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            Chapter 1

         
         Gabriel Hunter understood women’s bodies. He’d studied them, touched them, decorated them with art, delighted in them, lusted
            over them. He viewed breasts and asses and thighs on a daily basis.
         

         
         He shouldn’t be fazed by a single inch of flesh. The human body should hold no mystery for him any longer.

         
         And yet, here he was, salivating over a woman’s bare arms.

         
         Gabe rested his hand on the pristine linen of the tablecloth, his fingers itching. Her skin was so pure and luminous. What
            color was it? Not pale, not brown, not tan. Some people might call it olive, but he’d never been able to visualize that as
            a color properly.
         

         
         “The dulce-de-leche cake is one of our bestsellers, with ribbons of golden-brown caramel threaded through the—”

         
         Golden-brown, yes, that was a good description. Creamy, lit from underneath with a golden-brown light. There was a scar on
            her upper arm, disrupting the smoothness, but a good artist didn’t expect any work of art to be flawless. Imperfections were
            what made a piece unique. Impossible to replicate.
         

         
         Fuck me.

         
         Gabe hid his grimace. Barely a foot separated them, but she might as well be on Mars for all he could touch her.

         
         She was Evangeline Chandler. Roughly a dozen years younger than him, the sister of a man he called friend. Sweet and shy and
            innocent. Oh, and the daughter of one of the richest families in the country.
         

         
         Him? He was a tattoo artist. The son of a housekeeper. A guardian of a secret that made any union between them complicated
            as fuck. Too friendly and respectful of women to be a player, but definitely not any kind of good long-term bet.
         

         
         Mars, son.

         
         Eve raised her gaze to his, and he snapped to attention, ensuring she only saw bland interest. She cocked her head, her straight,
            expensively cut dark hair slipping over her shoulder. The overhead light reflected on the strands, bringing out shades of
            mahogany, cherry, burnt umber.
         

         
         “What do you think of this one?”

         
         “It’s perfect,” he said without thinking.

         
         Her brow furrowed. “It doesn’t look like you’ve even tried it.”

         
         Oh. He looked down at the row of cake slices assembled in front of him. Cake. She was talking about cake.

         
         Dutifully, he took a bite of the presented confection and swallowed. He had to fight not to screw his face up in distaste
            at the overly sweet explosion of flavor on his tongue. He took a giant sip of water. “It’s . . . fine.”
         

         
         The man standing next to their table released a small sniff. Gabe had been around rich people enough to know exactly what
            that sniff meant. Get the fuck out of here, you uncultured swine.

         
         Eve, being a rich person, could also undoubtedly read the waiter’s sniff, but she didn’t acknowledge it. “Livvy, neither of
            us like it very much.”
         

         
         “Oh, that was my first choice,” came the feminine voice from the speaker of the phone set on the table. Only, with the speaker’s
            cold, the words came out more like Doh dat was by first choice.

         
         “It’s very sweet.”

         
         “Ugh. I wish I was there.”

         
         Jacques linked his hands in front of his waist. “Once again, Ms. Kane, we would be happy to have the tasting at your home.”

         
         “She can’t really taste anything right now,” Eve explained.

         
         “It’s the saddest.” Livvy sniffed.

         
         “And the groom?” Jacques asked delicately.

         
         Gabe suppressed an eye roll. The guy was digging for gossip, which was pretty standard amongst town people. Kane and Chandler
            drama was a favorite topic.
         

         
         “My brother is busy today.” Eve cast the waiter an inquiring look. “What’s the next flavor, Jacques?”

         
         Jacques placed a dish with a slice of light yellow cake in front of each of them. The small, exclusive restaurant was closed
            to the public for this tasting. A tasting Gabe was sure had been granted due to the Chandler name. “A delicate lemon-thyme,
            Ms. Chandler. You’ll find alternating layers of lemon curd and a rich vanilla buttercream, garnished with sprigs of thyme
            and candied lemons.”
         

         
         That sounded disgusting to Gabe’s decidedly simple tastes. “Aren’t most wedding cakes like chocolate and vanilla?”

         
         Livvy made a derisive, nasally snort. “Nothing about this wedding is traditional. Why start with cake?”

         
         True. Most people in Rockville were accustomed to the unexpected when it came from the Kanes and Chandlers.

         
         Once upon a time, the Chandlers and Kanes had been best friends and business partners, each family owning half of a grocery
            store company, the C&O. Then, ten years ago, a series of tragedies had befallen the two families, starting with Robert Kane
            and Maria Chandler dying in a tragic car accident on a late winter night.
         

         
         A minute later, and widower Brendan Chandler, Nicholas and Eve’s father, had swindled Livvy’s grieving mother, Tani, out of
            her half of the company. Two minutes later, and Livvy’s twin brother, Jackson, was under suspicion of burning down the flagship
            C&O store in revenge.
         

         
         At some point during that mess, Nicholas and Livvy had broken up, their childhood love destroyed. But they’d reconciled last
            fall, and had seemed destined for the happy ending they’d been cheated out of. They’d decided to get married on Livvy’s birthday,
            which meant they’d only had a month to prepare a wedding following their engagement.
         

         
         It might have still gone okay, but it felt like every possible calamity had befallen the bride and groom over the course of
            the last three weeks. The original venue had sustained damage in a storm. Nicholas had injured his back playing basketball.
            Livvy’s dress had been mysteriously lost. The florist had burned down. The baker hired for the cake had canceled due to a
            family emergency. Multiple invitations had gotten lost in the mail.
         

         
         When Livvy, upset, had come into the tattoo shop he owned and she worked at, Gabe had consoled her. Of course her mother was
            wrong and this wasn’t a curse, he assured her. It was all going to be fine. He’d cracked a joke, she’d laughed. They’d all
            pitch in. It would come together. And things had started to gel.
         

         
         Until Nicholas’s and Eve’s beloved grandfather, John, who wasn’t in the best of health to begin with, had come down with the
            flu. Livvy’s mother and aunt had been the next ones down. Everyone had held their breath, but John had recovered, and Tani
            and Maile’s sickness had subsided to some sniffles. Then yesterday, Livvy had gotten sick.
         

         
         There were no such things as curses or bad omens. But the bride getting sick a week before the wedding was awfully bad timing
            on the universe’s part.
         

         
         The waiter raised his voice to speak to Livvy. “It’s not the usual sort of cake, but your reception will certainly stand out,
            Ms. Kane.”
         

         
         “Goo—” A sneeze interrupted Livvy’s word. “Ah, fuck.”

         
         Gabe leaned forward. “Liv, why don’t you go rest? We can handle this.”

         
         “No, no.” A loud sneeze. “I want to participate. This is my wedding cake, damn it.”

         
         Gabe dug into the lemon cake. The taste surprised him enough he forgot to swallow fast. The sour from the lemon tempered the
            sugar, making it edible. He glanced at Eve and promptly forgot his own name.
         

         
         Her eyes were closed, her lashes long fans on her upper cheeks. The fork slipped out of her mouth, the tines leaving indentations
            on her bottom lip. She didn’t wear much makeup, but her pink lips didn’t need adornment. “Mmm,” she moaned, and a tiny part
            of him died.
         

         
         He didn’t like the cake that much, but he took another bite, if only to taste what she was tasting and enjoying.

         
         This was pathetic.

         
         She opened her eyes, and he wanted her to eat more cake. Hell, he wanted to buy her a whole cake and feed it to her, have
            her lick lemon and cream from his fingers.
         

         
         And then have her lick whatever she liked on other parts of his body too.

         
         “What do you think?” Livvy asked.

         
         “I really love it,” he said huskily.

         
         Eve raised an eyebrow. Her eyebrows were the most dramatic thing about her, thick and arched. “Really? You haven’t seemed
            to like the others at all.”
         

         
         He didn’t like sweets, period, but he couldn’t tell her that. Otherwise she’d wonder why he’d agreed to accompany her to this
            cake tasting. “They were okay.” He tried to remember what the pretentious waiter had said about some of the other flavors.
            “But this cake, I was really captured by the ribbons of lemon threaded through the moist . . . sponge.” Okay, that probably
            wasn’t exactly right.
         

         
         He could ignore Jacques’s sniff because her lips twitched, and he wanted to pump his fist. Eve rarely smiled, and laughed
            even less often, he’d discovered.
         

         
         Eve adjusted the phone. “We both like this lemon one, Livvy.”

         
         “Hmm.” Paper rustled on the other end. “That one was pretty high on my list. Let’s do it.” A series of sneezes followed.

         
         Eve nodded at Jacques, taking charge. “We’ll do the lemon. You have the photos I sent over, yes?”

         
         “We do, ma’am.”

         
         “Excellent. And please tell the chef how grateful we are he can accommodate us on such short notice like this.”

         
         “Oh no, ma’am. The chef is delighted to assist you. He conveys his deepest well-wishes.” The man’s eyes softened. “Your families
            have done so much for this town.”
         

         
         Both Eve and Livvy murmured their thanks. Gabe kept silent. He’d grown up in the Kane household, but as the housekeeper’s
            kid, albeit a well-treated one, he’d always been on the outside looking into this world.
         

         
         Eve picked up her phone. “Livvy, I’ll call you later to talk about those other items.”

         
         “Gotcha. Bye, guys. Gabe, I can’t thank you enough for pitching in.”

         
         Gabe placed his napkin on the table, relieved he wouldn’t have to choke down any more sweets. Give him bags of potato chips
            any day. “No thanks necessary, kiddo.”
         

         
         “No one’s given you grief over my canceling today’s appointments, have they?”

         
         One girl had yelled at him this morning. Gabe didn’t blame her—Livvy’s specialty was watercolor tattoos, and people traveled
            from all over to see her. But he wasn’t about to tell the overwhelmed bride that now. “Nope. We have it handled. Feel better.”
         

         
         Gabe and Eve gathered their belongings, Eve shrugging on a light jacket that blessedly covered her lush arms.

         
         Gabe squinted at the spring sunshine when they came outside. The last frost had passed, and the days were growing longer.
            The perfect weather for a hike, Paul would have said.
         

         
         Gabe shoved the pang of grief aside. After almost two years, Paul Kane’s death shouldn’t still feel so sharp, but reminders
            of his old friend often came when he least expected it. They’d grown especially strong since Livvy and Jackson had moved back
            home. Paul’s younger siblings were nothing like him, but occasionally Livvy would smile or Jackson would roll his eyes, and
            Gabe would feel a need to excuse himself for a minute or so.
         

         
         Eve finished typing something on her phone. “I can’t believe we managed to get Chef José on such short notice.”

         
         “Is Jackson peeved he doesn’t get to make the cake?” Jackson had a strong aversion to crowds, which was why Gabe was taking
            his place at Livvy’s side in the wedding party. One of her bridespeople, as Livvy called them. A world-renowned chef, Jackson
            was instead handling the food for the event.
         

         
         “I think between taking care of his café and his mother and making sure Sadia doesn’t wear herself out with wedding planning,
            Jackson has his hands more than full. He was the one who asked me if we could outsource this. He’d prefer to concentrate on
            the wedding dinner menu.” Eve tucked her phone into her purse. “Thanks for coming with. I know this task isn’t in your wheelhouse.”
         

         
         “Is picking cake in your wheelhouse?” It was a genuine question. Prying details out of Eve about her life was like chipping
            away at a stone tablet. Time-consuming and a little hypnotic.
         

         
         He might have been raised on the estate that neighbored the Chandlers’, had even been best friends with Nicholas, but he’d
            been so much older than Eve she’d barely registered on his consciousness when they’d been young.
         

         
         And then the split between the two rich families had happened. Though they’d lived in the same town, his interactions with
            the Chandlers had been sporadic at best. He’d seen Eve twice over the years—once when she’d come into his shop with a friend,
            and a second time when she’d been a drunken coed in a bar. He hadn’t viewed her as anything more than a kid either of those
            times. A lost, shy, vaguely lonely-looking kid.
         

         
         When grown-up Eve had been reintroduced into his life a month ago, at a lunch Livvy and Nicholas had hosted, that kid was
            long gone. Her body was curvy, her face innocent yet erotic, with full lips and sharp eyes. She was buttoned up inside and
            out, not a single emotion or spare inch of skin visible.
         

         
         Lust and desire had hit him instantly, but he was a grown-ass man, and he’d tamped it down. Slowly, over the past few weeks,
            that desire had grown. And now here he was, salivating at the sight of her bare arms.
         

         
         Good thing you can’t see her ankles. You might straight up die on the spot from lust.

         
         “I do eat a lot of cake.”

         
         He looked down at Eve. She was so sweetly rounded but so much smaller than him. He’d never been particularly attracted to
            short women, but he imagined she would fit perfectly under his arm.
         

         
         Imagine is all you’ll ever do. He made his tone deliberately light. “I eat a lot of burgers. Is there a wedding burger that needs to be chosen?”
         

         
         Another twitch of her lips. “Please don’t give Livvy any ideas. We’re at capacity on what we can whip together in the next
            week or so.” Her voice was low and throaty. It skimmed over all of his nerves and senses, promising rough and lusty delights.
         

         
         “I’ll try not to.”

         
         They stopped at her car, a nicely maintained Acura. It was bland and personality-less. As were her clothes, a brown silk shirt
            and wine pants. She was like a painting framed with the most mundane of wood, but she’d shine no matter what she wore.
         

         
         You sound like a smitten fool. You’re too old for this.

         
         Was he? No, probably not. But he was definitely too smart for this.

         
         A strand of mahogany hair flew in her eyes and she pushed it away. Her wrist was surprisingly delicate for such a sturdy woman.
            “Well, thank you for coming with me today. I know you’re probably busy making sure your shop will survive without you for
            the week.”
         

         
         “Nah, it’ll be fine. Business has been on the slow side this month. Junie and Rod can handle anyone that turns up.” His business
            wasn’t a huge moneymaker, given the size of the town, but he was good at what he did and hired good artists. With social media
            and word of mouth, they did pretty well. Enough that he could afford to leave the place for a week when he needed to.
         

         
         “Good.” She hesitated, and something moved behind her eyes. Unable to help himself, he took a step closer.

         
         “We’re still on for meeting up at the house tomorrow, right?” After their first choice venue had fallen through, Nicholas
            and Livvy had opted to have their wedding at a large estate they’d rented a few hours away. They’d planned on the wedding
            party—him, Eve, Jackson, Livvy’s best friend Sadia, and Sadia’s son, Kareem—going up a week early to relax and unwind before
            the festivities.
         

         
         Of course, that was before everyone had gotten sick. Since they were paying for the place, Livvy and Nicholas had insisted
            the rest of them go up, and they would join once Livvy felt better.
         

         
         “Yes.” Her smile was faint. “A little unconventional, a bridal party celebrating without the bride and groom.”

         
         As Livvy had said, the whole wedding was unconventional. “It’ll only be for a few days. I’m looking forward to it.” A week with Eve within easy
            reach.
         

         
         Surrounded by others, though, including her big brother eventually.

         
         Yes, it was safe. He would be able to control himself. Even if he did happen to catch a glimpse of something as scandalous
            and sexy as, like, her knees.
         

         
         “Me too,” she said. “There’s an indoor pool.”

         
         It took a gargantuan force of will not to think of her in a swimsuit. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Is there anything else
            you need me for?”
         

         
         “Um, no. I’m . . . I guess I should get going.”

         
         “Got a hot date tonight?” His tone was light, but the emotion that drove him to fish for info wasn’t.

         
         Mars.

         
         “No. I have to attend the annual foundation gala.” She lifted a shoulder. “I planned it before I left my job.”

         
         “Ah.” Eve had worked for the Maria Chandler Foundation, a nonprofit established by her late mother, until she’d quit in the
            fall.
         

         
         She hit the unlock button on her keys, and her car chirped. “What about you?”

         
         Was she asking if he had a hot date? Calm yourself. She’s being polite. “Might go to O’Killians. Have a beer or two.” He forced himself to smile. Not too long ago, smiling had been easy for him,
            especially in front of pretty women. Maybe, if he drank enough tonight, he could recapture the cheerful veneer that had always
            masked every other emotion. Masked them so well he barely had to think about them. “Have a good time at the gala.”
         

         
         “You as well. I mean, not at the gala, but . . .” She cleared her throat. “Have a good night.”

         
         He reached past her to open the door for her, and his palm brushed her arm. Even though it was covered in fabric, an electric
            thrill ran through him. He jerked away, unable to temper the motion. She didn’t appear to notice, thank God, slipping into
            the car and waving goodbye.
         

         
         His hand lifted belatedly, after she had already driven out of the parking lot. He looked at his palm, which still tingled.
            Soft. Warm. Like the sunlight inside her skin had touched him.
         

         
         He got inside his car and pulled his tablet and a digital pen out of his bag. Some tattoo artists carried sketchbooks, but
            he’d grown tired of having multiple scraps of paper cluttering up his life.
         

         
         He was known for his fine line designs, and this one was no different. A sun interlocked with the moon took shape under his
            fingers, deceptively simple but so detailed and intricate it would jump off luminous skin.
         

         
         When he glanced up, he realized he’d been sitting in the empty parking lot for almost an hour, lost in his own head. He shook
            out his fingers and put the tablet back in his bag.
         

         
         It was fine—better he channel his desire for Eve into other things, like drawing. Maintaining a happy facade would be difficult
            enough next week, without adding in his desire for a woman who was way out of his league. No more bad omens could befall this
            wedding, and definitely not from his corner.
         

         
         He started his car. Tonight, he’d go to the bar. Maybe he’d find some pretty girl. Someone actually attainable for him who
            wanted a good time.
         

         
         He couldn’t prevent the surge of distaste the thought of fucking someone else brought. He made a face. Okay, he wouldn’t do
            that. But he could drink his desire away.
         

         
         He just had to keep reminding himself, Eve was a fairy tale. And right now? He needed to deal in reality.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The clock was about to strike midnight and Evangeline Chandler was wearing far too many clothes.

         
         Or rather, the wrong clothes. Silk and satin and gold and diamonds were fine for the heiress to an empire, but they weren’t
            right for her night job.
         

         
         In a move practiced from years of wearing ball gowns, Eve discreetly lifted the hem of her skirt as she walked. Not too much,
            lest people think her gown wasn’t couture and tailored to her body, but enough so she could take more than mincing steps.
            Ladies didn’t run, though, especially in a ballroom.
         

         
         In the nonprofit world, the more a charity gala looked like a party where a supervillain might take the guests hostage, the
            more of a success it was. This would be considered one of the finest parties in the county tomorrow, and she felt a spurt
            of satisfaction, though she’d never much enjoyed her position as event director at the foundation.
         

         
         These were her peers, people who had grown up as wealthy as her, with powerful families and trust funds. They had more vacation
            homes than they could count, and more modes of transportation than they needed.
         

         
         They didn’t know her at all, and that was fine with Eve.

         
         “Eve!”

         
         She lifted her lips in an approximation of a smile for the older woman bearing down on her. Braces had fixed the worst of
            her crooked overbite when she was a teen, but she’d never quite shed her self-consciousness over her two front teeth. “Bernice.”
            She returned the woman’s air kisses. Bernice was her parents’ contemporary, but her skin was as smooth as Eve’s. In another
            decade or two, Eve would have to make some inquiries as to where Bernice got her Botox from, because her dermatologist was
            excellent.
         

         
         The woman’s expensively colored and cut silver hair swung forward. “Everything is lovely. You organized a wonderful gala.”

         
         She started to demur the compliment. Party planning wasn’t really a viable life skill, but—

         
         Be proud of your accomplishments. No one will be proud of them for you.

         
         Livvy’s admonishment had been looping in Eve’s head for months. Eve straightened her shoulders, as if her future sister-in-law
            had poked her with a prod. “We raised a lot of money.”
         

         
         Bernice grasped her hand and squeezed it. “Your mother would be so proud of you.”

         
         Eve gave no outward reaction, other than a slight incline of her head. Bernice wasn’t a malicious woman, but Maria Chandler’s
            death had been a salacious topic for gossip for the decade she’d been gone. Eve had learned as a child not to feed the talk
            more with displays of emotion. Joy, sadness, hurt, anger. All of those things could be powerful tools in a vindictive person’s
            hands. Better to hide them all.
         

         
         Still, it was nice to hear about her laughing, vivacious mother from a woman who had been Maria’s contemporary, so her “Thank
            you” was sincere.
         

         
         Bernice fiddled with her pearl necklace. “Is your brother here?”

         
         Aaaand here was the reason she’d stopped Eve. “No, he unfortunately couldn’t make it. He sends his regrets.” The Maria Chandler
            Foundation and the Chandler Corporation were independent entities, but the future CEO and current president of Chandler’s
            would normally have been in attendance. However, even if Livvy wasn’t sick, Nicholas wouldn’t have come. Her big brother had
            sharply limited his public appearances lately. He didn’t like to go many places without his fiancée, and a Kane and a Chandler
            showing up anywhere caused a minor stir neither Livvy nor Nicholas particularly enjoyed.
         

         
         For their sakes, Eve hoped everyone got used to seeing the two of them together. It was going to get really tiring if the
            couple couldn’t so much as get dinner without people marveling over the decade-long family feud finally being put to rest.
         

         
         Bernice looked disappointed. Normally Eve would stay and smooth things over, but she couldn’t right now. She glanced at her
            diamond-encrusted watch. Two minutes to midnight. A thrill ran through her. Yes, she was wearing far too many clothes. Her
            skin tingled. “I’m sorry, Bernice, I have to head out. A previous engagement.”
         

         
         People in this circle understood previous engagements. The words could mean anything: an assignation, a meeting, another party.
            The phrase was rarely questioned, and Bernice reacted no differently. “Of course, of course.” They exchanged air kisses again,
            and then Eve was free.
         

         
         Well, sort of.

         
         She still had to walk sedately through the crowd, nodding and fake smiling at people. She started walking faster as she neared
            the exit, no one stopping her. The hallway was empty, and she picked up speed, jogging by the time she reached the hotel’s
            main doors. She smiled distractedly at the valet and handed him her ticket.
         

         
         It felt like forever for her car to be brought around, but it was, in reality, probably no more than a few minutes. She slid
            into the Audi and headed off, wincing when her tires squealed. She did love to drive fast, but not when anyone was watching.
         

         
         She didn’t go home, but to the storage unit she’d rented to store her cars. She pulled her sedate sedan into one bay. The
            1960s powder-blue convertible next to her was covered, lest its pristine finish be scratched. The Range Rover on the other
            side of it was her larger car, meant for when she had to ferry friends around.
         

         
         The five-year-old Camry to her left was a little more out of place.

         
         It was a well-maintained car, but there was nothing remarkable about it. She’d bought it over the Internet, paid cash. The
            owner had been delighted she’d only given it a cursory inspection and hadn’t quibbled at all over the price. Nor had he looked
            twice at the oversized hooded coat and sunglasses she’d worn to disguise herself. It had been in the next county over, but
            the Chandlers were fairly recognizable in most of the Northeast.
         

         
         Eve unzipped the duffel bag in the back seat. By the light of the overhead fixture, she wrestled off her gown and heels and
            Spanx, and slid into the ripped jeans, comfortable white shirt she’d stolen from her brother’s closet, and a hoodie. She donned
            a baseball cap, and then pulled the hood up over it, hiding her face and the elaborate updo she didn’t have time to take apart,
            pin by pokey pin.
         

         
         She checked her reflection in the window and tugged the hat lower to hide her face. It was a silly disguise, but it had worked
            for her so far.
         

         
         She glanced at her watch with a frown and then rolled her eyes before snapping off the Rolex and tossing it in the bag. Eve
            bundled her couture gown and shoes into the duffel as well and threw it into the trunk. Then she got into the Camry and backed
            out.
         

         
         Her nerve endings felt alive in a way they never had, and she couldn’t tell if it was because of her super-secret-agent-style
            quick change, her undercover job, or the man she might see soon.
         

         
         Of course it’s the man.

         
         A Gabe sighting twice in one day? It was like Christmas.

         
         She zoomed through the street, going faster than she’d ever dared in her own car, but still no more than five miles over the
            speed limit. She wasn’t a complete celebrity, but odds were good any cop who pulled her over would recognize her as the heiress
            to the Chandler fortune, and that would lead to too many questions. She went to great pains on nights like this to not be
            Evangeline Chandler.
         

         
         She zipped from her upper-class neighborhood into the slightly seedier end of town. She had to dodge a few college students
            and various revelers as she made her way to the alley behind O’Killians. She couldn’t park in front of the bar. It would be
            too obvious. But she still needed to be in close proximity so she would be the first person who got pinged when Gabe called
            for a lift.
         

         
         She opened her Ryde app on her phone, clocked in, and placed the device in her dock. Then she sat back and waited.

         
         A contract driver didn’t seem like a natural job transition for a director at a nonprofit, probably because it wasn’t. She’d
            left her job at the foundation in a spurt of independence and a desire to spread her wings, but then she’d run into a big
            problem.
         

         
         Her name. Anyone and everyone was ready to employ her. No matter how competent or incompetent she might be.

         
         It was a princess problem, but it was a problem. She’d spent two months after she’d quit adrift, half-tempted to take her
            big brother’s well-meaning job offers even though she’d rather stab herself in the eye with a banana than work for the family’s
            corporation.
         

         
         Then, over the holidays, when she was feeling especially lost and depressed by the lack of direction in her life, her roommate
            had urged her to at least get out.
         

         
         “Go volunteer somewhere,” Madison had said.

         
         Eve had picked at her pajamas. It was noon, and putting on pants was far too much work. “People will recognize me.” She was
            a Chandler. The youngest, the girl, the baby. The afterthought. The useless one.
         

         
         Despair had pressed down hard, but she’d kept her face expressionless, because that was what she did, even around her best
            friend.
         

         
         Above all, she wanted to hide from her name. The name she didn’t really feel like she deserved to have.

         
         Madison had tapped her foot. “So don’t be you.”

         
         She’d huffed. “How am I supposed to do that?”

         
         “I don’t know. But hell, Eve. You gotta get out of the house. You’re moping. Become a waitress. Or a Ryde driver, even. A
            position where no one looks too closely at you.”
         

         
         The idea had seemed absurd at first, but that night she’d opened her laptop and researched how difficult it was to be a driver
            for the most popular ride-sharing service. Frighteningly easy, she was startled to find.
         

         
         And even more startling . . . she liked it. It had been exhilarating to drive people around, chat with them without the baggage
            of them knowing who she was. Sometimes she simply sat silent and listened to their conversation, on the phone or with each
            other. Couples feuding, or people on their way to a hookup. Mothers exasperated with their sons. Senior citizens eager to
            talk with anyone.
         

         
         Her mother had liked to call her a sneak, and that was exactly what she was. She liked to fade into the woodwork and listen
            to people. Gather information, whether she ever used it or not.
         

         
         At some point, what had started as a way to get out of the house and keep herself busy had transformed into something else.
            She’d started talking to the customers some more, memorizing their grievances. She’d scoured over her payments from Ryde,
            calculating taxes and expenses. Night after night, she’d come home and researched and read, trying to figure out where she
            would change things.
         

         
         Obviously, she had no ability to change Ryde. But she could absolutely use it all as market research. If she set up a competitor
            service.
         

         
         She’d grown up surrounded by entrepreneurs and businesspeople, and she’d assumed her disinterest in the family business and
            nonprofit meant she was an oddball. But in hiding from her name, she’d discovered she was more Chandler than not.
         

         
         Eve made sure her doors were locked and rubbed her hands together, staring at the app as if she could will it to ping. She’d
            stopped taking fares as she drew up her business plans, but Gabe was the exception. Gabe was always the exception.
         

         
         A couple of months ago, on a cold and blustery February night, she’d been driving around this area when her app had sounded.
            She’d taken a look at his name and photo and almost declined the fare.
         

         
         When she’d been a kid, Gabe had seemed like a larger-than-life god. She’d felt the first stirrings of a crush for him as puberty
            hit, but then the tragedy had happened, and he’d essentially left her, like everyone else. She’d seen him a few times over
            the years, though, and one drunken night at a bar she’d even worked up her courage to approach him. He’d rejected her, which
            hurt, of course.
         

         
         She’d surprised herself by accepting the fare. He’d come stumbling out of this very bar and gotten into her back seat. She’d
            pulled her hat down lower to hide her face, but he hadn’t recognized her.
         

         
         Most tipsy guys she picked up that late were content to either play on their phone or doze. He’d folded his long body into
            her back seat and said in his low, deep voice, “Evening, Anne.”
         

         
         It wasn’t her name, but it didn’t matter. She’d fallen quickly under his spell. They’d talked about something so mundane she
            couldn’t even recall it—she’d been too focused on regulating her heartbeat and trying her best to disguise her voice—but the
            topic wasn’t important.
         

         
         The way he’d made her feel. Special. Aroused. Attracted to someone for the first time in a long time. That had been important.

         
         She hadn’t known at the time he’d be in a wedding party with her, or maybe she might have rethought this double-life nonsense.

         
         Liar. You wouldn’t have turned down more time in his presence, no matter what name he called you.

         
         So here she was. Waiting for a man who knew her as Eve, the organized glorified trust fund princess party planner by day,
            and Anne, his trusty Ryde driver by night.
         

         
         And he had no idea both women had a crush on him. Fuck her life.

         
         Her app pinged and she jumped, almost dropping the phone when she grabbed at it. She wasn’t a religious person, but she said
            a little prayer as she accessed the ride request. It could easily be someone else. He might not be out tonight. He could have
            gone to a different bar, and not this dive he seemed to prefer.
         

         
         She clicked on the passenger.

         
         Yes!

         
         Gabe. Pickup location, the bar she was currently sitting behind. User rating 5.0, which made her perfectionist heart happy.
            She was also a 5.0.
         

         
         She accepted the request and went to tidy her hair before she realized it was stuck under her hood and hat. It didn’t matter
            what she looked like. She was careful not to let him see. Anyway, lately, he’d been more and more inebriated when she picked
            him up, which meant he was even less likely to recognize her.
         

         
         She pulled out of the alley and eased up to the entrance of the bar. A huge figure stumbled out of the door.

         
         She’d seen him less than seven hours ago, but the length of time didn’t matter. Her breath caught.

         
         Even drunk, Gabe Hunter was beautiful. He was huge and muscular, his face broad and usually creased in a grin. He was thirty-five
            now, and lines were carved deep around his lips, though she assumed they came more from smiles than age or frowns. The light
            from the neon sign of the door caught on the red in his too-long dark auburn hair, and when he came close, she knew his green
            eyes would be clear and dancing.
         

         
         He wore snug jeans that encased his thick thighs, his T-shirt clinging to his flat stomach. What she’d do to lift that shirt
            and see his ridged abs. She’d glimpsed them, once, but she tried not to think about that mortifying experience too much.
         

         
         She swiveled and faced straight ahead when he came close enough to see into the window. He knew her car now. Her back door
            opened and he slid inside, the car rocking a bit with his massive weight.
         

         
         He could break her, and she didn’t think she’d mind being broken. Her thighs clenched.

         
         “Anne,” came his boisterous voice. It was deep and slightly thick, his tongue rolling over her alias. “Fancy meeting you here
            again.”
         

         
         “Good evening, Gabe.” She kicked herself as soon as she uttered the frosty greeting. It was what Evangeline would say, not
            Anne. She cleared her throat and put the car into drive. “Hey.” She felt a little ridiculous deepening her voice, but since
            he’d been talking to Eve less than seven hours ago, she wasn’t taking any chances.
         

         
         “It’s funny how you’re always the one taking me home, isn’t it?”

         
         Not that funny. She’d figured out the app’s algorithm worked purely off of distance on her second day. If she hovered around
            the bar when he was coming out, odds were she would be able to intercept his ride request.
         

         
         If she wasn’t a totally harmless stalker, she’d be concerned with how easy it was to game the system. When she got into the
            business, that would be the first thing she changed. There were weirdos out there! Clearly Ryde didn’t have enough paranoid
            women working for them. “Yes. So funny.”
         

         
         “Favorite movie.”

         
         Her shoulders relaxed. He’d started this on their first night, and she adored it. Everyone thought they knew everything about
            her. No one ever took the time to ask her silly questions. Despite her subterfuge, she always answered honestly. It wasn’t
            like he’d pause in a cake tasting to ask Eve her favorite movie. “The Sound of Music.”

         
         “Classic. But don’t you think it’s weird the answer to how do you solve a problem like Maria is to marry her to a widower
            with ten kids?”
         

         
         She swallowed her smile. “He has seven kids, I believe.”

         
         “Still a lot of kids.”

         
         “It may not be the most feminist message, no. But I watched it with my mother every year.” Her mother had shared her name
            with Maria, and it had tickled young Evangeline to no end.
         

         
         He stretched his legs out so far his knee bumped her elbow on the armrest. She didn’t move away, and neither did he. “Aren’t
            you going to ask me for my favorite movie?”
         

         
         She edged her elbow back a hair, the contact thrilling her. “I know it.”

         
         “That right? What is it?”

         
         “Die Hard.”

         
         He guffawed. “I do like Die Hard a lot, but it’s not my fave.”
         

         
         “What is?”

         
         “Star Wars.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Why are you surprised?”

         
         She peeked in her rearview mirror. “You don’t seem like a geek.”

         
         He folded his big arms over his chest. “We come in all shapes.”

         
         “I suppose so.”

         
         He yawned, showing off his teeth. “I do like being driven around by you, Anne.”

         
         Her heart picked up, though she cautioned it not to. Twice now she’d picked him up and witnessed women hanging off of him.
            He was a ladies’ man. Flirtation was as natural to him as breathing.
         

         
         They went over a pothole, and he groaned. “Sorry,” she murmured.

         
         “Don’t apologize. I’m sorry. I must have drank too much tonight.”

         
         She could sympathize. Her inability to process alcohol was legendary, though she assumed he’d drank more than her standard
            single glass of wine.
         

         
         “Don’t worry. I won’t make a mess in your car, I promise.”

         
         “I’m not worried.”

         
         She split her attention between him in her rearview mirror and the road in front of her. When he rolled his neck, she cleared
            her throat. “Rough week?”
         

         
         His laugh was without humor. “I’ve had better.”

         
         Since he’d spent at least two days during the week with her, she was a little insulted. She made sure to keep her voice deepened
            an octave. “Do you want to talk about it?”
         

         
         He was silent for a moment. “Have you ever wanted something you couldn’t have?”

         
         Her heart thudded. It was like he’d peeked inside her soul and found the one sentence that described her life.

         
         She had the money to buy everything, but the things she wanted couldn’t be bought. Sometimes she felt like she was starving,
            even when she was eating four-course meals.
         

         
         The ease with which she could buy four-course meals was why she didn’t complain. She didn’t face the challenges a lot of people
            faced. But yes. There were many things she’d wanted, craved, even, and she couldn’t have. “Yes,” she whispered, then said
            it louder. “Yes. I have.”
         

         
         “I guess we all have.”

         
         She’d picked out chairs and cake and discussed flowers with this man over the past month. In the light of day, Eve would have
            never asked an intrusive follow-up question. Ladies didn’t intrude.
         

         
         But it was dark now. She wasn’t Eve. She could ask. “What is it you want?”

         
         He was silent.

         
         She overtook another car, though she resisted the urge to speed easily. Speeding now meant she’d get him home quicker. “The
            thing you want—what’s stopping you from getting it? Is it you, or is it someone else?”
         

         
         “Both, I suppose.”

         
         She tried to think of what her therapist or her friend Madison would say. “You can change your behavior. You can’t change
            someone else’s.”
         

         
         “Hmm.”

         
         She glanced in the rearview mirror. His eyes were closed, head back. She thought he might be asleep, but instead he spoke.
            “I’m going on a trip tomorrow.”
         

         
         Her fingers clenched around the steering wheel. “That’s nice.” Her heart stopped, then started up again at the reminder of
            how dangerous this was. In a week, she was going to be standing opposite this man at an altar. Hell, starting tomorrow, she
            was going to be spending the week with him in a not-nearly-large-enough estate four hours away from Rockville. The home they’d
            rented wasn’t far from where they’d all used to vacation growing up. She knew exactly how remote it was.
         

         
         If Gabe recognized her as his friendly neighborhood Ryde driver . . .

         
         “Maybe I’ll find what I’m looking for there.”

         
         If what you’re looking for is a girl you treat like a little sister who has had a massive crush on you forever, then you can
               find her right here, right now, sir.

         
         Only that was foolish, because he obviously wasn’t looking for any of that. “Is the trip for pleasure or for work?” She should
            stop poking at the hornet’s nest and stay quiet. Any second he could realize who she was.
         

         
         “A little of both. I’m in a wedding party.”

         
         She swallowed. “Exciting.”

         
         “Yeah. She’s—the bride—she’s like my sister.”

         
         Evangeline couldn’t help but soften. Livvy and Gabe did seem to have a tighter bond than most employers and employees, but
            that was what happened when you grew up together. “I’m sure it’ll be romantic.” Personally, she’d been working like mad for
            the last three weeks to make her brother and Livvy’s day as special and romantic as possible.
         

         
         It hadn’t been easy, especially with the curse . . . that is, the not-curse trying to screw everything up.

         
         “You a romantic?”

         
         She wished she could deny it, or rather, she wished it weren’t true. She loved romantic love. She dreamt of a man swinging
            her around in his arms and kissing her on her forehead and looking at her like he adored her.
         

         
         She couldn’t say any of that, though, because strong women didn’t confess to being foolish romantics, right? And more than
            her love-starved heart, she wanted to be strong. So she shrugged. “I suppose. Are you not a romantic?” He was a flirt, for
            sure.
         

         
         “No,” he said shortly.

         
         Oh. She rolled her lips in to stop herself from bombarding him with a million questions about that flat denial.

         
         He shifted, his knee bumping her again. “Wake me when we get home, will you?”

         
         His home. Not theirs. “Certainly.”

         
         “I like the way you talk sometimes,” he murmured, half asleep, and totally unaware of the way her heart exploded into confetti
            at that confession.
         

         
         He didn’t like her. He liked things about her, and that wasn’t the same. And he didn’t really even like things about her,
            because he didn’t even know her.
         

         
         She didn’t speak the rest of the way, taking comfort in the way he breathed even and deep in the back seat of her car.

         
         This is mildly creepy.

         
         Well, no shit, it was. She’d been obsessed with Gabe for years, especially after their run-in a few years ago, but she’d managed
            to limit her obsession to peeking in on his social media and scouring his website—activities that were slightly less weird
            than this.
         

         
         Maybe just a different level of weird.

         
         For sure, deliberately manipulating an app so she could get to know him was a whole new level of obsession.

         
         But since he was asleep and because she was a creep, she took the long way to his house, through winding roads and a rural
            stretch where gardens were starting to peek up through the frozen ground. All too soon, she pulled up in front of his tidy
            little brick home.
         

         
         She turned slightly, making sure nothing but her profile was in view. Not that it mattered. He was dead asleep. She cleared
            her throat. “Gabe?” Ugh, she loved the way his name sounded on her lips.
         

         
         He didn’t move. In the light coming in from outside, she could see his long lashes resting on his high cheekbones. His chest
            moved up and down in a deep, steady rhythm.
         

         
         Now is when you kidnap him, said the devil on her shoulder. Take him to your lair and do with him what you will.

         
         Such a creep. “Gabe?” she said a little louder.

         
         His only response was a snore.

         
         She couldn’t let him stay in her car all night. He’d recognize her in the morning for sure. “Gabe!”

         
         He snuffled and rolled his head one way, then the other. His shirt tugged at the buttons, revealing a tiny glimpse of a white
            ribbed fabric.
         

         
         She stared at that little slice of cotton for far too long. An undershirt shouldn’t be sexy.

         
         Except . . . what if it was a tank? And what if he took his shirt off and then he was just in that white ribbed tank, and
            maybe a little sweaty and there was a smear of dirt on his face and he was working on her car? And what if his muscles bulged
            when he leaned over and picked up a wrench?
         

         
         You don’t even know if he likes to work on cars.

         
         She shook her head and tugged her cap lower, making sure her face was as obscured as possible. Then she got out and trudged
            around to open his door.
         

         
         Her hand hovered over his shoulder. It was one thing to borderline stalk him. Another to make physical contact.

         
         No, all of those things are terrible.

         
         With one finger, she tapped his shoulder lightly. “Gabe?”

         
         Nothing. She dared to grasp his shoulder, trying not to notice how hot and solid it felt under her touch. “Gabe? We’re home.”
            She shook him, and his head rolled back.
         

         
         His eyes blinked open and he stared up at her. “Anne,” he slurred. “You have the prettiest lips.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Gabe was usually great at telling women exactly what they wanted and needed to hear, generally because he sincerely meant
            whatever he was telling them. But he knew immediately he’d said the wrong thing.
         

         
         It was just that Anne was standing with her back to the streetlight, and that silly hoodie cast most of her face in shadow,
            but he could see her lips. They were pink.
         

         
         And familiar.

         
         He searched through his alcohol-soaked brain for why they were familiar. He came up empty. But he wasn’t so drunk he couldn’t
            identify how her lips tightened.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said.

         
         “You don’t mean that.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “You’re annoyed. If you want to tell me to fuck off, tell me to fuck off. I shouldn’t be commenting on your lips.” He hiccupped.
            Thank God it wasn’t a belch. “It’s ina-inapprop—it’s not right.”
         

         
         “It’s not?”

         
         “I mean, no. Right?” Wasn’t it inapprop—not right? She was in his service, albeit only for the length of his drive.

         
         Those lips pursed again while she thought. There was something familiar in that too, in her hesitation before uttering words.
            “I’m not annoyed. I was surprised.”
         

         
         Her hand on his shoulder registered. The heat of it penetrated through his shirt, right through to his skin. It was nice.
            “I don’t want to surprise you.” What did he want? He wasn’t even sure anymore.
         

         
         Her fingers curled in, the tiniest bit, and then her hand was sliding away. “We’re home. Uh, you’re home.”

         
         “We are?” He looked past her, at his small house. The lawn was starting to grow, a sure sign of spring. He’d be mowing it
            soon, a chore he enjoyed. “Why is the sidewalk so crooked?”
         

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         “Looks crooked.” She skittered back when he moved, and he felt bad. He tried to make his body smaller as he stood, hunching
            his shoulders so as not to overwhelm her small frame, but that made him overbalance. He grasped the door when he staggered.
            “Whoa.”
         

         
         She hovered, twisting her hands together. Her baggy hoodie barely left her fingers uncovered. He’d never seen her in anything
            else, had no idea what her body actually looked like under those huge clothes.
         

         
         Whoa. Why was he thinking of his driver’s body?

         
         He liked Anne, was always happy when they matched up. He liked talking to her. He didn’t like her. He was a flirt, but he was careful of who he flirted with. Women at bars, yeah. Waitresses, bartenders, drivers? Women
            he was paying for a service? No.
         

         
         But those lips.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “Sure. I’m always okay.” He cautiously let go of the door and shut it, a thud that made him wince. He took one step, then
            another, and then he grew cocky, because he looked at her instead of his feet on the third.
         

         
         He stumbled, but before he could fall, she was at his side, her body propped up under his. “I can help you.”

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “No, you’re not.”

         
         Yes, he was. He was a man. A manly man! He could work a grill and chop firewood.

         
         He straightened, but then he realized he wasn’t actually straightening, just leaning on her harder.

         
         He deflated. No, he was not okay. But he didn’t know if he wasn’t okay because he was drunk or because his brain was firing
            up with even more not-right thoughts, like how good she smelled, like some sort of expensive perfume. She was smaller than
            he’d thought before, barely coming up to his breastbone. As small as Eve.

         
         He shied away from that thought. He’d done a pretty good job all night of not thinking about Eve. He wasn’t about to fuck
            up now, after he’d invested so much time into pickling his brain so that weird tension choking him would go away. “I’m so
            sorry,” he muttered, and the remaining sober part of his brain cringed at how slurred his speech was.
         

         
         Fuck, she was going to one-star him, and then he’d have boring, impersonal drivers forever. He’d grown fond of their chats.

         
         He deserved it. Carrying his drunk ass into his house definitely wasn’t her job. Shame shot through him. He adjusted his grip
            around her shoulders so she wouldn’t be forced to bear as much of his weight. “Thanks for helping.”
         

         
         “No problem,” she said, and he peered down at her. Her voice sounded different, but the alcohol was making it really difficult
            to pin down why.
         

         
         Maybe it was the breathlessness. He tried to lessen his weight on her more, but he almost overcorrected backward, and she
            had to haul him close. For a second, he felt every round, soft inch of her against him.
         

         
         No, no, no. “Ugh, just leave me here.”

         
         “We’re at your door.” A tiny hand extended in front of him. “Keys?”

         
         He stared at that hand for a second. “Huh?”

         
         “Your keys?”

         
         “Oh yeah.” He propped himself up against the wooden frame. He’d never been so delighted as the day he was able to afford this
            house. His big sister had offered to buy him the mansion of his choice, anywhere in the world, when she’d struck it rich in
            the tech world, but he’d wanted something he’d bought and paid for himself.
         

         
         Something that would prove to the town and to the world he was more than an abandoned, unwanted charity case.

         
         He shook the dark thoughts away and dug in his pocket. He pulled out his keys, handing them to her. There was no way he’d
            ever be able to fit a key into a lock in this current state.
         

         
         Or anything into anything, for that matter.

         
         Yikes, way too inapp—not right, these thoughts.

         
         “Gabe!” Her voice sounded like it was coming from so
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