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Chapter 1: The Spinach Dip Incident
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The dip was supposed to go on the cracker.

Instead, a rogue chunk of artichoke caught the rim of the silver platter as I turned, and the entire creamy, green, garlic-scented load slid off in a single, silent, horrifying wave. It landed with a soft plop directly onto the front of my black catering dress, just south of my collarbone, and oozed downward with a purpose.

I froze. The chatter of the rooftop gallery—a low hum of money and polished small talk—faded into a high-pitched ringing in my ears. I looked down. A perfect, glistening map of shame was now spread across my chest, seeping through the cheap polyester and onto my skin. It was cold. And very, very visible.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

I backed away from the main room, my heels clicking a frantic retreat on the polished concrete, the empty platter clutched like a shield. The emergency exit led to a service hallway, which led to a door marked ‘Pantry.’ I shoved my way in, flicked on the light, and dropped the platter into a stainless-steel sink with a clatter that echoed in the small, windowless room.

Shelves of industrial-sized olives and fancy crackers surrounded me. I grabbed a wad of paper towels, ran them under the tap, and started scrubbing. The green smeared. It didn’t come out. It just turned the black fabric into a damp, dark, spinach-scented mess. My reflection in the microwave door was a tragedy: mascara from the heat of the kitchen was already making a break for it under my eyes, and my cheeks were flushed with pure mortification. Twenty-one years old, and I looked like a toddler who’d lost a fight with a guacamole bowl.

The door opened.

I didn’t have to look. I knew it was him. The air changed. It got heavier, quieter, charged with a kind of expensive cologne and sheer, unassailable authority.

Gavin Priestly leaned against the doorframe, filling it. My father’s business partner. Forty-three. In a suit that probably cost more than my tuition for the semester. He didn’t say anything. He just watched me, his arms crossed, his expression unreadable.

“It’s not what it looks like,” I blurted out, still scrubbing. “I’m... conducting a food safety experiment. Adhesion rates of dairy-based spreads on synthetic fabrics. For science.”

His mouth didn’t even twitch. “Fascinating methodology.”

His voice was low, a rumble that felt like it was coming from the floor. I finally risked a glance. His eyes, a cool, assessing gray, tracked from my face, down to the stain, and back up. There was no pity there. Just a faint, detached amusement, like he’d found a mildly interesting bug under a rock.

“I’ve got it under control,” I said, my voice tighter than I wanted.

“Clearly.” He pushed off the doorframe and took two steps into the small room. He didn’t come close, but his presence shrunk the space instantly. He was so... solid. Where I felt like a jangle of nerves and spilled dip, he was all calm, controlled lines. “Your father mentioned you were working the event. He didn’t mention you’d be leading the dip-based wardrobe segment.”

Heat flooded my face. “It was an accident.”

“Most disasters are.”

He called me ‘kid.’ He always did. In that tone. Not patronizing, exactly, but... definitive. A label. A reminder of the chasm between us. He was in the boardroom; I was the one fetching canapés. He was my dad’s friend; I was the daughter who needed a fake ID to get into a bar last weekend.

Wait.

Oh, god.

The thought of the fake ID made my mouth move before my brain could engage. “It’s not even the most illegal thing I’ve done tonight,” I muttered, turning back to the sink to hide my face.

A beat of silence. Then, his tone changed. It lost its lazy amusement. “Is that right?”

Caught. I swallowed. “The bartender was carding hard. I just wanted a gin and tonic. It’s a stupid hologram thing from Ohio. It’s terrible.” Why was I still talking? “His name is Brian P. Henderson. I look nothing like a Brian.”

I could feel his gaze on the back of my neck. The disapproval radiating from him was a physical thing, a chill in the stuffy pantry air. It should have made me feel small. It should have made me want to disappear. Instead, it lit a stupid, reckless fuse in my gut. His disapproval was a challenge. A spark.

I turned around, leaning against the sink, crossing my arms over my disastrous dress. “What? You’ve never borrowed a friend’s ID to get a drink, Mr. Priestly?”

“Gavin,” he corrected, his voice flat. “And no. By the time I was your age, I was more concerned with keeping the SEC from drinking me under the table.”

Right. Of course. His world was different. My dad’s stories painted Gavin as a shark who’d built an empire from rubble before he was thirty. My world was spilled dip and fake Brians.

The awkwardness stretched, thick and hot. I needed to break it. My flaw, according to every report card and ex-boyfriend ever: I can’t stand silence. I fill it with noise, usually the wrong kind.

I gestured vaguely at his impeccable suit. “So, is the dress code for panicked rescue ‘Wall Street Funeral’ or is that just your everyday vibe?”

For a second, nothing. His face was a marble statue. Then, something shifted behind his eyes. The cool gray darkened, like a storm rolling in over a winter sea. He didn’t smile. Not even close. But the amusement was gone, replaced by an intensity that stole the air from my lungs. He looked at me, really looked, and I wasn’t a kid with a stain anymore.

“My everyday vibe,” he said, the words slow and deliberate, “is knowing which










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Off-Limits to Claim

A Spicy Forbidden Age Gap.Romance
g’/






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





