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Chapter One





Drip, drip, drip. 

Valentina Leone dodged a fourth grimy raindrop from the broken seal in the skylight as she scurried around her rented studio. She placed a bucket under the leaky window and scooped up one of her sculptures, bent on finding a dryer spot to display it.

Who said it didn’t rain in California?

Generally, with the warm, dry climate in Los Angeles, her drippy roof wasn’t a problem. Winter, however, was the rainy season, and January certainly qualified as winter.

Apart from the leaks, the 250-square-foot studio came with far more pluses than minuses. It had an abundance of natural light. Was spacious enough to accommodate her work and art classes. Was within quick walking distance of Dues Ex Mochana, a small café with strong java where she worked part-time to help pay the bills.

And most importantly, the space was all Valentina could afford.

A sweatshop in the 1970s, the squat building was now divided into three art studios and a couple of small offices. Valentina often imagined the workers of the past, crammed in together and hunched over their sewing machines, the contraptions thundering along like a hundred mini jackhammers.

Those workers, many of them women, toiled for pennies in unsafe conditions to create luxury garments. A practice that continued today in other factories, with laborers receiving payment based on finished pieces, as opposed to earning a minimum hourly wage.

Likewise, Valentina charged by the finished piece but counted herself lucky to live as an independent artist—to accept or reject work as she wished. Though she wasn’t in a financial position to do much rejecting. Yet! She hoped her upcoming Valentine’s Day show would change that.

She set her rescued statue on a wooden workbench and crossed the studio to retrieve a periled plaster piece. The commissioned bust depicted the ninety-nine-year-old matriarch of one of the many Garcia families living in the city. A new client for Valentina and a January birthday gift for the said matriarch.

One of Valentina’s best works.

She’d first made a clay sculpture of Mrs. Garcia’s head and neck. Using that sculpture, she’d created a silicone mold, slowly poured the plaster into it to avoid forming bubbles, and then set it aside to dry thoroughly.

The result? She’d captured the wisdom behind the woman’s hooded eyes. Detailed the experience of decades in the rolling hills and valleys of her every wrinkle. And shown the satisfaction of a life well lived in the nonagenarian’s curved lips.

Valentina couldn’t wait to share the piece with the matriarch’s family.

That was on tomorrow’s agenda. For now, she picked up her pace, knowing that today’s two o’clock appointment would be here any minute.

Elke Reich had commissioned the new sitting. She’d stumbled across Valentina’s website by chance, interviewed her over the phone, and immediately e-transferred a hefty up-front payment for a bust of her brother, some financial bigwig.

Valentina hoped he wouldn’t hold her leaky roof against her.

As she passed the bank of windows along the outside wall of her studio, she caught her reflection in the glass. Her gray artist’s apron accentuated her pear-shaped figure, her untamed hair spilled out of its high bun, and her eyes looked like a deer’s caught in high beams.

Her big-shot model might renege on the deal based on first appearances alone.

Forging ahead, she scooped up the bust of Mrs. Garcia, and a cold drip slapped her neck. Valentina cringed. She carried the piece to the other side of the room as the drop slithered a path between her shoulder blades.

Yuck. But better a drop on me than on the statue.

She crossed in front of the door, which swung open to reveal a man in an exquisitely tailored business suit. The door clipped her elbow, and Valentina lost her grip on the statue. It flew out of her hands and began a fast descent to the floor.

Before she could react with any more than a No! the man swooped in like a basketball star, caught the piece, and handed it back to her.

She let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks so much.”

Her gaze drifted from his wide shoulders up to his face. What she saw made her eyes go wide and her heart skitter like a buzz roll on a snare drum.

He possessed a square jaw with a slight cleft in the chin. His dark wavy hair glistened with raindrops, a wayward strand curling over his forehead. And those eyes! Piercing blue with a dark navy ring.

Eyes she remembered.

Standing before Valentina was her secret college crush. She’d first seen him back when she’d started at UCLA. She used to grab a few moments of study, and a cheap plate of pasta with butter, at the restaurant where he was a server.

She’d been too shy to ask his name, though he’d asked hers. Tina, she’d told him, the diminutive form of her name. Everyone called her that in those days. It took her years to grow into Valentina.

Right now, if he remembered her as The Pasta Girl at Table Two, she’d take it, but no flash of recognition sparked in his mesmerizing eyes. Unsurprisingly. Ten years ago, she was a gawky eighteen-year-old with thick glasses, braces, and mousy brown hair. While he was better looking than she recalled.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Asher Reich.”

Her two o’clock appointment? The bigwig?

Valentina’s mouth flew open, her knees buckled, and her fingers went numb. Mrs. Garcia’s statue tumbled out of her arms and hit the concrete floor, where it smashed into a thousand tiny pieces.


      [image: ]Asher reached out to catch the statue a second time…but missed. Now he stood, slightly stooped, his hands still outstretched, as if he planned to tackle her linebacker-style.

He shifted his position, followed her lead, and squatted to help her clean up the broken pieces. Meanwhile, she fetched a dustpan for the rest, muttering to herself as she went—something about a birthday, Mrs. Garcia, and no time.

As he dumped chunks of the statue into the nearby trash can, he spotted her staring at him all googly-eyed. The typical star-struck shit that made him bone-weary. If only he could find a woman who liked him for himself and not his money. Especially one that looked like her—with those sweet green eyes.

“Sorry about the statue,” he said as she swept up the small bits.

“Not your fault. Time to start on yours.”

Asher scrubbed the back of his hand over his jaw, then picked up a few more stray bits of plaster from the floor.

“I feel a little…” What? He struggled for the word and finally said, “Out of my element.” He eyed the door, contemplating an escape. “I’ve posed for photos, of course. Never a statue.”

Pretentious. That was the word he’d been searching for, the one that summed up how he felt. A bust struck him as showier, more ostentatious than a photo. It wasn’t as if he were the President of the United States, the Dalai Lama, or David Beckham. Still, people were always fussing over him.

Over his money, actually.

“Then why did you agree to it?”

“The statue?” Asher hadn’t. Not really. “It was my sister’s idea.” And she had him wrapped around her little finger.

He dropped the remaining pieces of plaster in the can and stood, only to have something poke him in the butt. He turned and found a statue of Cupid, its arrow still aimed at him.

Shooting a glance around the studio, he spotted another cupid. In fact, the winged creatures surrounded him.

“For an upcoming art show on Valentine’s Day,” the woman replied to his unanswered question.

“Appropriate.” Cupid was the god of love, if he remembered his ancient mythology correctly. “But why cupids? As opposed to hearts, or couples kissing?”

Her cheeks flushed at the last word. Was she a member of a strict religion that prohibited kissing because it might lead to dancing?

Or was she imagining kissing him?

He’d had it happen a few times. In each instance, a woman would appear out of nowhere, run up to him, grab him, and pucker their lips. One of the many downsides of wealth.

But this woman…

He took a moment to imagine kissing her back—how she’d taste, how she’d feel in his arms.

“Michelangelo’s Cupid inspired me,” she told him, looking away. “I saw a photo in an art book.”

He followed her line of vision and spied a stack of giant-sized, well-used coffee table books on a workbench, including one by the notable art critic Christopher Day.

“I have a book of the exhibits in the Louvre,” she went on. “There are some cupids in it too. Psyche Revived by Cupid’s Kiss, for example. There’re also Renaissance paintings. Cupids populate a lot of those. Unfortunately now, many people consider their creators passé.”

“The fickleness of fad and fashion,” he quipped. “Though there are galleries where you can still view the old masters.”

Asher had seen such works at the Metropolitan Museum of Art while on his frequent business trips to New York. He had an urge to tell her about them to prove he wasn’t a complete neophyte.

“Anyway…I’m sure you’d like to begin.”

Not really. He’d rather lose a couple of million on the stock market than take up modeling. Besides, he preferred listening to her honeyed voice and the passion in it when she spoke about art. It reminded him of a girl he knew long ago.

“Let’s go over to the window where the light is best.” She led the way and offered him a seat on a stool. While he settled himself, she crossed to a desk and returned holding a camera. She then took a bunch of photos of him from different angles.

To distract himself from being on display, Asher surveyed the room. He’d always credited his success to his powers of observation and focus on detail.

With one tragic exception.

Being a numbers guy, he counted her cupids, including the one that had poked him earlier. Twenty-two statues in all. The mythical creatures came in various sizes and looked to be made of different materials—clay, bronze, terracotta, plaster, ivory, jade, and marble. Some of the quirky figures carried their arrows in a quiver, others had their weapons drawn.

One appeared to be aiming for a bucket on the floor—a bucket employed to capture raindrops from the skylight.

He began counting the drops when the artist lowered her camera. “Try to relax your face.”

He certainly felt tension in his shoulders, so it wasn’t a stretch to imagine his face was tense too. He scrunched up his mug, then relaxed it, and gave himself a shake.

While she resumed snapping photos, Asher’s gaze wandered to the pictures tacked on the freestanding bulletin board beside him. Several photos showed smiling women holding clay statues. Other shots were of children. In one, a cute little girl with Down’s Syndrome crouched between a boy in a wheelchair and an auburn-headed girl with thick glasses. All held sculptures of animals.

“You give classes?”

The artist blinked as if waking from a trance. “Huh?”

“Classes?” He gestured to the photos.

“Oh…yes.”

“Special needs kids?” he asked, hoping to catch her before she drifted back into her work-induced fugue state.

“Differently abled.”

Was that the correct term now?

“Exploring art and its variety of materials helps with self-expression, concentration, and motor skills.”

Sounded like she’d memorized a brochure on the subject. She must have thought so too, because she shrugged and added, “I took some art therapy classes when I was at UCLA.”

“My old alma mater.”

A pink flush crept into her cheeks. Why would a reference to UCLA embarrass her? As far as Asher knew, the university had a highly regarded art program. When she hid her blush behind her camera, Asher went back to his visual investigation of the studio.

A bamboo screen sat in the far corner. When his sculptress turned away to check the shots she’d taken, Asher shifted on his stool so he could see behind the partition.

There he spied a portion of a daybed. Did the woman sleep here too? In this old warehouse close to LA’s Skid Row?

BANG!

“What was that?” He was a second away from dragging her to the floor and using his body to shield her against a round of gunfire.

“That’s the furnace coming on.”

Asher exhaled. Thankfully, his cardiovascular health was excellent. Otherwise, he’d need a defibrillator about now.

And a blanket. The weatherman predicted an expected high of 50 degrees for LA today. And it didn’t feel much warmer inside the studio. Did she have the thermostat set low to protect her art? Or was she part Snow Queen?

“You’re scowling again.”

Scowling? Again?? Is that what he’d been doing the first time she’d told him to relax? “Sorry.”

He repeated his calming exercise. When he opened his eyes, she appeared in front of him again, sans camera. She tilted her head from side to side as she examined his face.

With her standing this close to him, he caught her fragrance. Jasmine, perhaps, with a touch of vanilla. Floral and rich, sweet and sensual.

“Could you turn to your right a fraction and lower your chin?”

He followed her instructions, wishing he could get closer to isolate that fragrance. Was it her shampoo? Her perfume? The scent was unusual, yet somehow familiar, but he couldn’t quite recall when he’d smelled it before.

“No. Not that much.” She placed her hands—soft, trembling hands—on either side of his head and repositioned him.

He glimpsed the hint of skin peeking out from the V-necked T-shirt she wore beneath her apron. Skin that looked clear and soft, despite the streak of clay on her collarbone. He stopped himself from running a finger across it.

The cascade of blonde hair spilling from her bun conjured images of sandy beaches and hot summer nights. And, from what he’d glimpsed so far, her body would make those summer nights a season to remember.

When she brushed a strand of his own hair from his forehead, Asher saw it as an opportunity to reciprocate. He repaid her touch by twirling his index finger around one of the loose tendrils at the side of her face, then tucked the curl behind her ear.

She froze. Her pupils grew larger, infringing on the green of her irises. Then she licked her lips with the very tip of her tongue.

More than enough of an invitation for him.


      [image: ]Valentina’s college crush, the one she’d always fantasized about kissing, inched closer, his lips heading toward hers.

She gasped. “I think you’ve misunderstood my actions, Mr. Reich.”

“Asher,” he replied calmly, as if he ordinarily kissed a dozen women before supper. Ho-hum.

“Mr. Reich,” she insisted. “I touched you in the line of business.”

His gaze pinned her to the spot. “When I touch a woman, I always mean business.”

He slanted his head and moved closer, her insides doing handsprings. She closed her eyes as he skimmed her lips with his, the breath of a kiss. Warm and minty.

He pulled back. Looking for a reaction from her, maybe. Could he hear her heart booming? Sense her body tingling?

Big hands gripped her shoulders and guided her still closer until she was standing between his legs.

He took her mouth again and sent wave after wave of goosebumps cascading down her arms and legs. Just as she opened her lips to welcome his tongue, he ended the kiss.

“I have to go.”

“Go?” She was just getting started. Was ready to take his hand and guide him back to her daybed behind the screen, while he seemed totally unaffected by the kiss that had turned her knees to jelly.

“I have another appointment,” he explained. “But I’d like to see you again.”

As in a date?

Get a grip, Tina. Why would a hotshot billionaire want to date her? He had everything going for him—money, power, looks. He could have anyone.

He’d said when he kissed a woman he meant business. Maybe that was all kisses meant to him. An oral transaction. Done and over.

Time for her to do likewise, regain her professional demeanor, and reply. If she could get her voice to work.

She swallowed. “You will. I’ll need to book another sitting with you.”

He scrolled through his phone. “I have some time Thursday morning. Schedule it with my assistant.” He produced a business card and handed it to her. Then he slid off the stool and crossed the studio to the door. Before opening it, he turned back to her. “I’ll pay for the broken statue.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“You’ll receive the e-transfer this afternoon.” His closed-mouth smile transformed him from merely handsome to a Hollywood hunk. Then, he was gone, closing the door behind him.

Valentina leaned against it and tried to get her libido under control.

That kiss. It was better than she’d imagined. But not enough to satisfy her. She’d be spending time with BOB later—her Battery-Operated Boyfriend.

Asher Reich, on the other hand, remained more elusive. An enigma. He’d never made a move on her at college. Was she that much of an uggo back then? Or had money made him arrogant? Made him believe he could kiss any woman he encountered? And since she’d always wanted her teen crush to kiss her, did it matter?

He’d been sweet ten years ago. Knowing she was broke, he’d slip her an extra dinner roll, made sure her coffee cup was bottomless, and gave her his staff discount.

Who was this guy now?

She went to her desk and grabbed her cell phone. Ignoring the sensation of a giant fist clamped around her stomach, she dialed Andres, her contact for the Garcia family. She summoned up all her courage and left a message for him to return her call so she could explain what had happened to the statue.

With that first hurdle accomplished, she took a calming breath and satisfied her curiosity about Asher Reich.

According to her Google search, he was a self-made billionaire, a financial guru, a hedge fund wizard.

She scanned through the rest of the information: his humble beginnings, his parents’ divorce, the menial jobs he worked to pay his way through UCLA, and his close friendships with real estate mogul, Braeden James, and businessman Caspian Blackwood—both bachelors. All three golfing buddies made the Forbes Billionaire list.

“Guess people with money stick together.”

Made sense. Artists usually stayed within their own social circles too. Michelangelo and Da Vinci were contemporaries and knew each other. Auguste Rodin and Camille Claudel were lovers and rivals. Famous buds in today’s entertainment world included Matt Damon and Ben Affleck. According to the headlines, Taylor Swift and Selena Gomez were also friends. Both logical pairings. But domestic goddess Martha Stewart and rapper Snoop Dog? Who would have predicted they’d bond over a dish of mashed potatoes?

Valentina read on.

Though Asher’s father had passed away, his only sibling remained a prominent fixture in the billionaire’s life—a reclusive sister named Elke, the one who’d commissioned the bust.

The word reclusive reminded Valentina of golden-age movie stars, like Greta Garbo. But the next line of Asher’s bio provided a plot twist that rivaled any motion picture.

“A biotech firm?”

Seemed the man had recently bought one. “What’s up with that?” Maybe the guy was prepping for the zombie apocalypse.

Finally, she found what might be the most important information the article offered. Although Asher dated—a lot—he’d never married and was currently unattached.

“And why does that interest you?” she asked herself. “The man is so far out of your league.”

Before she could dwell on the subject further, her phone purred, signaling a video call from her parents—their daily chat.

“Hi, sweetie.” Her mother sat at the family’s kitchen table in Giddyup, Oregon, on a lunch break from her receptionist job at the nearby dentist’s office—the same dentist who’d arranged a deal to get Valentina’s teeth straightened.

Visible from the waist up, her mother wore a classy sweater set of lavender and pale turquoise—known as Italian sky blue—a color that paid homage to her ancestry.

Valentina’s dad—a painter of houses, not canvases—stood in the background by the kitchen island, clad in a pair of splattered overalls. He gave her a cheery wave and returned to piling cured meats, provolone cheese, tomato slices, and black olives on ciabatta bread. In the background, Pavarotti, her dad’s favorite Italian tenor, sang Nessun Dorma.

“Tina, darling, did that bigwig show up? What was he like?”

Gorgeous. Chivalrous. Totally fuckable. “He was fine, Mom.” Remembering his occasional scowl, Valentina added, “Though maybe a tad gloomy.”

“Probably lots on his mind, dear. If my little ray of sunshine can’t coax a smile out of someone, then that someone is probably a big black cloud.”

Valentina counted herself lucky to have parents who were also her biggest fans. No matter what problems beset her, their love and support always lightened her burden.

“Speaking of sunny skies…” Her mom held up an envelope. “We’ve got our plane tickets so we can be there for your art show. We’re so excited to see it and you.”

Her dad flapped a hunk of lettuce around in agreement, then tore it in half and slapped a piece on each sandwich.

“We want to take you out for your birthday supper while we’re there and give you your present,” her mother continued. “Oh, and I almost forgot…when I was at the mall picking up your gift, I bumped into Mr. Moore.”

Valentina’s stomach dropped.

“He wanted to know how you’re doing, so I told him about your upcoming show. He’s super proud of you and joked that he was there for the start of your career, being your high school art teacher and all. He wanted your number so he could congratulate you himself.”

Valentina’s cold fingers tightened around her cell phone. “Did you give it to him?”

Her mom pouted. “You know me and phone numbers. I couldn’t remember it.”

Valentina let out a slow breath.

“You could have looked it up on your phone,” her dad suggested as he slathered mayo on his creations.

“Yes, I know. You told me.” Valentina’s mom rolled her eyes. “But I didn’t think of it then. Mr. Moore gave me his number instead. I’ll text it to you, Tina.”

Valentina nodded, since she didn’t trust herself to speak.

After her parents said their goodbyes, she wondered for the millionth time if she should have told them what had happened between her and Mr. Moore in her last year of high school.

When her phone pinged with a text, a chill crept over her body, making her teeth chatter. Valentina braced herself to see his number.

But the message was from her bank, letting her know that Reich Investments had transferred funds to her account. Triple the price of the broken statue.

Money aside, failing to produce the commissioned piece for the Garcia’s on time was still a problem. A big one. She’d taken the job and had promised to deliver tomorrow. Failing would be a blot on her reputation, and nothing could fix that. She knew all about it from experience.

All thanks to Mr. Moore.

When her mother’s text came through a moment later, Valentina hit delete.
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