk about what you can give me.”

      I was a good poker player because I could keep a straight face, but I’ll admit I was surprised by her brazenness.

      I gave her a number that was more than fair. “Cash. Closing in 30 days.”

      She studied me like I was an enigma. She was a beautiful, and clearly a willing woman, so why wasn’t I taking her up on her offer? There was a time
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