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            Chapter One

         
         
            Eight Years Earlier

         

         Boys smelled like goat cheese.

         
         Thus, fourteen-year-old Eve Keller had put them into one category: NOPE.

         
         No, thanks. They were all the same. Not for her.
         

         
         That opinion changed on a brisk autumn day in late November.

         
         Eve held the snack-size bag of Fritos between her teeth. She needed her hands free to unload her school iPad and science notes,
            but before she managed to unzip her backpack, the two guys throwing a baseball in her friend Skylar’s backyard caught her
            eye. One of them she recognized. One of them she didn’t. In their smallish Rhode Island town of Cumberland, coming across
            an unfamiliar face wasn’t typical.
         

         
         If she’d seen this newcomer before, she would have remembered.

         
         He had a different way of standing. Braced for a blow. Chin up, hands half curled at his sides. Eyes narrowed as if suspicious
            of his surroundings, his demeanor very still and observant, while conversely, his black hair moved every which way with the
            wind. Something else that marked him as an outsider? He wore a jacket, instead of a hoodie, as was the custom with the local
            boys, even when temperatures dipped to the twenties.
         

         
         As if sensing her curious gaze, the young man’s head turned and caught her staring from the kitchen window. Apart from a slight widening of his eyes—what color were they?—his expression didn’t change. But those hands completed their curl at his sides.
         

         
         Quickly, Eve looked away, surprised to feel goose bumps lifting on her arms inside her sweater sleeves, no idea she’d spend
            the next eight years holding back four words from being said aloud. Four words that would keep her awake at night, choking
            her at times.
         

         
         I saw him first.

         
         “Who is that?” Eve asked her best friend, Skylar, who was the only freshman at Cumberland High with an At-a-Glance business
            planner—and she had her nose buried in it now.
         

         
         “Who is who?” Skylar asked, distracted by her color-coded to-do list.

         
         “That big dude with your brother.”

         
         Skylar’s brunette head popped up. “Huh?” She turned in her chair to follow Eve’s line of sight out the window. “I have no
            idea. Wait. Why is he kind of hot?”
         

         
         Eve snorted and sat, ripping open her chip bag. “The hot ones are always the biggest assholes.”

         
         The other girl snorted too. “If he’s hanging out with my stepbrother, that definitely tracks.”

         
         Eve woke up the home screen of her iPad. 

         
         “Maybe he’s on Elton’s travel team,” she murmured, once more glancing out the window.

         
         “Uh, yeah. No. Look at his form. Is this, like, the first time he’s ever thrown a baseball?”

         
         “Maybe he’s a cousin on your stepdad’s side,” Eve suggested, refusing to be caught staring again. Although keeping her attention glued to her iPad screen was annoyingly difficult. “Imagine you just called your new cousin hot.” 

         
         “Stop.”

         
         “Stop being a pervert.”

         
         They ducked their heads to muffle the sound of their laughter, though Eve put an end to her mirth a lot sooner than Skylar,
            not wanting to make it weird. Or make it seem like she was too invested. Their friendship was still new, right? Skylar might
            welcome Eve at her kitchen table to do homework today, but girls their age were fickle. They switched up friend groups as
            often as they changed their nail polish color. Skylar was already getting teased for hanging out with Eve and it was only
            a matter of time before that got old.
         

         
         Ignoring the dread that sank low in her stomach, Eve fished out another Frito curl and popped the chip into her mouth. “What
            do you think is going to be on the quiz tomo—”
         

         
         “Oh my god, they’re coming in here.”

         
         “What? Oh.” Eve clapped her hands together to get rid of the Frito salt, then ran what she hoped were five nonchalant fingers
            through her chin-length blond hair, surprised to find her pulse being weird. “Whatever.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Skylar breathed, her casual shrug looking more like a flinch. “Whatever.”

         
         Both girls kept their heads down when the two boys came in through the back door into the kitchen, though Eve would admit
            to sliding a quick sideways glance at the new guy’s footwear. Lace-up boots, not sneakers. Definitely not from here.
         

         
         Elton greeted Skylar the same way he had since their parents got married two years earlier. “Oh god, you’re still here?”
         

         
         Skylar’s middle finger was already up. “Die, Elton.”

         
         He stomped into the kitchen and yanked open the first cabinet. “Did you eat all the good snacks?” Foil packaging rustled. “What the hell. All that’s left is your mom’s health food shit.” 

         
         “You’re not looking hard enough.” Skylar spoke to her stepbrother like she was communicating with a toddler. “Move the granola
            bars to one side. See beyond the front row, genius.” His cry of good fortune had Skylar sending Eve a smirk. “Pathetic.”
         

         
         Eve rolled her lips inward to stifle a laugh. It would probably sound too breathless if she let it out, because her entire
            right side was on fire under the new boy’s scrutiny. He stood without moving at the entrance to the kitchen, hands in the
            pockets of his worn jeans, eyes quietly amused. Until they rested on Eve and that sparkle turned . . . serious?
         

         
         “This is Madden,” Elton said around a mouthful of whatever he’d taken from the snack cabinet. “Ms. Donahue next door? That’s
            his aunt. He’s visiting.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Skylar’s face was the color of pizza sauce as she fidgeted to face the tall, silent new guy. “Are you here early for
            Thanksgiving break, or something?”
         

         
         Madden cleared his throat. “We don’t celebrate Thanksgiving in Ireland.”

         
         Eve’s fingertips started to tingle. It wasn’t just that he had an accent. A gorgeous one with inflections in unexpected places and lilts in others. No, it was deep. Deep as
            the black sky she stared into at night, focusing on the vast, bottomless well of ink until the stars disappeared in her periphery.
            There was some hesitance in his tone, as well, that she understood. Most of Elton’s friends would already be digging in the
            refrigerator, entitled to whatever they got their hands on, but this guy would barely enter the kitchen.
         

         
         Please don’t be an asshole, Eve found herself wishing.
         

         
         A ridiculous wish that wouldn’t come true. And who cared, anyway?

         
         She refocused on her work.

         
         “Are you going to tell me their names, or should I guess?” Madden asked, with the barest touch of humor.

         
         He’s still looking at me.

         
         Eve could feel it. And a quick peek confirmed she was right.

         
         Maybe . . .

         
         Maybe Elton had already told him about her father.

         
         That would explain why he continued to stare at Eve.

         
         “Fine.” Elton sighed. “This clown is my stepsister, Skylar. She’s a decent pitcher or I would have thrown her annoying ass
            out by now.”
         

         
         “Decent?” sputtered Skylar. “I could strike you out in my sleep—”

         
         “And that’s her friend Eve,” Elton said loudly, throwing an empty Fritos bag at Skylar.

         
         Eve gave a tight smile without looking up from her work.

         
         “Hi, Skylar.” Then, in a rumble, he added, “Hello, Eve.”

         
         A ripple moved upward from Eve’s toes, culminating in a feathery sensation in her belly. Suddenly, she needed to get out of there. She’d learned very early not to expect too much good from people, but if this guy was giving her extra attention
            for the reason she suspected, she didn’t want it. So ridiculous to be disappointed in someone with whom she could barely make
            eye contact, right?
         

         
         Right.

         
         Eve started to gather her things. “Oh, um. I just remembered . . .” Might as well beat him to the punch. “My dad needs me
            to line up the music for tonight.”
         

         
         Skylar nodded, her expression giving nothing away. “Okay.”

         
         “Eve’s dad owns Cat Fight. That strip club just off Pendleton Street at the edge of town,” Elton said absently, his head buried in the fridge, rooting around for a soda. “She very rudely refuses to sneak me in.” 

         
         “Elton . . .” Skylar sighed, witheringly. “Can you not?”

         
         “Can I not, what? I’m sixteen. Her dad owns a place where women get naked. I’m not supposed to think about it twenty-four
            hours a day?” He took a swig of his all-natural soda and winced, looking at the label. “Back me up on this, Madden.”
         

         
         Eve tucked her hair behind one ear and continued to gather up her things. “Go ahead,” she murmured. “Ask me if I’m going to
            work the pole one day. I’m sure you’re dying to know.” The ensuing silence caused her to add, “Everyone asks. It’s fine, really.”
         

         
         Liar. It wasn’t fine. It’s why she dreaded going to school every morning.

         
         Madden’s brow knit together, but he said nothing.

         
         Blue.

         
         His eyes were a deep, sapphire blue.

         
         “Eve?” Elton steepled his fingers in prayer. “I’m also willing to do part-time work, if your dad needs a busboy.”

         
         “He doesn’t,” she breezed.

         
         “Boobs.”

         
         Skylar threw a stylus at her stepbrother’s head, hitting her target. “Dude. Shut up.” She pushed back her chair. Then to Eve, “I’ll walk you to the end of the driveway.”
         

         
         “You really don’t have to.”

         
         Her friend was already moving in her purposeful bounce toward the archway that separated the kitchen from the front of the
            house. “Nice to meet you, Madden,” Skylar said. “Don’t let him and his douchey friends rub off on you.”
         

         
         Instead of responding to Skylar, Madden looked Eve in the eye as she passed. “I won’t.”

         
         The weirdest thing happened. Eve believed him.

         
         Walking by Madden on her way out was like journeying past an open doorway that led to a babbling brook and fallen, moss-covered
            logs. A nighttime sky overhead. The chirping of crickets. Peace and mystery embodied in a human being. Eve couldn’t tell if
            her steps slowed as she brushed by his sturdy frame or if she imagined time turning lethargic, her skin growing hot and feverish
            when those blue eyes studied her. Studied her throat and cheeks and the fist around her backpack strap.
         

         
         A moment later, when Eve emerged from the house in front of Skylar, she had to stop herself from gasping for air out loud.

         
         “Holy shit. Holy shit,” said Skylar, speed walking up beside her. “I can’t believe there is a fine-ass Irish guy in my house. What planet is this? Did I act okay? Did I say anything dumb?” She fanned herself furiously, even though
            the outside temperature was in the forties. “Do you think he would go for me, even though I’m a freshman?”
         

         
         I saw him first.

         
         I saw him first.

         
         Those four selfish words clogged Eve’s windpipe momentarily, memories of Madden’s blue eyes and safe, babbling brook presence
            distracting her from more important thoughts. Such as, Skylar was her only friend. A true friend. The only person who’d ever stood up for her at school against the boys who hounded her constantly about the club,
            asking uncomfortable questions that made Elton’s jokes sound like a lullaby. If Skylar had a crush on the new guy, she wouldn’t
            get in the way of that.
         

         
         Anyway, he’d probably be gone in a week.

         
         Their friendship, she really, really hoped, would last a lot longer than that.

         
         “Um, yeah,” Eve forced out, feeling winded. “Who wouldn’t go for you?”

         
         “Really?” Skylar looked back at the house. “I can’t go back in there. Wait. Yes, I can. What should I say? Maybe I should
            just practice pitching. That’ll impress him.”
         

         
         Eve smiled with as much warmth as she could muster. “Show him your breaking ball, babe. He’ll be putty in your hand.”

         
         Put him out of your head.

         
         He’ll be gone soon enough.

         
         But time was determined to prove her wrong.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Present Day

         

         As long as she lived, Eve would never judge a mother. Not ever again.

         
         Raising kids was a physical and mental assault. A war waged in the trenches, but instead of grenades, the weapons were half-drunk
            cups of apple juice and unflushed toilets. Being cute didn’t excuse the noise they emitted, either. The screeches that erupted
            mere moments after peace had been achieved. The Encanto soundtrack slapped, but it didn’t slap this much. She wanted to slap herself at this point to make sure she could still feel
            something. And she’d only been parenting for three weeks. Three.

         
         By the time she hit six weeks of this warfare, she’d look exactly like the Barbie she stepped over now on the way to the bedroom
            shared by Lark and Landon.
         

         
         Fried, wearing a shirt as pants, staring into the void.

         
         Yet somehow, she could still love her niece and nephew with her entire being, despite them trying to land her in an early
            grave. Exactly why Eve hadn’t even hesitated when Ruth, her sister, had come to Eve and asked her to take temporary legal
            custody of the children while she put herself through rehab, plus a comprehensive recovery program. Her friends had organized
            an intervention and pooled resources to send Ruth where she needed to go.
         

         
         I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. Or if I’ll even succeed.

         
         I’ve tried before and failed. I could very well fail again.

         
         Please be sure you want the kids, because they could be with you for a long time.

         
         Another one of those demonic screeches rent the air.

         
         “No,” Eve said in a strangled whisper, stepping over the threshold into what used to be her yoga space that doubled as an
            office. “No more screaming.”
         

         
         “He keeps pretending to bite me,” Lark exclaimed, pointing at her twin brother.

         
         Landon folded his hands together in his lap and giggled.

         
         “Okay, but what that scream communicates to me is that he has not only bitten you, but completely severed a limb from your
            body.” Holding on to her patient, even tone, Eve continued. “Before you scream, please ask yourself, is it worth it? You know?
            Do I need to pierce the sound barrier over fake biting?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Lark responded with a solemn nod.

         
         That’s the other tragic thing about kids. They didn’t pick up on sarcasm.

         
         What a waste.

         
         “You guys promised me you would start getting ready for school.” Eve cataloged the room through a twitching eye. “But it looks
            like you’ve just been breaking crayons. How did we get here?”
         

         
         “Landon wants to wear a chef’s hat to school.”

         
         “Can I?”

         
         “Yes. As long as it isn’t the only thing you wear. I don’t see why not.”
         

         
         “He wears it all the time,” Lark said, throwing up her hands.

         
         Landon chomped on some air. “So?”

         
         Lark screeched.

         
         “Ah!” Eve wagged a finger at her, like an old schoolmarm instead of a twenty-two-year-old woman who owned a burlesque club. “Not warranted, that screech. Not even a little.” 

         
         “If he wears his chef’s hat, I’m wearing lipstick.”

         
         “Fine. Let’s go. Clothes on. Breakfast is almost—” Ah shit. Eve backed into the hallway, sniffing the air, already knowing
            the scent of charred sourdough was going to greet her. And it did. “Breakfast is definitely burned. I’m going to put down
            two more pieces of toast. You two better be dressed by the time they pop up. Go.”
         

         
         Okay, fine, they were cute when doing what they’re told. Lark turned and opened one of her designated drawers, which was built
            into the bottom of the IKEA bunk bed Eve had put together over the weekend. Landon snagged yesterday’s jeans off the floor,
            even though Eve specifically remembered him sitting in a puddle of syrup in them. Know what? She’d just pretend she didn’t
            see that.
         

         
         The smoke alarm went off.

         
         “Cool. Our neighbors are going to love this,” Eve called over her shoulder, jogging into the kitchen to find one of her old
            copies of Entrepreneur magazine, left over from a time when she could afford the subscription. She stood on one of the dining room chairs and fanned
            the smoke detector with one hand, whipping her phone out of her back pocket with the other to determine the time. They were
            running late. Of course they were.
         

         
         “Please stop beeping,” Eve muttered, fanning harder. “There’s already more than enough screeching in this apartment.”

         
         And now her neighbor was banging on the wall.

         
         That was new.

         
         Eve’s vocal cords must have gotten to him.

         
         “Who’s knocking?” shouted Landon over the noise, streaking past Eve in jeans and a chef’s hat, skidding to a halt in front of the door. 

         
         “No one. It’s just our neighbor . . . saying hello. Hi, Mrs. Rudolph!”

         
         Landon wasn’t listening. While Eve continued to fan the bleating device furiously, Landon unlocked the door and yanked it
            open.
         

         
         Madden Donahue stared back at Eve from the hallway.

         
         She dropped the magazine, her knees dipping out of pure shock to find Madden filling up her doorway with his serious eyes
            and wide shoulders, the impact of both upsetting her balance. Oh man, he looked pensive and restless, distracting her further.
         

         
         Story of my life.

         
         Since the afternoon they’d met during her freshman year of high school, Madden Donahue had taken up rambling acres of space
            in Eve’s mind. She’d seen him first and she’d simply . . . never stopped seeing him. Not even in her dreams. Rules didn’t
            apply there. In her dreams, she didn’t have to avoid Madden out of loyalty to her best friend, Skylar, who’d always carried
            a torch for Madden. Didn’t have to make vague excuses or run for cover, the way she’d been doing since Madden had started
            showing romantic interest in Eve, the year she turned eighteen.
         

         
         In dreams, she didn’t have to think about the difference in their social status.

         
         She could let her wealth of feelings for Madden overflow.

         
         Perhaps those feelings had piled up enough to upset her balance, because her chair wobbled and she began to topple. It was
            suddenly happening, and she really didn’t have time for a broken leg. Please, no. Not when her sister had just left town with no timeline to return, leaving Eve with her two children and her burlesque club sinking further and further into debt. 

         
         Please, not one more thing—

         
         Madden caught Eve’s waist between two strong hands, steadying her.

         
         “Easy, love.” Even with Eve standing on a chair, at six foot three, Madden barely had to lift his chin to make eye contact
            with her. “Don’t scare me like that.”
         

         
         Eve had two reactions to Madden’s touch. His sudden presence.

         
         There was Fantasy Eve who allowed herself to continue toppling straight into his baseball-catcher arms and be spun around
            the kitchen while she laughed, youthful and carefree. Once their amusement cooled, she would perch her inner thighs on his
            hips and work herself close enough to make him groan, before thanking him for being her hero.
         

         
         Asking him coyly what she could do to repay him.

         
         Reality Eve ignored the tingles shooting upward from Madden’s palms and fingertips to her nipples. She ignored the surging
            pound in her chest. The sexual awareness. The pure rush of pleasure over simply seeing him. Being graced with a reminder that
            Madden Donahue existed in this world.
         

         
         All she could do was bite her lip and avoid eye contact while he lifted her down off the chair, reached up, and pressed a
            button to make the smoke detector quit its blaring. With the situation under control, Madden stared down at the two children
            craning their necks to look up at him, giving them a curt nod, as if they were tiny little adults.
         

         
         “You’re the man who had a fight with Eve,” accused Landon, adjusting his chef’s hat. “Huh?”

         
         Yes. Yes, he was.

         
         Two weeks prior, Eve had taken the stage at the Gilded Garden for the very first time. A last resort. Maybe if she performed and fulfilled the prophecy of everyone she’d grown up with, she’d get enough locals talking to spur some business. Alas, she never removed so much as a silk glove, because Madden had stormed the stage and carried her off over his big, baseball catcher shoulder. While they argued backstage over her choice to become the night’s entertainment, he’d discovered the five-year-old twins passing the time with coloring books in her office. The cat was out of the bag. Eve was raising her sister’s kids for the foreseeable. 

         
         However, Madden’s stoic expression didn’t budge at the question. “You must be thinking of somebody else. I’d never fight with
            our Eve.”
         

         
         “Yup, it was you,” Lark confirmed.

         
         “You have to get out of bed a lot earlier in the morning to gaslight these kids,” Eve said, attempting a smirk, despite her
            racing heart.
         

         
         “I get to wear lipstick to school today,” Lark added.

         
         Madden’s eyebrows went up. “Well now. What color?”

         
         “Pink!”

         
         “And here I thought you’d say blue.”

         
         Lark trapped a giggle behind her hand.

         
         “Kids, um . . .” Realizing she was still wearing her dove gray silk, lace-edged shorts, and a matching tank top she’d worn
            to bed, Eve crossed her arms over her breasts. “Go finish getting dressed, please. Don’t forget socks and shoes.”
         

         
         “Don’t forget the toast!” Landon shouted, running full speed to the bedroom, his sister hot on his heels. “And don’t burn
            it again!”
         

         
         Eve took a comically deep breath, attempting to distract herself from Madden’s presence. An impossible feat—and she knew that by now, didn’t she? If he was in the room, he absorbed 100 percent of her focus. Just sucked all of it in like a big, muscular Irish sponge. “Let’s not talk about the fight.” 

         
         “I specifically came here to talk about it,” he countered, no hesitation. “Or what caused it, anyway.”

         
         Eve squinted an eye. “I’d rather not.”

         
         “I’ll make the toast.” He glanced sideways toward the door, a muscle flickering in his jaw. “Would you mind putting on a sweater
            or a robe, so I can think straight, love?”
         

         
         It took her approximately five seconds to complete a swallow, the blooming sensation between her thighs was so intense. And
            so tied to this man, the only one who got this reaction out of her. God, it was so useless. “No need. You were just leaving.”
         

         
         “You’re not running away from me this time, Eve.” Madden gave her a firm nod. “Now. It’s a proper conversation we’ll be having
            this morning.”
         

         
         Her nerves fluttered. “Why?”

         
         “We’ve things to sort out, you and me. And . . .” A line appeared between his brows as he dropped his head forward. “I don’t
            have a lot of time.”
         

         
         “Why?” she asked hollowly, knowing she sounded like an echo.

         
         “I’m leaving for New York this afternoon. I’ve been picked up by the Yankees.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Four Years Earlier

         

         Madden sat on the back steps of the Page house, hovering on the periphery of the noise, like he always did. A giant white
            tent had been erected in the backyard, the interior lit by strings of lights and large brass lanterns. Local friends overflowed
            onto the lawn, reminiscing, making plans for the summer.
         

         
         A celebration in honor of Skylar’s high school graduation.

         
         In the fall, Madden would be starting his third year at Brown, along with Elton. Although Brown wasn’t a far journey from
            where he currently sat, he hadn’t been back to Cumberland in over a year. Not since his aunt Fiona passed away and he’d come
            back to make her final arrangements.
         

         
         A memory came meandering in, as this particular one was wont to do.

         
         On a daily basis.

         
         Eve standing beside him at the wake, being pointedly ignored by his aunt’s friends from church. A seventeen-year-old girl
            judged for her father’s chosen livelihood. Madden had been in such a state of shock to have his aunt gone without any warning
            and overwhelmed by the social pressure of a funeral that the rebuff of his friend hadn’t quite processed right away. Not until
            she’d slowly slipped out the back door and disappeared.
         

         
         To this day, that haunted him.

         
         Still in his suit and fresh from the burial, he’d looked for Eve everywhere. He’d called her with no luck. Knocked on the
            back door of Cat Fight, visited her house, enlisted Elton to help him. But . . . nothing. Obviously, she hadn’t wanted to
            be found.
         

         
         He hadn’t seen her since. In over a year.

         
         She’d helped him plan the funeral, along with the Pages. Made the uncomfortable phone calls to his parents to inform them
            of his aunt’s death, so he wouldn’t have to resurrect those old ghosts. He could still remember the way Eve had tried to remain
            stoic while the phone was pressed to her ear, as though he couldn’t overhear their toneless response to the passing of the
            family black sheep. Instead of asking him why he didn’t want to speak to his parents or why they didn’t even consider making
            the trip to Rhode Island for the funeral, she’d kept her no-nonsense demeanor and helped him track down a suit and tie, giving
            him exactly what he’d needed at the time.
         

         
         Then she’d cut him off.

         
         It still confused Madden somewhat why he’d allowed that to happen.

         
         Eve was his friend. Eve meant a lot to him.
         

         
         There were times during high school when he’d worried she meant too much to him. As they both got older and his heart started
            to beat faster every time Eve came around, he’d wondered if some distance between them wasn’t wise. He’d aged into adulthood
            before her and had no right to look for her around every corner, conjure her in every dream. As wrong as it felt, he’d allowed
            that distance to yawn when he left. He’d gone to school, done his best to put sixteen-year-old Eve out of his head, and lived
            the lifestyle of a college athlete. Parties and women and blurred recollections.
         

         
         Here he was now, though, searching for her among the partygoers in the tent.

         
         Heart in his fucking throat.

         
         Madden yanked at the starched collar of his dress shirt. Ironic that he’d be wearing the same damn suit as the last time he’d
            seen Eve. Almost like no time had passed at all.
         

         
         But when he saw her arrive a moment later in a white strapless dress and gold sandals, her hair in a long tumble down to the
            middle of her back, it became obvious that time had passed. Eve looked older. Like an adult. A young woman who might walk into one of the parties thrown by his teammates over
            the years. Every head in the room would turn.
         

         
         That image made his eye tick.

         
         Aye. He’d been right to stay away.

         
         Madden watched Eve hesitate at the entrance to the tent. She turned like she might leave, giving herself what looked to be
            a silent pep talk. Shifted in her sandals, turning the small purse over in her hands.
         

         
         He was up and striding in her direction before a conscious decision was made.

         
         “Eve,” he said, as soon as he was close enough to be heard. He wanted that indecision gone from her face. However, nothing
            could have prepared him for the knockout blow to his chest when that wide, amber gaze landed on him, her soft mouth parting
            on a gasp. Elation. It slipped along her features like a golden ray of sunshine, before she locked that reaction down tight,
            leaving her guarded. Like the Eve he remembered.
         

         
         Only, her beauty was amplified now, perhaps because he was allowing himself to fully notice it for the first time. He couldn’t
            stop himself from noticing. It ate him alive, her beauty. The supple glow of her skin, that fluid slope of neck into shoulder, the maturity of her posture, her unique style of clothing, that lifted chin he remembered so well. 

         
         Found you.

         
         Finally.

         
         “Madden.” Eve took an audible breath, braced in an almost indetectable way, then went up on her toes to kiss his cheek. Back
            down onto the flats of her feet, just as quickly. “Hi. You’re in Cumberland. I didn’t know.”
         

         
         The urge to pull her into a hug dominated him, as it always had, but there were other layers to the impulse now. He’d only
            caught a hint of her scent. He wanted more. And damn, Madden wanted to hold her tight and apologize for the day of the funeral. He would if he didn’t think it might
            hurt her pride. Or cause her to disappear again.
         

         
         Complicated was this girl’s middle name.

         
         They had that in common.

         
         “Congratulations,” he said, sliding his hands into his pockets, before she could see they were unsteady. “You graduated this
            week, as well.”
         

         
         “I did.” She looked up at the tent, then down to the ground. “End of an era. I can’t say I’m sad to see it go.”

         
         Madden swallowed the twinge in his throat. “The worst of the eejits graduated with me, didn’t they?”

         
         “Yeah.” She cleared her throat. “Most of them did.”

         
         But not all her bullies left the same year as Madden, it seemed. The guarded shadows in her gaze made that obvious. “Eve,
            I . . .”
         

         
         Eve looked up. “Yes?”

         
         I checked in with the younger lads on the baseball team after I graduated to make sure you weren’t being hassled. I tasked
               them with shutting down any bullshit.

         
         I didn’t forget about you.

         
         “Never mind,” he said, tipping his head toward the entrance. “Do you want to walk in together?”

         
         “In a minute.” Eve exhaled, her gaze straying to Madden’s lower abdomen. “How are you feeling? Is your new kidney still up
            and running?”
         

         
         “Last time I checked,” he returned dryly. “It’s been over two years since the surgery. If my body was going to reject it,
            I’d be toast by now.” He winked at her. “Must have gotten a good one.” His flippancy about his kidney replacement was meant
            to keep the mood light, but she didn’t laugh. Not Eve. She’d taken his kidney disease more seriously than anyone, when he’d
            been diagnosed during high school. More seriously than he did, he’d often thought. Although perhaps they took it seriously
            for different reasons.
         

         
         Eve worried, while Madden simply wanted to know who’d anonymously saved his life.

         
         “No luck finding out the identity of my donor,” he said, frowning into the tent. “I’ll keep trying, though. They have to come
            out of the woodwork eventually.”
         

         
         She nodded for a handful of seconds. “I’m ready to go in now.”

         
         Slowly, they turned in tandem to face the opening, Madden nodding for her to precede him, then following close behind, rejuvenating
            the part of him that had always needed to be her protector. Standing at her back.
         

         
         Eve and Madden stopped on the quiet side of the tent where everyone had left half-eaten food and empty champagne glasses behind
            to converge on the dance floor. They stood quietly, their sides warmed by each other, watching Elton dance and eat a gigantic
            slice of cake at the same time Skylar dutifully moved from group to group, accepting well wishes.
         

         
         “You were thinking about leaving without coming in, weren’t you?” Madden said.

         
         Her lips twitched. “Parties aren’t really my thing. Or yours. I don’t exactly see you out there doing the robot.”

         
         “You just missed my dance battle. The place was going mental.”

         
         “Oh, really?” Eve pursed her lips. “Someone had to be filming. I’ll ask around.”

         
         “See that you do.”

         
         She smiled up at him in a sly, mysterious way that was new. As if, perhaps, she’d finally become aware of her appeal. As if
            she’d been told she was beautiful. By who, though? And lord, why did the idea of someone else calling her beautiful make his
            throat burn so badly?
         

         
         Maybe it was that spiky flash of jealousy that brought Madden to a decision. Or maybe his need to stop hiding his interest
            in Eve was a desire that had been taking root for a very long time, against his will. Whatever the catalyst, that night, under
            the roof of the tent, Madden had a long-awaited reckoning about Eve. He grew determined to do something about her. To finally kick aside the age roadblock and find out why he’d been so dedicated to her from day one, unable to
            get her out of his head. To find out why he considered her feelings and well-being above anyone else in his entire life.
         

         
         It was high time to solve the mystery of Eve.

         
         “I could show you, instead,” Madden said. “Dance with me.”

         
         If he blinked, he would have missed the panic that scrambled across her face. “You’re asking me to dance?”

         
         “Aye, before someone else does.”

         
         She breathed a laugh. “You’ve been gone too long. No one’s going to ask.”

         
         A muscle yanked in his chest. “There are a lot of foolish men in this town, but they can’t all be fools.”

         
         That threw her, a line appearing between her brows, as if she was trying to decide whether or not he’d paid her a compliment. “Maybe not. But I wouldn’t want to dance with any of them, anyway.” 

         
         “Good.”

         
         That earned him a startled, measuring look. “Good?”

         
         Cautiously, he threaded their fingers together, his pulse picking up at the contact, premonition rolling up the column of
            his spine. “That’s what I said.”
         

         
         Needing a moment to gather himself, Madden turned and guided her toward the farthest end of the dance floor. Away from the
            hosts. Away from the spotlight.
         

         
         And then he offered his arms to Eve for the first time, tugging her inch by inch with his grip on her wrist, holding his breath
            while letting her come closer part of the way on her own. She fit against him like they’d been cut from the same mold and
            he struggled not to make the sound forcing its way up his airways. She’s here. I can hold her this way now.

         
         “Crash into Me” by Dave Matthews Band was playing and the scattered notes matched their first few steps, because they were
            both nervous and dealing with the sensation of touching, of looking into each other’s eyes while touching, but they were moving in a rhythm by the start of the second verse, his right hand on the small of her back, his
            left one clasping her hand, resting it against his shoulder.
         

         
         “So if you’re not bothering with the fools of this town, what are your plans, now that you’ve sprung the halls of Cumberland
            High?”
         

         
         While looking at the notch of his Adam’s apple, Eve slow blinked, as if she liked the sight, and the muscles below his waist
            slowly drew tight.
         

         
         “Oh, um.” She appeared to mentally shake herself. “You didn’t hear?”

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         “My father decided to retire and move closer to his brother in Texas. He’s selling the house and giving me and Ruth a nest
            egg to do whatever we want.” She wet her lips. “I convinced him to leave me the club, instead of selling it too.”
         

         
         Madden’s gut sank to the floor. He’d never liked her spending time at Cat Fight. Not because he looked down on the establishment
            or her association with the place, but he didn’t like her around grown men with sex on their mind. In fact, he hated it with
            every fiber of his being. Eve got enough judgment for being the daughter of a strip club owner, though, so he’d grown practiced
            at guarding her from afar and holding his tongue. “He did?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she said, with a classic Eve chin raise. “But I’m going to turn it into something different. Something that feels more
            like mine. A burlesque club.” Her slowly building excitement held him captive. “It’s going to be a daring and eclectic speakeasy
            straight out of another time. Smoky and mysterious with hidden corners and jazz. Stage entertainment.” Eve looked Madden in
            the eye, her smile slipping. “I don’t want to run from who I am. I want to own it. Be unflinching about my legacy in this town, but . . . make it my own. You know?”
         

         
         He suddenly and violently resented the time he’d spent away from her, this brave and unique human being. He’d spend his life
            deep in regret that he’d missed milestones in her life. Changes he should have been there to celebrate with her. “That’s incredible,
            Eve. You’ll do it. You’ll do anything you set your mind to—and for the right reasons. You. What makes you happy will always be right.”
         

         
         She accepted that with a ducking nod. “I’ve had so many offers to buy the property. This town can’t wait to get rid of the
            strip club, but . . . part of me wants to show them they can’t drive me out. No matter how hard they try, I won’t give in
            or conform.” She shrugged a bare shoulder. “Still think I’m opening a burlesque club for the right reasons?”
         

         
         “You’re not applying for sainthood, love,” he said, leaning in to speak against her temple. “Everyone has something to prove.
            I wouldn’t judge you for that.”
         

         
         A breathy pause. “Thank you.”

         
         Madden hummed, barely able to keep his eyes open, she felt so good tucked against him.

         
         As the music played, Eve melted closer, too, her breasts grazing, then pressing to his upper abdomen, the fronts of her thighs
            flexing against the fronts of his. And he looked her in the eye while their hips settled close, every ounce of his willpower
            being poured into not applying pressure to her lower back, herding her in too tight. They looked at each other long and hard,
            getting used to the up close and personal contact, the humming current connecting their bodies, hers softening while his did
            the opposite.
         

         
         “How long are you in town?” Eve asked in a half whisper.

         
         His brain was so consumed by the sensation of their shapes locked together in a way he’d never even dared to think about before,
            Madden couldn’t remember his flight details right away. “Two days. I’m going back Sunday night.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Did she sound disappointed?

         
         He could extend the trip. Miss a couple practices. He’d do it.

         
         But first, he had something to get off his chest.

         
         “Eve, I’ve been wanting to say sorry to you for a long time. Over what happened the day of my aunt’s funeral.”

         
         “Nothing happened,” she said quickly, squeezing his hand.

         
         “You wouldn’t have left otherwise,” Madden insisted. “I looked for you everywhere.”

         
         “I knew you would,” she murmured, almost to herself. “I’m sorry for splitting like that. I didn’t want to be found.”

         
         He accepted that with a deep breath. Understood. “Please don’t disappear on me like that again.”

         
         Eve looked up at him with a teasing squint. “An Irishman discouraging a good old-fashioned Irish exit? Your ancestors will
            be appalled.”
         

         
         “I’d like to see you while I’m here.”

         
         There it was. His interest had been spoken. Out loud.

         
         There was no mistaking what he meant either. Not while he was holding her like this, their mouths only a handful of inches
            apart, both of them very obviously attempting to moderate their breathing, the final notes of the music muffling the world
            around them.
         

         
         “Madden . . .”

         
         “Eve,” he said, with a calm he didn’t feel. “I missed you.”

         
         “I missed you too,” she said, then seemed startled over letting the sentiment slip free. “As a friend.”

         
         “Are you sure that’s all it is now?” He lowered his head a hint more, relieved when her pupils jumped to expand. “I’m not.
            I never was. You never fit into any single category, no matter how hard I tried to put you in one. Friend, aye, but also . . .
            the first person I think about when I open my eyes. The time was never right before, but, love—”
         

         
         “Eve! You’re here!” Skylar exclaimed, bounding up beside them.

         
         Madden had no plans to let Eve go or stop dancing, but he had no choice when she practically dove backward out of his arms, her face turning crimson. “Sky,” she choked out, gesturing to the tent surrounding them. “Oh my gosh, it’s beautiful in here.” 

         
         “My mom is extra, but we love her, anyway.” Skylar looked between Madden and Eve. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen either of
            you dance in public. I’m honored.”
         

         
         “You should be. It’s your party.” Eve’s throat worked, her gaze evading Madden’s. “You . . . and Mad should dance. He’s a
            great partner.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Skylar laughed. “Um, only if you’re up for it, Mad.”

         
         Denial crested in his gut and he ached to have Eve back in his arms. To continue their conversation. To challenge her claim
            that this radioactive thing between them was friendship and friendship only. But what was he going to do with Skylar watching
            him expectantly? Tell the girl he adored like a sister no? At her graduation party?
         

         
         “Of course, Sky,” he managed, trying to disguise the frustration.

         
         And before he could blink, Eve vanished, like she always did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            Present Day

         

         Madden hadn’t slept the last two nights, putting him in a fine mood to confront the woman who’d been his infatuation since
            high school, followed by a first meeting with his new major-league baseball coaches. But in all fairness, what could go wrong
            that hadn’t already gone wrong?
         

         
         Eve stood in front of him in shorts that would drive a man of the cloth to a life of sin, hip cocked, waist-length blond hair
            unbrushed and every inch of her gorgeous, making no move to put on a robe and end his suffering. Instead, she stood there
            with an eyebrow raised, obviously not accustomed to him being so high-handed, but by god, his patience with Eve was running
            out.
         

         
         It had been just over four years since he’d allowed his feelings for Eve to transform from friend and protector to something
            more. Much more. An additional heartbeat, one might say. Since that graduation party her senior year, where he’d made his
            intentions clear to no avail, he’d continued to return to Cumberland every summer and Christmastime, praying this would be
            the time Eve finally gave him a chance.
         

         
         She never did.

         
         Was he delusional to keep trying? From the outside looking in, perhaps he was. Then again, it was impossible to describe what happened between Eve and Madden when they were in the same room. To put it plainly, the ground shook. 

         
         And goddammit, she felt it too.

         
         He wasn’t so delusional that he couldn’t look at the woman he’d studied relentlessly and not see the yearning. It existed.
            And it only got stronger. So he returned and he returned to Cumberland, waiting for her to be ready. One such attempt had
            taken place at Eve’s Gilded Garden two weeks ago. Madden had gone to look her in the eye and gather the proof of her feelings.
            The proof that allowed him to keep going. He’d expected to find her in the office or managing the establishment from behind
            the bar; he’d found her onstage, instead.
         

         
         Preparing to take off her clothes.

         
         To say he’d had an overreaction would be an understatement.

         
         At least he’d thought so. Until she revealed her reason for performing—a way to drum up some business by inciting the gossip
            that had plagued her since birth.
         

         
         Madden stood by that overreaction now.

         
         “You’ve been what? The Yankees?” Even in the midst of his frustration, he couldn’t keep from savoring the way her amber eyes lit up like the sun itself,
            her hands flying to her mouth to catch a gasp. “You’re going to be catching for the actual New York Yankees?”
         

         
         He inclined his head.

         
         If his own excitement remained suspiciously absent, Eve’s was more than sufficient to replace it. Not that he wasn’t grateful
            for the opportunity to play professionally. So many of his teammates throughout the years would never get the chance. This
            contract was the reason he stood in front of Eve now with something to offer. His love for the game, however, had always been
            mired in . . . discomfort.
         

         
         When Madden arrived from Ireland at age sixteen, baseball was totally new to him. He’d learned the game—and specifically the art of catching—to fit in. To appease his pushy as hell friend, Elton. To belong in a way he hadn’t back home. 

         
         But oftentimes, baseball tended to make him feel fraudulent. Could the sport be any less Irish? He’d left his family behind and now his heritage, as well. It was so easy to hide behind a catcher’s mask and a chest
            protector, he almost resented the ease with which he’d slipped out of his old life and into a new one. As if the past never
            happened.
         

         
         It had, though. The burden on his shoulders was the proof.

         
         Still, when Eve now walked straight into his chest and wrapped her arms around his neck, her smoked peach scent clobbering
            his senses, every grueling game day, practice in the rain, and moment spent second-guessing himself was worth the soft feel
            of her, the watery laugh against his shoulder.
         

         
         “That’s amazing. Oh my god, that’s so amazing.”
         

         
         “What’s amazing?”

         
         Eve released him abruptly, and Madden had to clench his fists to prevent himself from drawing her back. “Madden is going to
            play for the Yankees,” Eve breathed.
         

         
         Twin expressions of disgust looked back at him.

         
         “Ew,” said Landon, simply.

         
         “Fuck the Yankees,” Lark spat.

         
         “Lark!” Eve half gasped, half laughed. “We don’t use that word!”

         
         Landon broke into a giggling fit. “Where is our toast?”

         
         “Yeah.” Lark looked around at everyone’s faces, obviously encouraged by the stir she’d caused. “Where is our fucking toast?”

         
         Eve had to turn around, her sides shaking as she laughed into her crooked elbow. “Lark, one more time and there’s no dessert
            for a week.”
         

         
         “What the—”

         
         “Lark.”
         

         
         Madden turned, as well, trading a glance of shocked amusement with Eve on his way into the kitchen, where he flipped open
            the breadbox and removed the plastic sleeve of sourdough, disposing of the blackened first attempt at toast from the toaster
            with a quick sign of the cross that made Eve’s eyes sparkle. Before she got ahold of herself, at least, and sobered.
         

         
         “The bus is going to be here in five minutes.” She clapped her hands. “Clothes. Shoes. Now. We’ll eat the toast on the way
            to the bus stop.”
         

         
         With the kids finally grasping the time crunch, Eve meandered into the kitchen beside him, bending over to take the butter
            out of the fridge. Those long, smooth backs of her thighs forced Madden to bite the inside of his cheek, his eyes drawn there
            and held, powerless to do anything but appreciate what he saw. Christ almighty. He’d lived in two countries and played ball
            in a dozen states and he’d never, ever laid eyes on a woman who came close to the bright, natural beauty of Eve. The name
            suited her well, didn’t it? He’d spent years being tempted by her, though he’d only ever had the privilege of giving in to
            that temptation in his mind.
         

         
         She caught him staring and averted her eyes, quickly setting the butter down on the counter. In other words, not interested.
            And that was fine. That was her choice to make. Madden was well used to being Eve’s friend and loving her from a distance.
         

         
         Two nights ago, however, he’d found out something that gave him a dangerous reason to hope that Eve might be willing to explore a relationship deeper than friendship. He was almost too terrified to find out if that hope had merit, but there was no time to sit about wondering. New York expected him tonight, meaning he was operating with a limited amount of time to do one not-so-simple thing. 

         
         Find out once and for all if Eve had feelings for him.

         
         Or if the hunger he glimpsed in her on occasion was all in his head.

         
         “I can walk them to the bus stop, if you’re not ready to change out of your pajamas.”

         
         The toast popped up. Tongue tucked into her cheek, Eve plucked out the slices and buttered them quickly, cutting them in half
            and depositing them on separate napkins. “You’re kind of crabby for someone who is getting signed by the Yankees.”
         

         
         Madden let that statement stand. “Do you need help packing lunches?”

         
         She shook her head and turned to face him, propping a hip on the counter. “Already in their backpacks. Should I prepare myself
            for a serious conversation?” Without taking her eyes off him, she handed off the toast to Lark and Landon as they trooped
            to the door. “If you’re here to apologize for carrying me offstage over your shoulder at my very first burlesque performance,
            I do not accept.”
         

         
         “I still haven’t decided whether or not to apologize for that.”

         
         “Really?” She laughed through a frown. “I highly recommend it.”

         
         Madden was making the morning harder on himself, which wasn’t like him at all. Without pointing it out, he knew instinctively
            she was noticing the same thing. He was the quiet guy who liked to mind his business and observe. Easygoing. But this gut
            feeling that a lot was at stake had put him on edge, along with the lack of sleep. And maybe, yeah, maybe he had reached the
            point where being around Eve and never knowing where they stood had grown overwhelming. Painful, even.
         

         
         “I’ll walk the kids down and be back,” Eve said quietly, retreating from whatever she saw in his eyes. “Backpacks on, you two.” 

         
         In four long strides, Madden caught up with Eve at the door, looking her in the eye while he removed her hoodie from its peg
            by the door and wrapped it around her shoulders. “There’s a nip in the air.”
         

         
         “Is that so?” she asked on a shallow breath, looking at his chin.

         
         Then his mouth, her pupils expanding.

         
         Confusing him. Always confusing him. She couldn’t put more distance between them without moving to bloody Antarctica, but
            when they touched, when they got close, she was like leashed electricity in his arms. She had to feel that, right? Feel something?
         

         
         “I’ll be right back,” she said haltingly, sidestepping out of his reach, looking back over her shoulder as she hurried after
            the kids. Madden dragged both hands down his face on his way to the front windows that overlooked the street, planting his
            hands on the frame and hunching over, trying to recover from the contact.
         

         
         Knowing he wouldn’t.

         
         He watched her progress to the bus stop—and he didn’t like what he saw when she got there. A group of mothers conversed in
            a huddle and they made no move to include Eve when she arrived, even as their kids welcomed Lark and Landon enthusiastically.
            Eve stood off to the side until the bus arrived, her expression blithe. Uncaring. She had to notice the furtive glances and
            eye rolls, though, didn’t she?
         

         
         This was how Eve had grown up. On the outside. Trying to live a normal life while locals submitted op-eds to the newspaper about the disgraceful strip club on the outskirts of town. Cat Fight had long been her father’s livelihood. A place where Eve did her homework and helped program the lights, the music. It was the establishment that put food on their table. It was also the establishment that had driven her mother away while Eve was still young, the woman no longer capable of bearing the shame being heaped onto her head on a daily basis. 

         
         Unlike Eve, her older sister, Ruth, couldn’t withstand the judgment without a coping mechanism and she’d turned to drugs.
            Though it wasn’t until Madden had discovered the children with Eve two weeks prior that he realized how serious Ruth’s addiction
            had become.
         

         
         Knowing better than to be caught watching Eve in a vulnerable moment, lest she lock him out even more, Madden made sure to
            be sitting on the couch by the time she got back. She toed off her slides by the door but kept the hoodie on and sat down
            across from him on a leather ottoman, tucking her hands between her knees. The red tint on her cheeks gave Madden the urge
            to bring up the women at the bus stop. With an effort, he suppressed it, along with the impulse to reach out, grip her knees,
            and drag her close until they were nose to nose, breathing each other’s air.
         

         
         “What did you want to talk to me about?” she asked.

         
         This was it. His opportunity. And he couldn’t help but feel like a farmer trying to block a
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