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The cork from the champagne bottle was released with a loud pop of celebration. As bubbles trailed into the glass with an exuberant pour, the mist from the effervescence rose from the glass like steam. 

“Here’s to success!” Vivian cried as she filled the glasses and passed one to her companion. 

“Not a total success, but I’ll take it.” 

“Not a total success?” Vivian scoffed. She held her arms wide as she gestured to the paintings on the wall of her gallery. “Forty-nine out of fifty sold, my dear. That is a success! A clean sweep like your last show isn’t guaranteed.”

“Why not? That was so much more fun,” Tia replied with a grin. She sipped the sparkling wine as she turned in a slow circle and admired her paintings. All but one had a round red sticker placed next to the title to mark each as sold. 

Tatiana Zenya Meyer, Tia Zen to the art world, had come a long way. At thirty-two years of age, she was finally making her mark in the industry. She might be considered still wet behind the ears to some who had been struggling for years, but she felt she had paid her dues. 

An only child of parents who had wanderlust in their blood, Tia’s adolescence was often lonely. They moved from city to city. State to state. Never staying in one place for more than six months at a time. Holidays were often spent in Europe. On his thirty-fifth birthday, her father received an inheritance large enough to have him set for life three times over. One might take that lump sum and buy a mansion and a yacht. Not Thomas Colton Meyer, III. No. He sold off the majority of the family business, convinced his wife to sell their house, and travel the country in an RV that rivaled any glamorous rock star tour bus. Once Tia was on her own, they began to travel the world. 

When Tia graduated from high school, she found herself happy where her parents had settled for a miraculous seven months during her senior year. They wanted adventure, she craved stability. Houston, Texas wasn’t the big city she eventually envisioned herself living in, but it would do for college. Then she would take on every artist’s dream. New York City. 

After graduation, she left the oppressive heat and humidity that was Texas and backpacked her way to NYC. She didn’t have to. Her father offered to fly her first class and get her settled into her life as an artist. He wanted to buy her a loft in SoHo, Midtown Manhattan, Park Avenue... wherever his little girl desired. Tia wanted to prove she could do it on her own. And while she didn’t cave to his gift of a posh roof over her head at first, she let him spoil her with the best supplies any artist could desire. She might have gone without a substantial meal a time or two, but she never went without the best brushes money could buy, not to mention canvases, oil paints, acrylic colors, pallets, and easels. 

Just last year, Tia stood in this same gallery, looking at her work, in awe that every piece had sold. Her parents were there for support. Much to Tia’s relief, her father didn’t buy her entire show to decorate the many homes her parents now had all over the world. She took care of that for him in her own time. In Tia’s eyes, selling out her show to family didn’t define success.

With her commission check burning a hole in her pocket, Tia shunned the urge to spend a week at a spa, travel the world with her parents, or buy a killer wardrobe. That one hurt the most... she loved designer labels with a passion. She took her earnings and put nearly all of it toward a highly covetable loft in SoHo. This time she didn’t put up a fight when her father offered to help her, and she settled in nicely with all new furnishings at her mother’s insistence. 

Vivian Nichols watched her friend soak in the success of the night. And it was a success, even if Tia wouldn’t admit it. Yet. Only a few short years ago, she had discovered Tia’s work on a napkin doodle left behind at a coffee shop. It was a simple drawing of a young Slater Heart, the lead singer of the rock and roll band Heart & Soul. A rough sketch of the front man’s face and intense eyes, paired with his signature russet locks, captured him perfectly. She badgered the owner of the restaurant and demanded to know who the artist was. The man wouldn’t give her name, but he did tell Vivian that she was a regular who could probably be approached at nine o’clock every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday morning. Vivian found the sketch on a Monday and stalked the coffee shop until she “ran” into Tia that Friday. 

When Vivian approached the artist about a show of her work, Tia was hesitant. She loved her craft and was always thrilled when one of her works of art were shown, but an entire show was too daunting. She hadn’t been ready for that kind of workload, but she liked Vivian. They became fast friends and Tia got her toes wet by allowing her to showcase the occasional piece. When the creations started to move regularly, each one higher-priced than the one before, Tia finally caved and spent four strenuous months creating fifty paintings. 

Four months of creative work, and every piece sold within three hours at her first show. After that evening, Vivian was on her immediately to do another show. Immediately in Tia’s world was another four months. She was proud of this new collection. Mermaids. Various shapes and colors of the mythical creatures under the sea. At the last minute, she almost pulled out of the show so she could keep these beauties to herself for a bit longer. Once Vivian got a peek at the work, she wasn’t about to let that happen. The gallery owner had an eye for talent and Tia Zen’s pieces would fly out the door. 

“Your look for the night is spot-on!” Tia complimented Vivian. “Whoever said redheads can’t wear red was sorely mistaken.”

Vivian stood before her in a red jersey dress that dipped low to reveal her generous cleavage and clung to her curves. There wasn’t a hair out of place in her sleek auburn bob that framed her face and stopped at her jaw. 

“Thank you.” Vivian looked Tia up and down with a grin. “I’m not sure what moved all the pieces. Your talent, or your look for the night.” 

“What do you mean?” Tia looked down at her outfit with confusion. “What’s wrong with my look?” 

“Not a damn thing. You’re like a pocket dominatrix.” 

“Excuse me?” Tia sputtered on a sip of champagne. She wore an oversized black silk sweater as a dress that dipped low on one shoulder and skimmed the top of her legs. Paired with the sweater were thigh-high stiletto boots in black leather. Her dark brown hair was piled up into a loose ponytail, leaving the chestnut curls to spill over her shoulders and tendrils to frame her face. Her brown eyes, which Vivian often referred to as doe, were highlighted in bronze eyeshadow and defined with smoky kohl black liner. Her full lips were a subtle, glossy nude. She wore gold tassels at her ears that dusted her shoulders and a black velvet choker. “What did you just call me?” 

“You heard me. You’re petite but fierce. I hope you realize how gorgeous you are,” Vivian complimented. She always envied Tia’s build. She had a good seven inches on her friend, and couldn’t manage to shake the last ten pounds with whatever fad diet she was currently on. “Are you wearing lingerie under that sweater?”

“Yes,” Tia answered. She shifted her hips back and forth with a slight grimace. “And this La Perla thong is getting further with me than any man at the showing who tried tonight.”

Vivian raised a brow and smirked as she remembered a past newspaper article. “The famously unavailable artist.” 

“Oh, please.” Tia rolled her eyes at the comment. Columnists always wondered why she was single. There was one very simple answer to that speculation, she wasn’t in the mood for a relationship. Hadn’t been in the mood for years. “I want to get home, out of this swatch of lace, and into some men’s boxer briefs and a tank top, then settle down with a large cheese pizza and a cold beer.”

“In the meantime, champagne and caviar will suffice?” Vivian snickered. 

“I suppose,” Tia exhaled dramatically. She walked to the catering table, selected a canape, and popped it into her mouth. Turning in a half-circle, Tia smiled at her creations hanging on the stark white walls. Vivian had lights placed above each masterpiece to highlight the work. “Until I can get that treat, these fancy little finger foods will have to do.” 

They both glanced into the adjoining room when the front door burst open and an excited voice filled the air. 

“Please tell me the show’s not over!” A woman’s voice gushed. 

“I’ll be right there!” Vivian called out. She peeked around the corner and whipped her head back to Tia with wide eyes. “Come here!” she whispered to Tia, motioning quickly with her hand to hurry. “Do you see who that is?” 

Tia craned her neck to see a polished blonde pull a just as polished-looking man behind her into the gallery. She didn’t recognize the woman, but she recognized the Chanel boots she wore. Her mouth watered as she admired the supple leather. Only a month ago, she browsed the Chanel boutique and coveted the same boots. She stumbled a half step to the side when Vivian nudged her back to reality. “Looks like Barbie and Ken to me. Who is it?” 

“Who is it?” Vivian questioned with a shake of her head. “It’s socialite Ainsley Davenport and none other than restaurateur Spencer Maxwell Chadwick.” 

“Who?” Tia repeated. 

“Ugh,” Vivian snorted. “Don’t you read Page Six?” 

“No,” Tia replied. “I do use it as a painting tarp, though.” She narrowed her eyes and stared at the blonde. “Wait, I do recognize her.”

“Finally,” Vivian muttered. 

“I dropped a dollop of daffodil acrylic on her face just yesterday. Trust me, yellow is not her color.” 

Vivian chuckled softly at Tia’s statement. Sizing Ainsley up, she had to agree with her friend. Yellow was not the woman’s color. Regardless, she came from money, and she exuded that fact. Vivian knew a sale when she saw one. Tia wanted a sold-out show, this was her opportunity to make it happen. Vivian snagged Tia’s champagne flute out of her hand and drained it in one long gulp. “Help yourself to more, but don’t go far. I may need to introduce you.”

“No!” Tia huffed in protest. “I hate it when you do that.” 

“I know. But an introduction to the artist almost always closes the sale.” She breezed into the main room of the gallery with a welcoming smile. “Hello!” 

“Hi!” The tall blonde woman answered with enthusiasm. “No one is here, did I miss the show?” 

“All my guests are gone, but I always stay open a little while after a showing for people who couldn’t make it to the event.” 

“I am so glad you did.” She held out her hand in greeting. “I’m Ainsley.”

“Hello, Vivian Nichols, I’m the owner.”

“Oh, I know! I was so upset I came late to Tia Zen’s last show and found it sold out. Please tell me you have some pieces left. Last time I had to settle for a small print from your gift shop. Not that I didn’t love it,” she said quickly. She glanced at her companion and giggled. “Poor Spencer. I dragged him out of the opera and hurried here.” 

“Dragged me to the opera is more like it,” Spencer teased.

Vivian turned to Spencer and extended her hand. One look into his pool blue eyes, and she was breathless. He’s even cuter in person, she thought. After introducing herself, she turned to survey the gallery. “Tia had an outstanding show tonight. Sold nearly every piece.”

“Nearly?” Ainsley asked eagerly. 

“There’s one left. Come.” Vivian didn’t give them a chance to respond as she walked in the direction of the available painting. 

The mermaid’s tail was a bright shade of coral. Her arms were raised in surrender as she drifted in the deep blue sea. The skeins of her flaxen hair floated about her body while various forms of sea life swirled around her. 

“Oh!” Ainsley gasped. She gripped Spencer’s hand as she stared at the painting. “Oh, I must have this! It would look perfect in my foyer. Wouldn’t it, Spencer?” 

Spencer studied the painting, impressed with the detail. He appreciated fine art, and all the finer things in life. He hadn’t shared Ainsley’s excitement to come and look at what he considered fairytale creatures, but the talent drew him in. He could feel the passion, the emotion that went into this creation. “It would be perfect there,” he agreed, his voice smooth and soothing. He glanced around the gallery at the other paintings. “Do you only have her work for this show, or do you have anything else by the artist?” 

Vivian walked to the service counter and picked up a book that she had on display. “I have a book of her last showing, but that’s all I have right now. This is available in the gift shop. I’ve been trying to convince her to add more to the retail section, but you know how temperamental these artists can be,” she said with a smirk. She knew that would get a rise out of Tia. 

Without so much as a glance at the price tag, Ainsley made a firm decision. “I’ll take it.” She clapped her hands and hopped in place with excitement. “I can have someone pick it up tomorrow. Oh!” She snapped her fingers as an idea came to her. “Do you think you could have her sign it? I’d love to have an autographed piece of hers!” 

Vivian’s gaze shifted to the adjoining room when she heard a hiss. If mass-produced retail items irritated Tia, requests to autograph her paintings made her particularly surly. In Tia’s eyes, it defaced her work. “Um... I don’t think... I know she prefers-”

“For me? Please?” 

“Why don’t I let her answer you,” Vivian stated. 

“She’s here?” Ainsley cried. “All this time she’s been here? Oh, I have to meet her. Where is she?” 

Spencer gave Vivian a sheepish grin as Ainsley rushed off in search of the artist. “My apologies. She’s been following her career and always seems to miss her at showings or local charity events.”

“You mean the ones she shows up to,” Vivian muttered. She suppressed a grin when she saw Tia tiptoe behind a column of one of her paintings to avoid being rushed by Ainsley. “She’s not only temperamental, she’s reclusive. Such a cliché as an artist, no? Tia!” she called out with a smile in her voice. “There you are!” 

“Shit,” Tia whispered under her breath. So far she had done a good job of sidestepping Ainsley and was only four columns away from slipping into the gift shop unnoticed. She knew how to be gracious and courteous, but overexcited fans made her skittish. Glaring at Vivian from across the room, she slowly walked to her friend’s side and looked between the couple. 

Ainsley was picture perfect in a fuchsia dress with lipstick to match. Her nearly platinum hair fell in beach waves around her face and shoulders. Bright blue eyes were framed with tastefully applied faux eyelashes. She revealed straight, blinding white teeth as she smiled at Tia with anticipation. 

Tia’s gaze flickered to Spencer when he slipped his hand around Ainsley’s waist to keep her in place. He wore a tasteful black tuxedo sans tie with diamond cufflinks that twinkled in the gallery lights. His dark brown well-groomed hair looked incredibly thick. His eyes rivaled Ainsley’s in their depth of blue. She had never seen such intensely bright eyes on a man before and couldn’t help but wonder if they were contacts. He gave her a polite smile and for just a moment, she could have sworn she heard a subtle chime go off when he flashed a grin. 

Spencer resisted the urge to look Tia up and down. The compact woman standing in front of him looked more suited to hosting a sexy nightclub than to creating the works of art hanging on the walls. In his mind, he’d conjured up an image of a middle-aged hippie who spent her days in a haze of marijuana smoke. Not this siren with large brown eyes and dark curly hair he had a sudden urge to run his hands through. Though his hand remained at Ainsley’s waist, he felt a quick jolt of desire when Tia smiled at him.

Tia nodded through the introductions with graciousness. She had to set aside her flute to keep the champagne from spilling when Ainsley shook her hand with enthusiasm. 

“I’m just so happy to meet you!” Ainsley gushed. “I love your work and it seems like it’s so hard to find. I’m so excited to own one of your paintings. And the last one of the show. Wow! It’s like it was meant to be.” 

“Excellent work,” Spencer complimented. He flipped through the book Vivian handed him. “You’re very good.” 

“Oh!” Ainsley turned to Spencer with wide eyes. “Do you know what would be perfect? A Tia Zen creation in your new place!” She looked between Tia and Vivian. “He’s opening a new restaurant and there’s this huge, blank wall. We were just talking the other day about a mural being painted onto that wall. She’d be perfect, Spencer! What do you say?” 

“I say,” he answered slowly. “I need a little time to think about that. Let’s not put Ms. Zen on the spot.”

“It’s Tia,” she corrected him. “And you’re not putting me on the spot. I don’t usually commission work. I prefer to stick to my next series of paintings.”

“What’s your next theme?” Ainsley asked eagerly. 

“I’m not sure yet,” Tia answered. “I’m going to take a few weeks to decompress after this show and see what inspires me.” She took a step back, hoping they would get the hint that she wanted to leave. 

Vivian stepped behind the counter and opened a file on the computer. “I’ll just need to get some information from you.” 

Ainsley produced a business card along with her platinum Visa. “All my personal information is on the card, and you can put the sale on the Visa.” She turned to Tia and raised her brows in anticipation. “So?” 

Tia mirrored her expression with raised brows of her own. “So?” 

Ainsley gestured to her new purchase. “Will you sign it?” 

“Oh,” Tia hesitated. “Well, it’s already signed. I sign all my paintings in the bottom right corner.”

“That’s standard. I want it autographed.” 

“Where?” Tia looked at the beauty of the painting. Her stomach lurched to think about scrawling her signature anywhere on there and ruining her work. “Anywhere I sign will take away from her.” 

“Tell you what,” Spencer chimed in. He could see Tia’s discomfort and while he understood Ainsley’s enthusiasm, he also understood hard work. He set the picture book of her past show on the counter. “I’ll buy that for Ainsley, and you can sign the book. Will that work?” 

“I wish you had more merchandise in the gift shop,” Ainsley stated. 

“You and me both,” Vivian supplied. She handed Ainsley her receipt, rang up Spencer’s sale, and produced a silver metallic craft pen for Tia to sign the book. “Here you go, Tatiana.” She gave Tia a friendly wink on the use of her full name. 

“Oh, that’s such a pretty name,” Ainsley complimented. “But your professional name is so unique. It’s like it was meant to be.” 

Tia shared a look with Vivian on the repeated sentiment. She shook off the feelings of sarcasm and judgement and told herself to be thankful. Ainsley’s purchase sold out her show. She took the pen from Vivian and removed the cap. “Would you like me to personalize it?” 

“I’m just about to close up,” Vivian mentioned. “But I have some champagne left. How about a toast?” 

“You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” Tia asked when Vivian closed and locked the door behind Ainsley and Spencer. 

“It doesn’t hurt to socialize you a bit,” Vivian responded. 

“What on earth are you talking about? I was social all night. The show was over! Did you have to subject me to half an hour of one-on-one schmoozing?” 

“She bought your last and most expensive painting,” Vivian pointed out. “It’s the least we could do.”

“I suppose,” Tia agreed. “She’s got so much energy, it was a bit exhausting. How the hell does Spencer deal with her?” 

“That shows you the man has stamina.” 

“Ha!” Tia snorted. “Leave it to you to think about him naked.” 

“You weren’t?” 

“No,” she answered honestly. “He’s too perfect.” 

“You think so?” Vivian tilted her head in thought. A slow smile spread across her face as she pictured Spencer Maxwell Chadwick in the buff. 

“Get your head out of the gutter,” Tia chastised. 

“Why? It’s such a fun place to be. Come on. Indulge with me.”

“You’re a horrible lesbian, by the way.”

“I think men are beautiful, but I prefer women,” Vivian giggled as she took a sip of champagne. “Close your eyes and let’s imagine him without a stitch of clothing on.”

“No thank you. He’s probably just as manicured under his suit.”

“I bet he’s well endowed.” 

“I bet he waxes his chest.” 

“I dare you to find out,” Vivian challenged. 

“Might I remind you; he’s taken?” 

“It never hurts to fantasize. Plus, a couple like that won’t get married.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Too perfect-”

“I just said that,” Tia interjected. 

“Together they’re too perfect. A man like Spencer needs an opposite.” She topped off their glasses with the remaining champagne. “He needs someone like you.”

“Me?” 

“Creative, free-spirited-”

“Temperamental?” Tia muttered. 

“Oh, you heard that, did you?” 

“Yes. And he may belong with someone like me, but I don’t belong with someone like him.” 

“We’ll see,” Vivian replied. She kicked off her stilettos, grabbed a planner from behind the sales counter, and flipped forward four months. “Never too early to start planning your next show. Let’s get down to business.” 
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Tia rode the high of her successful show for a good two weeks. She treated herself and Vivian to a much-needed spa day. She also treated herself to the Chanel boots that she couldn’t seem to get off her mind since she saw them on Ainsley Davenport. 

An idea for her new painting series was starting to brew. She wasn’t ready to put them on canvas yet. Right now, she was enjoying the images in her head and had made a few rough sketches. The paintings would come when she was ready. 

It was a bright Sunday morning. There were chores to do... laundry, grocery shopping for the week, and bills to pay. That could wait. Tia wanted coffee and a chocolate croissant. Normally, she avoided Earl’s on a Sunday. Her regular days of caffeinating were on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. On Sundays, Earl’s was hopping with the brunch crowd. She fell in love with the establishment a few years ago when she stumbled upon it in the West Village. There were places that were closer to where she lived, but Tia believed in loyalty and no one had chocolate croissants as good as Earl. The twenty-minute walk served as her exercise three days a week... four when she couldn’t shake her cravings. 

Dressed in a basic white tee and loose jeans cuffed at the ankles, Tia opted for comfortable sneakers to make her trek instead of her new boots. Walking in New York was entertaining to her. People out on walks with their dogs or their significant others captured her attention. To her, the city was a canvas of inspiration, and she saw something new every day. 

Tia opened the heavy glass door and surveyed the crowded restaurant. Weekdays suited her better because she preferred a quieter space. Vivian often encouraged her to try brunch at Earl’s. Tia always took her latte and pastry to go. Maybe one day she would come for brunch. 

“Tia!” 

She smiled as the owner called out her name. “Good morning, Earl.”

The robust man gave her a wide grin as he looked at his watch. “Nearly afternoon now. I rarely see you on a Sunday.”

“I needed my fix,” she answered with a smile.

“Coming right up.” He called out the order to the kitchen and rested his arms on the glass pastry display at the register. “I heard you had a sell-out, congratulations.” 

“Thank you.” She inhaled the heavy sweet and savory scents that filled the room. “Oh, everything smells so good.”

“When are you going to join us for brunch?”

“When you create a private room just for me,” she teased and gave a playful shudder. “Crowds make me nervous.” Her eyes followed a server as he entered the restaurant from the kitchen, her mouth watered when she saw the plate of eggs, bacon, and country potatoes. “Whatever that is...” She pointed to the dish. “I’ll take it to go.” 

“You got it!” He called out her additional order and sent her a wink. “That’ll be right up.” 

As her order was prepared, she stepped to the side and took a small sketchpad out of her crossbody bag to keep her busy. Impatient by nature, she always kept one in her bag along with a pen and pencil. It helped pass the time, and she believed in drawing what inspired her in the moment. Her inspiration at the moment was Earl. She loved the way he interacted with his customers and was always there with a friendly smile or compliment. She got lost in her creation and blinked to the present when Earl placed her to-go bag on the counter in front of her. 

“Here you go.” He held up his hand as Tia pulled out her wallet. “Your money is no good here.” 

She knew it would be futile to fight him, he rarely took her money, but she had to at least try. “You need to stop giving me free food. I’m no longer a starving artist.” 

“Sweetheart, you hold a special place in my heart. Anything you need, anytime, you just ask. Let me feed you, maybe it will put some meat on your bones.”

Tia shook her head with a laugh and did something she rarely did. She ripped the page out of her sketchpad, signed it, and gave it to Earl. 

“Are you serious?” Earl exclaimed. His loud voice carried through the restaurant. “A signed original by Tia Zen! I’m framing this, and sweetheart, you’ll always eat free here.” 

Earl’s happiness was contagious. Tia watched as he walked around the restaurant and showed off her sketch, like a proud father. She let out an exhausted sigh and squeezed her eyes shut when she heard a familiar cry. 

“Oh, my God! Tia’s here?” 

“You have got to be kidding me,” Tia mumbled. “I just recovered from the last time.” She braced herself and turned to see Ainsley rush toward her.

“It’s so great to see you!” 

“Good to see you,” Tia greeted her politely. 

Ainsley slipped her arm through Tia’s and steered her toward a table. “Come join us.”

“Oh... no... I,” Tia stammered. She held up her takeout bag. “I got mine to go. I need to do some work today.”

“At least say hello. Spencer is here and so are my parents.” Ainsley stopped at a table in the corner and guided Tia to sit in a chair. “Spencer, you remember Tia. Mother, Daddy, this is the artist who painted the gorgeous mermaid I just purchased. Tia, these are my parents Thaddeus and Priscilla.” 

“Tatiana.” Spencer nodded at her. “So good to see you again.”

“It’s Tia,” she corrected with a nod of her own. She smiled between Ainsley’s parents and considered staying for a brief moment if only to hear what kind of conversation this group could have over brunch. Ainsley was polished to perfection in a teal day dress. Spencer looked ready to take on a corporate board meeting in his suit and tie, and Ainsley’s parents looked straight out of a photoshoot of Town and Country. Thaddeus was just as formal as Spencer in his expensive suit, and Priscilla wore a sweater set in a perky shade of pink with a strand of pearls around her neck. Priscilla obviously took excellent care of herself. If one had to guess, she could pass as Ainsley’s older sister, not her mother. The woman’s blue eyes seemed to bore into Tia when she gave her a thin smile that was just short of friendly. Sensing the derision and getting a distinct feeling Priscilla immediately thought of her as lower class, Tia simply raised a brow and gave her a wide smile. If Priscilla knew who her father was, she’d be insistent on her joining them. “Good to meet you. I’ll let you get back to your brunch.”

“Join us,” Ainsley offered once more. 

“No,” Tia declined. “I have to go.” 

“How about a mimosa?” Ainsley suggested as she waved the server over. 

Tia bit her tongue, then started to protest. She gave Spencer a grateful smile when he spoke up. “Ainsley, let her go.”

“But,” Ainsley protested. “You can talk to her about the mural, and I want to invite her to Saturday evening’s dinner.”

“Dinner?” Tia squeaked. 

“Yes. I saw Vivian yesterday and invited her. She said she’d bring you.”

“At the gala?” Priscilla inquired. 

“It’s hardly a gala, Mother. It’s a charity event. I hold it every year,” Ainsley informed Tia. “I’m so in love with your painting, I’m displaying it at the event. How wonderful to have the artist there.”

“Well, I’m not sure about Saturday. I’ll have to look at my calendar.” Tia cringed inwardly to hear such formality come out of her mouth. She glanced at Spencer with the intent to send him silent communication to come to her aid, but he simply stared at her with a line between his brows, almost as if he were scowling at her. She was just about to excuse herself with an emergency when Spencer addressed her. 

“I would like to talk to you about painting the mural.”

“I told you I rarely commission work.” 

He dabbed at his mouth with the cloth napkin and took a drink of his coffee. “Everyone is available for the right price. Can we meet about it, say Tuesday at eight?” 

“And what about Saturday?” Ainsley asked eagerly. 

Tia hesitated when Spencer held out his business card. All she wanted was her latte and chocolate croissant. She cursed herself for ordering an entrée. Had she taken her regular order to go, she never would have drawn the picture for Earl, and he wouldn’t have made her presence known. As Spencer’s card hovered in his grasp, she took it without looking at it, shoved it in her bag, and abruptly stood. Without giving Ainsley a chance to try to trap her once more, she picked up her takeout bag and pushed in her chair with a little more force than she would have preferred. She always prided herself on controlling her anger, but she wasn’t going to allow herself to be railroaded any longer. “I’ll think about it. Enjoy your brunch.” She gave them all a polite smile and walked away, but not before she heard Ainsley’s voice follow her out the door. 

“See you Saturday!” 

Tia stomped the entire way home and was seething by the time she got there. The latte went down in half a dozen gulps, her croissant was devoured in just as many bites. Her foot tapped impatiently on the hardwood floor beneath her as she dialed Vivian at the gallery. Her voice was rushed when the other line picked up. 

“Dammit, Vivian, I am not going to that dinner on Saturday! And who the hell does he think he is, ordering a meeting with me about a stupid mural?” 

“Hello, Tia,” Vivian greeted. “I assume you’re talking about the gala on Saturday that Ainsley invited us to. Cool your jets, my dear. I only told her I would ask you. I didn’t accept on your behalf. And I’ll also assume you’re talking about Spencer Chadwick’s restaurant mural.” 

“Yes and yes. I went to Earl’s for my usual-”

“You really need to go there for brunch,” Vivian interrupted. 

“I ordered something to go. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been steamrolled by that socialite! She kept badgering me to join them. Her mother is an ice queen, by the way. That woman looked at me like I was hired help. Then Spencer, ooh!” she steamed. “He’s hot and cold. One minute, he’s rescuing me from Barbie, then the next, he’s all business, telling me anyone can be bought for a price. Like he’s doing me a favor or something. He thinks we’re meeting on Tuesday. He can think again.” She paid no attention to the early hour of the day and poured herself a glass of cabernet. She drank the wine and plopped down on her large sectional sofa. 

“Take a deep breath, Tia. I think Saturday could be fun. You and I haven’t had a girls’ night out in a long time. Let’s get dressed up, go to the gala, get drunk on their dime, and giggle about the guests all rubbing elbows with each other.”

“That doesn’t sound half bad,” Tia mumbled. “But the way Ainsley made it sound...”

“She’s a little overeager.”

“A little? She acts like I’m a major celebrity. It makes me uncomfortable.” 

“You’re succeeding as an artist. Take it as a compliment.” 

“And her uptight boyfriend?”

“He’s kind of dreamy and you know it.” 

“Not my type.” 

“Well, your last type gave you intimacy issues, so maybe you need to start thinking outside the box,” Vivian suggested. 

“Not that it matters, but Chadwick’s taken. Why are you trying to set me up with Sergeant Stuffy?” 

Vivian chuckled at Tia’s ire. Now that her friend had turned to sarcasm, she knew she was cooling off. “I’m not trying to set you up with The Chadwick, per se.” She paused when Tia snorted with laughter. “I simply think it’s time for you to get laid, and going against type might work for you. It’s been too long.”

“I don’t have a problem with my abstinence, why do you?” 

“I recognize the hard-core need for some orgasms that aren’t self-induced.”

“Next topic, please.” 

“Fine,” Vivian huffed. “I’ll nag you about that later. Let’s go on Saturday. Come on,” she urged. “You know we’ll have fun.” 

“Fine,” Tia caved. “That takes care of six days from now. What about two days from now?” 

“The mural meeting,” Vivian mused. “There’s no harm in talking to him. I’ll come with you.” 

“Why?” Tia asked, confused. 

“Because I know art, and I know what this should cost him. It’s time you have an agent and manager, and I nominate myself.” 

“You own the gallery,” Tia pointed out. “And I like being independent.”

“I’ll give you the freedom to be independent. I’ve been thinking about it. You’re becoming more and more in demand. You show exclusively at my gallery. Let me help you with the business side of things.” 

“Hmm,” Tia murmured. “That’s not a bad idea. Let’s discuss that further, and yes, please come with me on Tuesday, even though I don’t want to show up on principle.”

“Do you have his information? I have Ainsley’s from the sale, but not his. I’ll call him to confirm.”

Tia stood up and fished the business card out of her bag. She rattled off Spencer’s contact information and tossed the card on the counter. “Tuesday, it is.”

“You, me, and The Chadwick,” Vivian stated. 

“Is this your new name for him?” 

“I kind of like it.” 

“You make him sound like a powerful force to be reckoned with.”

“I bet he is in bed.”

“I’m hanging up now.” 

Tia cut the connection and set the phone down with a shake of her head and a snort of laughter. Vivian took every opportunity to bring up her sex life. Or lack thereof. She couldn’t get Vivian’s comments out of her head. Not the ones about The Chadwick, as she was referring to Spencer now, but the ones about her last relationship. Two years of her life were spent trying to please a man with his own sexual hang-ups and in return, he created some of her own. 

“Blech,” she scoffed. Her eyes snapped shut as she indulged in a creepy shiver. She opened the takeout box and sighed when the aroma of bacon and potatoes hit her senses. Her sigh deepened when she tasted the bacon crisped to perfection, just the way she liked it. Vivian struck a chord with her by bringing up Robert. A man she was happy to forget. That door was closed. She liked to think she learned from the relationship, but she knew she hadn’t fully healed from the experience. The only way to do that would be to do exactly what Vivian kept encouraging her to do. Jump in bed with a man at the next opportunity. Or a woman, Vivian advised more than once. 

“No, thank you, Vivian. Women may be your cup of tea, but I’ll take a hard penis any day over that.” 

She picked up her takeout box and took it back to the living room with her. Settling on the couch, she enjoyed the silence of her loft and stared out the windows at the only city she had ever loved. Scrambled eggs, bacon, country potatoes, and cabernet were a perfect combination for her Sunday brunch for one. She shook off thoughts of the man who had caused her so much heartache. Yes, that door was now closed. When thoughts of meeting with Spencer Chadwick on Tuesday became prominent in her mind, she wondered if she’d be opening a door to a whole new slew of problems. 
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As the taxi neared their destination, Vivian made another perusal of Tia’s attire. She loved Tia’s style and had always admired her chameleon ways. Tia followed her passion in all areas of her life, including fashion. Vivian had seen sophistication, formal, sexy, bohemian. She guessed today’s passion was for the homeless. Tia sat next to her wearing faded loose jeans with frayed cuffs and holes at the knees. She wore a white ribbed tank top which she had knotted at her waist to reveal her midriff. Under the threadbare fabric of the tank, she wore a black bra. Her hair was piled up into a careless bun, loose tendrils brushed her shoulders. The only thing that saved her from looking completely unruly was her jewelry and her shoes. Delicate gold chains hung around her neck. Matching bracelets adorned her wrists. On her earlobes were dainty gold hoops studded with rubies. Her stilettos would add a good four inches to her height, and their value could feed the homeless for days. Tia always kept her on her toes with her fashion choices. Vivian never knew who she was going to get. 

“You know I love you,” Vivian began.

“Here comes a lecture,” Tia sighed. 

“Not a lecture. I just wish you hadn’t chosen to go so casual today.” 

“Sorry. I couldn’t find my lesbian power suit.” She winked playfully as she looked Vivian up and down. “I do like the skirt with that blazer instead of the pants, and great shoes. They’re a sexy, feminine touch.”

“Thanks,” Vivian drawled with sarcasm. “I try to keep my butch level to a minimum.” She shifted on her seat to face Tia. “Honey, I get it, you’re a free agent, but a semblance of professionalism would have been more appropriate.”

“There’s nothing wrong with what I’m wearing.”

“Maybe next time you choose this outfit, you could throw a jacket on to pull it together,” Vivian suggested. 

Tia gave her a sidelong glance as the taxi stopped in front of a building. “He’s the one who wants me. I can dress however I want.” 

“I guess,” Vivian mumbled. She paid the driver and slid out of the car to stand next to Tia. 

Hands on their hips, they studied the brick structure with tall front windows that were trimmed in thick black iron. 

“Good.” Tia nodded. “Maybe the wall he wants to be painted is brick and I won’t be able to do it.”

“Don’t be so negative. This could be perfect for you.” 

“How so?” 

“Steady work and guaranteed income.”

“I don’t like to commission work, and I don’t know if I like-”

“The Chadwick?” Vivian interrupted. “Get over it. You’re not applying for a job. This isn’t an interview. You’re an independent artist who can pick the jobs she wants. Plus, this is the restaurant, not his office. I’m sure he’s in a swanky high-rise in Manhattan. You’ll probably never see him. The money is going to be right on this, trust me.” 

“You worked up the pricing?” 

Vivian patted her black leather tote. “It’s all right here.” 

“Ok,” Tia sighed. “Let’s get this over with.” 

Vivian opened the door and let Tia walk in ahead of her. Their heels clicked on the hardwood floor as they entered. The space was under construction, but Tia could see the beauty of it. On a far wall was a bar. A swinging door next to it displayed a sign for the kitchen. The empty space where they stood would serve as the dining room. Tia turned in a slow circle, taking it all in. She faced a large, smooth blank wall, and knew it was the canvas for the mural. She couldn’t explain it, but her fingers itched to put her creation on it. It felt right, but she wasn’t about to admit that. She glanced to her right when she heard footsteps. 

Dressed in a black suit paired with a grey silk tie, Spencer walked into the room followed by a tall, muscular man with smooth olive skin and a buzz cut. 

Vivian gave Tia a grin and a gentle nudge. “My God, they’re both gorgeous,” she whispered. 

Before Tia could respond, the man behind Spencer gave Vivian a cocky grin, then said something in Spanish. Tia’s eyes popped open wide and her jaw dropped. She let out a laugh when the man saw that she understood what he said and blushed a deep shade of red. “Sorry,” Tia chuckled. “She’s into chicks.”

“What?” Vivian looked between Tia and the handsome stranger. “What did he say?” 

“He thinks you’ve got great tits,” Tia answered. She stepped forward and extended her hand. “Tia,” she introduced herself. 

“Carlos.” He cleared his throat and lowered his eyes when Spencer glared at him. “My apologies.” 

“None needed.” Vivian shook his hand with confidence. “I’ll accept the compliment. Good morning, Spencer.”

“Good morning,” he greeted as he shook both their hands. “Carlos is overseeing the design of the restaurant and creating the menu. He also has no manners.” Spencer raised his brows at Tia. “You speak Spanish?” 

“I don’t speak it but I do understand it.” 

He nodded. “Good to know. That could come in handy if we end up working together.” He pointed behind Tia. “This is the wall. It’s nothing fancy.” He grinned at Tia. “Yet.” 

“When is the restaurant opening?”

“Projected to open in five months. Is that enough time to get the mural done?”

“If I decide this is a good fit, I could get it done in half that time. Does this place have a name?”

“Not yet,” Spencer admitted. “Ainsley is giving me some ideas. Right now her front running suggestion is ‘Ainsley’s’. I said no, so we’re at a standstill.” 

“Is there a theme to the restaurant?” Tia asked, trying to get a vision for the mural. 

“No specific theme. It’s a cocktail bar with unique appetizers and dishes Carlos is creating. It will have low lighting, a high-end, yet casual feel about it.”

“A place for after dinner drinks, or date nights on weekends?” Tia inquired. 

“Exactly,” Spencer answered. “Let’s go back to my office and talk.” 

“Your office?” Vivian asked when Tia wrinkled up her nose. “Do you have a room set aside for when you check up on a project?”

“No.” Spencer nodded to Carlos when he excused himself for the kitchen and gestured for Tia and Vivian to follow him. “I office onsite when a restaurant is under construction.” He walked down a long hallway off the common area and held a door open for them to walk through. “When this is done, I’ll set up shop at the next one.”

“And between projects?” Vivian asked. 

“I office at home. No sense having the cost of a lease at one particular place when I’m on the go so much. Please, have a seat.” Tia and Vivian sat down in matching chairs as Spencer settled at his desk. A firm believer in not wasting time, he cut to the chase. “I presume you’ve worked up the numbers?” 

“Yes.” Vivian reached into her soft leather bag and produced a manila folder with the paperwork. She passed it to him and jumped into business talk. One professional recognized another, and she was anxious to get this deal going for her client. 

Spencer perused the costs Vivian had drafted. “This is all very standard and right along what I was thinking it would cost.” He glanced up and looked at Tia. “I’ve done my research.”

“Are you considering any other artists?” Tia wondered.

“Ainsley won’t hear of it. You have quite the fan in her, and with her circle of friends, I’m confident her word will increase your income. If you feel like you’re in demand now, just wait until after her dinner on Saturday. She’s thrilled you’re attending.” 

Tia bit her tongue on that subject. She wasn’t that thrilled, but a night out with Vivian was always fun. She felt the air of professionalism and while she understood it, she wasn’t quite comfortable with it. Creation was her strong suit. Her thoughts were all over the place, sparking random emotions. One minute, she was itching to get her hands dirty and get an image onto that blank wall. Any image. The next minute, she was annoyed just by Spencer’s presence. What was it about this man that made her uneasy? Yes, he was handsome and successful, but he was too close to perfect. Tia didn’t like perfect. He was charming and smooth in how he talked numbers and liabilities with Vivian. Tia didn’t like smooth. Spencer Chadwick wasn’t her type by any means, even though Vivian insisted that a personality like his belonged with a personality like hers. That made no sense to Tia, at all. Spencer was probably the kind of man who hated messes and would go to extremes to keep things in order. A sudden image of him cleaning up crumbs behind her while she ate popped into her head. With a snort of laughter, Tia shook her head and pulled a sketchpad out of her bag. 

“Something amuses you?” Spencer asked, all business. 

“No,” Tia responded as she began to draw. “You two continue.”

“Wouldn’t you like to be a part of this?”

“I am a part of this, and I trust Vivian.”

Spencer did his best to keep the annoyance out of his features. The muscle in his jaw ticked as he clenched his teeth and turned back to Vivian. He opened his mouth to speak, only to snap it shut when Tia spoke up. 

“I’ll need supplies,” she said with her focus on her drawing. 

“Yes, of course,” Spencer agreed. “Vivian has them factored into the proposal-”

“A ladder, a projector, scaffolding,” Tia interrupted. 

His brow furrowed as she listed her items. “Scaffolding?” 

“How tall are the ceilings?” 

“Twenty feet,” he answered. 

“How do you expect me to reach the top?”

“Is that safe? That’s awfully high.”

“And I can’t handle it, why?” Tia looked up from her drawing with a scowl. “Because I’m too short, or because I’m a woman?” 

“Because of liability,” Spencer answered. “I was prepared to bring someone in to paint the top. With your instruction, of course.”

“No one touches my work but me. You want a Tia Zen original, that’s what you’ll get. I work alone,” she stated firmly and directed her attention back to her drawing. 

Vivian smiled at Spencer then leaned over to Tia, speaking for her ears only. “When did you become such a feminist?” 

Tia spared Vivian a glance and set her sketchpad face down on her lap. “What are you thinking for the mural?” 

“Ainsley wants a skyline of the city.”

“Are you two married?” Tia asked, then added quickly, “Not that it’s my business.” 

“It’s not,” Spencer answered tightly. “But no, we’re not.”

“Huh,” Tia mused. “Yet she’s naming the place and picking the mural theme. May as well be married.”

“I happen to agree with her on the mural.”

“A skyline of New York City in a restaurant in New York City. How original,” Tia muttered. 

“You’ll have to forgive my client,” Vivian chimed in. “She seems to have gotten up on the wrong side of the bed today.” 

“I’m sorry,” Tia offered... even though she wasn’t. “A skyline is so simple.” She flipped a page in her sketchbook and moved her pencil quickly over the sheet, then turned it to face both Spencer and Vivian. On the paper was an outline of the New York City skyline. “I don’t do simple.” She flipped to another page and began another sketch. 

“Then what do you suggest?” Spencer asked. He looked at Vivian and raised his brows in question when Tia didn’t answer him. 

“If you wait her out, we’ll be here forever,” Vivian chuckled. “I don’t like it when she’s temperamental, but there’s something you need to know about our artist. She thinks in images. She’s explained that when they come to her, she needs to get them out. It’s what makes her such a good artist.” 

“I asked her a question, I’m waiting for an answer.”

“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Tia said.

“Don’t escape into your little world like I’m not here,” he countered. 

“I’m not escaping. What Vivian said was accurate. Even though I don’t appreciate it when she calls me temperamental, I do think in images. I’m guessing you think in numbers.” 

“That’s correct,” Spencer answered. 

Tia shuddered. “How boring for you.” 

“How messy for you,” Spencer stated. 

“Oh, my.” Vivian sat back with a grin. “This is going to be fun.” 

After another five minutes of grueling silence, Tia finally looked up from her sketch and placed the pad on Spencer’s desk. “As cliché as I think it is, here’s a very rough idea of what I see. The skyline serves as the main focus of the mural, but if you want to do something “New York”, do it right. I think it should include Central Park, Times Square, the theater district, ice skaters at Rockefeller Center, shopping, hot dog vendors, taxis, the Brooklyn Bridge, and so on.” 

If the drawing Spencer was looking at was rough, he couldn’t wait to see the final product. In the short amount of time she had been drawing, as annoying as it was, Tia had captured exactly what he wanted for the mural. Though he was eager to get her started, he was a smart businessman and knew not to let that excitement show. He gave Tia a curt nod and reached for the sketchpad when she pulled it out of his reach. 

“What are you doing?” She placed the pad in her lap and held it in place with a protective hand.

“I need to show that to Ainsley for final approval.” 

“Tia.” Vivian placed her hand on her arm. “It’s in the paperwork. You have to give him the sketch so it can be studied for final approval. I know you hate parting with your work,” she said quickly when Tia began to protest. “It’s just one sheet of paper.” 

“It ruins the entire notebook,” she grumbled. It was hard enough to part with the quick drawing of Earl on Sunday, now she had to give one to Spencer. With a roll of her eyes and an overdramatic sigh, she carefully removed the page from the pad and placed it on Spencer’s desk with a huff. “Fine. Show that to the missus.” 

“We’re not married,” Spencer reminded her. “But yes, I will show it to her tonight. She’s very excited about this. That being said...” He shuffled the papers on his desk and held out a pen for Vivian. “Do we have a deal?” 

“Tia?” Vivian questioned. 

Tia looked between Vivian and Spencer. They both waited patiently for her to answer. The child in her wanted to pout and say no, simply to make Spencer squirm a bit. Polished, tidy people needed a little chaos in their lives, in her opinion. As much as she wanted to play the temperamental artist, she didn’t have the energy to be so irascible. Now that she had done a rough sketch, she could see the final work in her mind and was anxious to put her mark on that wall. She knew what the contract entailed. Vivian had gone over it in detail. Her supplies were included in the cost and the price was well worth her time and talent. She gave them both a subtle nod, accepted the pen from Vivian, and signed the contract. 

“Perfect,” Spencer said as she passed the pen to him and he signed the document next to her name. “I’ll be in touch in a few days, and I’ll see you both on Saturday.” 

Vivian and Tia stood up at the same time. Handshakes and surface pleasantries were extended to say goodbye. “We’ll see ourselves out,” Vivian stated. 

They walked out of his office and into the restaurant. Tia stopped to stare at the blank wall for a few minutes. She could see her work there and was already proud of what she knew would be an impressive creation. They turned when the kitchen door opened and Carlos appeared, drying his hands on a white hand towel. 

“Ladies,” he greeted with a smile. “Are we in business?”

“We are,” Vivian answered proudly. She slipped her arm around Tia’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “You’ll be seeing a lot more of her soon.” 

“What about you?” he asked Vivian and wiggled his eyebrows with a grin. 

Vivian gave him a playful wink. “I’ll be sure to come around often and give you a peek.”

“You sure I can’t change your mind on liking chicks? One hour with me, you’ll forget all about the ladies.” 

Tia stood between them and let out a dramatic groan. “That’s enough. If this is how you two are going to act around each other, I won’t let Vivian come with me.” 

“What’s wrong with flirting?” Vivian defended herself. 

“Yeah,” Carlos agreed. “We’re just having a little fun. I like the way she looks.”

“I like the way you look,” Vivian complimented. “But I’ll stick to my preferences.” As they said goodbye and walked outside to hail a cab, Vivian turned to Tia with a stern look. “What was that in there?”

“I’m sorry,” Tia apologized. “I don’t know why he rubs me the wrong way. He’s too uptight.”

“Says you,” Vivian replied. “He was all business, yes, but give him a chance.”

“I want to ruffle his hair up and loosen that tie.”

“So you are interested,” Vivian said knowingly. 

“No,” Tia declared with a firm shake of her head. “I just want to see him messy.” She tilted her head in thought as she smiled. “I’d love to see him with a smudge of paint on his nose, or remnants of charcoal under his fingernails.”  

“Not a chance,” Vivian chuckled. She slid into the back of the cab and moved over to make room for Tia. “I’ll give you five hundred dollars if you can make that happen.”

“You don’t think I can do it?”

“I think you have a better chance of getting him naked than you have of getting him messy.”

“Ha!” Tia let out a sharp laugh. “If that ever happens, I’ll give you five hundred dollars.” 

Spencer remained at his desk after they left. A hard line was between his brows as he thought about the meeting he just had. He was glad Vivian had accompanied Tia. The way the artist behaved in their meeting made his blood boil. Who did she think she was to come in here and act so unprofessional? As she sat there sketching away, he had the urge to take the pen and sketchpad out of her hands and insist she pay attention. He studied her sketch and took a deep breath. In just a short amount of time, Tia had captured the pulse of New York City. She was very talented. “Ok,” he murmured. “You don’t understand her, and she probably doesn’t understand you. I will respect that she’s the extreme opposite of me, as long as she shows up on time and gets her work done.” 

“Who you talking to, boss?” Carlos asked when he walked through the doorway.

“No one,” Spencer mumbled. “Do me a favor and watch it with the womanizing comments, ok? You could have ruined that deal before it even had a chance to start.”

“Sorry,” Carlos said with a cheeky grin. “I couldn’t help myself. Vivian’s a looker.”

“Leave it alone.”

“It’s harmless flirting if she’s game. Why not have a little fun? I’m excited for that little one to be around, she’s a looker, too.” 

“Tatiana?” Spencer questioned. Upon first meeting her he may have thought so, but after today he wasn’t so sure. She was pretty, but at that moment, he decided she annoyed him too much to think about her looks. “I don’t care what she looks like, I just hope she isn’t as flighty when it comes to the mural as she was in our meeting.”

“Is this her work?” Carlos pointed to the paper on the desk. He picked it up when Spencer nodded and studied her work. It took him less than a minute to start laughing. 

“What’s so funny about that?” Spencer wanted to know. 

“Man!” His laughter was loud as he shook his head. “She has you down!”

“What do you mean? She didn’t draw me.”

“She sure did. That’s you.” He pointed to the drawing. “Spitting image.”

Spencer took the drawing from Carlos and looked at the man Tia created sitting on a park bench. He wore a suit and tie, the same tie he currently wore. It was a simple sketch and could have been anyone, except for the hard line between the brows that created the very scowl he had on his face as he studied her work. “I don’t look like that.” 

Carlos jutted his chin toward the bathroom in Spencer’s office. “Go look in the mirror.”

Spencer stood up and walked quickly into the bathroom. He flicked the light on and got a glimpse of himself in the mirror. He looked at the drawing he still held in his hands and back at his reflection. Carlos was right, she captured him perfectly. 

“You’re always scowling, boss,” Carlos chuckled. 

“It’s called concentrating.”

“It’s scowling. I think she’ll do just fine if she could get through a meeting with you scowling at her.”

Spencer walked back to his office and settled at his desk. He opened his emails and tried to keep the irritation out of his voice. “Well, if she continues to act like a child, this is the look she’ll get from me.” 

Carlos knew when to retreat. He could see Spencer had his feathers ruffled. Spencer may defend the look on his face and insist he’s concentrating, but Carlos knew a scowl when he saw one. Repeating the phrase that Vivian said during their meeting, he left Spencer’s office with a chuckle. “This is going to be fun.” 
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“Mm,” Ainsley sighed. She stretched out on the bed with one arm over her head, legs wide to accommodate Spencer’s head between her thighs. Her hand held his head closer as she reached her peak and her cries became louder. “Oh, my God,” she gasped. The pitch of her voice raised a notch. “Oh, right there. Don’t stop, oh!” Her back arched off the bed as her entire body tensed with pleasure. 

As Spencer kissed her thighs and moved up the length of her body, Ainsley acted quickly. She rolled him over, climbed on top of him, and straddled him with a moan as he slid deeply into her body. She moved against him with a sense of urgency and ignored the look of confusion on his face.

“Wait, Ainsley,” Spencer gritted out. It was difficult to hold back with the way she ground herself against him.

Her breasts bounced perkily as she rode him. “Just enjoy it, Spencer,” she panted. She braced her palms against his chest and moved faster to get him to come as quickly as possible. She had a party to host. Typically, she liked the missionary position the best. It served her to lay back and let her lover service her, but she had already spent enough time on her back. She didn’t want to ruin her blowout any more than she already had. A smile spread across her face when Spencer gripped her hips with his hands and let out a long groan. He was done. Now she could get dressed and get this event started. “Mm,” she purred and trailed a French-tipped fingernail down his chest. “All better now?” 

“Ainsley,” he breathed. “What the hell?” 

“Oh, come now,” she cooed. “You didn’t enjoy that?” 

“Obviously, I did, but-”

Ainsley slid off him and slipped her arms into her pink silk robe. Her voice turned harsh. “Then what are you complaining about?”

“I’m not complaining, I just thought... I mean... I did it for you, you said-”

“Oh, Christ! We’ve had this conversation!” Ainsley snapped. 

“Hold on.” Spencer sat up in bed and pulled the sheet over his lap. “You led me on. You begged for that, you always beg for that and I always give you that. How about returning the favor every once in a while?”

“You know my rule, Spencer. When I have a ring on my finger, you’ll get all the blowjobs you want.” 

“Grow up,” he muttered. 

“Me?” Ainsley let out a malicious laugh. “Who’s the one pouting because he didn’t get a blowjob?”

“I am not pouting. You knew exactly what you were doing. You push all my buttons, say the right things to get me worked up. You lay back and let me satisfy you, then when you’re done, you jump on me and-”

“And fuck you!” she yelled. “Wasn’t that what you wanted?” 

“Do you really think holding an ultimatum over my head is going to get me to propose? Do you really think I’m so childish that the promise, most likely an empty one, of endless oral sex is going to make me run out and buy a ring?” He got out of bed and stood facing her. “When you try to enforce this issue, all you’re doing is pushing me away. This isn’t love.”

Ainsley pulled the sash tightly around her waist and belted it. She shook her perfectly styled hair back from her face and held her head high. “Do you realize how lucky you are to have me? I know how men look at me. They want me for how I look. For who I am. Do you even know what you have here?”

“Yes.” He nodded. “A spoiled princess.” 

Ainsley inhaled sharply. Her blue eyes were icy with anger. She stared at him from across the bed as he stood his ground without a stitch of clothing on. Her eyes raked over his chest, down his stomach, and lower on his body. He really was a beautiful man. Lean and muscular. She didn’t care how beautiful a man’s body was, or how good he was in bed. Her demands were her demands, and they would be met. There were rules to being in a relationship with her. She coveted the last name Chadwick, not to mention the prestige and lifestyle it would bring to her. Ainsley Davenport lived a lavish life. Ainsley Chadwick would live an extraordinary one. All of her friends used this as the ace up their sleeves and it worked. It would work for Ainsley. Once Harry Winston sparkled on her finger, Spencer would get his blowjobs. Once they were married, she’d taper off to Christmas and his birthday. 

“Get dressed, Spencer,” she demanded through clenched teeth. “And don’t you dare let anyone feel any tension between the two of us tonight. You’ll smile and be cordial with my guests and warm with me. Subtle displays of affection are acceptable. Try not to paw me.”

“When have I ever pawed you?” He walked away and slammed the bathroom door behind him. Then locked it so she wouldn’t follow him and continue the argument. 

Spencer had been on and off with Ainsley for nearly five years. They met through mutual friends at a charity event and he was charmed, at first. It was impossible for one not to be charmed by Ainsley. She was pretty, with a bubbly personality, and all the right connections in their social circle. His parents tolerated her, not that he needed their approval, but he respected them and appreciated the fact that they kept their thoughts to themselves for the most part. From the beginning, he knew Priscilla, Ainsley’s mother, approved greatly of him and would be thrilled to see his ring on her finger.

Spencer came from old money, a fact that he knew while growing up, but his parents raised him to be humble and to work hard. His father was a wealthy investment broker, and his mother had made her money in real estate. When Spencer turned twenty-five, his grandfather left him a handsome inheritance. He listened to his father and invested it wisely, then turned to his mother for help finding his first location for a restaurant. In the ten years since, he’d made himself a very rich man with over a dozen restaurants around New York City. He showed no signs of stopping, he loved what he did. He also knew Ainsley and her mother loved it, too. Not for the fact that they got to dine in the finest restaurants around the city, but for his money, and his family’s money. He knew that which was one of the reasons they were on and off over the years. 

Spencer wasn’t opposed to marriage, but when he could see Ainsley’s ulterior motive, he knew marriage would not be the way their relationship ended. At this point, he wanted it to end. Period. While Ainsley was fun and charming, she also had a nasty side to her and turned childish when she didn’t get her way. 

He turned to the shower and cranked the water to hot. As the steam filled the room, he braced his hands against the counter and stared at his reflection as the mist began to swirl around him. Months ago, he knew it was time he ended things, but he procrastinated and tolerated her. Just when he had it mapped out in his head what to say to her, and how he would break things off, he obtained the building for his newest restaurant. 

Ainsley had been so supportive and excited about his latest venture. She put her all into talking about it to everyone she knew, and she knew so many people. Her connections had made his last two restaurants instant sensations that were still going strong. Was it wrong to hang onto her just because her social circle could influence his patronage? Maybe. He guessed if he really looked at it from a different perspective, he was using her just as much as she was using him. Maybe they deserved each other. 

“No,” he mumbled to himself as he stepped under the scalding stream of water. “I’m not using her. My restaurants sell themselves. Her friends are just a plus. She’s holding oral sex over me for a wedding ring. I deserve better.” 

He did deserve better, but he didn’t have the energy to make the break. Some people didn’t have time for a relationship. Spencer didn’t have time for a messy break up.  

Tia took a few days to complete her drawing for the mural. She decided to present Spencer and Ainsley with it at tonight’s dinner. She knew through Vivian that Spencer was impatient for the final drawing, and she knew Ainsley would be thrilled to receive it at her party and show it off to her guests. Tia appreciated Ainsley’s excitement for her work. Even though Ainsley’s over-enthusiasm made her uncomfortable, it was flattering at the same time.

She glanced at her watch and knew Vivian would arrive shortly with a car and driver. Tia wasn’t above taking a taxi, or even the subway at times, but for tonight’s event, they both agreed to do it in style. For the most part, Tia believed in a relaxed wardrobe, especially when she was working. It was fun every now and then to get dressed up. She opted for a red sleeveless knit dress that hugged her curves; subtle as they were. Tia was always a little jealous of Vivian’s curves and wouldn’t mind filling out her clothes the way her friend did. On her feet were gold sparkling Christian Louboutin heels. Because she couldn’t resist adding a little flare of her personality, she topped the dress with a leather motorcycle jacket. She was sure Vivian would have something to say about that. 

“Wow!” Tia exclaimed when she slid into the town car next to Vivian and looked her over. 

“Why thank you,” Vivian replied with a playful bat of her eyes. 

“No, seriously, you look amazing!” 

Vivian looked stunning in a black cocktail dress with spaghetti straps and a neckline that dipped low to show off her ample cleavage. The slit up her right thigh showed off her legs. She looked Tia over with approval, shook her head on the edginess of the motorcycle jacket, then laughed with her friend when they discovered they wore the same shoes. “Great shoes,” Vivian teased. “You just had to make a statement with the jacket, didn’t you?” 

“Yes.” Tia nodded. “I can dress up and be fancy, but why not add a little spice to it?” 

“Why not?” Vivian murmured. 

“Indeed,” Tia agreed. She accepted a flute of champagne and gave Vivian’s look another pass. “I can’t get over you. This looks great on you.” She glanced down at her chest with a slight grimace. “I wish I had tits.” 

“You do have tits,” Vivian pointed out. “They’re in proportion with your body... small.” 

“Thanks,” Tia muttered. “Yours are great and they’re real. Jealous.” 

“Tia Zen, are you checking me out?” 

“Oh, please,” Tia scoffed. “You know I don’t swing that way. You’re always checking out men, I can’t check out a woman?”

“I think men are beautiful, I just don’t want to bang them.”

“And I think women are beautiful, I just don’t want to bang them,” Tia countered. A look of confusion crossed her face. “Or whatever it is that you do.”

“The difference is, I’ve experienced both.”

“You really want me to end my dry spell, don’t you? You’re always suggesting men to me, now you’re encouraging me to have sex with a woman?”

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.” 

“Never happening.”

“And what exactly is your aversion to women? We smell nice, we’re soft in all the right places-”

“And not hard where you should be,” Tia interrupted. “At least you like them pretty. I see the appeal of a pretty woman, but not a masculine one.”

“Butch isn’t my type. I don’t see it as your type, either.”

“I don’t have a type when it comes to women.”

“Yet,” Vivian teased. 

“Not at all,” Tia stated. 

“Alright, enough teasing you about your sex life-”

“Finally,” Tia interrupted. 

“Is that the completed drawing?” Vivian asked as she pointed to the envelope Tia placed on the seat between them.

“Yes,” Tia answered and handed it to her. “And per Sergeant Stuffy’s request, I left him out of the final draft.” 

“I can’t believe you put him in the first one. I hate it when you draw me.”

“Cranky people are fun to draw, there’s so much emotion underneath a frown. You’re one of my best muses when you’re pissed off.” 

“I can’t blame him for not wanting to be in the mural. As the owner of the establishment, he needs to be seen in a serious light.”

“Too serious if you ask me. He has no sense of humor.” Tia studied Vivian as she sipped her champagne. “At least you can laugh at it once you cool off.” 

“Get to know him a bit better before you go mocking him.”

“It’s not mocking. He has a great scowl.” She rolled her eyes when Vivian gave her a grin. “Knock it off. I’m an artist, I notice features. It has nothing to do with how handsome he is.” She spoke quickly when Vivian tried to interject. “Handsome, shiny, and too perfect. Now stop it and let’s prepare ourselves to rub elbows with the upper echelon.” 

“Sweetheart, you are the upper echelon,” Vivian murmured. 

“Shh.” Tia held a finger to her lips. “No one needs to know about that.” 

Spencer endured Ainsley’s receiving line and played the perfect doting boyfriend for half an hour before he discreetly stepped aside and grabbed the first drink he could find. Most of the time he tolerated her events with a safe smile and charm for all her guests. Tonight he couldn’t wait for it to be over so he could go home. Alone. Ainsley was always on a high after entertaining and that usually meant talking about their future. He had no desire to discuss it because there wouldn’t be one. He would power through this ordeal and go home so he could figure out the best way to break things off once and for all. 

Standing at the top of the staircase, his blue eyes scanned the crowded room, then stopped when he saw Vivian walk in, followed by Tia. He blinked quickly when he felt a jolt of attraction and questioned it when he remembered how irritated he was with her when they met about the mural. But there was no denying the spike of lust he felt when he saw her stand tall, even with her petite stature, as she accepted a flute of champagne from a waiter and sized up the room. 

Hmm, he thought to himself. That’s interesting. No, stop it. She’s annoying and you don’t need more female complications in your life. He took a deep breath and resisted letting it out in a long sigh when Ainsley caught his attention and frantically waved him over. 

“Swanky,” Tia said as she observed the crowd. 

Tables were lined up on one side of the room, abundant with food ranging from delicacies in appetizers to hearty meats and pastas for the main course. Alcohol flowed freely from the four bars set up in the corners of the large banquet room, as well as from the roving waiters passing out flutes of champagne for the guests. 

“Look at the photographers,” Vivian pointed out. “Oh, and there’s Page Six! This is fabulous.” She shook back her auburn hair. “Free publicity for not only the gallery but your painting.” She gestured toward a large easel at the entrance which held Tia’s mermaid painting. 

Tia tilted her head slightly and studied how Ainsley displayed her work. It was one of her favorite pieces from her collection and it eased her mind to see it again. To know that it was well taken care of as it sat on an ornate golden easel for all the guests to see. To put her work into the hands of others always brought a tickle of panic to her heart. They were like her children. Were they displayed correctly? Were they discarded and never thought of again, or were they cherished and adored any time a new owner took a moment to admire them? Did they admire them, or were they an afterthought hanging in a hallway? Were they cold? Lonely? Hungry? Did they miss her? 

“Your baby is just fine,” Vivian interrupted her thoughts. 

“God,” Tia breathed with a shake of her head. “It’s always bittersweet to let them go. I so rarely get to see them again. She’s beautiful.”

“Yes, she is,” Vivian praised. “One of your best works. Be proud. I am.” She slipped her arm around Tia’s shoulders when she saw her eyes glisten with tears. “I get it, I really do. But pull yourself together, friend. Ainsley just made eye contact with me.” 

Tia leaned into Vivian for a fraction of a second. Her shoulders shook with laughter as she heard Ainsley’s cry. 

“Tia!” 

Tia braced herself as Ainsley rushed forward and called out to some friends in the process. She glanced behind the group of women headed her way to see Spencer walking slowly toward them as he sipped a tumbler of amber liquid. Tia couldn’t deny his handsomeness any time she saw him, but there was something about him tonight that gave her chills. Good chills. It wasn’t his scowl, even though it was right there for all to see. It was something in his eyes. Not charm or even the anger one would expect to accompany the line between his brows. Was it exhaustion? Pain? Something troubled him. She could see it, almost sense it as he joined Ainsley’s side, slid his arm around her waist, and smiled at her. To see a vulnerable side to him, even though he tried to hide it, had her intrigued. And a little short of breath. 

“Tatiana,” Spencer greeted her and nodded at Vivian. “So nice to see you both.” 

Tia opened her mouth to correct his use of her name when Ainsley stepped forward and grabbed her in a hug. 

“I’m so happy you’re here. Ladies.” She turned to her group of friends, all of them dressed for the evening in designer cocktail wear ranging from Chanel to Ralph Lauren. “This is the amazing artist, Tia Zen. Tia, these are my closest friends, Sloan, Blair, Fontaine, and Aubrey.”

Tia hoped she wouldn’t be tested on their names later. They all looked the same to her. Polished, plastic, perfect. Shallow. The four women greeted her with surface pleasantries and compliments about her work. Tia took it for what it was. Nothing but feigned excitement and a possible photo opportunity with an established artist. She drank her champagne and engaged in the small talk. She sent Vivian a subtle look of frustration as the conversation swirled about her. Irritation replaced frustration when Ainsley’s mother joined the group and looked Tia over with a disapproving stare. 

“Oh, you artists,” Priscilla chuckled and gave Tia a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Always trying to make a statement with your wardrobe.” She reached out and gave a little tug on the sleeve of Tia’s leather jacket. “Isn’t this cute?” she murmured. 

“She looks darling!” Ainsley clapped her hands. “Classy, yet edgy. What artist wouldn’t want to shake things up a bit?” 

“Indeed,” came Priscilla’s cold reply. 

Sensing a friend in need, Vivian came to Tia’s rescue. She placed her hand on Spencer’s arm and presented the envelope to him. “Tia’s final draft.”

Spencer took the drawing out of the large envelope and looked at it with an excited Ainsley. He spared a glance over his shoulder as Priscilla chimed in with her thoughts. 

“Is this your little drawing for Ainsley’s?” 

Before Tia could hiss and scratch the woman’s eyes out, Vivian took a strong step forward and met the woman’s glare. “It’s far from a little drawing. My client has captured the heart of the city. I’m sure Spencer is thrilled to have her work on his wall.”

“I haven’t named the restaurant yet, Priscilla,” Spencer said, his voice tight. He then turned his charm on Vivian. “I am thrilled. Tatiana, you do excellent work.” 

If Vivian hadn’t gripped her hand and dug her nails in, Tia would have corrected him this time. She sent Spencer a smile and willed her temper away. “Thank you. You’ll see that I didn’t include any, um, models this time,” she said with a soft laugh. Her breath caught in her throat when Spencer winked at her and gave her a half grin. 

“Thank you for that,” he responded. 

“Oh, this is so good,” Ainsley gushed. Her group of friends nodded in agreement. 

As the group all commented on her drawing, Tia turned to Vivian and lowered her voice. “Tell me why I let you talk me into coming tonight? I am so happy I never had to experience this as my norm. These people are fake and only into themselves. This is why I don’t tell people who my father is. I don’t belong here, I don’t-” Her eyes popped wide when a thunderous voice boomed into the conversation. 

“Is that Tatiana Meyer? My little Tia?” 

Tia couldn’t help but smile as she turned to the robust man and found herself walking toward his outstretched arms. “Uncle Teddy, hi!” 

“Uncle Teddy?” Priscilla raised a brow and shared a confused look with Ainsley. “Who calls Theodore Callahan Uncle Teddy?”

“Little Tia!” After giving her a bear hug, he held her at arm’s length and looked her over. “You look more and more like your mother every time I see you. How long has it been?”

“About five years,” Tia answered. 

“Five years too long,” he decided. “Next time I’m in the city, we’re having dinner.”

“Done!” Tia agreed and smiled as he embraced her once more. 

“How are your parents, and where the hell are they this time?” 

“I spoke to them the other day. They’re in Australia now.”

“Tommy and Abby, taking on the land down under. Good for them!” 

As Tia spoke to Theodore Callahan, Spencer’s eyes darted back and forth between them as he put the pieces of their conversation together. “Tommy and Abby? Meyer? Wait... Thomas and Abigail... they’re your parents?” 

Tia lowered her eyes, and her voice, hoping he would keep things discreet. “Yes,” she answered. 

“What?” Ainsley asked, confused. “What’s the big deal? So Tia’s parents are named Tommy and Abby, who are they?” 

“The elusive Thomas Meyer,” Spencer said, his voice just above a whisper. He absently handed the drawing he held in his hands to Ainsley and took one step closer to Tia. “The runaway billionaire.” 

Tia was vaguely aware of a collective gasp from the group. Priscilla’s shock wasn’t lost on her. 

“Thomas Colton Meyer, III is your father?”

“The runaway billionaire!” Theodore clapped Spencer on the back with a loud laugh. “Oh, he loves that one. I’ll have to tell him he’s still got a reputation. Tia, darling.” He kissed both of her cheeks. “I can’t stay. I dropped by to write a check to Ainsley’s cause. A good write off,” he whispered for her ears only. He pulled a card out of his pocket and pressed it into Tia’s palm. “Call me, dear. If I can’t have lunch with Tommy, I’m happy to spend time with his daughter. I know how proud he is of you.” 

After she said goodbye to Theodore, Tia turned back to the crowd to see all of them looking at her with wide eyes full of curiosity. The lull lasted about thirty seconds. It felt like thirty minutes. Suddenly, they all rushed at her, full of questions. Was her father really billionaire, Thomas Colton Meyer, III? The man who ran away from his lucrative career to live his life traveling once he came into his inheritance. Was Tia Zen, Tatiana Meyer, the only heiress to that throne? The questions started and didn’t seem to stop. Ainsley’s curiosity grew and her friends seemed to suddenly look at her as competition. Tia could see it in their eyes. Priscilla seemed to look at her with even more derision than before. Spencer could only stare at her in awe. 

As she was bombarded with questions, Tia happily accepted a full flute of champagne from Vivian. Her voice was low as she leaned into her friend and ignored the curious chatter all around her. “So much for no one finding out who my father is.” 
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Chapter 5
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“Fontaine?” Tia scoffed and popped a blue cheese stuffed olive into her mouth. “Who the fuck names their kid Fontaine?” She glared at the tall brunette’s retreating form.

“Language, dear,” Vivian playfully chided. “This is a grown-up party.” 

After what seemed like an eternity, Tia and Vivian were able to break away from Ainsley’s group and mingle. They found themselves seated at a table in the corner after helping themselves to the decadent spread of food. 

“Don’t lecture me. I’m seriously starting to get pissed. That’s the third one of Ainsley’s little cronies who has spoken to me directly and dropped hints about Ainsley and Spencer’s upcoming engagement.”

“Not too subtle, was she?” 

“No!” Tia gulped the rest of her champagne and took another flute from a passing waiter. “First it was the blonde whose roots are in desperate need of a touch-up.”

“Easy there,” Vivian snickered. 

“Sloan,” Tia sneered. “Then Blair, who shouldn’t be wearing that shade of blue, by the way. Now Fontaine. I’m bracing myself for the final one. What’s her name, Audrey?”

“Aubrey,” Vivian corrected. 

“Whatever,” Tia muttered. “What’s with all these pretentious names?”

“I don’t know, Tatiana,” Vivian said pointedly. 

“Which is precisely why I go by Tia. And why can’t Spencer get that through his head? Why does he insist on calling me that even though I correct him every chance I get? And speaking of that,” she said quickly, continuing her rant. “Why the hell did you grab my hand to stop me from correcting him? I have every right to do that. My name is Tia-”

“I know,” Vivian interrupted her. “Take a deep breath, Tia.” She waited while she did so. “It wasn’t the time or the place. You start work on the mural on Monday. I’m sure you’ll have a chance to talk to him about it then.” She helped herself to a canape from Tia’s plate and felt relieved to see her friend was calming down. 

“And of all the places to run into one of my father’s oldest friends.” Tia shook her head with a laugh because that’s all she could do at this point. Laugh. 

“I’m sorry people found out about your father. I know you prefer to keep that private.”

“Uncle Teddy didn’t mean any harm. It was good to see him. People always treat me differently when they find out. I’m suddenly either their new best friend or their biggest rival.”

Vivian glanced across the room. She perked up when she saw a colleague speaking with Page Six. Seizing the opportunity to plug her gallery and her artist, she grabbed Tia’s hand and stood up. “Come with me.”

“What?” Tia sputtered over the sip of champagne she just took. “Where?” 

“We’re going to nudge into that interview a friend of mine is giving to Page Six.”

“No,” Tia groaned. 

“Ok,” Vivian agreed and looked to her left. “It’s either that or another engagement warning.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Aubrey’s headed your way.”

Tia picked up her jacket and draped it over her arm. “Let’s go talk to Page Six.”

Their nudge into a Page Six introduction turned into a positive experience. Tia endured the interview and found that she enjoyed the questions. By the end of it, she agreed with Vivian that it was good for publicity. Not only for Vivian’s gallery and her artwork but for Spencer’s newest restaurant. The reporter was thrilled to learn that she would be creating the mural. After that, they mingled more, and Tia did everything she could to avoid Ainsley’s friends. As she ordered a glass of cabernet from the bar, she turned and bumped into Aubrey. 

“Oh, geez,” she muttered under her breath. Giving the polished redhead a once over, Tia then gave her a sweet smile. “Let me save you the trouble. Spencer and Ainsley. Together. Engaged.”

“Good.” Aubrey returned Tia’s smile. “Just in case you’re thinking of getting your claws into him, it’s important you know from the beginning that he’s off-limits. He and Ainsley are together.” 

Tia recognized her smile for what it was. Fake. “I’m creating the mural and then I’ll be on my way.” She didn’t give Aubrey a chance to respond as she grabbed the first waiter she saw and asked for a cigarette and an empty beer bottle. 

She escaped to the terrace and found solace at a large fountain with a statue of a naked woman in the center. Water trickled out of the bowl the sculpture held over her head, and sluiced over the curves of the female form. Tia had tried her hand in sculpting but never quite got the hang of it. She admired the work and appreciated how much time and love went into such a creation. With a glance around, she sat down on the edge of the fountain, slipped out of her Louboutin’s, and slid her feet into the cool water. With a sigh of relief for her aching feet, she scooted into the shadows and lit her cigarette. The smoke filled her lungs. She held her breath momentarily before slowly exhaling and perked up when a conversation happening a few feet from her caught her attention. 

Spencer escaped to the terrace for some fresh air, and simply to escape. Coming tonight had been a big mistake. After the argument he and Ainsley had gotten into, he should have bowed out of the evening altogether. But, had he done that, there would have been an even bigger blow up and he didn’t have the energy to fight. Now here he was at a pretentious gathering, enduring niceties with the guests and subtle displays of affection with Ainsley. His procrastination was getting to him. He came from stronger stock than this. To let a woman have this hold over him was something his father, and his grandfather, wouldn’t have tolerated. So why did he?

“Ok,” he spoke softly to himself as he sipped his scotch. “Get through the opening of the restaurant. Well, name it first,” he mumbled. “Get through it and make the break once and for all. This is ridiculous.” He turned when he heard his name called and watched a friend of Ainsley’s father stagger his way with a full tumbler of whiskey. The amber liquid sloshed over the side of the glass as he ambled closer.

“Spencer!” 

“Franklin.” Spencer raised his glass in a toast. He wasn’t really in the mood for a drunken conversation, but he always liked the old fellow. 

“Thought I’d come out here and hide. Women,” he huffed and raised his glass with Spencer. “Can’t beat ‘em, can’t join ‘em. Gotta escape ‘em. Dotty just started rambling about our renovation in the Hamptons. That woman is never satisfied. No matter how many homes I give her, she either wants another one, or she wants to gut the ones that we have and make them brand new. It’d be nice to stay in one spot for a while.”

Spencer gave him a subtle nod and let that information sink in. If he made things permanent with Ainsley, this is what it would be like. Thirty years from now, he could be Franklin, sloppy drunk at a fancy dinner, complaining about his wife’s spending habits.

“Never satisfied,” Franklin repeated. He looked Spencer up and down with a leery grin. “Speaking of satisfied. Just between us men...” He looked around to make sure no one was within earshot, then blinked to clear his fuzzy vision. “I’ve known Ainsley since she was a child. I’ve watched her go from Prima Donna to socialite and I know I’m old enough to be her father, but son.” He clapped Spencer on the back and clinked his glass to his which caused more whiskey to spill over the side of the tumbler. “That is one prime piece of ass. Pardon me for saying so, I know I sound like a dirty old man. I bet your sex life is amazing.”

“Franklin-” Spencer began, only to get interrupted. 

“And that artist who will be working with you soon. Woo-wee!” He let out a holler followed by a low whistle. “Now that is one hot little number. Skinny, small tits, but they’re perky. You’ll be able to watch her all day and go home to Ainsley.”

“Franklin-” Spencer tried again. 

“I envy you, Spencer,” he slurred. “The artist to turn you on, Ainsley to take care of you.” He elbowed him playfully in the ribs. “How good is the head? Pardon me for asking, but after thirty years of marriage, it’s a thing of the past.” 

“That’s enough,” Spencer said tightly. “You’re drunk. Go home.” He took the glass out of Franklin’s hand and turned him around to go back inside. When the man staggered into his wife’s circle of friends, he turned away. Franklin was Dotty’s problem now, not his. 

The hum of the party carried on in the background as he walked around the terrace to distance himself from the noise. The trickle of water from the large fountain made for a tranquil experience, minus the smell of cigarette smoke. 

Spencer walked around the curve of the structure and found Tia sitting on the edge with her feet in the water. Her shoes were neatly placed on the ground. Next to her was a beer bottle. In one hand was a full glass of cabernet, in her other hand was a lit cigarette. He cleared his throat to announce his presence. “Tatiana.”

Tia turned and looked at him with a raised brow. “It’s Tia.” She gave him an absent wave to dismiss his formality when he simply stared at her. They could discuss his use of her given name on Monday. “It’s been a while since I’ve been called a hot little number. He didn’t have to take a dig at my breasts, though.”

“I’m sorry you heard that. He’s drunk,” Spencer explained. 

“I gathered,” Tia answered.

He gestured between the beer bottle and wineglass. “Double fisting it?” 

“Sometimes,” Tia murmured. “It’s almost necessary with this crowd, isn’t it?” She paused when Spencer raised his glass to her with a smirk and drank his scotch. “I guess congratulations are in order.” 

“For?” he asked with a confused frown. 

“The pending nuptials,” Tia answered. She slipped her feet out of the fountain and turned to face him. The droplets of the water on her skin slowly evaporated in the cool night air. 

“What are you talking about?” His voice was tight as he set his glass on a nearby low wall. 

“The Stepford Wives,” Tia answered as she dropped her cigarette into the beer bottle. “One by one, they’ve all made sure to catch me alone and issue a warning that you’re spoken for. You and Ainsley will be engaged soon.” She sipped her cabernet and found herself opening up to him. “This always happens when people find out who my father is.”

“I definitely have questions about your father,” Spencer admitted. “But I’ll save that for a later date. What do you mean this always happens?” 

Tia set her wine aside and slipped back into her shoes. “People look at me differently. If people in my world of artists find out, they wouldn’t take me seriously. Daddy must be the only reason for my success, right? Once people in any social circle find out, I’m suddenly competition. I’m heiress to a throne, so to speak. One hell of a nest egg. Women are afraid their man is going to want me, so they’re bitches to me. It’s either that, or they glom onto me hoping I can shower them with gifts. If I had it my way, you’d have never found out. But...” She let out a long sigh. “Uncle Teddy meant no harm. Now everyone knows, and now I’ve been warned. You’re off-limits, Spencer. But don’t worry.” She stood up and slid her arms into her jacket. “I never set my sights on you in the first place, so it’s a non-issue. I’ll be there on Monday and we’ll begin our professional, and now demanded platonic relationship. Good luck marrying Ainsley. If I’m forced to attend your wedding, I’ll steer far away from the bouquet, or risk getting my hair yanked out.”

Spencer resisted releasing a huff of rage. He wasn’t angry with Tia, but to hear what she had been subjected to made his blood boil. Not just for the uncomfortable position it put her in, but for the corner he knew Ainsley would attempt to back him into. “There isn’t any engagement or any wedding. I’m sorry they treated you like that, Tatiana-”

“Can I ask you a question?” she interrupted and paused slightly when he gave her a terse nod. “Do you let people call you Spence?” She decided not to wait until Monday to address this topic.

“Of course not, why would I do that? It’s not my name.”

“It’s a variation of your name, just like Tia is a variation of mine. You constantly call me Tatiana and I tell you my name is Tia. You seem to like to use my full name even though I’ve corrected you. Does that mean I can call you Spence?”

“God no.” He shook his head then gave her a nod of understanding. “I’m sorry. I’ll pay better attention to that. I just think Tatiana is a beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”

Tia blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected the warm compliment from him. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, too. I get testy when I’m around women like this, and I don’t want my name to sound as ridiculous as theirs. It’s shallow, I know.”

“No, it’s not,” he replied. “I get what you’re saying. Sloan and Fontaine have absolutely no depth to them.”

“I guess I’m too laid back for women like that.” She picked up her wine and took a sip as she watched guests mingle about inside. “I’ve never understood why women are mean to each other. What an amazing world we would live in if women lifted each other up instead of trying to tear each other down. Sorry...” She snapped out of her reverie. “Wine makes me chatty.”

“No need to apologize,” Spencer assured her. He slipped his hands into his pockets to fight the urge to run his fingers through her mane of curls. “It’s nice to know that about you. I know exactly what you mean. These friends of Ainsley’s are always gossiping about each other. I’ll never understand why they spend time together.”

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” Tia murmured. She couldn’t break eye contact with him. His eyes were such a beautiful shade of blue. Like a summer sky. She couldn’t wait to get home and draw him. 

“Something like that,” Spencer agreed. He too had difficulty breaking eye contact with her. The depth of her brown eyes pulled him in. In that moment he felt like he could stare at her all day. 

“Well...” Tia shifted her eyes back to the crowded room and took a step back from him. “I guess I better go find Vivian and get home. I’m suddenly inspired to get some work done.” 

Spencer observed the guests with her. “And I guess I better get in there and act like the doting boyfriend.”

“Fiancé,” Tia corrected with a grin. 

Spencer returned her grin and offered his arm. “Shall we?” 

“Seriously?” Tia asked. 

“I’m just being a gentleman and offering you an escort back into the party.”

“And straight into the enemy line.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you from The Stepford Wives.” 

Tia believed him. She slipped her arm through his and tried to ignore the tingles that danced along her spine. His muscles were warm and hard beneath her palm. Her breath became short when she locked eyes with him again and wondered if he felt the same spark. She smiled at him and lowered her eyes. Finding him attractive was easy. One only had to look at him to see how handsome he was. Liking him might be a challenge, but they seemed to overcome a small hurdle this evening. Being attracted to him could be dangerous ground. It would complicate things with their working relationship, and he was taken. Whether or not he and Ainsley were engaged, the simple fact of the matter was, he was taken. And too polished, she reminded herself. As they neared the entrance of the room and Spencer made small talk with her, Tia kept a running list in her mind of all the reasons she couldn’t like him. 

Vivian turned from her conversation with Ainsley and raised a brow at Tia when she entered the room on Spencer’s arm. “There you are!”

Spencer charmed her with a smile as he let go of Tia’s arm and joined Ainsley’s side. “I was getting a breath of fresh air and ran into our lovely artist outside seeking solace. I thought I’d return her to the party.”

“She does like to be reclusive. It’s good to get her out now and then. But...” Vivian looked at her watch then smiled between Ainsley and Spencer. “I think it’s time to get her home now.”

Tia sent Vivian a look of silent gratitude that her friend knew it was time to leave. They said their goodbyes to Ainsley and Spencer. Tia ignored the daggers coming from Ainsley’s friends and didn’t give Priscilla a second glance. As they turned to leave, Tia stopped when Spencer spoke once more. 

“I’ll see you on Monday, Tatiana.” He hung his head momentarily as she raised her brows at him. “Tia,” he corrected himself. “I’ll see you on Monday, Tia.” 

Vivian gave Tia a sidelong glance as they walked toward the exit. “I see you addressed the name issue.”

“I found an opportunity, so I took it.”

“What exactly happened out there on the terrace?”

“Nothing happened. I escaped for a cigarette-”

“Oh, that sounds good right now, doesn’t it?” Vivian interrupted. “Something changed between you and The Chadwick.”

Tia tilted her head back on a laugh. “I wondered when you would take the opportunity to call him that again. Nothing happened. I overheard a conversation he was having with a drunk man, and he found me hiding. I congratulated him on his upcoming engagement and ended up telling him about Ainsley’s friends.”

“And?” Vivian wondered. 

They both slid into the back of the car as the driver opened the door for them. Tia decided why not to another glass of champagne that Vivian passed her. “And he told me there’s no engagement.”

“Hmm,” Vivian mused. “Trouble in paradise?” 

“Who knows?” Tia murmured and took a drink of her champagne. 

“And?” Vivian pressed. 

“And what? Nothing happened. We chatted, that’s all.” At Vivian’s persistent stare, Tia rolled her eyes and gave in. “And yes, he’s charming. He’s handsome. And those eyes...” She indulged in a tiny shiver of delight. 

“Very interesting,” Vivian said with a knowing smile. When Tia simply returned her stare, she shrugged her shoulders and continued. “You can deny it all you want, but from where I’m standing, I do believe Spencer Chadwick is going to be the one to break your dry spell.” 

“Yeah, right,” Tia snorted. “Those Barbie dolls would have a hit out on me in no time. I’m going to be the good little artist, get my work done, and bow out of this social circle.”

“Until he commissions you for another one?”

“There won’t be another one,” Tia decided. “This hasn’t even begun and it’s already dramatic. I’ll get this done and then work on my next show. I’m anxious to get home and draw. I have some ideas brewing.” 

“I love to hear that.” Vivian dropped the subject of Spencer, but she could see the wheels turning in Tia’s head. Something changed out on that terrace. It would be interesting to see this play out. 

Spencer returned from the bar with a fresh tumbler of scotch and rejoined Ainsley with her group of friends. Her icy smile wasn’t lost on him. 

Ainsley tipped her wineglass to her lips and spoke so only he could hear. “Drinking more than usual tonight, aren’t you, Spencer?”

“I’m in survival mode,” came his simple reply. He put his hand on her waist and turned her away from the group. “May I have a word with you, please?” 

Spencer kept his hand at her waist and walked her to a quiet corner. He turned to face her and took a drink of his scotch. His features were soft as he toyed with the ends of her hair and smiled into her eyes. He trailed the back of his fingers gently down her cheek. To any onlooker, it appeared to be an intimate moment between the two of them. Spencer’s actions showed affection and admiration, but the warning in his voice was clear. “It came to my attention tonight that your friends took it upon themselves to issue warnings to Tia that I’m off-limits because you and I are engaged. Did you know about that?” The shift of her eyes was answer enough. “Care to tell me about that?” 

Ainsley kept her body language as calm as his so as not to create a scene. “Thomas Colton Meyer, III is her father. Don’t tell me your parents wouldn’t approve of an heiress like that. I just thought she needed to know from the beginning that you’re spoken for. What’s the big deal?” 

“The big deal is, you love her work and have done nothing but gush about her as an artist. But the moment you found out her father is filthy rich, you turned into a bitch.” He paused for a moment and waited for the expected hiss from Ainsley. “Easy there, Princess. People are watching and we want them to see a loving moment between us, not a fight. Heaven forbid that makes the papers. Your friends made one of your guests feel unwelcome and uncomfortable. For what?” When she declined to answer, he continued. “I’m going to make myself very clear, Ainsley. We are not getting engaged. If you keep telling people that we are, I’ll embarrass the hell out of you by going to Page Six myself to announce it. How would you and Priscilla feel about such public humiliation?” 

“You wouldn’t dare,” she snapped. 

“Try me,” he challenged. He drained the rest of his scotch. As he leaned forward to place his empty glass on a nearby table, his lips softly grazed hers with a kiss to keep up the appearance. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going home. Alone.”

As Spencer retreated, Ainsley took a moment to calm down. She clenched her teeth when Priscilla stepped out of the shadows and joined her side. “Leave it alone, mother,” she warned. 

Priscilla didn’t leave it alone. “While I understand your need to involve your friends, it’s clear a little more subtlety was needed.”

“I can’t be responsible for my friend’s actions,” Ainsley defended herself. 

“But you are. You’re the one who asked them to help. You should have made sure they were more discreet. But, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. A little rich girl, Tatiana Meyer may be. She’s not you, darling. Spencer needs a woman like you. Now it’s up to you to make sure you don’t lose him.” Priscilla smirked to herself as her daughter walked off in a huff. Ainsley deserved the last name Chadwick, she had put in five years of her life waiting for him to pop the question. As a mother, she would accept no less in a man than him. If her daughter couldn’t hold on to him, she would make it her job to make Spencer see that Ainsley was the one he should be with. 
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Tia stood on the top of the scaffolding and traced the outline of her work that the projector displayed onto the blank wall. During her initial meeting with Spencer, she stubbornly refused to let a hired painter do the work at the top. She grudgingly agreed to let him hire professionals to prime the wall and add a fresh coat of paint so it would be ready for her to begin first thing Monday morning. She had been at work for nearly four hours now, well aware that her being up so high made Spencer nervous. He frequently came out of his office and made excuses to see Carlos and his helper, Mario, in the kitchen. She knew what he was doing every time he paced nervously behind her. He was worried she would get injured. Tia smiled to herself when Carlos came out of the kitchen and leaned his elbows on the bar, his voice was low as he spoke to Spencer. 

“You gonna watch her all day, boss?” 

“I’m not watching her,” Spencer denied the truth. “I came out to see if lunch was ready yet.”

“Since when do you check on my cooking?” Carlos scoffed. “It’s ready at noon on the dot, every day.” 

The line between Spencer’s brows deepened as he watched Tia reach for a new brush without even looking and dip it into a bowl of paint she was using for the outline. “How long do you think this part will take?” Spencer asked, his voice hushed. 

“Why don’t you ask her?” 

“Because the last time I asked, she almost yelled at me.”

“Every minute you spend asking me questions is one minute less I have to work on this part,” Tia interjected, her voice testy. 

Spencer raised his brow at Carlos. “Told ya.” 

Tia dropped her brush into the bowl and turned to Spencer with one hand on her hip. “You think I can’t hear you?”

Spencer resisted the urge to look her up and down. He had peeked plenty of times when her back was turned, but now that she faced him, he couldn’t indulge. Gone was the polished artist dressed to kill on Saturday evening. In her place was a petite woman who looked like a teenager in paint-splattered overalls with a white tank top underneath and black Converse sneakers on her feet. Her mass of curls had been twisted into a braid that trailed down her back and nearly came to her waist. She wore diamond studs on her ears. As messy as she was, he found it adorable that she added the touch of sparkle. Even though he was worried about her safety, he couldn’t deny the fact that he wanted to stare at her a little. 

His footsteps clicked on the hardwood floor as he walked closer to the scaffolding and looked up at Tia. “Fine, you can hear me.” He gave her a half-grin and shrugged. “I can’t help it, I’m worried that you’re up there so high.”

“You think I’m going to fall down and go boom?” she teased. “I know what I’m doing.” She glanced over at Carlos still behind the bar. “As much as he’s annoying me, I have to side with your boss and wonder when lunch is. Whatever it is you and Mario are cooking is making my mouth water.” 

“French dip with au jus. Extra cheese for you.” He winked at her. “Need to fatten you up!” 

“With fries?” she asked hopefully.

“Coming up in about a minute,” Carlos promised. 

“And to answer you,” Tia turned her attention back to Spencer. “This top part should only take me a few days. The scaffolding will be lowered for the middle section and it won’t be needed once I can reach the area I’m working on. Don’t go making any snarky comments about my height. This is the way I work.”

“Sorry,” Spencer apologized. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“You mean you don’t want me to get hurt at your establishment because then I could sue your ass,” she stated. 

That was exactly what he meant, but he wasn’t going to admit it. He opened his mouth to protest when Mario peeked out of the kitchen. 

“We’re good to go,” Mario told Carlos. 

Tia pulled her glance away from Spencer and watched Mario place flatware on a nearby table. She could stare at him all day. He was short compared to Carlos’s height, but still taller than her. His deep olive skin held a nice tan, his eyes were so brown, they were nearly black. The structure of his face had her anxious to draw him with his square jaw and strong chin. His shoulder-length black wavy hair made her fingers itch for a touch. She almost let out a dreamy sigh when Spencer cleared his throat to get her attention. 

“What are you looking at?” he asked with a smirk. 

“Near perfection,” Tia admitted. “What?” She gave him an innocent shrug. “From an artist’s perspective, of course.” She wasn’t about to tell Spencer his face was also on her list of perfect, nor would she let him know she spent the better part of her Sunday drawing him. 

“Of course,” Spencer muttered. “Well, I suppose it’s fine to look, but I’d prefer that you keep things professional with my staff. Plus, he’s a bit of a ladies’ man.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m done with men.” Tia set her tools aside and climbed down the ladder on the side of the scaffolding. When she reached the bottom, she gave Spencer an impatient look as she bumped into him. “No need to be so protective,” she assured him. “I know how to climb down a ladder.”

“Just making sure you land safely. You’re uh... not into men... I mean...” Spencer stammered. He knew Vivian was attracted to the fairer sex, but he didn’t think Tia was. He wasn’t sure how to ask her as he tripped over his words. 

Tia chuckled softly. “I’m not a lesbian if that’s what you’re wondering. I’m simply done with relationships. No luck in that area, so it’s me and my art. We’re very happy together.” 

“Wise choice,” Spencer mumbled. He didn’t elaborate when Tia gave him a curious stare. 

As Tia stepped behind the bar to wash her hands, Carlos exited the kitchen. He was followed by Mario, with plates heaped with French dip sandwiches, au jus for dipping, and French fries. 

“Dig in!” Carlos enthused. “Mario and I are going to clean up while you eat.”

“You’re not eating with us?” Tia asked. She had been prepared for a group lunch or a solo meal at the bar. She wasn’t prepared to sit at a table alone with Spencer for lunch. 

“Mario had his share of fries while we prepped. I’ll eat later. Sit.” He gestured toward the table. “What do you want to drink? Soda? Iced Tea? Beer?” 

“Ooh,” Tia sighed as she inhaled deeply on the aroma of the food on her plate. “This smells amazing. I’ll have a Guinness.”

“Not if you’re getting back on the scaffolding,” Spencer warned. 

“I’ll have a Guinness,” Tia repeated. “And I will be going back on the scaffolding.”

“You’re consuming alcohol on the job,” he pointed out. 

“Oh, no!” Tia cried in mock horror. “Are you going to tell HR?” She smiled at Carlos when he snickered. “I’m not your employee. Remember that.”

“And this is my business. Remember that.” 

“Do you ever lighten up?” Tia asked. 

“Occasionally,” he said with a grin. “But when it comes to money and-”

“Liabilities,” Tia interrupted. “You use that word a lot, by the way. I understand that we are very different, but just because I’m a free spirit and thrive in my creativity, doesn’t mean I’m irresponsible. If we’re going to see each other daily, you’re going to have to respect that I know what I’m doing. If I want to have a beer with my lunch, I’ll have one.” 

Spencer was impressed with her boldness. He met her stare, then gave her a small nod. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I won’t tell you how to do your job, but it’s hard to see you up there on that structure and not worry that you’ll hurt yourself.” When she remained silent, he gave her another nod. “And I’ll try to lighten up. Make that two Guinness, Carlos.” 

Tia waited to start eating until Carlos placed their beers on the table. One bite into the French dip and she let out an appreciative sigh. “Oh, my goodness,” she said around a mouthful of the sandwich. “This is so good.” 

“Carlos is the best,” Spencer praised. “He’s done the menu for my last three restaurants. His creativity with food blows me away. I never go hungry when he’s around.”

“Do you make him fix you dinner to take home before you leave for the day?” Tia wondered. 

“No, but that’s a great idea,” Spencer decided. “Carlos, let’s work on that!” 

“Sure,” Carlos agreed. “But it’ll cost you.” 

“Everything costs me,” Spencer mused. He enjoyed his sandwich and a drink of his Guinness as he got comfortable with Tia. He gestured toward the wall. “Tell me about your process. Why the projector?”

“The projector makes the drawing fit the scale of the wall. It’s the work you approved so it stays consistent with what you’re expecting. Once I get the outline done and the specifics you wanted in the painting, I’ll add touches to it. With your approval, of course. If I had it my way, I would freehand it.” 

“It’s a tedious process. Are there other ways to create it?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she answered, somewhat reluctant to continue. “An easier way to do it would be for my drawing to be divided into sections that would be printed on canvas and that canvas would adhere to the wall.” 

“So, basically making your work a giant sticker?” He waited while she nodded. “I’m sure that would have cost me much less than what I’m paying you.”

“A mural like that would have cost you less, but you’d never get it from me. I won’t allow my work to be printed like that. A Tia Zen original is just that... an original. I don’t make stickers.” 

Spencer couldn’t help but smile at her stubbornness. He recognized it within himself. As different as they were, the more time he spent with her, the more he wanted to know about her. “Tell me what you’d be doing if you weren’t an artist.”

“I’d be crying in my Guinness every day if I never made it as an artist,” she admitted. 

“Did you study art in college? Did you go to college? Not that it’s any of my business...” he trailed off. 

“I did go to college, but I didn’t study art. I took art classes, but decided not to make that my major.” 

“That’s interesting considering your passion. Why?”

Her features became soft as she stared at the mural and imagined what it would look like finished. “I was afraid I’d grow to hate it.”

“How could you hate something you’re so good at?”

“Thank you,” she accepted the compliment. “I felt that if I majored in art, I’d be sick of it by the time I finished school. I never wanted to believe there would be any other path for me than the one I’m on, but I believe in a plan B.” 

“Which was?” 

“If my artwork wasn’t successful, I wanted to be a curator at MOMA.” She grinned at the irony of her choice. “So I could display other artist’s work.”

“That sounds painful,” Spencer observed. 

“Maybe.” Tia shrugged. “But it would have kept me surrounded by art. Observing other artist’s work inspires me. And I think it would have kept me encouraged to never give up.”

Spencer was confused. “Don’t you need an art degree for that?”

“You can also choose that path with a history degree or an archaeology degree. I chose history.” Tia nibbled on a French fry as she remembered her early days as an artist. “I worked in the gift shop at The Met in my twenties. It was there I decided I couldn’t stand the general public or retail sales.” 

Enjoying her company, Spencer allowed himself to relax a little. He sat back in his chair and took a drink of his beer. “Not cut out for customer service?”

“God no!” Tia snorted. “I got written up one Saturday afternoon for snapping at a customer for messing up my display of personalized key chains. I spent a good hour merchandising that stupid little countertop rounder and this woman comes through like a tornado looking for her daughter’s name. I had it alphabetized, so if the idiot would have calmly shopped like a normal person, she would have found what she was looking for. When I pointed that out to her and told her she was more than welcome to clean up the mess she made, she found my supervisor and complained. I was miserable there, so I gave my notice. Since I was leaving, I didn’t hold back when customers irritated me. I never fulfilled that notice. They let me go after one week.”

“Your father wouldn’t support you?”

“I wouldn’t let him,” she disclosed. 

“Stubborn,” Spencer stated. 

“A little, yeah,” Tia admitted. “It ended up being Uncle Teddy who supported my career.”

“How so?”

“I did a series of landscapes for his office building. He overpaid me. He knew I wouldn’t take the money from my father, so he commissioned me to furnish his building with my work.” 

“A-ha!” Spencer smacked his palm on the table. “So you do commission your work.”

“Until this job, for family only,” Tia giggled. “I knew what he was doing and I was at a point in my life that I hated every job I had. Every single one. The only thing I wanted to do was create, and if it came in the form of my father’s best friend, I wasn’t going to turn it down. It kept me working and above all, I was happy again. There’s nothing worse than hating what you do every day.”

“I agree,” Spencer said. “I’d really like to know more about your father.”

Tia finished her sandwich and gently nudged her plate aside. “We’ll have to save that for another time. I need to get back to work. That outline isn’t going to draw itself, and I’m sure you have a spreadsheet you’re dying to get back to.”

Spencer appreciated her sense of humor as he grinned at her. “Actually, I have a conference call this afternoon with the manager of my restaurant in Soho.”

“Sounds boring,” Tia bantered. “I have to start painting again.”

“Sounds messy,” Spencer teased. 

“Which is why you do what you do, and I do what I do. See you later.”

Spencer watched as she climbed back up the scaffolding. He gave her a shrug when she stopped midway and glared at him. “Just making sure you get up there alright.” 

Becoming absorbed in creation was the best part of Tia’s job. Her favorite Heart & Soul album from the late ‘80s played in her earbuds and she lost track of the time. Sometimes she preferred to work in silence, but most of the time, music was an important part of the process. Hard rock worked best for the tedious parts. Instead of focusing on precise lines and how much work still needed to be done, the strong guitar riffs and heavy drums put her into a fast-paced rhythm. She only turned to see the door open when she felt a breeze against her back. Tia slowly removed the earbuds as she looked down and saw Ainsley staring at her work. 

“Hi!” Ainsley gushed. She managed to look casual yet fancy as she stood below the scaffolding, wearing snug dark washed jeans, knee-high stiletto boots, and a cropped leather jacket. Her blonde hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail. Around her neck was a Chanel scarf. In her hands were various shopping bags. 

“Hi there,” Tia greeted. “I didn’t think I’d see you today.” 

“I wanted to see the mural and Spencer and I have dinner plans.” Ainsley turned when Spencer walked into the room. 

“Ainsley, what are you doing here?” Spencer asked, confused. 

“Can’t I come by to see Tia’s work?” She lifted her foot and frowned to see a smear of paint on the sole of her boot. “Messy, isn’t it?”

“Paint usually is,” Tia stated. 

“Also, we have a dinner date,” Ainsley enthused. She slipped her arm through Spencer’s and gave him a squeeze. 

Spencer knew Ainsley was projecting a happy front. The death grip she had on his arm conveyed a firm warning to keep up the appearance. He pried her fingers off his bicep and kept his voice low. “We don’t have a dinner date.”

“We go out every Monday,” Ainsley reminded him in the same undertone. 

“We haven’t spoken since Saturday,” Spencer replied. The line between his brows was deep. His blue eyes flashed with irritation. 

“Everyone else will be there,” she spoke of her friends. “If we don’t show up, tongues will wag and you know it. I will not be the subject of their gossip.”

“And I don’t want to be forced to endure one more dinner with your fake friends. If you want to spend time with them, go alone.”

“All of their husbands will be there,” she hissed. “It’s bad enough I’m the only one of them not married, but I’m not going alone.”

“Well, I’m not going with you. I have a lot of work I still need to do. I’m sorry, but you’ll either have to go alone or bow out for the night.” 

While the two of them pretended not to bicker, Tia turned away from the escalating argument. She wasn’t eavesdropping, but since they were so close, she heard what they were saying and she wondered why Spencer hadn’t spoken to his girlfriend since Saturday evening. As she packed up her brushes and put the lids on her paint containers, she climbed down the ladder in the hopes to sidestep their conversation and get cleaned up for the day. 

“Wait!” Ainsley cried when Tia walked by. “I have something for you.” She sifted through her shopping bags and handed one to Tia.

“What’s this?” Tia wondered. 

Ainsley looked up at the work on the wall and over to the projector. “Hmm,” she mused. “You trace it?”

“Only to keep it true to the original drawing. I’ll add my flair to it once this part is complete.” 

“Oh,” came Ainsley’s confused reply. “This part isn’t very glamorous, is it?” She gestured toward the bag in Tia’s hands. “Open it!” 

Tia glanced at Spencer. When he shrugged in confusion, she set the bag on a nearby table and took out the contents. An orange blossom candle by Jo Malone, Godiva chocolates, and a bottle of zinfandel were in the bag. “Um, thank you,” Tia said to Ainsley. “But what’s this for?” 

“It’s a peace offering,” Ainsley stated. At Tia’s confused look, Ainsley continued. “My friends are overprotective. They’re like sisters to me.” She paused briefly when Spencer let out a snort, then cleared his throat to compose himself. “You’re very beautiful and when they met you, they were suddenly worried that since you’ll be working here with Spencer every day, you might catch his attention. I know there’s nothing to be worried about.” She slipped her arm through Spencer’s once more and tightened her grip again. “I’m so sorry if they made you feel uncomfortable or unwelcome. If I had known that was happening, I would have put a stop to it immediately.” She tilted her head and smiled at Tia. “Truce?” 

It wasn’t lost on Tia that Ainsley’s smile was a frosty one. “Truce?” she questioned. “For there to be a truce, there needs to be a war. I didn’t realize we were fighting.” 

“Oh, we’re not!” Ainsley reassured her with a wave of her hand. “It’s an expression. I look forward to getting to know you. Since I’m in this neighborhood frequently, I’m excited to pop in and see how your work is progressing.” She looked Tia up and down with feigned sincerity. “You’re adorable all messy. I appreciate your talent, but I’d kill myself if I couldn’t stay clean all day. Oh!” She put her hand to her mouth as she gasped. “I didn’t mean any offense.”

“None taken,” Tia drawled. “I think I’d kill myself if my day consisted of worrying about breaking a nail.”

Ainsley’s eyes fluttered. She was shocked Tia took a dig back at her. After all, she was the reason Tia had gotten hired for the mural. A little appreciation was expected, but Ainsley kept her features even. She planted a firm kiss on Spencer’s cheek and brushed at the fuchsia lip print left behind. “Please accept my gift and know that I want us to be friends.” 

“Sure.” Tia nodded. She was vaguely aware that Carlos and Mario had entered from the kitchen and stood behind the bar watching the exchange between the two women. A glance at Spencer showed his discomfort at the sudden tension created by Ainsley. She was about to speak when Ainsley looked behind her at the bar. 

“Hi, Carlos!” She waved excitedly. “Hi, Mario!” 

“ ’Sup, Ainsley?” Mario jerked his chin at her in greeting with a wide grin. 

Spencer kept his anger at bay. He knew what Ainsley was doing. She was checking up on him and with her ’peace offering’ she was sending Tia a clear message. The same message her friends issued on Saturday night. He removed his arm from her grasp and steered her out of the room. “Let’s go to my office and chat,” he suggested and walked quickly out of the room. Ainsley rushed after him to catch up. 

“What the hell was that?” Tia asked. She looked between Carlos and Mario with bewildered eyes. 

“That,” Carlos answered her. “Was Ainsley’s way of marking her territory.”

“Like her friends didn’t do that on Saturday,” Tia muttered. 

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Carlos advised. “Those two have such a toxic relationship, they’ve been on and off for years.” He shared a look with Mario. “They’re about due to be off again.”

“Fine with me,” Mario said with a smirk. “When they’re off, I’m usually the shoulder to cry on.” 

Carlos gave Mario a playful punch on the shoulder. “And that’s your cue to go home. Stay out of it this time, Mario.” 

As Mario gave Carlos a salute and sent Tia a wave, he made his exit. Tia turned to Carlos. “What’s that mean, stay out of it?” 

“Nothing,” Carlos evaded. 

“Not that it’s any of my business,” Tia began. “But if their relationship is so toxic, why is it still a relationship?” 

“Because Ainsley’s not going to stop until she gets a ring on her finger.” 

“And if he doesn’t want that, how is she going to accomplish that?” 

“By scaring off anyone she thinks is a threat.”

“How am I a threat? She saw me at my show, she knew what I looked like and she pressured the hell out of him to hire me.” 

“Who knows why Ainsley acts the way she does?” Carlos shrugged. “She’s a spoiled brat who gets her way. She wanted you for the mural, she got you.”

“Now suddenly she hates me. So, what? Is she going to get him to fire me?” Tia wouldn’t put up with that. She’d finish this damn mural if it was the last thing she did. 
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