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      Eloise’s new neighbor was probably going to be the death of her. Admittedly, having a confrontation, even an unpleasant one, wasn’t typically a death sentence but in less than twenty-four hours, he had already disrupted the carefully cultivated order and tranquility of her life. Even worse, he was rude, insulting, and showed no signs of remorse.

      They had made a scene.

      In front of the whole neighborhood.

      While she was wearing her pajamas.

      The indecency of such a confrontation might have been embarrassing if she hadn’t been so livid about the fact that it was entirely his fault. The whole thing could have been avoided if he showed even the slightest sign of maturity or responsibility. This would never have happened with any of her other neighbors.

      They knew how to behave. They had manners. She had chosen her house—a fully restored, one hundred-year-old Craftsman not far from the French Quarter in New Orleans—because it was in a quiet, well-tended neighborhood. Eloise knew she was careful, studious, and unflinchingly dependable and she expected her environment to reflect those things as well. It soothed her, made her feel like her life was finally her own to control.

      She liked the older, well-kept homes and the wide sidewalks that were always swept. Like all her other neighbors, Eloise worked hard to make her home look nice. She kept the lawn neatly cut and the hedges trimmed.  Her front yard beds had been professionally designed and all her flowers were fertilized at precise intervals to give her the biggest and brightest blooms on the block.

      She did her part to adhere to the unspoken rules of neighborly behavior and, until this man had showed up, so had everyone else on her block. There had never been problems with anyone else before he moved in.

      In fact, she had gotten along fabulously well with the neighbor who had previously lived in that particular house. Mr. Callaghan had been a lonely old man without family, and he’d appreciated her flowers, her baked goods, and her frequent visits. It had been an odd friendship. It wasn’t often that a lonely old widower and his young, career driven neighbor found much to talk about, but it had worked very well for them. She’d been genuinely upset to learn about his death—once a week visits for a chat and cookies were more than she’d ever managed to pull from her own father, after all—but it had never occurred to her to be nervous about the new occupants.

      It hadn’t taken long at all for the house to lose its comfortable, lived-in appearance, whoever was handling his estate apparently coming in during the day while she was at work to deal with his belongings. She’d waited for the ‘For Sale’ sign to appear in the yard, but it never came, and the vacant windows looked out over the growing lawn for only a few short weeks before she’d seen the moving truck out front. 

      There had been no sign of whoever was moving in and a quick glance at the inside of the truck hadn’t shown her anything of interest, most of what remained were sealed cardboard boxes of various sizes and shapes. The organized nature of the move had seemed like a good sign, an indication her new neighbors would be tolerable, if perhaps less charming than Mr. Callaghan. In her limited experience, delinquents didn’t usually hire professional movers. 

      She’d smoothed the wrinkles out of her black pencil skirt, checked that none of the golden blonde hair she’d pulled up into a loose up-do had slipped free of its pins, and looked in her mirrors twice before backing out of the driveway and onto the street.

      When she’d arrived home and found the moving truck gone, she’d been unpleasantly surprised to see a black motorcycle and a cherry red sports car in its place. The glaringly disruptive color of the car, and what she assumed would be an equally obnoxious amount of disruptive noise from the motorcycle, would have been bad enough, but the owner of the two vehicles had decided to park the bike in the driveway and the car on the front lawn.

      More precisely, it was on the grass of the shared front lawn between her driveway on the left and his driveway on the right. His front tires were clearly on her side. It would leave ruts in the soil, flatten the grass, leave a large and unsightly dead spot in the center of her lawn if he did it with any regularity. Surely, he could not imagine that it would be acceptable to ruin the curb appeal of her home by parking that monstrosity of a vehicle on the lawn.

      She would have to say something about it when she saw him, she’d decided, glaring at the car as she unlocked her front door. Her keys clattered as she dropped them with uncharacteristic force into the bowl by the door before kicking her shoes off and hitting the button on the remote that filled the downstairs with the soft sound of classical music. With any luck, it would help soothe her frazzled nerves.

      It was easy to put the neighbor and his car aside, to settle into her usual routine of heating up a cup of fragrant tea while she prepared the vegetables for dinner on the cutting board that protected her pristine kitchen counter. She fell into the familiar routine of cooking as she sliced zucchini, artichoke hearts, and small heirloom tomatoes that she’d grown herself in the small garden in the backyard, layered it in the casserole dish over chicken breast, added the seasonings and the cheese, the crumbled bacon that was left over from breakfast, and slid it into the oven. There would be enough there for dinner and for leftovers. It wasn’t easy to cook for one, even with her love for all things culinary, but she managed.

      Cooking was a comfort to her, a leftover warmth from her time in college when her part time restaurant job had been all that kept her spirits up as she worked toward a degree in a field she was mostly indifferent about. She’d mentioned the idea of culinary school to her parents once and the meltdown that had followed had been enough to make sure she kept her passions to her own kitchen. Still, it was nice to see what she could do for herself, even if no one else ever tasted it.

      Dinner would take a while to bake, and, in the meantime, she could ignore the series of texts she’d received from her mother—yes, she did know how long it had been since her last promotion, thank you very much—and instead settle down in her favorite chair and read the last few chapters of her most recent book.

      She hadn’t made it through the first page when the noise started.

      It began with the rumble of motorcycle engines, the slamming of car doors, men shouting and laughing at decibels that seemed likely to rattle the windows. She resisted the urge to get up, to peek through the curtains like a stereotypically nosy neighbor. She already knew who was responsible, certainly no one else on this street would have guests that behaved like this, especially on a weeknight of all things, and she wouldn’t stoop to his level by becoming a rude neighbor herself.

      The music started soon after, drowning out the familiar melody created by talented fingers on the keys of a piano and subjecting her to the erratic beat of a drum and what she thought might possibly be an electric guitar. Whatever speakers they were pumping it from had to be nearing their capacity for noise making disruption, because this time the windows at the side of her house were rattling their frames. The lead singer, if indeed screaming profanities into the microphone could qualify him as a singer, was obviously oblivious to things like pitch and tone, rhythm, and tempo.

      The skin on her knuckles turned white as she wrapped her fingers around her teacup too tightly, but she didn’t make a scene.

      It wasn’t until well past ten, when she had already changed into her favorite set of soft pajamas, that she reached her limit.

      She heard it first—the rev of a motorcycle engine that was much too loud and went on much too long to be necessary, then the squeal of tires and the hideous scrape of metal on concrete. By the time she made it to the window, the bike had been set upright again and the fool riding it was standing on the sidewalk looking sadly at the scratched paint and busted lights. In the dim glow of the streetlight, she could see that he had lost control pulling too quickly out of the driveway and slid straight into her hydrangeas.

      That was quite enough for one day.

      There were several men gathered around the bike and its rider when she stalked barefooted across her front yard. Tattooed, pierced, and dressed to the last man in unrelenting black, there was a dangerous look to them that she consciously ignored, the adrenaline in her system overriding her well-honed self-preservation instinct.

      They all turned their heads to look at her—a series of marionettes being controlled by the same puppet master—and said nothing as she stared down at stripped blooms and broken stalks where the bike had crashed into her flowers. The plants were mangled and quite possibly beyond saving.

      She sighed heavily and looked around until she spotted what she thought was the guilty party. “Are you responsible for this?”

      The one that had done the damage was young and dark eyed, a kid with tousled brown curls and skin that was a few shades too pale as what little color had remained in his face drained away when he saw the look on hers. He swallowed hard, the act visible even in the dark and across the distance that separated them. “I’m sorry. It was an accident.”

      “Shut up, Myles. You’re gonna apologize to a woman in her pajamas like you’re scared? Grow a pair for fucks’ sake.”

      She whirled, cheeks flaming, on the man that had spoken as Myles muttered a quiet, “Sorry, Dylan.”

      Dylan leaned against a different bike, arms crossed as he stared her down over the broken bits of flower between them. His hair and eyes were dark like the boy’s but there was no touch of babyish youth or soft embarrassment on his bearded face. The family resemblance between them was clear, but the cold eyes told her the similarity went no deeper than the surface. A tingle of awareness, perhaps alarm, swept over her, and she crossed her arms defensively as she glared at him.

      “You have damaged my property. You’ll all be lucky if I don’t call the police.” She glanced around, noting with a sick feeling in her stomach that there was a face in at least one window of every house in the vicinity. They were making a spectacle out of this, and she did not appreciate it. “You’re my new neighbor, I presume?”

      “Nah, you got lucky. You won’t be dealing with me. Ethan’s still in the house.” He smirked and jerked his chin toward the front door.

      Eloise narrowed her eyes in that direction. “Ethan apparently needs a lesson in manners and disturbing the peace ordinances,” she snapped, turning on her heel and marching back across the lawn, this time toward her neighbor’s porch instead of her own. “And get that motorcycle away from my flowers!”

      They all ignored her, choosing instead to follow a short distance behind her, clearly intent on watching as she confronted the man she blamed for all of this.

      She pounded with the side of her fist, forgoing the usual polite knocking altogether because she knew it wouldn’t be heard over the unholy racket still blaring from the speakers.

      Her focus on summoning her new nemesis was so intense, and the music so loud, that she didn’t notice the doorknob turning. He pulled the door open just as she swung arm forward to pound again and she found herself flying through the open air where the door had been and straight into the arms of a stranger.

      It was like running into a wall, albeit one that was slightly softer and warmer than any she had encountered before. She felt hands come up to grasp her elbows, lifting her and steadying her back onto her feet. The men in the yard were all gathered at the bottom of the porch steps now, laughing at her again. She shot a disgruntled look over her shoulder as she righted herself, stepping back and slapping peevishly at the hands that had caught her. She had no patience left to be manhandled.

      “Excuse me,” she began loudly, infusing her voice with enough hostility to make certain anyone listening knew that she was not requesting to be excused at all, but whatever else she had been about to say was quickly forgotten.

      She turned away from the miscreants in the yard and back to the man in the doorway. The barrier she had run into was his chest, which seemed to stretch impossibly from one side of the door frame to the other and to do so at about the same height level as her face. In order to see the rest of him, and there was rather a lot more of him to see, she had to retreat an extra step and tip her chin back so far that throat felt bare and exposed.

      “Hmng,” she said, swallowing hard against the sudden urge to run back to her own house and slam the door closed behind her. This man was nothing like his friends. He was neither small and timid, nor haughty and cruel, though she wasn’t sure entirely what words she would use to describe him, besides enormous.

      She wasn’t particularly petite—she was slender but five foot seven without shoes—he simply overwhelmed her in height and breadth. Standing so close to him made her feel small and vulnerable even before she got a good look at him.

      Looking down at her, his head nearly brushing the top of the door frame, was the most compelling looking man that she had ever laid eyes on. Like the man in the yard, he was bearded but his hair was shorter and lighter, bordering on blond, and his features held none of the cruelty of his companion. He had a long nose and though the shadows of the porch hid the color of his eyes she could see even in the dim light that his mouth was plush and pink.

      He was amused, if the lazy curl of his lip was any kind of accurate indication, and entirely too smug for a man who had inconvenienced half the neighborhood with his antics. He leaned casually against the door frame, raising one arm above his head to curl his fingers around the top of the trim. The movement pulled the black T-shirt he was wearing tight across his chest, and with his arm this close she could see the tattoos that snaked from his wrist to somewhere beneath his sleeve. It was impossible to tell what they were, but they bled across his skin in a fascinating pattern of blacks and blues and reds.

      “Can I help you, sweetheart?” His voice was deep, honey-over-butter smooth, and arrogant.

      She scowled. Men tended to take that tone with her often. Lightly condescending. Annoyingly flirtatious. No one ever took her seriously. It was the gold shine in her hair. The powder blue of her eyes. The slight scattering of freckles across her nose, just enough to add interest to her features without overwhelming the soft pink of her cheeks. As a child, she had often been told she looked like a doll. People assumed that meant she would be bendable. Movable. An object that they could manipulate to their whims. That assumption was a mistake.

      “You can begin by not calling me ‘sweetheart’. I’m Eloise Mason, your new neighbor. I live right there.” She turned to point to her own house, and he leaned out the door to look, invading her personal space and letting his breath brush her ear as he did so. He was crowding her, but she refused to step back again. She turned to face him with her lips pressed in a discouraging line.

      “All right, well, it’s nice to meet you …”

      She ignored him, speaking over the end of his sentence until he trailed away into silence. “You’ve parked your car on my lawn, played your music far too loudly, and allowed your friends to damage my personal property.”

      Again, she pointed and, again, he leaned around her to look, this time at the sadly broken mess that was her hydrangeas.

      He whistled. “The boys did that?”

      “They did,” she confirmed. “I don’t know exactly what it is that you do for a living Mr. …?”

      “I’m Ethan.”

      “Fine. Ethan. I don’t know what it is that you do, but some of us, that is rather all of us, in this neighborhood have jobs and families and need to be awake at respectable hours, especially during the week. Are you aware it’s a Tuesday night?”

      “I am aware actually. Tell me, are you always going to be this cranky on a Tuesday night?”

      She blinked up at him, mouth opening and closing silently before shutting on a snap. “If you’re always going to be this disruptive.

      He grinned. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’, then. You’re welcome to come over in your PJ’s any time you feel like yelling at me about not parking on your lawn.” She flushed and glanced down at her cotton pajama pants, curling her bare toes into the painted wood of the porch while he continued. “Which is actually my lawn, by the way.”

      “Not that part of it,” she insisted, chin lifting in challenge. “The dividing line between my portion of the yard and yours is quite clear. Please, park your car in the driveway, like the rest of us.”

      “I see,” he murmured, and she didn’t miss the pointed look he aimed at someone standing behind her.

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you, Mrs. Mason. You aren’t being very friendly. In fact, I’d say you’re not doing a very good job at all of welcoming me to the neighborhood.” He leaned down toward her again, voice low and soft as he mocked her.

      She poked him in the chest with her finger, drilling into his sternum firmly until he relented and straightened back to his full overwhelming height.

      “I’m being perfectly friendly, all things considered. And it’s Miss Mason,” she corrected.

      “Oh?” He smiled at her, sudden dimples flashing in his cheeks that made him far more boyish and charming than he had any right to be. The way his eyes traveled from the top of her head and down over her body to her bare feet left little room for his meaning to be misunderstood. “Well, in that case, would you like to⁠—”

      Considering that she was wearing baggy pajamas that hung on her slender frame, her hair was pulled hastily and messily back into a low ponytail, and she had taken her makeup off hours ago, she had the distinct feeling that it was done more as a deliberate insult than an actual expression of interest.

      “No,” she said firmly. “Absolutely not. I don’t make a habit of dating men like you. Please get your car off my lawn and turn your music down.” She turned to go, glaring at the men that shuffled off the porch steps to make room for her to pass. “You owe me a new hydrangea,” she said, pinning the guilty one with a firm look.

      Dylan winked at her as she passed and called out, “Think you can handle living next door to her, Ethan? Not sure the stick could get much farther up her ass.”

      They all laughed again, but she ignored it, determined not to acknowledge them or give them more ammunition to use against her.

      “Hey, sweetheart!”

      Unable to resist, she stopped with one foot on the bottom stair of her own front porch, turning to find him leaning against his railing, lit cigarette in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. “Dating wasn’t exactly what I had in mind!”

      She slammed the door behind her.
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      The sight of her mangled hydrangea the following morning sent Eloise into another rage spiral. It was framed perfectly through her bedroom window, easily visible as soon as she opened her eyes, and it looked even worse in the creeping light of the spreading dawn. Petals and leaves were scattered haphazardly in the street, stems snapped and broken at unnatural angles that made her want to weep in frustration for the senseless loss of it.

      And maybe that man—what had he said his name was? Ethan?—hadn’t personally caused its destruction, but he was behind it nonetheless, with his careless behavior and nonchalantly irresponsible attitude.

      He had probably floated through life on his intimidatingly large presence and his ridiculously good-looking smile. There had probably been no one to tell him no or hold him accountable for his actions, no one to explain to him that he was recklessly endangering the peace and order that other, more sensible individuals, such as herself, had worked so hard to achieve.

      He was infuriating.

      Most of the night had passed with her imagining his too-handsome face with its maddening little smirk and plotting her revenge. She’d never considered herself a vengeful person, but something about Ethan left her angrier than was reasonable. After a restless night led to sleeping through her alarm, she found herself rushing to get out the door on time, bitter about the lack of time for coffee and stewing over the memory of her flowers. 

      She had barely made it to the end of the driveway—wearing a wrinkled skirt and with wisps of hair slipping out of her hastily scooped up ponytail—when she spotted him. The car came to a sudden stop as she pressed down hard enough on the brakes to make her head bob.

      Ethan stood on his porch holding a cup of coffee like he didn’t have a care in the world. He was leaning against the railing, shirtless and wearing black pajama pants that sat low on his hips. His chest was even broader than she remembered and his right arm was covered from wrist to shoulder in the tattoos she had noticed the night before—a multicolored tapestry on a canvas of skin that was golden from the sun.

      Clearly, he needed a stern lecture on the risks of sun exposure and the benefits of sunscreen, but before she could spend too much time dwelling on his chances of lasting UV damage, her attention had already wandered to take in the rest of him. Dark blond hair, rumpled from sleep and the glide of his fingers. The flat plane of his stomach. The lean, corded muscles in his forearms. The knowing tilt of his lips as he looked up and caught her staring.

      Her cheeks heated, and she scowled at him, trying to school her features into an expression of disapproval as she stared him down. He lifted his coffee cup in a mock salute, and she set her teeth as she fought against the urge to respond to his taunt with a very uncharitable hand gesture.

      She pulled out of the driveway without giving him the satisfaction of flipping him off or rolling down her window to complain about how his car was still parked on her grass. He was horrid and she hated him. She ran the interaction over and over in mind as she drove, trying to figure out where, exactly, he’d gotten the upper hand and how she could have prevented it.

      By the time she arrived at work—hastily parking her car in the lot beside Sun Valley Financial’s five story building with its glittering glass front—she was almost late. Late. A state of being which would have surprised anyone who’d known her since she’d first toddled out of the playpen and into her daycare classroom. Everyone knew Eloise was always punctual. 

      Fortunately, the rest of the employees were already inside the building and there were only a few raised eyebrows from passersby on the sidewalk as she tried to jog across the parking lot and up the front walkway in heels.

      She had nearly been late—for the first time ever—and it was all his fault.

      There was a low, surprised whistle as Eloise pushed open the sparkling glass front door and dashed into the lobby. It was mostly empty, nothing here at this time of morning but a polished gray floor, some decorative plants, and the day’s stragglers. She was intensely grateful that this building only housed the offices for the behind-the-scenes paper pushers, and she wasn’t dashing into a functioning bank branch and past a crowd of customers as witnesses.

      “No offense, Eloise, but you look like shit.”

      Eloise huffed and rolled her eyes as she turned toward the sound and spotted her three best friends standing in a small group beside the elevator. They were obviously waiting for her and she felt another burst of annoyance at Ethan for disrupting her predictable morning routine. She hadn’t even had her coffee yet, something she already knew she was going to feel as the day wore on.

      “Thanks, Chloe.”

      “Anytime.” Chloe shot her an unrepentant smile and a wink. Artfully tousled brown curls fell halfway down the back of her dark blue suit and her makeup was habitually flawless. Simple gold jewelry glinted at her ears and throat, the metallic sheen a well-chosen complement to the outfit and her skin tone.

      Normally, Eloise wouldn’t have given Chloe’s attire a second glance but this morning, wearing wrinkled clothes and nothing on her own face but a few swipes of mascara and some lip gloss, she felt unkempt and out of sorts in comparison. It added another layer of irritation to her already sour mood. There was always a light feeling of competition between them all, but Eloise occasionally felt like it was less friendly with Chloe than the others. There was never anything specific she could put her finger on, just a tug deep in her gut.

      Beside them, Kim shrugged. “Chloe’s right. Your freckles are showing and I’ve never seen you with a hair out of place before. It’s like you’re … almost human.” She reached up to tug on a piece of hair that had escaped Eloise’s ponytail and laughed when Eloise gently slapped her hand away.

      Kim was a petite redhead with an elegant pixie cut and a sweet smile. She was more timid than the rest of them, and shorter at barely five feet in her heels, but even she occasionally joined in on the group’s good-natured teasing, especially when Eloise was the target. Eloise had never seen her without her signature red lips and a cardigan and often wondered if she might not have been happier as an elementary school teacher than working in finance.

      “Stop that.” Eloise tucked her hair back into its elastic band and smoothed out the wrinkles in her clothes as well as she was able.

      “No, no, they have a point,” Sarah said with a grin, holding up a steaming cup of coffee and waving it under Eloise’s nose. Her smile was bright, and her eyes were full of faintly amused mischief. She had a chin length bob of straight black hair and wore four-inch heels the same bright white as her breezy silk blouse. None of the rest of them ever looked quite as much the part of a professional businesswoman as Sarah. She effortlessly was what Chloe tried so hard to be. Pretty, polished, and faintly predatory. “What happened to you?”

      Eloise grabbed the coffee gratefully and took a quick sip, ignoring the burn on her tongue. No cream and very little sugar—Sarah always remembered how she liked it.

      “Thank you, you’re a goddess among women,” she said gratefully, taking another sip. “And my new neighbor is what happened to me. Parking his car on my lawn, revving up his motorcycle and letting his buddies do the same. They destroyed my hydrangea! And then he had the nerve to hit on me.”

      Sarah laughed as they all turned toward the elevator. “Hasn’t he only been there for one day?”

      “Yes! Can you imagine how much worse it’s going to get?”

      The elevator dinged as the door opened, and they stepped inside. Luckily, it was late enough in the morning to be empty except for the four of them. They were all headed to different floors, all worked for different departments, but finance was still a boys’ club and hanging on to the other women that worked there had been the only thing keeping most of them sane. 

      Eloise had been the last to join the group but they’d rallied around her on her first lunch break and swept her away to a café down the street. She’d been fresh out of college and new in town, prepared to be lonely because she’d never been comfortable making new friends. Sarah had taken one look at her and decided she was going to be one of them after that, whether she wanted to be or not.

      She was Eloise’s best friend, though Sarah managed to balance Eloise and Chloe on a fine line, her attention and status as her closest confidant switching between them. Perhaps suddenly having to share was what had made Chloe’s attitude a little more sour.

      “So, everyone’s all set for a productive day except me?”

      Sarah smiled, teeth a bit too prominent for it to be genuine. “Just another day working for the asshole who stole my promotion. Everyone knows he’s useless and has the moral backbone of a limp noodle, but, hey, let’s give the job to him because he’s got a dick.”

      The rest of them all nodded sympathetically. Sarah had been furious for more than six months about that promotion, but it was hard to blame her. She’d worked here longer than any of them and had easily made her mark in the accounting department but then she’d stalled out at the next step, none of the higher up executives willing to promote a woman into a position that held any kind of real authority.

      “And not just any asshole,” Chloe added with a delicate shudder. “Dwayne.”

      “Fetch me my coffee, Ms. DeWitt,” Sarah mocked, her voice dropping several octaves as she pretended to scratch a nonexistent beard.

      “Lookin’ mighty fine in those pants today, Ms. Torres.” Chloe joined in with an even more on point imitation, mimicking his exaggerated southern drawl and pretending to scratch at her belly.

      Kim cleared her throat, took a second to gather her courage, and then pretended to scowl down her nose. “Ms. Sloane, I need you to fetch me those papers, even though you don’t work for me or even on the same floor as my office.”

      Eloise was laughing so hard she was nearly in tears, the problems of the night before practically forgotten. “Ms. Mason, I realize I have never worked in the same department as you and have no training in your area of expertise but, if you will only stand here and let me look at your chest for the next half hour, I think I can explain the best way for you to do your job.”

      “Let’s all just run away.” Kim wrapped her arm around Sarah’s waist to give her a quick hug. “To hell with him.”

      “We could live on the beach somewhere tropical,” Chloe agreed. “If we had the money for it.”

      Eloise snorted. “Where are we going to get that kind of money? Tropical islands are notoriously pricey.”

      “Take it from here,” Sarah said with a grin. “Six months of skimming off the top would let you live on an island for the rest of your life. A year would let you buy an island and never have to worry about anything again.”

      The elevator slowed to a stop on Eloise’s floor and she stepped out, shaking her head at all of them. “You all have fun with that, and don’t forget to put me on the visitor’s list so I can come see you in prison.”

      Sarah smiled and waved when the door closed and Eloise made her way quickly and quietly to her desk, sipping coffee as she went. Every head turned as she passed, taking the opportunity to look at her figure while they thought she wouldn’t notice. It happened every day and, like always, she ignored them.

      She settled in , meticulously straightening the supplies and tidying the little box that held her incoming paperwork before she sat down to go over her daily tasks. Investment banking hadn’t been her first choice of career, but it paid well and her parents approved so she’d done her best to make it tolerable.

      She felt guilty for not being as passionate as Sarah—she knew what her parents expected of her and she did try her best despite knowing her heart wasn’t in it—but even if she had been, she knew it would likely end with the same result. Without some sort of miraculous intervention, she’d find her own career stalling as well. It was not a comforting thought with her mother breathing down her neck about the speed of her advancements.

      Eloise had never been much of a rebel but the frustration of working in a system that was never going to let them succeed was getting harder for all of them to ignore. As a matter of fact, if it wasn’t for her determination to stay on the right side of the law—which she suspected at this point was at least partly motivated by a fear of spending several unpleasant years in an orange prison jumpsuit—she might have given in to the wild urge to try and convince Sarah and the others to take that island money and run. She could open a restaurant on a tropical island, couldn’t she? If she pretended not to get phone service that far out at sea, she wouldn’t even have to answer to her mother about it.

      Of course, her friends would all think she was a bit unbalanced if she said that out loud and she supposed she might be. She’d never actually want to leave her quiet house and her neat office and her steady routine. Thoughts of abandoning it all jumped into her mind sometimes, but they were easily put back into place by clear, logical thinking.

      She finished the last of her coffee, tossed the empty cup in the bin beside her desk, and started responding to her emails.
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        * * *

      

      She was too tired to care about the car or the hydrangea by the time she made it home. The other neighbors shot her sympathetic looks as she drove by, especially the ones who lived directly across the street from her and had to look at the mess. Jackson and David were a lovely couple, and she was sure they didn’t appreciate the sight that now faced them when they walked out of their own front door. She waved as she stepped out of the car, and they waved back, but they were watching the house next door skeptically and she wondered what her new neighbor had been up to while she was at work.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t take her long to find out.

      “Welcome home, sweetheart,” he called, and she took a deep breath to brace herself against a surge of fresh anger.

      She shoved it down, unwilling to put on another show for the neighbors, and bit back a sigh as she turned to face him. He was back on the porch, leaning against the railing and smiling at her, dimples showing full force. At least this time he was wearing a shirt.

      This one, too, was black—she wondered irritably if he owned other colors—and it was stretched tight across his chest. She looked him over, gaze following the path of his tattoos from his wrist to where they disappeared beneath his sleeve. She knew how far up they went now, how they played vibrantly over his muscles.

      It was a pity he was so arrogant and rude and so … not her type. Not her type at all, despite the objectively attractive nature of his form. She ignored the low swooping pull her observations caused in her belly and frowned across the yard at him. 

      “My name is Eloise,” she called back, curt voice just loud enough to be heard across the yard.

      He bounded down the porch stairs, legs long and impossibly thick in black pants and heavy black boots and came to a stop just in front of her, blocking her from her own porch unless she wanted to step off the driveway and onto her grass. He smiled, revealing a flash of white teeth behind the quirk of his lips and in the brighter light of day she could tell his eyes were blue. Not the soft powder of her own, but dark and sapphire deep.

      “Eloise.” He repeated her name back to her, giving it a seductive drawl she’d never heard before. “That’s a nice name.”

      “I’m sure my grandmother would agree since she had it first.”

      “A family name.” He glanced over her skirt and the ponytail she’d tried to fix in the bathroom at work. She had been only partially successful and she curled her fingers into fists to keep from trying to smooth it down as he evaluated her. “It suits you.” 

      “Thanks, I guess.” She edged toward the front door, trying to put some space between them. It wasn’t a subject she was comfortable discussing.

      She’d never really known that particular grandmother or any of the rest of her grandparents. Her parents hadn’t been the sentimental types that made a lot of room for time with her extended family and her grandparents weren’t any better. They’d dropped a present in the mail for Christmas and her birthday if they happened to remember, but that was the extent of their involvement. The name had been given more out of tradition and obligation than genuine connection.

      “Listen, I’m sorry for the whole flower … bush … thing.” He ran a hand over his hair, the nervous gesture drawing her attention back to the patterns inked into his skin, following them from wrist to the line of his T-shirt across his bicep. The colors were now close enough to form shapes- snakes, spiders, and skulls danced eerily up his arm, a silent testament to a life she understood nothing of.

      She sniffed and tightened her mouth into a firmer line. Let him do his best to intimidate others with those displays. She wasn’t the kind to back down from a confrontation when it was well deserved, no matter who the recipient of her ire was.

      “I loved that hydrangea.” She tore her gaze away from his skin to look back up at his face. If her mother had taught her anything useful while she was growing up, it was the power of a pointed statement followed by expectant silence.

      “It was an accident.”  He tapped his fingers against his thigh and there, too, she found suggestions of violence, as a ring of silver crafted in the shape of a human skull glinted in the sunlight.

      “Does that change the outcome?” she asked. Then, said even more pointedly, “Your car is still parked on my lawn.”

      He rolled his eyes and broke into a light jog to get ahead of her again when she stepped around him. “Come on, sweetheart, work with me. I don’t need my neighbors hating me already and calling the cops every time I have friends over and, no offense, but you seem like the type.”

      “I’ll ‘work with you’ when your car isn’t still parked where it shouldn’t be.”

      He huffed, cheeks puffing out with the air that escaped from between barely parted lips. “Listen, I’m trying to be nice here, but you don’t want to get into this type of pissing contest with me.”

      She froze, body rigid as the implications of his words hung between them. The air nearly crackled with tension when she turned slowly to face him. “I’m sorry?” Her tone was glacial and she was not sorry.

      “I’m a pretty laid-back guy but⁠—”

      “But?” She took a few steps forward, her heels making her eyes just level with his chin when she drew herself up to her full height. Even in her tallest shoes, she had to tip her head back to meet his gaze, but she didn’t look away.

      “Some of my friends aren’t as friendly as I am.”

      “Are you threatening me?” She took a deep breath, puffing up and crowding into his space as he had crowded hers the night before.

      He looked down at her, lips twitching as he tried to hold back a smile. “I wouldn’t dream of threatening you, sweetheart. I just didn’t want to see you tangle with someone more stubborn than you are. You might get hurt.”

      “There is no one more stubborn than me and if you’re talking about those buddies of yours from last night, I handled them once and I’ll handle them again if you don’t stay off my lawn and keep the noise to a reasonable level. Now, stop calling me sweetheart.”

      She stepped around him again, intent on dismissing him from her mind as well as she was able as soon as she made it inside. The sound of his laughter followed her and she had nearly made it to the front door when he was able to breathe well enough to answer her.

      “What about ‘darling’?”

      She slammed the door again, but she could still hear him laughing from the other side.
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      The flat, empty sound of a car engine not starting was not the way Eloise wanted to start her morning. She sat in the driver’s seat and glared across the front lawns at Ethan’s empty front porch. Her car issues weren’t his fault, but surely she would have been less stressed by the problem if she hadn’t nearly been late once already this week because of him.

       She tried the key again, wincing at the grinding sound that accompanied her fruitless attempt. “Damn it!” Her voice echoed in the small space as she hit the steering wheel hard enough to make her palm ache.

      There was no way around it. She was going to have to call an Uber and wait for someone to show up. She was definitely going to be late this time. Her whole lunch break would likely be wasted trying to set up an appointment with a mechanic so they could tell her what the hell the problem was with her car. Then she’d have to take another Uber home or ask one of her friends to drop her off. 

      Damn it.

      She dropped her head to the steering wheel—deciding to take a moment to curse the internal workings of every combustion engine ever made by man since she was going to be late anyway—and jumped at a soft knock on her window.

      “Need a hand?”

      Ethan.

      Of course, it was Ethan. It couldn’t have been one of her other neighbors. Of course not. It would have been too easy if it had been any of the ones that were nicer and less obnoxious. They were definitely less attractive—even the most stubborn part of her mind couldn’t deny the low swoop and flutter of her stomach when she’d realized he was standing just outside the car—but that was another point against him. She didn’t have time to waste on fluttering stomachs and clenching thighs.

      Not that her thighs were clenching, of course.

      She made a conscious effort to relax her legs as he bent down to peer at her through the passenger side window, waiting patiently for her to answer his very simple question. She sighed, embarrassed and frustrated and slightly aroused despite her best efforts to pretend otherwise.

      His hair was tousled from sleep and the shirt he was wearing did not do enough to hide the muscles of his arms from her gaze. She was nearly certain she could feel the heat of his body through the window, but surely that was her imagination. Maybe it was just the blood rushing to the surface of her skin in a horrible flush she hoped he couldn’t see in the dim interior of her car.

      “Do you know how to fix it?” She had to raise her voice so he could hear her through the glass, but she wasn’t going to roll down the window and encourage him unless he actually knew what he was doing.

      “Maybe,” he said, tapping a finger where his hand rested on the car door. “Won’t know till I get inside to take a look at the engine. I can’t see what the problem is from out here.”

      “Right.” She huffed, eyes wandering over the car’s interior as she muttered to herself. “I just need to open the front part of the car. How hard can that be?”

      “Can you pop the hood for me? Do you know how to do that, sweetheart?”

      Her face was painfully hot as she shook her head. It was miserable having to admit that she had no clue what she was doing. If it was more complicated than putting gas in the damn thing she was useless, and somehow this, too, felt like his fault. Maybe he wasn’t directly responsible, but he didn’t have to stand there all smug and knowing while he witnessed her shame.

      “That’s fine.” He walked around the front of the car and gently opened her door. “Let’s just get you out of there and I’ll find the lever for it.”

      “Fine.” She swung her legs out—glaring as she had to stand up far too close to him—and crossed her arms over her chest as he pulled the small lever inside that released the hood of the car with a small pop.

      He came up with a small case in his hand from under her seat. An emergency kit, she remembered. She’d stuffed under the seat when she bought the car and then promptly forgotten about it. It had a few small tools—the essentials according to the box—and she congratulated herself for her excellent foresight in purchasing it.

      He ignored her petulance as he wandered back around the front and opened the car up to stare intently at the engine. “Let’s see what we have here,” he muttered.

      It was tempting to wander closer and try to see what he was touching under there, but it would mean voluntarily putting herself closer to him and taking a risk of getting engine grease on her delicate pink blouse. She stayed where she was but stretched uselessly up on tiptoe to try and get a closer look before settling back down to wait and tap her foot impatiently.

      “Well?”

      “It’s a car.”

      If he’d told her he could hear the noise her teeth made as she ground them together, she would have believed him. “I know it’s a car. What’s wrong with it?”

      “Don’t know yet.” He leaned around the hood and smiled, easy and relaxed as a Sunday morning. There was a smear of grease on the bridge of his nose but it didn’t make him any less charming … or any less infuriating. “It takes a minute.”

      She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands and returned his smile. Her mouth was tight and stiff enough that he clearly didn’t believe it was genuine and he laughed before ducking back out of sight. He might be fixing her car, but he was also clearly enjoying her helpless dependence on him.

      Bastard.

      “Get in and try to start it up now,” he instructed.

      She sighed again—surely no one in history had sighed as much in a single week as she had since she’d met Ethan—and sat back down in the driver’s seat. The car sputtered once and then the engine turned over with a nice, steady purr. “Huh,” she mused. “What did you do?”

      “Do you really want me to explain it to you?”

      “I … actually do not,” she admitted. “Cars aren’t exactly my area of interest. Should I take it to a mechanic for a more permanent fix?”

      “Shouldn’t need to.” He wiped his hands carelessly on the black pants he wore as he stepped around the car to look down at her and hold out the emergency tool kit for her to take and stuff back under the seat. “Just a minor thing that had wiggled loose and it’s tightened up now.”

      She didn’t like the disadvantage of being so much below him and he took a step back to make room for her as she stood up again. “Well, you saved me an expensive commute and a trip to the mechanic. What do I owe you for your help?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? I would have
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