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      TARA

      

      A year later.

      

      “Isn’t she adorable? She has Josh’s eyes,” Maya says as Sabrina fusses in my arms, splaying her tiny fingers over my cheeks.

      Swaying her head from side to side, the little girl starts giggling, her fingers tearing away from my face and playing with Maya’s hand instead.

      “It’s hard to believe,” Maya murmurs, her eyes glinting with a nostalgic smile as Sabrina claps her hands, delighted.

      Maya starts talking to her, my focus shifting away from them.

      It’s a breezy summer afternoon filled with light, the tree branches swaying in the wind, a scent of roses drifting from nearby.

      The back of the house has the doors open to the backyard, where a party is underway. Drinks in hands, a few guests walk out of the house, joining groups on the patio.

      Some of the people are couples with children, and most kids are older than Sabrina.

      Balloons spin across the lawn, blown by the wind, occasionally lifting from the ground, and floating in the air, littering the sky with splashes of color.

      Most women wear floral summer dresses while the men sport linen pants and cotton shirts.

      Sabrina giggles again, drawing my eyes to her and bringing another smile to Maya’s lips.

      My gaze stalls on my friend for a moment.

      The sun tumbles in her hair, casting a glow over her face, highlighting her delicate features.

      Her strapless blue dress follows the contour of her body, showcasing her beautiful silhouette. Her blonde hair is longer now than it used to be. It drapes over her shoulders and cascades down her back, almost nearing her waist.

      “Josh has a daughter…” she murmurs, wrestling with disbelief. “It’s so hard to believe,” she adds, her stare going blank.

      Footsteps echo behind me.

      “Speak of the devil,” she says, glancing over my shoulder.

      I spin around.

      Leaner than he used to be and clad in a dark, gauzy shirt and tailored pants, Josh ambles to us. A smile curves his lips when he trains his eyes on Sabrina.

      He kisses me on my cheek before wrapping his arms around his daughter and taking her away from me.

      “Daddy, daddy...”

      The little girl’s gleeful voice makes us smile.

      “Thank you so much,” he says. “She must like you if she’s stayed quiet all this time,” he adds, shifting his focus to Sabrina.

      “Who’s been a good girl?” he says, lifting her and nuzzling her belly.

      Laughing, she tries to grab his hair.

      He plays with her for a more few moments while Maya, and I, watch them entertained.

      A dash of sadness slides over Maya’s face.

      “Okay, ladies, dinner will be ready in a few minutes,” he says, swinging his gaze back to us.

      “Do you need any help?”

      “No. Everything is ready. Now, if you’ll excuse us,” he says in a different voice. “We need to go to sleep.”

      Sabrina’s eyes twinkle with a smile as he swivels his head back to her, showering her with attention.

      Running her hands over his face, she grabs his nose and pulls at his ears.

      He starts laughing, and she chuckles as well before they say goodbye to us and make the trip back to the house.

      Maya watches them until they vanish inside.

      A few moments of silence tick by.

      “Did you talk to Matt by any chance?” I ask quietly, my eyes shifting to her ex and his new wife.

      “What?” she tosses at me, distracted.

      “Matt,” I say, motioning to the couple sitting at the table on the patio.

      She glances at me.

      “Yes, I did,” she murmurs, running trembling fingers through her hair. “His wife is very sweet.”

      Regret flashes through her eyes as she takes them in.

      “Life is weird sometimes…” she says, her gaze lingering on them. “Who knew things would turn out this way?”

      Agatha, the woman Matt left Maya for, is long gone. Her interest in him fizzled out as soon as he was no longer married.

      The whole soulmate thing went nowhere when she faced the possibility of getting hooked with him for good.

      As I suspected, Matt was payback, a way of getting back at her husband.

      For once in my life, I was right.

      I wish I was wrong, though.

      Once she grew bored with him, she kicked him to the curb. He didn’t stay single for long and met another woman. The love of his life, his current wife, Francesca.

      Half-Italian, she’s closer to his age. As sweet as she seems, she put a leash on him, and now they’re expecting their first child.

      We take a few steps to the side and claim seats on a bench next to a tree.

      Maya retrieves a cigarette from her purse and lights it. My eyes stay on her long-fingered hand and red-painted nails as she takes a drag, tears it away from her lips, and releases the smoke in the air.

      “Hey. At least he’s no longer criticizing for smoking,” I say.

      My joke puts a faint smile on her lips.

      “You’re not missing him, are you?” I ask, baffled by her silence.

      She never said she was. But I know she misses something. We both do.

      She shifts her gaze to me.

      Her face glows in the golden light, her eyes sparkling with a smile.

      “Missing who?” she asks, unfocused again.

      “Matt.”

      She flicks her gaze away, slowly inhaling before breathing the smoke out, dispersing it with her hand.

      “I am happy for him,” she says softly. “I don’t miss him.”

      “Why are you sad then?”

      She looks down, pondering.

      “Why does it have to be a trade-off?” she asks quietly.

      “What do you mean?”

      She raises her gaze and locks my eyes.

      “Do you remember that night when you brought it up for the first time?”

      A shiver sweeps my spine.

      “Yeah... I do.”

      Pining her blank stare on me, she goes on.

      “I was still married to Matt, and you were with Josh. And neither of us was happy,” she says. “And the funny thing was…We didn’t even know how bad it was for both of us and how unhappy we were until you met Shade that night, and he made you question everything. He turned your life upside down with his words, crushing your long-held beliefs.”

      “I know,” I say, feeling emotion.

      “We were so clueless,” she adds, slowly shaking her head. “And I was worse than you. At least you knew you’d made a compromise, and Josh wasn’t for you. Perhaps you didn’t want to admit it to yourself, but you knew it. I, on the other hand, truly believed there was nothing better for me out there. I didn’t even realize how screwed up my marriage was.”

      She looks in Matt’s direction.

      “He must’ve been unhappy as well,” she says.

      “He could’ve said something to you.”

      “People never admit this kind of stuff.”

      She puts the cigarette out.

      “We weren’t a good match,” she adds, while I shift my gaze to Matt.

      Smiling, Francesca leans closer to him.

      A soft cotton dress with a dainty floral print hugs her petite silhouette. He whispers something in her ear while she laughs, charmed by his words.

      The sun begins to set, the red-golden light getting caught in Francesca’s curls, making her blue eyes shine brightly.

      He loops an arm around her shoulders, his tenderness making my heart clench. He’s never shown that kind of affection for Maya.

      She observes them in silence.

      “I wasn’t the right woman for him,” she murmurs bitterly. “And he wasn’t the man for me.”

      She flicks her gaze back to me, a brighter grin curling her lips as if she just had a revelation.

      “I don’t miss him. I really don’t... It’s the sense of loss I have because I wasted my life with him, living an illusion, and the pain I felt when it all came to an end. His betrayal was humiliating. With one strike, he wiped away everything I thought was good between us. On the other hand, I didn’t like who I was back then, so I’m happy the whole thing crumbled. I’m thrilled with who I am today, but the question remains… Who is the right man for me?” she asks in a quiet voice.

      Silence grows around us.

      “How ironic... These were our men,” she says after a few moments, motioning to the house. “For some reason, we weren’t good enough for them,” she adds, smiling before a dark shadow slides across her eyes. “And yet, we have no regrets.”

      She looks at me, her lips creased into a bitter grin.

      “Who are the right men for us, Tara?”

      I shrug.

      “I don’t know. But I’m sure we will find out. One day, perhaps.”
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      TARA

      

      “Good morning, Miss Hart.”

      Smiling, I nod a greeting to my driver, who holds the door open for me while I climb into the car.

      I set the purse next to me and turn on my phone. All sorts of notifications pop up on my screen–– all business-related.

      I scan them quickly.

      The front door closes with a muffled sound as the driver slides into his seat.

      “Any stops before we go to the office?”

      I flick my gaze up.

      His eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror.

      “Just the usual,” I say, smiling.

      A small grin lights up his eyes.

      “Yes, ma'am,” he says before veering the car away.

      Fifteen minutes later, we make a quick stop in front of a coffee shop. He leaves the engine running, steps out of the car, and saunters into my favorite coffeehouse to pick up my drink.

      I roll the window down.

      The girl behind the counter waves at me before handing him my espresso.

      Large strides bring him back.

      He passes me the cup of coffee before rounding the car and slipping into his seat. The door pulls shut as I take the first sip.

      It’s absolutely divine.

      The aroma rolls over my palate, the delicious smell tickling my nostrils.

      “Mmm... I so needed this,” I murmur, gingerly dabbing at my lips with a napkin.

      My driver observes me in the mirror.

      “What about some breakfast?” he asks after a moment.

      His eyes narrow with a smile.

      “You know my story, Frank.”

      Shaking his head, he chuckles.

      “Yeah, yeah… I know. City girls don’t eat breakfast,” he says, swinging his gaze back to the road.

      “Exactly.”

      “As you say, ma'am,” he says politely, running his fingers through his silver hair.

      He’s older than my father–– had my dad been alive––but his personality is different than my dad’s.

      Somewhere in his late sixties, the man has seen a lot of good and bad in this life.

      He’d been to war as a military man and had to change careers several times after he came home.

      Once retired, he felt restless and headed back to work.

      ‘Life is meant to be lived,’ he said when I asked him how he’d managed to keep his spirits high. ‘Things come, and things go,’ he added. ‘Good or bad, we can’t control them.’

      Once he had embraced that morsel of wisdom, he kicked back and rolled with whatever life had thrown at him.

      He taught me more that day than my father in all those years he used to grill me for every little mistake that I had made.

      It’s nine o’clock when I cruise down the corridor, heading to my office.

      This is the third space we’ve rented in the last twelve months and the biggest one of all.

      The company occupies an entire floor in a brand-new building overlooking downtown LA.

      The sound of my heels trailing across the floor echoes to the end of the hallway, where my office sprawls.

      Heads tilt up behind computer screens as the employees–– men and women in their twenties––raise their eyes and glance in my direction.

      More than thirty people work on the floor, just as many telecommuting, not to mention those who fill the orders in the warehouse.

      Cage is a web-based clothing company I’ve built from the ground up with Maya’s help and Shade’s money.

      It’s one of the newest web clothing retailers on the market and the most successful one.

      Taking the retailing space by storm, the start-up has registered a record growth.

      Maya’s management and analytical skills have finally been put to good use.

      But what really makes the difference in this business is my team. The passion and energy of my crew are quintessential to my company’s success.

      People who work at Cage love the culture of the place, embrace our philosophy, and love the brand, so much, so they want to be identified with it.

      Because this is more than a fashion company.

      It’s a way of life expressed in the fabrics, cuts, accessories, and exotic, non-conformist editorials.

      It’s a lifestyle, and that was the idea from the get-go.

      I reach the far end of the corridor, take a left, and enter my office. It’s an ample space with floor-to-ceiling windows and modern furniture.

      A couple of couches sit across from my desk.

      Lush plants give the room a welcoming, cozy feeling, the vintage photography hanging on the walls bringing front and center a bohemian world.

      The sound of chattering and laughter mixed with cheerful music comes from across the corridor outside my office.

      Models and stylists greet each other as they prepare themselves for the photo shoot.

      I place my purse on my desk, run my hand down my knee-length, pencil skirt and sink into my chair.

      Sipping coffee, I gaze at the people working in the studio.

      The photographer sets up the lights and equipment while his assistants roll down the white background.

      The models snack on fruit and gulp down water or have their eyes trained on their phones.

      The soft sound of paws moving across the floor draws my eyes to the door. A small, chocolate brown miniature poodle veers off the hallway, entering my office.

      “Hey, sweetie,” I say.

      His eyes light up.

      Wagging his tail, he runs to me. I shift in my seat and bend at the waist to pick him up.

      Faster than me, he jumps into my arms.

      “You ran away again, didn’t you?”

      I place a kiss on his head and pet his silky coat while rising out of my chair.

      Holding him against my chest, I exit my office and stroll down the corridor until I reach Danielle’s cubicle.

      I turn left and walk inside.

      “Here’s your boy,” I say as she swings her gaze away from her computer and looks at me.

      Her eyes widen with surprise when she sets her eyes on him.

      “When did he sneak out? He was here a minute ago,” she says, smiling. “I’m sorry,” she adds, scooping him out of my arms.

      My eyes linger on her for a few seconds as she kisses his head.

      Her hair goes past her shoulders, a colorful T-shirt hanging loosely over her ripped jeans.

      She no longer wears dresses, heels, or makeup.

      “Thank you for bringing him back.”

      “No problem. I love it when he comes looking for me. He’s such a love bug,” I say.

      Still grinning, I walk backward, my eyes trained on them when my back hits a wall of muscles, and my heel sinks into a man’s boot.

      “Oh... I’m sorry,” I say, spinning around and losing my balance.

      My hands shoot back, trying to grab onto something–– anything– when my touch meets his jeans-clad thigh.

      Snaking an arm around my waist, he stops me from falling and buries me into his chest.

      I straighten, my eyes quickly finding his.

      My mouth falls open.

      “Oh. I’m sorry,” I murmur in a softer voice, having a hard time breaking away from his embrace.

      A slow smile curves his lips as he registers my reaction.

      “No problem,” he says, his handsome features, and smoky voice, reviving memories from the past.

      My smile fades as I look at him, perplexed.

      It takes me a few good moments to jolt back to reality and move away from him.

      He gives me a charming grin, my reaction to him––as much as he enjoys it––taking him by surprise.

      Speechless, I stare at him.

      Way to go, Tara Hart.

      In my defense, I’ve never seen anyone looking so strikingly like him.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to startle you,” he says.

      His voice rolls out deep and nasal, vibrating with a rasp.

      “You didn’t,” I say before I clear my throat, trying to collect myself.

      This goes from bad to worse, the heat of a blush spreading over my face.

      The man may be a few years younger–– somewhere in his early twenties––but he’s certainly not stupid.

      With his handsome features and athletic body, I’m sure he gets a lot of attention from women–– most likely this kind of reaction too.

      As much as I’d like to pretend I’m unimpressed, I can’t stifle my reaction to him.

      My gaze dips, my eyes hovering over him.

      I clear my throat again and take a sharp intake of air, barely managing to lift my gaze when a cheeky smile purses his lips as he runs his eyes over me too.

      Slowly, he takes inventory of my heels, skirt, and tailored shirt.

      He swings his gaze back up, stalling a moment on the outline of my chest, sizing me up expertly.

      His eyes glint with mischief as he peels his gaze away.

      “How may I help you?” I ask, going for a stern expression yet ending up a complete failure.

      The man looks at me, unfazed.

      Clutching my hips, I raise my eyebrows and give him a pointed look, hoping to instill some discipline in him.

      Nothing works.

      The harder I try, the harder it is to keep my face straight, and the less impressed he seems to be with my effort.

      Grinning, he shoves his hands into his pockets, tricking me into dipping my gaze below his waist.

      The moment I slant my eyes down, he pulls his low-riding jeans even lower.

      Hastily, I drag my gaze up, sweeping his hard, flat stomach, carved chest, and broad shoulders. His fitted T-shirt doesn’t help a bit, so I bring my eyes to his face.

      He tosses a cocky smile at me.

      Patiently, he waits for me to finish my inspection.

      Way to go, Miss CEO.

      I couldn’t be more obvious even if I tried.

      “I’m here for the photo shoot,” he finally says, his lips curling into a lopsided smile.

      “A model?” I ask, surprised.

      Only God knows why.

      “You sound disappointed,” he says in a nasal voice that spurs the image of him naked in my head.

      He smiles, amused again as if privy to my thoughts.

      Narrowing his blue-green eyes, he studies me, his cheeks flushed. My insides melt.

      “Are you flirting with me?” I ask, unable to stifle a smile.

      “Are you?” he tosses back at me.

      I’m obviously losing this battle.

      Tearing my eyes away from him, I grab his elbow and nudge him down the hallway.

      “I can follow directions. There’s no need to escort me,” he says jokingly.

      “I’m not. It just happens that we’re both headed in the same direction.”

      “All right,” he says in the voice of a spoiled brat.

      I stop in front of the photo studio.

      Standing in the doorway, I motion him inside. He gives me his signature crooked grin again and a slow once over that makes me imagine his lips on my body.

      A moment later, he walks into the studio, glancing over his shoulder, and expecting me to follow him.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I suppress a grin and wave him goodbye before I cowardly retreat into my office.

      He throws me another glance before getting swallowed by a group of people, his focus shifting away from me for good.

      My phone lights up with a message.

      Maya: We’ve surpassed the sales projections for this month. Record website traffic. Over one million unique visitors.

      Me: Great.

      Maya: How’s life in the office?

      Me: Fun. Time for the editorial photo shoot.

      Maya: Enjoy it.

      I ponder for a moment.

      Me: Have you cast any male models lately?

      Maya: Yes, I have. When you were at the fashion trade show in Las Vegas.

      Me: A blonde, blue-eyed model?

      Maya: Haha. Yes. You’re welcome. Doesn’t he look exactly like him?

      Me: He does. Not funny.

      Maya: A ‘thank you’ would suffice. Happy (photo) shooting!

      Laughing softly, I set the phone on my desk.

      I turn around and glance briefly in the mirror, quickly scanning my reflection while running my hands over my black skirt.

      Taking a long breath, I pull away from my desk and stroll out of the office.

      Pulse racing, I walk to the other side of the corridor, where a group of stylists and assistants make sure the models are ready for the photo session.

      Carefully, I check every one of them.

      Running my eyes over them, I take inventory of short shorts, cut out tank tops, lacy bustiers peeking from under slouchy blazers, studded, ripped jeans, caged cropped tops, gypsy bangle bracelets, and silver-tone heavy necklaces, as well as biker boots, jackets and rhinestone embellished leather belts.

      The models, hand-picked by Maya and me, span a wide range of looks, yet they all have something in common.

      They look wild and unconventional. Bedroom eyes, unruly hair, and a tongue-in-cheek attitude.

      I make a few suggestions to a couple of girls who put on different jackets, accessorize a few others, and send one back to the hairdresser.

      I step back, turn around, and shift my focus to the male models.

      We have recently added the male clothing line to our core business, and the sales have picked up quickly.

      I move my eyes over them too, making sure their jeans fit them right, their open jackets reveal enough skin, and their hair screams sexy.

      I recognize most of them since I’ve booked them, except for, well, the man who stands in the corner, his eyes glued to his phone, his earbuds tucked in his ears, his hair a beautiful mess.

      His jeans are pulled down to his hips, giving me a clear idea of what is straining against the stonewashed denim.

      Reluctantly, I raise my gaze from his bulge and let it wander over his bare, muscled torso.

      Silver rings wrap around his fingers, a matching necklace sliding low between his pecs, almost touching his abs.

      I freeze for a moment, realizing how much he resembles Shade. The same broad shoulders and posture. The same self-assured, cocky attitude.

      Oblivious to me, he keeps his eyes glued to his phone.

      Glancing across the room, I flick my hand to catch the stylist’s eye.

      “I’ll be there in a moment,” she says before I swing my eyes back to him.

      He tilts his gaze up from his phone.

      I barely push back my gasp when I meet his so familiar eyes.

      “What’s the problem?” he asks, his lips creasing into a slight smile.

      “You’re not ready,” I say.

      “Yes, I am...” he says, pointing to the board behind him.

      He straightens and erases the space between us, the air suddenly becoming scarce.

      “Ah... Okay,” I say, glancing at the board.

      Stifling a grin, I inspect his jeans and studded belt, ensuring that they fit right.

      The heat oozing from his skin rolls over me.

      I raise my gaze and fall into his eyes, their blue light creating havoc inside me.

      “This looks good,” I say, palming his belt buckle.

      His lips part and tilt into a teasing smile.

      Flushed, I blow a strand of hair away from my face.

      He brings his hand to my cheek and brushes away my hair, draping it over my back.

      Pretending I’m not a melting mess, I tear my gaze away from his face and dip it to his abs, my fingers trailing his boxer shorts peeking slightly from under his jeans.

      He flexes his muscles, either as a reaction to my touch or to tease me. Perhaps both. The result is the same, my knees shaking.

      We lock eyes for another moment, my hand glued to his belt, almost touching his groin.

      “You’re good,” I murmur, distracted, taken with the way he slowly scrapes his bottom lip with his teeth.

      Amusement flashes in his eyes, and then a flirting grin as if we are alone and share a naughty thought.

      A thought I haven’t had in some time.

      The stylist stops next to me.

      “He’s good,” I say in a clipped voice.

      Averting my eyes, I move away from him in a rush before I exit the room and vanish into my office.
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