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      “Happy birthday, Danyer,” said his assistant.

      Danyer Makdesi halted just past her desk and sent the UK-born woman a wry glance. He knew it’d been on the tip of her tongue since he’d walked in that morning. The often hidden, gentle side in her just couldn’t help it, he supposed.

      “Goodnight, Penelope.” He continued his stride to the bank of elevators. “And for what it’s worth, thank you.”

      Without looking, he knew she was pleased.

      Exhausted, he punched the down button, ready to call it a day and stay in for the night.

      He hadn’t acknowledged his birthday in years.

      It was just a collection of hours like any other to him, but a few people in his life—those who knew the truth—couldn’t accept his contempt for this particular date.

      He walked into his vast apartment, poured a glass of whiskey, took a seat in the dark living room, and picked up the remote to open the automatic curtains. For a few minutes, he watched the financial district light up for the evening. He stripped off his tie and loosened the first few buttons of his shirt, then leaned his elbows on his knees. Swirling the ice around in the crystal glass, he ignored the twisted, sickening memories accompanying the burn of costly liquor through his gut. His body numbed, and with the whiskey’s assistance, his mind would be numb in no time.

      He sighed heavily and threw back the rest of the drink. He wasn’t much of a sipper when it came to the hard stuff. His jaw clenched as the liquefied fire snaked its way down his throat. Waiting for it to take effect, he stretched out his long legs, the glass barely hanging from his fingertips.

      The doorbell chimed.

      He jerked at the unexpected notification, eyes narrowing. “You’re kidding,” he uttered under his breath.

      He remained still, watchful. Maybe he was mistaken. No one’s home, he had the urge to yell. There were two apartments on his floor, and the French couple living in the other one were rarely around. And why didn’t the doorman call up to announce a visitor? Yes. Whoever was behind the door had the wrong place.

      It rang again.

      Son of a bitch. Glaring at the door, he considered not answering. Anyone who’d casually stop by his place would know to leave him alone that night. Anybody who knew him personally, that is. And that number continued to shrink. But by the shadow of feet under the door, they weren’t going anywhere.

      Irritated as hell, he reluctantly set the glass down and rose from his leather chair. With every unhurried step toward the door, his glower deepened. Who could have the audacity to be on the other side? He’d set them straight in five seconds or less.

      He unlocked the door, hesitated, then opened it with unnecessary force—ready to cut his unwanted visitor down in a few terse words—and froze.

      It was a woman, a stunning one at that, standing on the other side of the threshold.

      She beamed at him, holding a fairly large, round and brightly lit birthday cake. She wore a pale, blue sleeveless dress with a fitted waist and billowed skirt, like someone who’d stepped out of a fifties newspaper ad.

      While he raised a brow, raking his hard gaze over her, she thrust the cake into his hands. Bewildered, he automatically took it, too speechless to form words, even a simple greeting.

      “Good evening,” she said, then cleared her throat at his stunned silence. “A special delivery for you on your special day.” He opened his mouth to speak but she cut him off as she sang, “Happy birthday to you…”

      Even though his face was blank with shock, she remained smiling, obviously accustomed to the reaction. Nonetheless, through his cynical fog poured the most beautiful singing voice, burning off his bitterness, even with so tuneless a song as ‘Happy Birthday’. Not only could she sing, but she was a serious knockout. Medium-length blonde hair with swirls of lighter sun-streaked strands mixed in, and pretty aquamarine eyes.

      “—happy birthday to you!” she finished with flourish. She dug into her skirt pocket, pulled out a card and read it to him. “‘Dear Danyer: In case you tried to forget, it’s your birthday. We hope this makes you smile. Come meet us for drinks and break your curse. Love, Margo and Malcolm.’”

      He remained motionless and silent, though his heart pounded like a bass drum.

      “Well,” the woman said, cocking her head with a pitying smile. “Happy birthday, Mr. Makdesi.” She tucked the card in his breast pocket, tapped it, and he got a whiff of something flowery and feminine. Perhaps it was her shampoo. Her hair was wavy and a tad wild as though the wind had played with it for a while. He hadn’t clutched a handful of curls like those in a long time.

      She swung around, her skirt skimming his knees with its flourish, and left him gawking like a mute. It wasn’t until she was halfway down the hall did he finally discover the ability to speak. “Wait.”

      She stopped, turned, winged eyebrows raised.

      “W-what’s your name?” he asked.

      A slow smile spread her mouth. “Sheridan.” Without staying to say more, she resumed her graceful retreat from him.

      Because he couldn’t help it, he watched her go. Her skirt swayed with her hips in a buoyant motion, as though the garment was happy to have such a body to show it off. Her delicate scent lingered behind, stirring a compulsion inside of him to follow her like a lost, hungry dog in need of a home.

      He yearned for her to come back. Why?

      Not until that very moment did he realize he was even the tiniest bit lonely. One minute he was content with his solitude, the next he was oddly yearning for the company of a total stranger. Albeit a pretty one. Perhaps the lure of her singing voice had put him in a spellbound stupor.

      By the knowing sparkle in her eye, she’d seen it. He could just imagine her on a stage, with an audience that would hush merely because of her sensually inviting aura before they even appreciated her voice.

      The charity ball…

      Yes. She’d be perfect.

      The headliner they’d hired had to cancel, and with the event less than a month away, he and the coordinators were scrambling for a replacement. Fate had brought her to his doorstep for that very reason, but he wouldn’t prompt it now. Not until he had his wits together.

      She stopped at the elevator, pushed the button and walked inside.

      Just as he was about to go back in, she peeked her head out.

      Their eyes caught and held. She smiled, then disappeared inside the elevator before the doors closed.

      He blew out a breath. Had he not been so blindsided, he undoubtedly would’ve been smoother with her. He set the cake down on the dining room table and unceremoniously blew out the candles. “Just another goddamn day. With a twist.”

      Less than a minute later, his cell phone went off.

      “Were you surprised?” said the voice of his friend Malcolm, when he answered.

      “Since you dare to do this every year, it’s not surprising, but the presentation itself was. Congratulations.”

      “Happy birthday, old pal.”

      “You guys never give up.” He placed his phone beside the cake and tapped it to speaker mode. “Thanks for the cake and the—singing telegram. You do realize you sent a rather attractive woman? I would have expected a drunken has-been in a cheap suit. Or a gorilla costume.”

      His friend chuckled. “You know me too well. This time, the setup was Margo’s idea.” It was just like Malcolm to pin the blame on his twin sister. The two were thick as thieves when it came to scheming, had been since grade school.

      “Tell her it was levels above the duck she sent to my office last year with a card around its neck. The one that left a very personal, stinking gift on my Persian rug.”

      “The duck was trained to do that, I swear,” Malcolm defended with a chuckle. “How was the delivery, by the way? I’m eager for the final score.”

      Picturing Sheridan’s smile and lovely eyes, he was obliged to give his friends major credit. “I’ll score you an eight for creativity, a ten for taste.”

      “A ten? I detect a crush on the singing lady.”

      “A what, Malcolm?” he said, grabbing a butcher knife from the drawer. “Crushes are for teenagers, like your date for the charity ball last year.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.”

      Danyer cut a slice of cake and grabbed a fork and small plate. “All right, thanks for the gesture. About to enjoy the fruits of your labor.”

      “Wait. We went through all that trouble, you scored us with an eight and a ten, and you’re still not going to meet us for drinks?”

      “Nope,” he said. “Tell Margo thanks.”

      “Break the news to her yourself.” Malcolm handed off the phone, and Danyer braced himself for a verbal lashing.

      “Seriously?” Margo complained. “Not even for one teeny cocktail? We’ll come to your part of town and everything.”

      “Don’t bother.” Quick to move on from the topic, he interrupted her protest with a question. “Where did you find the singer, by the way?”

      “Conveniently enough, she came with the cake. I discovered a bakery a couple weeks ago, and the owner and I hit it off. Her name’s Bridget. When I asked if she had any ideas how to make the delivery extra special, she mentioned her sister Sheridan could sing to you. It’s something she only does for special requests. I didn’t get a chance to meet her sister, but Bridget said she’d make your day.”

      The baker was a genius. “The singer is the owner’s sister?”

      “Yes. She just moved to town from the Big Apple and is helping Bridget out for a little bit. How was her singing?”

      “Impressive,” he answered without hesitation. “I was thinking she would be perfect for the gala next month.”

      “Really? That good?”

      “That good. The second I heard her voice, I was—inspired. Our problem with finding a sub is over.”

      “You think so?” she mused. “So Malcolm was right when he said he detected a crush?”

      “I’m only thinking of the gala, Margo.”

      “Sure, sure. Well, hate to burst your bubble of inspiration, but she doesn’t sing professionally anymore. She only does this kind of thing for fun.”

      “I see.” That slice of news didn’t deter him. Everyone had a price. Everything was negotiable. “Anyway, thanks for the cake. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Margo gave a long-suffering groan, but she knew he wouldn’t cave. “You’re welcome. But just so you know, the whole brooding Batman thing is getting old!”

      Danyer hung up with a chuckle. Malcolm and Margo had been attempting to get him to celebrate his birthday for years, but even the thought of doing so made him recoil. All he wanted to be was alone. As friends they understood, but as optimists his preference didn’t dissuade them from trying year after year.

      He eyed the card in his pocket and pulled it out, catching a whiff of sugary baked goods. He brought it to his nose, closing his eyes as a flash memory of the Sheridan filled his senses.

      He ate a few bites of cake, impressed with its sweet blend of moist batter and unapologetic amount of frosting. Satisfied, he then went back to his whiskey and comfortable chair. On the back of the business card was the name and address of How Sweet It Is Bakery.

      Sheridan’s voice replayed in his mind as he toyed with the card. Happy birthday to you…

      He already knew several things about her, thanks to Margo. A transplant from New York City, had the voice of an angel, favored vintage dresses, worked for a sister who owned a business in town. She used to sing professionally, but no longer.

      Suddenly he was tapping his foot, distracted beyond reason, restless. Eager to know more.

      And he knew just where to find her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After living in San Francisco for two months, Sheridan had noticed several differences between it and Manhattan. 

      One, if you didn’t personally know someone who worked in the tech business, then someone you knew did. 

      Two, the fog could be so thick, the sun wouldn’t break through until well after noon. 

      And three, she didn’t need a gym membership when the hills were free exercises themselves. 

      Heading up the sidewalk to her half-sister’s bakery, she stopped to catch her breath, hands on her hips.

      She’d never take the subway and flat streets back home for granted ever again.

      But, she reflected, it was a lot quieter here. 

      The air, though foggy, was vastly cleaner. 

      There weren’t monstrous piles of garbage on the sidewalks and in alleys. People were more likely to silently judge and glare if you cut them off in traffic rather than shout out an expletive, accompanied by an offensive hand gesture.

      It had taken a little adjusting, but she could see why the locals were fiercely devoted to their city. Even with the exorbitant rent and the populace virtually going to bed before nine PM, it had an appeal with its liberal culture, abundance of good weather, and fresh food. Except Chinese takeout. New York City had them beat on that.

      Caught up on her oxygen, she continued her trek.

      Moving there temporarily had been the best decision she’d made in a long time. Her world was so much more manageable because of its simplicity. A life free of compounding demands, a routine she could handle instead of the overwhelming drama back home, and the past trauma that kept interrupting her present.

      And, most important of all, no looking over her shoulder—well, not as often. No burdens. No performances. No fear.

      A jogger grazed her shoulder. She gasped, watching him continue his purposeful cadence uphill.

      Almost no fear.

      Had Bridget not insisted she come live with her for a few months, she would’ve certainly become agoraphobic in New York. But in San Francisco, it was impossible to stay indoors, even more so because no one knew who she was. And since she’d erased all social media of herself, no one—except her closest friends—knew where she was. 

      Most weren’t even aware she had a half-sister, either. 

      While she hadn’t aimed to keep Bridget a secret, she was glad it was an under-the-radar detail. She’d been in denial about their relationship until a few years ago, even though she’d known for almost a decade.

      Bringing out her keys, she approached the bakery’s front door, unlocked it, and headed to the back office where Bridget was on the phone. The radio blared her sister’s favorite pop station. As soon as she walked into the back room, Sheridan turned down the volume.

      With her curly strawberry-blonde hair up in a messy bun, her pink nails and yellow sneakers, Bridget Hayes didn’t scream serious business owner, but Sheridan had surmised her sister was smarter and savvier than she looked at first glance.

      There were, however, moments when her spritely and sometimes irritatingly bubbly demeanor said otherwise. Such as now, as Bridget giggled into the phone, then looked up and waved. “All I need is your credit card information and we’ll be good to go—no, thank you.” A gasp. “That’s very nice of you to say. I do my best, sir. I mean, we do.”

      Sheridan smiled, hung up her jacket, and stuffed her purse in the cubbyhole below. 

      Her sister liked to gush that it was a family business, even though Sheridan didn’t have any part in the ownership. It’d been Bridget’s inheritance that bought the bakery. Her hard work that had opened it. Like the sweetheart that she was, though, she wanted Sheridan to feel like a part of it. 

      Or maybe Bridget did it because she didn’t actually pay Sheridan a salary. Thanks to a good financial advisor, some common sense, and her mother’s bequeathing of an apartment building she’d owned, Sheridan didn’t require support from her sister. Eventually she would have to settle on some kind of vocation, and she still wasn’t sure it was singing again. 

      Seemed like a career for someone with hope, who welcomed attention. Neither of those things defined her anymore.

      Bridget hung up with the customer. “Morning! How were the Fergusons yesterday?”

      “I think I’ve sung to every member of the family by now,” Sheridan said. “I stopped counting about four relatives ago.”

      Her sister reached to return the radio volume back to her preferred level. “Grandma Ferg adores you.”

      “I thought these requests would only be on occasion.”

      Her sister tried to look as if helpless. “Is it too much? I didn’t know you’d be so in demand!”

      Sheridan shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’ll let you know when I’ve hit my limit. As long as someone doesn’t request something out of my comfort zone. One of the kids asked me if I sang Miley Cyrus. I told her if it was Miley before 2008, then maybe. But unfortunately, that wasn’t what she wanted to hear.”

      Bridget laughed. “Okay, how about Sinatra?” She handed Sheridan the piece of paper she’d scribbled on. “Because I just got a very generous offer from a sexy man-voice who wants you to deliver a cake and sing Ol’ Blue Eyes to one of his employees.”

      She took the paper and glanced at it. “Really? Tonight?”

      “I know you don’t like to go places solo after the sun goes down, but he paid five times the price with his credit card. I just couldn’t say no to his voice. Unless you really don’t want to do it?”

      A month ago she would’ve said no, but now that she’d gone on these “birthday telegrams” by herself plenty of times, and was more familiar with the city, she didn’t mind. 

      Besides, she carried pepper spray in her pocket, and seven o’clock wasn’t that late of a request. “Of course I’ll go. Where to?”

      “Financial district. He said I could send any kind of cake I had on hand, so I don’t have to worry about creating something on short notice. Thank God.”

      Sheridan read the details. “I know this song. I’ll download the instrumental version and give it a go. Five times the price, you said?”

      “Can you believe it? That alone gives me one less day to agonize over sales.” She sighed, grabbing her apron. “Just wish I’d get a few more of these kinds of calls a week. Not that I think I should get overpaid, but it’d definitely help.”

      “I know,” Sheridan sympathized. 

      While her sister’s store had done well in the beginning, things had begun to teeter off for some reason. It was a very volatile business. A lot of competition and not enough money to advertise with the big girls. 

      Yet. They were working on it.

      As they prepared to open the shop, her sister eyed her. “You had an episode last night.”

      “I did?” she asked.

      “Yes. You only screamed a couple times. By the time I got to your room, you were already calming down. I just had to tell you it was okay and you went right back to sleep.”

      Sheridan felt a pang of remorse for waking her sister again. “Sorry. I don’t even remember when I have them.”

      “No worries.” Bridget patted her shoulder. “I’m thinking I should sage your bedroom. You know, get all the negative junk out—” she swept her hand forward, “—and let the good stuff in. My friend Piper said she’d help.”

      “Piper…the one who works for the ENT doctor, right?”

      “That’s her. She did the same for her friend Jordana before her wedding. They used to work together.”

      Sheridan didn’t believe a smoking plant could eliminate her nightmares, but it couldn’t hurt. Plus, it might make Bridget feel better. “Okay, sure. Just don’t get any sage on my clothes.”

      “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t dream of touching your coveted closet. And I keep telling you, people don’t care what you wear out here compared to New York.” She admonished her with a look.

      “So I’ve finally accepted. Sometimes I feel overdressed out here.” Walking to the front of the store, Sheridan took the chairs down from the small tables. “It’s refreshing to walk out the door without having to put together a full outfit, with accessories and the right shoes. My old manager would have a stroke if he knew I wore sweatpants to more places than just the park.”

      In fact, Marcus would probably mail her his Prozac pills if he knew the changes she’d embraced since she planted herself on the west coast. He was one of the only people who knew where she’d gone. Her public—her fans—thought she was on an extended vacation, as did most in her wide circle of friends and acquaintances. 

      Technically, she was on vacation. 

      Except the reasons they probably assumed, like recovering from plastic surgery, or indulging in a hot fling with an actor, or resting her voice, weren’t the reasons she’d fled at all. 

      A decision she’d made without any input, much to her manager’s and friends’ disappointment. Carlisle especially. He’d literally saved her life years ago, and as a result had become one of her dearest friends. Every other day he would call to check up on her and ask when she was coming home.

      “Your manager needs to lighten up,” Bridget remarked. “Active wear is an entirely acceptable form of an outfit. And peeps will laugh at you if go around carrying a three-thousand-dollar bag. Thrift shopping is the only way to go.”

      To Sheridan, it didn’t matter what part of the country you lived in; there was an attitude about everything. She thought people ought to dress for themselves, in whatever piece of wardrobe made them feel good, at whatever price it came.

      The day went by at a nice, steady, predictable pace. As usual, they were busy in the morning for orders to be picked up, and it slowed down in the afternoon, until the last-minute customers walked in for a last-minute cupcake. Then she was off to the financial district.

      Because she wasn’t much of a driver, she ordered a ride through an app on her phone. Having lived in Manhattan for most of her life meant no need for wheels, and she loathed driving the narrow, steep hills, even in her sister’s spunky little smart car that could corner like a child’s toy. So she took rides almost everywhere when walking wasn’t feasible.

      She held on to the cake box, ready to sing Frank Sinatra to a company’s beloved janitor, as the driver sped away from Noe Hill to Kearney Street.

      The address belonged to a contemporary building among all the historic ones neighboring it. It was thirty stories high and, according to her sister’s instructions, she would be going all the way to the top. 

      Makdesi System Solutions was emblazoned in silver bold letters on the glass.

      When the doors opened, a receptionist at the desk greeted Sheridan with a friendly smile. “Hi! You must be her.”

      “If by ‘her’ you mean Sheridan Hayes…”

      The receptionist snatched up the phone. “Yes! Welcome.” She leaned in as if sharing a conspiracy. “I’ll page Mr. Finney to conference room B. You can surprise him there. It’s down the hall to the right.”

      “Will he beat me there?” The cute brunette giggled. “I doubt it.”

      Sheridan was unsure why the receptionist laughed, but picked up the cake and headed toward the conference room. 

      When she found it, the space was open but unoccupied. She put the cake on the table. The song requested was a classic, but one she had only sung once or twice. Sheridan hoped she could pull it off enough to make Mr. Finney happy, since whoever had thought of it had paid more than generously for a two-minute song.

      Seconds later, she heard a squeaking sound coming from down the hall. It got louder, apparently issuing from the wheel of a moving cart. 

      The older man in the zip-up uniform didn’t notice her at all as he pulled out a rag and a spray bottle. As he shuffled toward the room, Sheridan instantly knew this had to be Mr. Finney.

      “Hello there,” she greeted quietly as he walked in.

      He stopped in his tracks. “Oh, hello. Sorry, miss. I was told this room needed a wiping down.”

      “Mr. Finney, right?”

      His thick gray brows drew together. “That’s me. Can I help you?”

      She gave him a gentle bow. “My name is Sheridan. I hear this is one of your favorites...?” She hit play on her mp3, the instrumental version of the song ready to go.

      Surprise rounded Mr. Finney’s crinkled eyes. “Oh...”

      Then, with a smile, she began to sing “That’s All.”

      The elderly man pulled the cap from his head and held it to his chest, tears filling his kind eyes. She took her time, as the song required, but never felt she had a more singularly attentive audience. Once she’d finished, he clapped with gusto, giving her that incomparable feeling of making someone’s day.

      “Thank you.” She curtsied, and then picked up the cake. “It was a pleasure.”

      “Oh, bless your heart,” he said as she handed it to him. “That was just glorious. How nice. Very nice.”

      “It’s easy when it’s a beautiful song.”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice raspy. “It was my wife’s favorite.”

      From the way he said it, she knew his wife was no longer living. Whomever had thought of it was very considerate.

      “What did you think, old man?” said a deep, cultured voice from the doorway.

      Sheridan looked up and barely checked the gasp from her throat, a hot rush sweeping over her body.

      Him.

      Mr. Finney laughed. “I should’ve known!”

      “Once in a while, I can surprise even you,” said the attractive man in the door, his hands tucked in his designer slacks.

      His name was…Danyer. How could she forget a name or a face like that?

      Mr. Finney hobbled toward his employer. “Want a piece of this? It looks as good as her singing sounds!”

      Danyer guided Mr. Finney out, giving Sheridan a secretive smile. “I wish I could, but I ate my own cake for three days in a row. It’s the best. Go ahead, take a long break and enjoy yourself.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” The old man turned around and winked at Sheridan. “I like your style, kid. You should be a star.”

      Folding her clammy hands in front of her, she gave a humble nod. “I appreciate that.” 

      Her heart pounded more furiously than it ever did for one of her shows at the lounge. 

      She never thought she would see him again, even though for the past few days her thoughts kept returning to the brief time she spent in front of the darkly attractive man, with his black hair and mix-colored eyes. They weren’t brown or green, but a gorgeous blend of the two. They’d appear dark in dim light, as they had been when she saw his eyes for the first time in the hall of his apartment building. But now, they appeared lighter in this brightly lit room. They were topped with slanted, dark brows and surrounded by thick lashes. With his lightly bronzed skin and full mouth, he was a tall and thorough package of sin.

      His mouth curved. “You have yet another adoring fan.” He stepped in, closing the distance between them. “Do you remember me?”

      What woman wouldn’t? Even so, she affected a hazy memory. “Vaguely. You resemble a man I surprised recently, but he had a very cross look on his face when he opened the door.”

      He chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “You mean like this?” Instantly his expression turned comically angry, his brows narrowing in an annoyed charade.

      Sheridan laughed softly. “Yes, just like that. You’re him. No mistake about it.”

      His features relaxed. “I’m apologize for my…lack of decorum. A singing telegram was last thing I was expecting that night.”

      You don’t say. When he’d opened the door, her attraction had been immediate, fierce, and caused her body to overheat like she’d run into a flash fire. He, however, had seemed to despise her presence. 

      Thankfully, she had managed to hide her physical reaction to him like a pro. “Did you join your friends for a drink?”

      “Uh…no. Every year they do something different, but it’s never enough to break my um, tradition.”

      Apparently he didn’t like to be bothered on, let alone celebrate, his own birthday. Sheridan remembered the card she had read out loud to him. His friend had mentioned a ‘curse,’ whatever that meant. 

      “Why be alone on your birthday if you don’t have to be?” she asked.

      His gaze was flat. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Obviously it was a sensitive and private subject. She understood too well. “Well, it was thoughtful of you to keep me in mind to surprise Mr. Finney. What you paid my sister was overkill. All you had to do was buy the cake.”

      “I like to support local businesses. It was more than worth it.” He glanced behind him. “You saw the look on his face. His wife died ten years ago. He used to take her dancing for their anniversary. ‘That’s All’ was their song.”

      He smiled and her stomach dropped and swept up to her head. What was wrong with her? 

      Quivering nerves were not her style, even when it came to men she was attracted to. Wildly attracted to it seemed, because she was starting to ache and squirm, but only on the inside.

      He held out his hand. “Let’s make this official. Danyer Makdesi.”

      She stared at his tanned hand. To touch walking, talking sexual fire? Because she had no choice, she shook it, his large hand overtaking her palm, sending a sprinkle of tiny flames up her arm. “Sheridan Hayes.”

      “Sheridan, I have a proposal for you.”

      Quick to release his hold, Sheridan picked up her purse. “What kind of proposal?”

      “I’ll explain in my office.”

      She walked with him down the long hallway, passing door after door of VP offices and expensive artwork on the walls. As they approached, she noticed his name on the door. 

      Founder and CEO. 

      “You own the company?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Naturally. “What do you do here?”

      “Overall, we’re involved in a variety of engineering disciplines. Plumbing, mechanical, structural, and electrical. We’re licensed in half the states and work in almost every industry, from hospitality to residential to government. We have many projects going on at once, depending what we’re contracted for. One of our biggest projects started in Dubai last year. So now we’re international as well.”

      He sounded like he gave this “about us” by rote a lot, but there was definitely a distinct pride in his tone. 

      She followed him into his corner office. He went behind his desk, gesturing for her to take a seat.

      “I recognize a couple of these buildings,” she said gesturing to the framed photos decorating his office. “These were yours?”

      “Yes.”

      While her gaze roamed from one photo to another, he seemed a little impatient.

      “Miss Hayes, if you don’t mind, I’ll just get right down to it,” he began, and waited for her gaze to return to him. “Every year, my company sponsors and hosts a ball to support local charities and fund scholarships.” He slid a flyer across his desk. “It’s quite the event. A thousand guests. A silent live auction, elaborate dinner, dancing, the works. Last year we raised over a million dollars.”

      Sheridan glanced at the flyer with an arched brow. “A forties, post-World War II theme. How fun.”

      “My aunt’s idea. She adores the era. In any case, we always hire a big band. However, this year, I wanted to add some glamour to the entertainment…namely, you.”

      “Me?” Her first instinct was a shocking yes. How she missed being onstage, especially with a setup as delightful as a big band. But… “I’m very flattered, Mr. Makdesi⁠—”

      “Danyer.”

      “But I’ll have to say no,” she finished.

      “You didn’t even consider it.”

      “There’s nothing to consider,” she said with a small shrug. “My answer is no.”

      “You’ll sing to random strangers for birthdays and anniversaries, but won’t even think about singing for a few more folks? For charity?”

      “Bravo. Inducing guilt is a clever but unfortunately useless tactic on me.”

      He gave a sexy smirk and leaned back in his chair. “You’re right. You noticed my method quickly.”

      “It was pretty obvious.”

      The corners of his eyes crinkled. “If it’s a matter of payment, name your price. If you’re selective about your wardrobe, the song list, whatever it is, you’re in charge.”

      Being in charge of anything more than making her bed those days didn’t appeal. Neither did the money or temptation to sing for a noble cause. None of it was enough, even for one night. “It’s not about money. It’s really just a thank you, but no. There must be a hundred talented vocalists out there who would love to sing for your company’s ball. If you want, I can give you a shortlist.”

      “I don’t want the shortlist,” he said, his voice deep and slow. “I want you.”

      He’d switched from guilt to veiled seduction. 

      Sheridan had to admit he was damn good at delivery. 

      A sensual curl wound around her spine, but she held her composure. With a voice and face like that, she imagined very few said no to the man. “You can’t have me,” she retorted with a wry smile. “You’re just going to have to take no for an answer this time.”

      His brow lifted. “This time? So there’s a chance you’ll say yes next time I ask?”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she said, wondering how many women fell for that charm without knowing it. “I can see why you’re running the company.”

      He broke into another devastating smile. “Well, then. That settles that. I have to say I’m very disappointed I can’t persuade you, but may I have your phone number? In case I do want that shortlist?”

      She bit the corner of her lip, debating. Her inner guardian screaming. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t give out my phone number,” she told him. “You can call the bakery and leave a message. My sister will make sure I get it.”

      His brows raised. “I see. Starting to feel like an ass here.”

      A soft laugh escaped her and she shook her head. “It’s not you. It’s just…I’m a private person.”

      Those last four words gave away too much; he was intrigued. Nevertheless, she had to enforce her rule. 

      Guarding her personal number was likely moot in the long run, but having whittled down her contacts from four hundred to less than ten had been a blessing. The last contact she needed in there was the sum of all temptation who, although having accepted her refusal, didn’t look like he was the type to allow rejection without trying all of his tricks.

      “Privacy I understand,” he said. “You know, I have to say Finney’s got a point. You’re doing your talent a big disservice by keeping it to yourself and for a few lucky people on their birthdays. Your name should be in lights.”

      Sheridan’s smile faltered. 

      A long time ago, she’d had all that. A petite kind of fame with her name on the awning for a small but well-known lounge theater in the most famous city in the world. It’d been amazing. “Don’t you watch TV? A talented singer is a dime a dozen these days.”

      “Not with your style. Your voice. Besides, I doubt I could find a quality vocalist so close to the event. You see, the one scheduled had to cancel, and now we’re seeking a replacement, but not just anyone will do.”

      She cupped her hands in her lap. “Then you’re asking me out of desperation.”

      “On the contrary, I think it’s destiny. I was praying for a solution, and the following evening, you show up at my door. I’m a believer in signs and following my instincts.”

      And she was a believer in running when her comfort level was too low. “While you continue to flatter me, my answer hasn’t changed. I’m sorry.” She rose and reached to shake his hand. “Thank you for the offer, but I really must be going.”

      He stood up, and didn’t release her hand, grasping it with a slight squeeze. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Sheridan was thankful that as soon as she hit the down button for the elevator, the doors opened immediately, as if the universe took pity on her need to flee.

      Danyer followed close behind. As she entered the elevator, he held the doors with his hand. “There must be something you want.”

      “Maybe I have everything I want,” she arched, clasping her hands behind her back.

      “That’s not possible. It’s human to crave more.”

      “Perhaps in your world.”

      It became hard to breathe as he locked his gaze on hers. “You’re hurting my feelings,” he told her dryly.

      “This must be a terrible slight to your ego, but I’m afraid I simply don’t care.”

      If not for the barest lift of the corner of his mouth, she wouldn’t have known he was amused. 

      His eyes weren’t smiling. In fact, they were heated, aflame with interest. In her. The attraction was definitely not one-sided, but there were just way too many reasons to deny him on a personal level as well. 

      He removed his hand from the elevator door. “Goodnight,” he said as the doors closed.

      That didn’t sound like a permanent goodbye. 

      Something told her it wouldn’t be the last time she would see him.
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      Danyer scowled as he strolled back to his office.

      Well, that didn’t go as predicted. It was fortunate it was Finney’s anniversary and that he’d been able to get Ms. Hayes there to sing to him, but his plan had been to talk her into entertaining at the charity ball.

      He’d been shot down fast. Not something he took well.

      Now he was in the same position as when he’d started. He stopped by the conference room to close the door and saw the mp3 player and mini speaker still sitting on the table. 

      He picked them up and went to his office. 

      He sank into his chair, fiddling with Sheridan’s player, smiling as he scrolled through her varied song list. She had a playlist of songs titled “Bathtub,” and another titled “Evil Elliptical.”

      He chuckled. No way was he giving up.

      There was something about her. Something that inexplicably drew him in. It had been—well, never—since he’d been in this condition, constantly thinking about one woman he barely knew. 

      Ever since he’d started a branch in Dubai, nothing had been able to eclipse the needs of the company, including any semblance of a personal life.

      But suddenly…she’d shown up in his life and his focus had shifted. He wanted her…he wanted her singing at the charity, but mostly, he wanted to seduce her, tempt her, and slake his lust. 

      A lust that’d been tamed until she came long. Now, it’d virtually taken command of him. It was a thrill, but one he had to master before long.

      Half an hour later, he answered his last email and called for his driver to wait for him downstairs when a female voice interrupted his quiet.

      “I figured I had to come to you.”

      Danyer lifted his head. Barbara O’ Hare stood in the doorway, one brow lifted.

      Shit. 

      He should’ve known he was taking too long to reach out to her, but she had to know he was eventually going to. After all, she’d been a significant part of his life, once upon a time, before he left for overseas. Hell, he’d been close to proposing to her.

      “Barbara.” He rose to his feet. “Wow. How are you?”

      “I’m well.” She walked in, wearing a suit that hugged her too-slender body, a stylish scarf around her head and shoulders, and a designer bag on one arm. 

      If he didn’t know better, he would’ve assumed she’d dressed up to give him a stir of regret for letting her go, but no, Barbara wasn’t like that. She dressed like that all the time, always put together like a model from a magazine. 

      Initially, superficially, he’d liked that about her. With her soft green eyes, high cheekbones, and brown hair that shone with mahogany highlights under certain lighting, she was strikingly beautiful, drawing attention everywhere she went. 

      Had he been a fool for breaking off their relationship? 

      Probably. 

      But for all her outer beauty, there was an inner frost he could never get used to. A frost he could never melt. Leading him to believe, despite her devotion, that she hadn’t really loved him.

      Etiquette dictated he kiss her cheek or embrace her, but they hadn’t been that kind of couple. Or moreover, she wasn’t that kind of woman. Affection between them had been minimal, except in the bedroom, and even then there was something mechanical about it. “You look well,” he remarked.

      Her smile gave away that she was pleased he’d noticed and had said something about it. “Thank you. So do you. Is the tan from Dubai, or are you spending more time outside than usual?”

      He cocked a small smile. “Dubai. I still go at least once a month, though I won’t be back until summer now. I was there for six weeks not too long ago,” he added, as though he could excuse himself out of not giving her a call for the past nine months.

      She saw right through him, and cut to the chase. “Are you deliberately avoiding me? Permanently? I thought the last time we spoke we decided our friendship didn’t have to be sacrificed.”

      The last time they spoke… Funny she should phrase it that way, a euphemism for the night he broke up with her. 

      It had been taut with tension and silence. A predictably uncomfortable severing of a two-year relationship. She hadn’t cried or protested, but had asked a lot of questions. He’d come to the conclusion that she wanted to learn from the experience, like someone who’d just been fired from a job. What she’d done wrong, if it was her fault…when she didn’t see how it could’ve been her fault at all. 

      She had argued she’d been the perfect girlfriend and companion, and by all accounts she’d been right, which proved just how perfect she was for him, and at the same time, confirmed how much she wasn’t. 

      She was too perfect, they were too alike, and it was too bad it took him two years to realize perfection was actually undesirable. She was the daughter of a colonel, had her own career and money, and knew the who’s who. 

      Prime wife material. All the right connections with a good name. No drama or scandal behind her.

      He still ended it.

      While most men would revel in finding such a partner, a beautiful, smart one at that, Danyer realized he didn’t want that kind of marriage. The kind he saw every day, around the world. 

      Every instinct told him to run from it.

      He yearned for something different. At least, that was what he told himself.

      Maybe it had been imprudent. Maybe not. But not once did he regret his decision.

      “I’m not avoiding you,” he said sincerely. “Though it might look like it. Believe it or not, I’ve done little to cultivate my social needs, shuttling between here and Dubai. I meant to reach out as soon as I was settled.”

      She dropped her purse into a chair and crossed her arms. “You’ve been here nearly a year. And don’t say you’ve been neglecting your friends, because I know you had dinner with Logan Savant last month, and that Neil Caenon is on your legal retainer.”

      Now it was his turn to raise a brow. “Spying on me, are you?”

      “Hardly. The hostess at the restaurant is a friend of mine. She asked if you and I were still in touch and I felt utterly slighted that you’d reached out to your old college buddies, but not me. Someone whom you used to care about, who cared about you, and still does.”

      He withheld a sigh and a guilty conscience from showing on his face. He’d forgotten that San Francisco wasn’t overall a big city, and that the whole “six degrees of separation” wasn’t truer anyplace else than there. 

      He made a mental note not to go back to that restaurant where her friend hosted. “Of course I still care about you. I always will.” That was the truth.

      “Good. Because I think it would be beneficial to us both to resume our friendship. Don’t you?”

      “I do,” he answered without really thinking about it. Whatever it took to get her to erase that accusatory glare in her eyes and relax. “Would you like to join me for a drink? I was just on my way out.”

      She took a few seconds to consider it, then shrugged. “Sure. I really only intended to stop by. Not guilt you into spending any time with me.”

      “You could’ve called me,” he pointed out, going to the coat stand.

      “Oh no, sir. Don’t you pin that on me. Phone calls and texts can be ignored.”

      Right. And she wasn’t the type to handle being ignored very well. 

      It’d happened a couple of times when they were together, and it drove her crazy. 

      The few times he saw that side of her, he didn’t like it, and therefore never made a habit of dismissing her texts or calls. Because, according to her, they were infrequent enough to make them important enough to respond instantly to. She wasn’t the kind of woman who sent a text with every breath she took. 

      And he’d appreciated that. But ignore one of her messages, and there would be hell to pay.

      “It’s entirely my fault we haven’t kept in touch,” he said, brushing a kiss on her cheek to amplify his apology. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Somewhere close. I have an early morning.”

      It wasn’t close, but he took her to an upscale place, but not so upscale that they could run into people they knew, and not romantic to the point of starting rumors.

      Is that what Barbara was hoping for? 

      He wondered as she smiled at him over her martini glass. For them to pick up where they left off, now that he’d settled in the Bay? 

      Looking at her, he didn’t note any hope in her eyes, not even her skillful flirtation coming through when she spoke. Perhaps she truly wanted to resume their friendship, nothing more.

      As they chatted about the usual things, current events, politics, his business, her insurance company, he found his thoughts kept wandering back to Sheridan Hayes. 

      Wondering what he could do to change her mind about singing for his party. 

      Something told him it wasn’t going to be easy.

      But he didn’t mind.

      A seemingly impossible challenge was its own reward.
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      Sheridan kept catching herself daydreaming, unable to completely focus as she helped Bridget close the bakery. 

      The enigmatic Mr. Makdesi insisted on distracting her just when she thought she’d gotten rid of him. She’d told her sister about singing for the kind Mr. Finney, but left out the details about the brilliant engineer-millionaire asking her to sing at his gala.

      She just couldn’t imagine saying yes, though she gave it a curious amount of consideration at least three times a day. But no. Put herself out there—however small that spotlight was, or for a private event—and sing in front of hundreds of people? Even picturing it made her cold. It would expose her in more ways than one.

      Her cell phone rang. Predictably, it was Carlisle. She went to the office to take his call. If she sent him to voicemail, he’d only call every hour, worrying like a maniac.

      “I was going to call you later tonight,” she answered. “How’s your day so far?”

      “That’s why I’m calling you in the middle of the afternoon,” he informed her. “I hate having to remember you’re three hours behind me. Anyway, they haven’t been able to find a suitable headliner since the last one didn’t work out—of course—so now they’re resorting to stand-up comedy. Can you believe it? I heard they auditioned a few that were just awful. I figured they’d find someone who kind of goes with the vibe of the club. You know? A…classy kind of comedian. Or comedienne. But no. They got some real jokers, and not the funny kind.”

      Comedy? They used to only do that once in a while, when desperate for a quick filler between her sick days and the other performers’ time off. “As long as they make people laugh, what does it matter? They’ll find a fresh and undiscovered headliner eventually. When I get back, I’ll help them with the auditions.”

      “When? When are you coming back?”

      “I haven’t been here that long. My sister really needs me right now.” And I need her. And some peace and quiet before I go back to the city that never sleeps.

      “Your friends need you, too.”

      “Carlisle…”

      “All right. I’m done. That’s my whine for the night.”

      His whine for every night. Every phone call. While he seemed to understand why she left, he must’ve thought she’d come running back sooner than the few months she’d allotted.

      “What’s new?” he asked, veering off the subject. “Found some decent Chinese takeout yet?”

      “No. The search continues.” She sighed, leaning back on the crowded desk where her sister kept her ‘important stuff’ out in the open. “Nothing’s new. Same routine every day. The bakery, the movies, the market. That’s it.”

      “Sounds dull.”

      Sheridan laughed. “It’s nice.”

      “What about the nightmares?”

      “The same. I don’t remember most of them. I only hear about them from Bridget. I’m sure she dreams about soundproofing the walls.”

      “You sound so depressed. Come back to New York.”

      “I will. Soon.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “People have stopped asking about you. I think it’s time for your comeback. You could move in with me. I’ll watch over you like a hawk.”

      Scratching her brow, she was tempted to just say okay, but her dark past wasn’t the only reason why she was in San Francisco, and Carlisle knew that. “To be honest, I’m really loving this break. Of course I miss New York and everybody, but I’m not ready. Not ready to move. Not ready to sing. Not ready to smile and pretend everything’s okay with me. All right? When I am, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “I’d better be.”

      After talking for a couple of minutes, she hung up with the man who’d become a dear friend. 

      She was lucky he’d come into her life. First, by saving it, then by staying in it, especially when so many others were freaked out by her brush with danger, or had stopped communication altogether, now that she was no longer a star. 

      Strange how it took her world to come down for the artificial friends’ faces to show up. Those who still remained were the true ones. It was a depressing, but eye-opening lesson.

      “Sis, can you come out here?” Bridget called.

      She stuffed her cell in her apron pocket and returned to the front of the bakery. “What is it?” She looked over to the man in the UPS uniform, who was scanning a code.

      “Delivery for Sheridan Hayes,” he said blandly.

      Her heart dropped at the sight of the extravagant bouquet of pink and white roses. For a paralyzing second, she considered lying about her identity, but mentally pounded the fear down. “That’s…me,” she admitted warily.

      The man smiled as he handed her the vase. “There you go, lucky lady. And there’s a package.” He set it next to the register as Sheridan signed for the items.

      Gawking, Bridget came to her side. “Gorgeous! Who are they from?”

      “I don’t know.” 

      And she was terrified to find out. 

      Sheridan picked up the small package. She unwrapped it, then a wash of relief swept over her, making her feel even more silly for assuming the worst because of her past.

      It was her mp3 player and speaker. 

      She’d been so distracted by the enigmatic CEO, she’d forgotten all about them, especially since she hadn’t sung to anyone since that night. 

      “They’re from Danyer Makdesi,” she read the card. “I left these there and he had them delivered.”

      Bridget fingered and sniffed one of the roses. “Did you do anything else other than sing?” she exclaimed incredulously.

      Ignoring her sister’s question, she pulled out the card and opened it:

      Your mp3 is more of a return than a surprise; that’s why I added the flowers. 

      I want to thank you again for making Mr. Finney’s week with your beautiful voice. 

      I’m also adding an invitation to dinner...

      Tomorrow night at Swann’s, 7 P.M. Please come.

      ~Danyer

      “So?” Bridget prompted eagerly. “What did he say?”

      “He invited me to dinner,” Sheridan replied in a distracted tone.

      “Seriously. What an invitation. Flowers and everything.”

      Sheridan wandered to a chair and sat down.

      “What are you going to wear?” her sister asked excitedly, already assuming she’d go.

      “I’m not going.” 

      “Don’t be silly! Of course you should,” Bridget argued. “When was the last time you went on a date?”

      Forever and ever ago. Sheridan shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not ready,” Sheridan replied with conviction, beginning to think she sounded like a parrot. Not ready for this. Not ready for that. “Or dateable. The last thing I need is—” she scrambled for the right word, “—romance. My only intention is to lay low. All I want is cupcakes and sunshine.”

      Bridget took Sheridan’s hand and sank to her haunches. “You want to live inside a children’s book,” she said. “I know it’s scary, but what happened is in the past. He’s the one that’s locked up. You’re the one that’s free.”

      “I know,” she insisted rather weakly. Even though Bridget thought Carlisle was annoying, they said a lot of similar things. “Just because I don’t want to get involved with anyone doesn’t mean I’m not living my life to its fullest.”  But even she would admit that wasn’t a solid truth. Compared to what she used to consider a full life—headlining her own acts, parties, friends—she was not living it with the same vivacious, carefree energy from before. Cautious was the name of her game now, not carefree.
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