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Chapter 1 

The Van Heusen Hotel was the love of Merina Van Heusen’s life. The historical building 

dominated the corner of Rush and East Chicago Avenue, regal and beautiful, a living 

work of art. 

Her parents’ hotel had once been the Bell Terrace, home away from home to 

celebrities such as Audrey Hepburn, Sammy Davis Jr., and more recently, Lady Gaga and 

the late Robin Williams. The original structure perished in the Great Chicago Fire of 

1871, only to be resurrected bigger, better, and more beautiful. 

There was a life lesson in there. 

Latte in hand, Merina breathed in the air in the lobby, a mix of vanilla and 

cinnamon. Faint but reminiscent of the famed dessert invented in the hotel’s kitchen: the 

snickerdoodle. On her way past Arnold, who stood checking a guest into the hotel, she 

snagged one of the fresh-baked cookies off a plate and winked at him. 
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The dark-skinned older man slid her a smile and winked back. Having practically 

grown up here, the VH was a second home to her. Arnold had started out as a bellman 

and had worked here for as long she could remember. He was as good as family. 

She dumped her purse in her office and finished her cookie, holding on to the latte 

while she meandered down the hallways, checking to make sure there were no trays 

outside the doors that needed collecting. At the end of the corridor on the first floor, she 

saw a man outside one of the rooms, drill whirring away. 

“Excuse me,” she called. Then had to call again to be heard over the sound. When 

she came into view, he paused the drilling and looked up at her. 

He wore a tool belt and navy uniform, and the antique doorknob was sitting on the 

floor at his feet along with a small pile of sawdust. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, bending to pick up the heavy brass. Her parents 

had done away with “real keys” the moment they took over, installing the popular 

keycard entry hotels now used, but the antique doorknobs remained. 

“Installing the fingerprint entry.” From his pocket, the uniformed man pulled out a 

small silver pad with a black opening, then went back to drilling. 

“No, no, no.” She placed the doorknob back on the ground and dusted her hand on 

her skirt. “We’re not doing any fingerprint entry.” She offered a patient smile. “You need 

to double-check your work order.” 

He gave her a confused look. “Ma’am?” He was looking at Merina, but his voice 

was raised. 



Merina’s mother, Jolie, appeared from behind the hotel room door, her eyebrows 

raising into hair that used to be the same honeyed shade of blond as Merina’s but now 

was more blond to hide the gray. 

“Oh, Merina!” Her mother smiled, but her expression looked a little pained. 

“Can you give me a minute with my daughter, Gary?” Like she was Gary’s 

mother, Jolie fished a five-dollar bill from her pocket and pressed it into his palm. “Go to 

the restaurant and have Sharon make you a caramel macchiato. You won’t be sorry.” 

Gary frowned but took the cash. Merina shook her head as he walked away. 

“Sweetheart.” Jolie offered another smile. A tight-lipped one meaning there was 

bad news. Like when Merina’s cat, Sherwood, had been hit by a car and Jolie had to 

break it to her. “Come in. Sit.” She popped open the door and Merina entered the guest 

room. 

White duvets and molded woodwork, modern flat-screen televisions and artwork. 

Red, gold, and deep orange accents added to the richness of the palette and were meant to 

show that a fire may have taken down the original building but couldn’t keep it down. 

Jolie gestured to the chair by the desk. Merina refused to sit. 

“Mom. What’s going on?” 

On the end of a sigh that didn’t make Merina feel any better, her mother spoke. 

“Several changes have been ordered for the Van Heusen in order to modernize it. 

Fingerprint entry is just one of them. Also, the elevators will be replaced.” 



“Why?” Merina pictured the gold decorative doors with a Phoenix, the mythical 

bird that arose from the ashes of its predecessor, emblazoned on them. If there was a 

beating heart in the Van Heusen, it was that symbol. Her stomach turned. 

Instead of answering, Jolie continued. “Then there’s the carpeting. The tapestry 

design won’t fit in with the new scheme. And probably the molding and ceiling 

medallions will all be replaced.” She sighed again. “It’s a new era.” 

“When did you take to day-drinking?” Merina asked, only half kidding. 

Her mother laughed, but it was brief and faded almost instantly. She touched 

Merina’s arm gently. “Sweetheart. We were going to tell you, but we wanted to make sure 

there really was no going back. I didn’t expect the locksmith to arrive today.” Her eyes 

strayed to the door. 

Merina’s patience fizzled. “Tell me what?” 

“Your father and I sold the Van Heusen to Alexander Crane six months ago. At the 

time, he had no plans on making any changes at all, but now that he’s retiring, the hotel 

has fallen to his oldest son. Evidently, Reese had different ideas.” 

At that pronouncement, Jolie’s normally sunny attitude clouded over. Merina 

knew the Cranes. The Crane Hotel was the biggest corporate hotel outfit in the city, the 

second biggest in the nation. Alexander (better known as “Big Crane”) and his sons ran it, 

local celebrities of sorts. She’d also read about Big Crane’s retirement and Reese’s likely 

ascension to CEO. 

But none of that mattered. There was only one newly learned fact bouncing 

around in her brain. “You sold the Van Heusen?” 



She needed that chair after all. She sank into it, mind blanking of everything 

except for one name: Reese Crane. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Merina stood up again. She couldn’t sit. She could not 

remain still while this was happening. Correction: This had happened. “Why didn’t you 

talk to me first?” 

“You know we’d never include you in our financial difficulties, Merina.” Jolie 

clucked her tongue. 

Financial difficulties? 

“Bankruptcy was not an option,” her mom said. “Plus, selling gave us the best of 

both worlds. No financial responsibility and we keep our jobs.” 

“With Reese Crane as your boss!” Her mind spun after she said it aloud. My God. 

They would be answering to that arrogant, idiotic…“No.” Merina shook her head as she 

strode past her mother. “This is a mistake.” 

And there had to be a way to undo it. 

“Merina!” her mother called after her as Merina bent and collected the discarded 

doorknob off the ground. She strode through the lobby, dumping the remainder of her 

latte in the wastebasket by the front desk, and then stomped outside. 

As luck would have it, the light drizzle turned into steady rain the second she 

marched through the crosswalk. Angry as she was, she’d bet that steam rose off her body 

where the raindrops pelted her. 

“That stupid, smarmy jackass!” she said as she pushed through a small crowd of 

people hustling through the crosswalk. Because seriously, who in their right mind would 



reconstruct the Van Heusen? Fingerprint entry? This wasn’t a James Bond movie! She 

caught a few sideways glances, but it was hard to tell if they were because she was 

muttering to herself like a loopy homeless person or because she was carrying a 

disembodied doorknob around with her. 

Could be both. 

Her parents had sold the Van Heusen to the biggest, most ostentatious hotel chain 

in the world. And without telling their own daughter, who also happened to be the hotel’s 

manager! How close to bankruptcy had they been? Couldn’t Merina have helped? She’d 

never know now that they’d sneaked behind her back. 

How could they do this to me? 

Merina was as much a part of that hotel as they were. Her mother acted as if 

selling it was nothing more than an inconvenience. 

Focus. You’re pissed at Crane. 

Right. Big Crane may have done her parents a favor buying it, but now that he 

was about to “peace out,” it sounded like Reese had decided to flex his corporate muscle. 

“Shit!” She didn’t just do that. She did not just drown her Louboutin pumps in a 

deep puddle by the curb. She didn’t splurge on much, but her shoes were an indulgence. 

She shook the rainwater from one pump as best she could and sloshed up Rush Street to 

Superior, her sights set squarely on the Crane Hotel. 

Seventy floors of mirrored glass and as invasive as a visit to the ob-gyn. Given the 

choice between this monstrosity and the Van Heusen, with its warm cookies and cozy 



design, she couldn’t believe anyone would set foot in the clinical, whitewashed Crane 

Hotels let alone sleep there. 

At the top of that ivory tower, Reese Crane perched like an evil overlord. The 

oldest Crane son wasn’t royalty, but according to the social media and newspaper 

attention he sure as hell thought he was. 

Halfway down Superior, she folded her arms over her shirt, shuddering against 

the intensifying wind. She really should have grabbed her coat on her way out, but there 

hadn’t been a lot of decision-making going into her process. She’d made it this far, fists 

balled and steam billowing out of her ears, her ire having kept her warm for the relatively 

short walk. She should have known better. In Chicago, spring didn’t show up until 

summer. 

Finally, she stood face-to-face with the gargantuan, seventy-floor home base. The 

Crane was not only the premier hotel for the visiting wealthy (and possibly uncultured, 

given that they stayed here), but it was also where Reese slept, in his very own suite on 

the top floor, instead of his sprawling Lake Shore Drive mansion. She wouldn’t be 

surprised if he slept right at his desk, snuggling his cell phone in one hand and a wad of 

money in the other. 

Stupid billionaires. 

Inside, she sucked in a generous breath and shook off her chill. At least there was 

no wind, and despite the chilling whitewash of furniture, rugs, and modern lighting, it 

was warm. But only in temperature. The Crane represented everything she hated about 

modern hotels. And she should know, because she’d worked diligently alongside her 



parents to keep the integrity of their boutique hotel since she started running it. Her hotel 

was a place of rich history, beauty, and passion. This place was a tower of glass, made so 

that the lower echelon of the city could see in but never touch. 

Perfect for the likes of Reese Crane. 

She walked through the lobby, filled to overflowing with businesspeople of every 

color, shape, and size. Flashes of suits—black, gray, white—passed in a monochrome 

blur, as if the Crane Hotel had a dress code and each and every guest here had received 

the memo. Merina, in her plum silk shirt and dark gray pencil skirt and nude heels, didn’t 

stand out…except for the fact that she resembled a drowned rat. 

A few surly glances and cocked brows were her reward for rushing out into the 

storm. Well. Whatever. 

She spotted the elevator leading to Crane’s office, catching the door as an older 

woman was reaching for the button. The woman with coiffed gray hair widened her eyes 

in alarm, a tiny dog held snuggly in her arms. Merina skated a hand down her skirt and 

over her hair, wiping the hollows below her eyes to ensure she didn’t go to Reese’s office 

with panda eyes. 

“Good morning,” she greeted. 

The older woman frowned. Here was the other problem with the Crane. Its guests 

were as snooty as the building. 

Attitude reflects leadership. 

The doors opened only once, to deliver the woman and her dog to the forty-

second floor, and then Merina rode the car to the top floor without interruption. She used 



the time to straighten herself in the blurry, reflective gold doors. No keys or security 

codes were needed to reach the top of the building. Reese Crane was probably far too 

smug to believe anyone would dare come up here without an appointment. She’d heard 

his secretary was more like a bulldog that guarded his office. 

The elevator doors slid aside to reveal a woman wearing all black, her grim 

expression better suited for a funeral home than a hotel. 

“May I help you?” the woman asked, her words measured, curt, and not the least 

bit friendly. 

“You can’t,” Merina said, pleased the rain hadn’t completely drowned out her 

rage. “I need to speak with Mr. Crane.” 

“Do you have an appoin—” 

“No.” She supposed she could have made an appointment, could have called 

ahead, but no sense in robbing Reese Crane of the full effect of her face-to-face fury. 

The phone rang and the woman slid her acerbic glare away from Merina. She 

waited as the other woman answered a call, spoke as slowly as humanly possible, and 

then returned the receiver to the cradle. The woman folded her hands, waiting. 

Even with her nostrils flared, Merina forced a smile. There was only one way past 

this gatekeeper. She called up an ounce of poise—an ounce being the most she could 

access at the moment. “Merina Van Heusen to see Reese Crane.” 

“Ms. Van Heusen,” the woman said, her tone flat, her eyes going to the doorknob 

in Merina’s hand. “You’re here regarding the changes to the hotel, I presume.” 



“You got it,” Merina said, barely harnessing her anger. How come everyone was 

so damn calm about dismantling a town landmark? 

“Have a seat.” Crane’s bulldog gestured one manicured hand at a group of cushy 

white chairs, her mouth frowning in disgust as she took in Merina’s dishevelment. 

“Perhaps I could fetch you a towel first.” 

“I won’t be sitting.” She wasn’t about to be put in her place by Reese’s underling. 

Then her prayers were answered as the set of gleaming wooden doors behind the 

secretary’s desk parted like the Red Sea. 

Jackpot. 

Merina barreled forward as the woman at the desk barked, “Excuse me!” 

Merina ignored her. She wouldn’t be delayed another second…or so she thought. 

She stopped short when a woman in a very tight red dress, the neckline plunging into 

plentiful cleavage, her heels even higher and potentially more expensive than Merina’s 

Louboutins, swept out of the office and gave her a slow, mascaraed blink back. Then she 

sashayed around Merina, past the bulldog, and left behind a plume of perfume. 

Interesting. 

Reese’s latest date? An escort? If Merina believed the local tabloids, one and the 

same. Paying for dates certainly wasn’t above his pay grade. 

Before the doors closed, she slipped into Reese’s office. 

“Ms. Van Heusen!” came a bark behind her, but Reese, who stood facing the 

windows and looking out upon downtown, said three words that instantly shut his 

secretary up. 



“She’s fine, Bobbie.” 

Merina smirked back at the sour-faced, coal-eyed secretary as Reese’s office 

doors whooshed shut. 

“Merina, I presume.” Reese still hadn’t turned. His posture was straight, jacket 

and slacks impeccably tailored to his muscular, perfectly proportioned body. Shark or not, 

the man could wear a suit. She’d seen the photos of him in the Trib as well as Luxury 

Stays, the hotel industry’s leading trade magazine, and like every other woman in 

Chicago, she hadn’t missed the gossip about him online. Like his more professional 

photos, his hands were sunk into his pant pockets, and his wavy, dark hair was styled and 

perfect. 

Clearly the woman who had just left was here on other business…or past 

business. If something more clandestine was going on, Reese would appear more mussed. 

Then again, he probably didn’t muss his hair during sex. From what she gleaned about 

him via the media, Reese probably didn’t allow his hair to muss. 

The snarky thought paired with a vision of him out of that suit, stalking naked and 

primed, golden muscles shifting with each long-legged step. Sharp, navy eyes focused 

only on her… 

He turned to face her and she snapped out of her imaginings and blinked at the 

stubble covering a perfectly angled jaw. What was it about that hint of dishevelment on 

his otherwise perfect visage that made her breath catch? 

Thick dark brows jumped slightly as his eyes zoomed in on her chest. 



She sneered before venturing a glance down at her sodden silk shirt. Where she 

saw the perfect outline of both nipples. A tinge of heat lit her cheeks, and she crossed her 

arms haughtily, glaring at him as best she could while battling embarrassment. 

“Seems this April morning is colder than you anticipated,” he drawled. 

And that was when any wayward attraction she might have felt toward him died a 

quick death. The moment he opened his mouth, her hormones pulled the emergency 

brake. 

“Cut the horseshit, Crane,” she snapped. 

The edge of Reese’s mouth moved sideways, sliding the stubble into an even 

more appealing pattern. But she wasn’t here to be insulted or patronized. 

“I heard some news,” she said. 

He didn’t bite. 

“Your father purchased the Van Heusen,” she continued. 

“He added it to the family portfolio, yes,” he responded coolly. 

Portfolio. She felt her lip curl. To him, the VH was a number on a spreadsheet. 

Nothing more. Which could also mean he didn’t care enough about it to continue with 

these ridiculous changes. 

“There’s been an error. My mother is under the impression that many of the 

nostalgic and antique fixtures in the building will be replaced.” She plunked down the 

heavy doorknob on his desk. A pool of rainwater gathered on his leather blotter. 



Reese sucked in a breath through his nose and moved to his desk—a block of 

black wood the color of his heart—and rested one hand on the back of a shiny leather 

chair. 

“Have a seat.” He had manly hands for a guy who spent his days in an office and 

spare time eating souls, and they were about as disturbingly masculine as the scruff lining 

his jaw. 

She didn’t want to sit. She wanted to march over there and slap the pompous 

smirk off his face. Then she remembered her compromised top, refolded her arms over 

her breasts, and sat as requested. 

You win this round, Crane. 

Reese lowered himself into his chair and pressed a button on his phone. “Bobbie, 

Ms. Van Heusen will need a car in fifteen minutes.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

So he’d deigned to carve out fifteen minutes for Merina. Lucky her. 

“I don’t want a car.” 

“No? You’re planning on walking back?” Even sitting, he exuded power. Broad, 

strong shoulders filled out his dark jacket, and a gray tie with a silver sheen arrowed 

down a crisp white shirt. 

“Yes.” She wondered what time of day he finally gave up and yanked the perfect 

knot out of that tie. When he surrendered the top button. Another flare of heat shot 

through her. She hated the way he affected her. She was just so damn aware of him. 

It was unfair. She frowned. 



“You were saying something about horseshit,” he said smoothly, and she realized 

she had been sitting there glaring at him in silence for a long while. 

She cleared her throat and plowed through what she needed to tell him. 

“You can’t redesign the Van Heusen Hotel. It’s a landmark. Did you know the 

hotel was the first to install elevators? The hotel’s chef created the snickerdoodle. That 

building is an integral thread woven into the fabric of this city.” 

She pressed her lips together. Perhaps she was being a tad theatrical, but the Van 

Heusen did have historical importance to the city, and beyond that, a personal history to 

her. She’d gone to college straight from high school and graduated with her business 

degree, her dream to run the Van Heusen. A dream she’d realized and was currently living 

until this little snafu. 

“Born and raised in Chicago, Ms. Van Heusen. You’re not telling me anything I 

don’t know,” he said, sounding bored. 

“Then you know remodeling the Van Heusen makes no sense,” she continued, 

using her best ally: reason. “Our hotel is known for its style. Guests come there to 

experience a living, breathing piece of Chicago.” She stopped short of going into a 

monologue about how even the fires couldn’t destroy the dream but opted against it. 

“My hotel, Ms. Van Heusen,” he corrected. 

His. A fact she’d gleaned only a few minutes ago. A dart of pain shot through the 

center of her chest. She should have demanded to see the contract her parents signed 

before sloshing over here in a downpour and parading her nipples for Mr. Suit & Beard. 



She was almost as pissed at them for keeping this from her as she was for Crane thinking 

he could strut in and take over. 

“No matter who owns the building, you have to know that robbing the Van 

Heusen of its style will make it just another whitewashed, dull hotel,” she said. 

Her stomach churned. If she had to bear witness to them ripping up the carpeting 

and replacing it with white shining tile or see a Dumpster filled with antique doorknobs, 

she might just lose her mind. The hand-carved molding, the ceiling medallions…each 

piece of the VH had been preserved to keep the integrity of the past. And now Reese 

wanted to erase it. 

She heard the sadness creep into her voice when she ventured, “Surely there’s 

another way.” 

He didn’t respond to this. Instead he pointed out, “Your parents have been in the 

red for nearly two years.” 

She felt her eyes go wide. Two years? 

“I gather this is news to you,” he added, then continued. “Your father’s hospital 

bills put them further in debt.” 

He was referring to her dad’s heart attack last year. Merina had no idea the bills 

had buried them. She lived in the same house. How had they hidden this from her? 

“They came to us to buy the building and we did,” Reese said. “I could have fired 

them, but I didn’t. I offered a generous pension plan if they stayed on through the 

remodel.” 

A shake worked up her arms and branched over her shoulders. Pension? 



“I take it you didn’t know that either.”  

“They didn’t want to worry me,” she said flatly, but it didn’t take the sting from 

the truth. They’d kept everything from her. 

Her pie-in-the-sky parents who loved that building arguably as much as they 

loved each other had to have gone to Big Crane as a last resort. They’d overlooked he had 

Satan for a son. 

“They trusted your father to take care of them,” she said, her anger blooming 

anew. “Then you waltz in and wipe them out.” 

“My father likes your parents, but this isn’t about what nice people they are,” 

Satan continued. “He mentioned how well they’d maintained the local landmark with 

what funds they had available.” 

Merina’s nostrils flared as she inhaled some much-needed oxygen. Her parents 

had cared for and upgraded the Van Heusen as best they could, but face it, her family 

didn’t have the billion-dollar bankroll the Cranes had. 

“Your father is a wise man,” she said, pitting the two men against each other. Sure 

enough, a flicker of challenge shone in Reese’s navy eyes. “I doubt his intention when he 

purchased the Van Heusen was to turn it into a mini-me of the Crane.” 

“My father is retiring in a few months. He’s made it clear the future of the Van 

Heusen is in my hands.” Reese shrugged, which made him look relaxed and made her 

pulse skyrocket. “I fail to see the charm in the funky, run-down boutique hotel, and I 

assume most visitors do as well.” 

Funky? Just who did this jerk-off think he was? 



“Do you know how many Hollywood actors have dined in our restaurant?” she 

blurted. “Hemingway wrote part of his memoir sitting on the velvet chair in the lobby!” 

“I thought he mostly wrote in Key West.” 

“Rumors,” she hissed. 

A smirk slid over his lips in a look that likely melted his fan club’s collective 

underpants, but it had no effect on her. Not now that she knew how far he was taking this. 

“You have outdated heating and air,” he said, “elevators that are so close to 

violating safety codes, you may as well install ladders for the guests on the upper floors, 

and the wood putty isn’t fooling anyone, Merina.” 

At the cool pronouncement of her name, she sat straighter. She’d been told last 

month that the building inspector had come by for a reassessment for property value, not 

that he’d be feeding information to the vulture sitting across from her now. 

Then again, she’d clearly been left out of a lot of discussions. 

“The elevators are original to the building.” 

“It shows.” He offered a slow blink. “The Van Heusen is stodgy and outdated, and 

revenue is falling more each quarter. I’m doing your parents a favor by offering them a 

way out of what will be nothing but a future of headaches.” Reese folded his hands on the 

desk blotter, expertly avoiding the water gathered there. A large-faced watch peeked out 

from the edge of his shirt, the sleeves adorned with a pair of onyx and platinum cuff 

links. “The Crane branding is strong, our business plan seamless. If you love the building 

as much as you claim to, you’d support the efforts to increase the traffic. We’ll see profits 



double with an upgrade.” He shook his head. “But not with your parents there. And not 

with you there.” 

A shiver climbed her spine, the rain and Reese’s words having sunk right into her 

bone marrow. Wait. Was he suggesting… 

“You’re…firing…me?” 

He remained stoically silent. 

“My family’s goddamn name is on the marquee, Crane!” She shot out of her seat 

and pressed her fingertips onto his desk. Shining, perfect, unscarred. No character. No 

soul. No history. 

Like Reese Crane himself. 

“Your family’s name will remain on the building,” he stated calmly. And while 

those words tumbled around her brain and set fire to the fury that he’d put on to sear, he 

added, “Your parents are getting close to retirement age. Are you sure you swam over 

here on their behalf? Or is this about you?” 

“Of course I’m sure,” she said too quickly. She wasn’t sure at all. Her world had 

been upended. Like when she’d learned there was no Santa Claus and that her dad had 

been sneaking downstairs to eat the Oreos all those years. She thought back to her mom 

telling her about the sale of the Van Heusen and recalled the dash of hope in Jolie’s 

expression. 

Did they want out? 



“Think about it, Merina. What I’m offering is more than retirement, and at their 

age I’m sure they don’t want to find work,” Reese stated. “Running the Van Heusen is all 

they’ve known.” 

If she had said that, the sentence would have been infused with passion hinting at 

the fairy tale by which they came to own the Van Heusen. When Reese said it, he made 

the hotel sound like it was a lame, deaf, blind dog needing to be put down. 

No. She would not accept this. Not from Reese. Not from her parents. It was 

possible they’d forgotten how much the hotel meant to them. Not having money created 

desperate feelings. Her father wasn’t as spry as he once was given his heart condition. 

Maybe they needed her intrusion. 

Reese’s phone buzzed and Bobbie stated, “Ms. Van Heusen’s town car is here, 

sir.” 

“I don’t want it,” Merina bit out, still leaning over his desk. 

He angled his eyes up to her and they stayed locked in a heated staring contest 

until “Very well” came from the phone’s speaker, then clicked off again. 

Merina straightened. Outside, the rain started coming down in sheets. Didn’t it 

figure? An involuntary shiver racked her spine, and possibly her lips were turning blue 

from her wet hair, but she kept her her knees locked,and her arms folded securely over 

her peek-a-boo breasts. 

“I have an appointment I can’t miss, but I won’t leave you in suspense.” Reese 

stood, deftly unbuttoned his jacket, and shrugged out of it. Those shoulders. My God. He 



was a mountain of a man. Tall and broad and the absolute opposite of what anyone might 

expect a hotel owner-slash-billionaire to look like. 

“Suspense?” she repeated, her voice dipping low when he came out from behind 

the desk. Her eyes screwed up to meet his as he draped his suit jacket over her shoulders. 

“I’m not going to put you out on your fantastic ass, Merina.” His lips tipped—

lush lips. His was a mouth made for sin. But then, Satan. So it made sense. 

She gripped the jacket when he let go. She should be throwing it at him, but it was 

warm and she was freezing. And it smelled of leather and money and power. Three things 

she wished didn’t make her feel safe. What was it about this man? She’d seen pictures of 

him before, and yes, noticed he was attractive, but in the flesh there was something about 

him that made her feel utterly feminine. Even at the worst possible times. Like when he 

was dangling her job over a lava-filled pit and daring her to grab for it. 

“I appreciate your reconsidering. I belong at the Van Heusen.” Until she figured 

out a way to get the hotel back, at least she could be there. She would come up with a 

way to delay the remodel. 

“No, you misunderstand me. I can’t keep you there,” he said, a frown marring his 

otherwise perfect brow. “But I can offer you almost any position you’d like at Crane 

Hotels. We have openings in Wisconsin, Virginia, and Ohio. I know it’s not Chicago, but 

chances are you can stay in the Midwest.” 

He slid past her while she stared at the sheeting rain, her fingers going numb 

around the lapels of his jacket. Not only was he firing her, but he expected her to work 



for him? Expected her to leave Chicago? This was her city, dammit! He didn’t reserve the 

right to boot her out. 

When she turned, Reese was pressing a button on the wall. His office doors 

whispered open. 

A balding, smiling man appeared in the doorway and gave Reese a wave of 

greeting. He noticed her next and offered a nod. 

Well. Merina didn’t care who he was; he was about to get an earful. She wouldn’t 

allow Reese Crane to dismiss her after dropping that bomb on her feet. 

She stomped over to the doorway between him and his guest. 

“You listen to me, you suited sewer rat.” Disregarding their current third party, 

she seethed up at Reese. “I’m going to find a way around your machinations and when I 

do, I’m going to march back in here with the contract my parents signed and shove it 

straight up your ass.” 

Reese’s eyebrows rose, his lips with them. Instead of apologizing to his guest, he 

grinned over at the balding man, who to his testament was appropriately shocked, and 

said, “You’ll have to forgive Ms. Van Heusen. She doesn’t like when she doesn’t get her 

way.”  

The balding man laughed, though it sounded a tad uneasy.  

Reese tilted his head at Merina. “Will there be anything else?” 

“Your head on a pike.” With that parting blow, she left, holding fast to the suit 

jacket. She wore it on the ride down the elevator, through the bland lobby, and out onto 



Superior Street, where she wadded it up and threw it into a mud puddle gathering near the 

curb. 

She walked back to the Van Heusen in the rain, telling herself she’d won this 

round. But Merina didn’t feel victorious. 

She felt lost. 
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