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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      It was Friday night in Brooklyn, and Eva Nightingale had just finished her shift at Gustavo’s Coffee Shoppe. She’d spent her long, tedious day pandering to the requests of coffee-loving hipsters who, in her expert opinion, needed to take up home brewing rather than spending so much cash on mediocre drinks.

      It didn’t help that Eva wasn’t much of a coffee drinker herself. If given the choice, she’d rather waitress at a nice restaurant. But this was her reality, and she was thoroughly stuck in it.

      “Have a good night, Eva,” her manager said as she walked out from behind the counter. “We’ll see you next week.”

      Eva shrugged her shoulders and shuffled toward the staff room.

      “Yeah. See ya, Chris.”

      Her halfhearted goodbye was hardly enough to convince Chris that she liked, or even appreciated, her job. She figured it didn’t matter much. He’d only hired her because he thought she was attractive. That much was clear from her first interview, when he’d spent more time ogling her than he did taking notes on the hiring form.

      Eva didn’t understand it, but she wasn’t going to turn down a perfectly reasonable job opportunity—those were few and far between, these days.

      She’d only been working at Gustavo’s for a few months, and already Chris had asked her out three or four times. Each time, she shut him down. But she was starting to run out of family emergencies, study sessions, and extracurricular commitments. Eventually, Chris would start asking questions. It wouldn’t be long before her stories fell apart. She wasn’t even in college anymore. Once he knew the truth, that she’d been avoiding him and lying to him, he’d conveniently start to notice that she wasn’t the greatest barista after all.

      Then, it would be goodbye, independence and hello, unemployment line.

      She couldn’t let that happen. Not when she still had some control over it.

      Eva knew she’d have to go out with Chris at least once or twice if she wanted to keep her job. It would be different if she was attentive, or even halfway positive, at work. Then, she would have a case for wrongful termination. But she spent the majority of her shifts moping around the shop, doing as little as possible and hoping no one would care enough to speak up. She wasn’t the kind of employee worth saving, and she knew it.

      When she reached the staff room, Eva pulled off her uniform and changed into the simple black dress she’d brought.

      Stuffing her polo shirt and coffee-smelling pants into a plastic shopping bag, she removed a rather large purse from her assigned locker. She’d brought the purse on purpose, hoping to shove the uniform inside and conceal her barista identity for a few hours.

      On ordinary days, Eva left her uniform at work. But this wasn’t an ordinary day. It was laundry day, and she couldn’t afford to miss another week. She only had so many copies of the same red polo and black pants.

      Eva changed shoes, grabbed her bag, and left the staff room. Chris was still standing behind the counter when she emerged, smiling as he cleaned. He was getting ready to close the shop.

      Closing was the worst. She considered offering to help, but the idea quickly dissipated. Chris would wonder why she wasn’t rushing home to get ready for her three-day study session—an obligation she’d invented to avoid weekend shifts altogether.

      She’d almost reached the exit when Chris called out to her.

      “Hey, Eva! Can we talk for a minute?”

      Eva sighed and turned back. She didn’t move away from the door.

      “What’s up?”

      Her voice was stale, and Chris looked disconcerted for a moment. His consistent smile faltered. Eva felt sorry for him. He was a good looking guy, and pleasant enough, but too cheerful and optimistic for her taste. She was waiting for someone more independent and interesting. It just wasn’t a good fit. She wished that he could see that without being told. Besides, the last thing on Eva’s mind was a boyfriend.

      “I’d like to take you out sometime,” he said.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Chris wasn’t finished.

      “I know you’ve been avoiding me,” he said. “If you don’t want to go, just say the word. I won’t ask again. I’m not going to harass you over it.”

      Eva looked down at the floor. This was a crappy start to her weekend. Should she continue to be dodgy, or should she be honest? Chris sounded sincere enough.

      She decided to go with complete honesty.

      “I know you hired me because you think something might happen between us,” Eva said. “But I don’t think it’s a good fit. You’re a great guy, and I’m flattered that you’ve taken an interest in me. It’s just that you don’t really know anything about me. This isn’t easy to admit, but I haven’t been honest with you.”

      Chris looked concerned.

      “What do you mean?”

      She sighed.

      “I’m not in school anymore,” Eva said. “I dropped out six months ago. That’s why I needed this job in the first place. I live in this awful studio apartment and I need to pay rent. This job isn’t some part-time thing for the school year. This is my income. It’s pathetic and hard and I’m just not looking for a love interest right now.”

      There was a moment of silence. Chris took a breath.

      “Oh,” he said.

      “That’s it?”

      “Honestly, I’m relieved,” he said, the smile slowly returning to his face. “I thought you were going to tell me you’re married.”

      Eva laughed.

      “Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not married. But I’m going through a lot right now. I’m sorry if I seem grumpy at work. And I hope you don’t fire me for it. I’m adjusting. This job is all I have.”

      “Eva,” Chris said. “I’m not going to fire you.”

      He stepped out from behind the counter and walked over to her.

      “I appreciate you being honest with me,” he said. “And I’ll do what I can to help you adjust. Would that be all right?”

      Eva nodded.

      “Okay,” Chris said. “I’ll see you next week.”

      “See you then,” Eva affirmed.

      She pushed open the door and walked onto the sidewalk outside Gustavo’s. As it shut behind her, she felt a weight lift from her shoulders. At least she wasn’t living a lie at work anymore.

      Eva began walking toward the nearest subway station. It was ten blocks away, a sizable hike in her heels, but she felt cool and confident. For the first time in six months, she felt that she was capable of handling herself without the help of her parents or her friends—all of whom she’d lost when she’d decided to leave Columbia.

      She shook off the thought. There was nothing like bad memories to kill a good mood.

      Still, the longer Eva walked, the harder it became to maintain her positivity. She was going home to nothing but a studio apartment and a pile of laundry. The nearest laundromat would be open late, but finishing her chores early would mean two whole days of silence until her shift on Monday morning.

      It wasn’t like she could afford cable or Wi-Fi. Her cell phone data plan was laughable; not even enough for a few episodes of her favorite show. All she had to entertain herself was a stack of free magazines. She’d been making plans to shop for leisure reading at a used bookstore in Manhattan, but she couldn’t bring herself to go into the city alone.

      Now that Chris knew the truth, she could pick up extra shifts at work to fill her time. But the thought depressed her even further. Did she really have nothing better to do with her life? That had been the reason she’d avoided opening, closing, and weekend shifts. Underneath it all, she wanted her life to revolve around more than a coffee shop.

      Still, it was time to face reality. And, according to reality, she had bills to pay.

      “You look like you could use a pick-me-up,” a man’s voice said from behind her. It was kind, not intimidating, but Eva was startled all the same.

      She turned to find a young man wearing a white apron. There was a name tag pinned to his chest, informing her that his name was Calvin. He clearly worked somewhere nearby. The cigarette in his hand suggested that he was taking a smoke break. Eva was intrigued.

      “You aren’t wrong about that,” she replied.

      “What if I told you I could help?”

      Eva raised an eyebrow.

      “How do you plan on doing that?”

      “I’m an assistant chef at Oasis,” Calvin said, gesturing to the building directly behind him. Through the front windows, Eva could see there were at least fifty people inside, chatting and laughing and drinking.

      She recognized the bar. She passed by it twice on weekdays.

      Oasis was an exclusive venue with a rooftop terrace and a renowned dinner menu. This wasn’t a place where people came to get wasted. This was a place where the financial bucks of Wall Street came to kick back with their all-too-rich buddies.

      Usually, when Eva passed it, the building was dead silent. She hardly ever worked the evening shift at Gustavo’s, especially on Fridays. She’d never seen it the way it was now—filled to the brim with people in suits and cocktail dresses. She longed for one night with them.

      Calvin continued.

      “It isn’t easy to get in, but I think you could use a night off.”

      Eva stared into the bar, then looked in the direction of the subway station. She thought about the tips she’d earned during her shift and wondered if they’d be enough for a couple of drinks. She figured they probably were, even if the drinks were expensive.

      Still, she wasn’t sure. What if she did something stupid and embarrassed herself? What if she stood out from the crowd like a sore thumb? She didn’t think her ego could take another hit.

      Weighing her options, she figured a night of the high life would be better than a night at the laundromat, embarrassment or not. No one had to know who she was. She wasn’t looking to take anyone home.

      Eva was skeptical, though, of Calvin’s intentions.

      “No strings attached?” she asked. “You just let me inside and go back to work?”

      Calvin laughed.

      “Lady,” he said. “I bat for the other team. No strings attached.”

      She smiled.

      “Eva,” she said. “My name is Eva. And I’m in.”

      Calvin nodded, dropped his cigarette on the ground, and smothered it with his shoe.

      “Let’s go, then,” he said, offering an arm. Eva took it.

      Calvin led her through the front door and into a different world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      There were suited men everywhere. Stunning, attractive, successful men, with equally stunning women on their arms. Most bars in New York were dim. Eva found them dreary and dirty. Oasis was different. The lights were bright and inviting. Each table was decorated with fresh flowers.

      To her surprise, no one stared at her entrance. She wasn’t given a second glance, either, but at least she didn’t feel out of place.

      “This is incredible,” Eva whispered to no one in particular. “I’ve never been anywhere like this before.”

      “Oasis is something else,” Calvin said with a grin. “But if you think this is incredible, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

      Calvin led her through a pair of double doors toward the back of the room. Behind the doors sat a metal staircase that seemed to lead up and up forever.

      “I have to get back to the kitchen,” he said. “But you follow those stairs up to the terrace. If you hurry, you’ll be able to catch the sunset over the Manhattan skyline. Tell them Calvin sent you. It’s strictly VIP up there.”

      They stopped at the foot of the stairs.

      “Thanks,” Eva said sincerely. “I kinda wish you batted for this team.”

      He laughed.

      “Have a good time, Eva.”

      And then he was gone, leaving her alone at the bottom of a metal staircase that led to a life she’d only dared to dream about.

      “You can do this,” she said softly. “No one knows you here.”

      Eva collected her courage and started up the steps. When she reached the top, she found a big, beefy man in black standing behind a podium. He was holding a clipboard.

      “Name?”

      “I won’t be on that,” Eva said, her voice noticeably shaking.

      Pull yourself together.

      “Calvin sent me,” she continued. “My name is Eva Nightingale.”

      “Calvin?”

      Eva’s eyes widened. For a moment, she was certain that Calvin had made the whole thing up. He probably didn’t even work at Oasis. For all she knew, he could have been on his way to the subway station himself, fresh out of a shift at some fast food restaurant. What had she been thinking?

      Then she realized the bouncer was grinning. Her fears melted away.

      “He’s one of our favorite guys around here,” he said. “A friend of Calvin’s is allowed up here any time. Go on in. Pick whatever table you’d like. We have plenty of room tonight.”

      “Thank you,” Eva stuttered as the bouncer gestured her in.

      “Enjoy your evening.”

      Eva walked through an open door and onto the terrace.

      Calvin was right. It was a thousand times better than the bar below. The terrace offered a gorgeous view of Manhattan Island. There were tables lining the sides with a counter in the center for drinks. Two bartenders were taking orders from three men in black tuxedos. Their hands seemed to dance as they grabbed, set, shook, and poured. It was far more intricate than making coffee, not that she’d been allowed to do anything but run the register yet.

      The tables were high top and set for two, each decorated with the same beautiful flowers as those downstairs. Most of the tables were taken, but the bouncer had been right. It wasn’t crowded up here. She spotted an empty table in the corner of the terrace. It had a perfect view of the sunset. She crossed the rooftop and sat down, her large bag taking up the extra seat.

      She spent thirty or forty seconds watching the sun slip lower on the skyline before a man showed up. He was carrying a pad of paper and a pen. It took her a moment to understand that he was a waiter.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      Just breathe. No one knows you here.

      “Yeah, that would be great,” Eva said lightly. “Can I get a martini?”

      “Coming right up.”

      She was alone with her thoughts again. She decided that was all right. It was about time she reflected on her miserable life from somewhere other than her apartment.

      It really was a crappy apartment. When Eva’s parents had kicked her out, she was given two weeks to find a suitable place to live. They would co-sign and pay rent for the first two months. But, after that, Eva was on her own. No more help from Mommy and Daddy. And no more contact, either. She’d burned that bridge the day she’d decided to leave Columbia.

      Finding an apartment without a stable job was difficult, not because she couldn’t immediately pay rent, but because she had no idea what kind of job she’d end up with. If she got evicted from her first apartment, she couldn’t count on her parents for help. She could end up jobless and homeless—all because she’d stood up for herself for the first time in her life.

      Eva had never wanted to go to college, let alone law school, but her parents had insisted she follow in their footsteps and become a successful lawyer. Her entire high school career had been dedicated to government and law. She was on the debate team. She spent hours going over cases with her parents. She worked as an intern in their firms.

      If she’d been given time to explore other avenues of interest, Eva might have found herself a hobby, or even another possible career path. But there was never time. She had no idea what else she liked. And the time she might have had to pursue that dream was gone.

      She could have told her parents no. She could have refused to go to Columbia at all. But, if she’d made that mistake, she might have been on the streets long before she was prepared. At that age, she was still optimistic. It had never occurred to her that her parents might kick her out if she didn’t follow their lead.

      She hadn’t gone to Columbia because she was afraid of being destitute. She’d gone because she’d wanted to make her parents proud. She’d wanted them to say, just once, that she was good enough.

      But, after three years at Columbia, it had become increasingly clear that proud was not a word in her parents’ vocabulary. College had been far more difficult than high school, especially in a legal major. She’d spent hours studying in her room at her parents’ home in Queens, since they didn’t believe in dorms—they said being surrounded by partying teenagers would stunt her education. She’d made three or four friends in those six semesters, none of whom had stuck around after she left.

      Eva hardly ever drank. She didn’t smoke. She didn’t go to parties or bars. She followed her parents’ requests without fault. She’d even taken a year off between high school and college to intern under one of the most successful lawyers in the country. No matter how hard she tried, though, it hadn’t been enough. And, more and more, Eva had come to realize that she wasn’t happy. Her thoughts had turned dark. When she’d tried to picture her future as a lawyer, something more sinister came forward. If she had to live the life her parents had imagined for her, she didn’t want to live at all.

      After speaking to several school counselors, Eva had made her decision—she was going to drop out of Columbia. She was two years away from her degree, even with a full course load. It was too late in her college career to start exploring a new major. Besides, she knew her parents would never be willing to pay for it. And she certainly wasn’t going to go into debt for an experience she never wanted.

      She’d come home from her last evening class of the week, books in hand. Her parents had been sitting in the dining room, talking about a particularly difficult case. Eva had dropped her books on the table with a loud crash. Her parents had jumped in their seats, then stared.

      “I’m not going back,” Eva had said simply. “I don’t want to be a lawyer. I don’t want to get my degree. I’m not going back. And you can’t make me.”

      Her parents had gaped. Eva hadn’t been sure where their surprise was coming from. Hadn’t they, on some level, known she wasn’t happy?

      She’d been a quiet, mousy, and respectful kid. She’d grown into an intelligent and well-spoken young adult. She could formulate an argument. She could debate. She could fight in a courtroom.

      But never with her parents. It was too hard. It made everything unstable. Eva hated instability.

      So, yeah, she’d never said any of these things before. But they were still her parents. Shouldn’t they have noticed the number of nights she’d spent crying herself to sleep? Shouldn’t they have seen how tired and frustrated and dejected she’d been for the past three years? How had this revelation been a surprise to them?

      The thought had pushed her demeanor from firm to angry.

      “Seriously, didn’t either of you ever notice that I hate law?” Eva had asked. “Did I really need to say it?”

      Something had snapped. She was usually calm and collected around her parents. They had a mutual understanding: she was the subordinate, and they were in charge. You don’t yell at your manager if you want to keep your job. But her counselors had finally helped her see the light—the years of emotional and mental abuse that had never been acknowledged.

      She wasn’t going to let them get away with it. If they saw her as a different person, so be it. This was who she was to everyone else in the world. She was tired of putting on a face.

      “I’m dropping out of school,” she had said. “I’m going to spend the next few years of my life trying to figure out who I want to be without the two of you breathing down my neck. And I hope you can support me through that. I hope you’ll accept me for who I choose to be.”

      Her mother finally found her voice.

      “We’ve invested twenty-four years in your education,” Heather Nightingale had said. “Twenty-four years. And you’ve come home, halfway through your college education, to tell us that you don’t want it anymore?”

      “You’ve never given me a choice,” Eva had replied bitterly.

      “You have a choice now,” her father had said, his face turning a peculiar shade of purple. “You can go to your room, continue your studies, and go back to school on Monday like the woman we raised you to be. Or, you can start looking for your own place, because you won’t be living here.”

      “That’s it?” Eva had asked, her nostrils flaring like they always did when she lost her temper. “Live my life your way or leave? What kind of parents are you?”

      “We’ve given you everything,” her mother had said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Where did we go wrong, Henry?”

      Her father had shaken his head.

      “I wish I knew,” he’d said, glaring at his daughter.

      “You two are pathetic,” Eva had spat back. “You wanted a lawyer, not a daughter. I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      Eva had turned on her heel and stormed out of the room, leaving her textbooks on the dining room table. She’d never picked them up again. Two weeks later, she’d moved into her studio apartment in Brooklyn. It wasn’t an accident that her new residency was in a borough separate from her parents. She’d never wanted to see them again.

      Even now, sitting on the rooftop terrace at Oasis six months later, she didn’t want to see them. They were lousy, workaholic lawyers, and even lousier parents.

      Of course, that wasn’t all true. She missed her parents from time to time. She missed the way her mother would curl her hair before a big event. They would talk and giggle and listen to pop music. She missed the way her father would take her camping every summer vacation. It was the only time she saw him in something other than a suit. On their sixth camping trip, Eva realized she still loved him, even though he often made her feel worthless.

      She’d been dealt an awful hand. And now she was paying for her choices. Despite six months of separation from her parents, she still had no idea what she wanted to do with her life. It didn’t help that rent for a studio apartment in Brooklyn used up over three-quarters of her monthly income. She’d barely made it through the last four months without her parents’ aid, and her savings were running thin.

      Pretty soon, she wouldn’t be able to afford groceries or her cell phone bill. When that happened, it would be game over. Eva would go back to her parents, duffle bag in hand, and beg for forgiveness. She would go back to college, finish her degree, and enroll in law school. They would welcome her back with open arms, forgiving her momentary lapse in judgment. And, for the rest of her life, they would control her.

      She’d considered getting a second job, but Gustavo’s forbade employees from working anywhere else so that they were always available to pick up shifts. She could do it anyway, but Chris would have no choice but to fire her if he found out. And he would, too, now that he knew her schedule was wide open.

      Turning over the possibilities in her mind, Eva didn’t notice the sun had already gone down. It was nighttime in Brooklyn, and she was alone.

      Somehow, that was okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      It had been twenty minutes since her initial order. Her martini had been delivered without her knowledge, probably set on the table by a thoughtful waiter who didn’t want to interrupt her memories.

      The glass was already collecting condensation, forming a light ring on the table. She took a sip and immediately wished she’d asked for a rum and Coke. Six months wasn’t enough to get used to drinking alcohol, no matter how fancy she wanted to be.

      Her reverie was interrupted by the shadow of a tall, muscular man standing next to her table. Figuring it was another waiter and deciding she’d ask for that drink after all, she looked up and opened her mouth to share her request.

      She snapped it shut. The man held no paper or pen. He wore a deep blue suit. And he was holding a glass in his hand.

      “You look like you could use this,” he said in a thick Italian accent.

      Eva stared, unable to do much else.

      “What is that?”

      “Rum and Coke,” the man said. “I can take it back if you don’t want it.”

      Eva struggled to find the words to respond. Finally, they came.

      “How did you know?”

      The man smiled and set the drink down on the table. He picked up the barely-touched martini and took it back to the bar. Eva was so stunned, she didn’t bother drinking. She just continued to stare.

      If you don’t get it together, he’s going to think you’re crazy.

      When the man returned, Eva managed to speak.

      “Seriously, how did you know I wanted one of these? I wasn’t talking out loud, was I?”

      The man grinned, clearly amused.

      “Would you mind if I sat down?”

      Eva stared for four or five seconds before realizing he wanted an answer.

      “Oh, right,” she stuttered. “Sure. Go for it.”

      The man swiftly moved her bag from the chair to the ground and took a seat.

      “My name is Filipe,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      “Eva,” she mumbled. She couldn’t seem to come up with anything else. She was too surprised by the man’s sudden intrusion. She had been sitting alone, contemplating her failures, and then she’d been joined by a strange, handsome man. A man named Filipe, apparently.

      “All right, Eva,” Filipe said smoothly. “I’ll share my secret.”

      She nodded for him to continue.

      “I happen to like the same drink, myself. So, I bought you one.”

      Eva, who had been waiting for more, was surprised.

      “That’s all?”

      “That’s all,” Filipe said, smiling again. “I’m not reading your mind and you weren’t talking out loud. Although, I have to say, I’m very curious. What were you thinking about?”

      Eva found herself taken aback, yet again. It had been months since she’d flirted with anyone, and years since she’d had a boyfriend. This man was attractive and seductive. He was devilishly handsome, tall, and tanned—with the most alluring green eyes.

      Men like Filipe didn’t flirt with women like Eva. He was clearly older than her. Maybe thirty? She didn’t understand. Why did he care what she was thinking about? There were plenty of beautiful women on the rooftop.

      Yeah, but they aren’t alone.

      She couldn’t tell him the truth. What would she tell him about first: her job as a coffee barista or her decision to drop out of school? She could tell him about her awful apartment or her inability to scrape together her rent.

      No. Knowing she’d never see Filipe again in her life, Eva decided to lie.

      “Work,” she said, taking a sip of her drink, which was sweet and calming. She felt her body loosen. “My clients are driving me up the wall.”

      “Oh really?” Filipe asked, looking straight into her eyes as he spoke. “What do you do?”

      “I work on Wall Street,” she said, unable to come up with a single legitimate job title. “It’s draining, but worth it. What do you do?”

      “I’m an investment banker,” Filipe said. “I’m in New York for a few days on business. Do you live here?”

      Eva nodded.

      “I do,” she said, taking another long drink.

      She was starting to feel a buzz. Everything seemed better now.

      He’s just a man. You can handle this. It’s not like you have to go home with him.

      “Whereabouts?” Filipe asked. “I’m staying in Manhattan.”

      “I live near the financial district,” she lied. “My roommate and I split the lease.”

      “Boyfriend?” Filipe asked, looking for a ring on her finger.

      “Oh, no,” Eva said, shaking her head. “Just a friend from college. I went to Columbia.”

      “Oh,” he said. “That’s a great school. I have a few contacts there. Did you have Professor Klineman?”

      “I must have missed him,” Eva said. She knew she should be more cautious, but her fears were slipping away. “I graduated early. College wasn’t really my scene. I was ready to start a career. I’d be lucky if I could name the professors I did have.”

      “Let me get you another drink,” Filipe said, standing up from the table. “I think I’ll get one for myself, too.”

      As she watched him walk away, Eva couldn’t believe her luck. An hour ago, she’d been serving coffee to rude and pretentious customers. Now, she was sitting on the Oasis rooftop, chatting it up with a big-shot international businessman. She desperately wished she had some friends to tell.

      He guessed my drink. Does that even happen in real life?

      She felt like she could have been a movie star. Filipe was certainly attractive enough to be the leading man.

      Eva decided she’d continue through the night as though she were in a movie. She filed away her laundry in the back of her mind. She threw away dark thoughts about her family and her past. Tonight, she was a Wall Street executive with a fancy apartment and plenty of friends.

      Tonight, she was going to enjoy herself. No one knew who she was, and she’d never been happier about it.

      The mysterious man returned. Eva flashed him a bright smile.

      “So,” she said. “You’re in town on business. You’re staying in Manhattan. What are you doing in Brooklyn?”

      “I’m not a fan of Manhattan nightlife,” Filipe said. “Too many college girls with fake IDs looking for an escort.”

      Eva raised an eyebrow.

      “I think you may actually be more cynical than me,” she said.

      “Are you a cynical person?”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      He smiled. This time, the smile broke through his entire face, bringing light to every single feature. Eva thought she’d never seen a more attractive man, and she doubted that she ever would.

      If he knew who you were...

      No. Those thoughts were gone now.

      “Would your roommate mind having company?” Filipe asked.

      Eva’s heart nearly stopped. The thought of bringing him home was ludicrous. Wouldn’t he be surprised, when she brought him to a run-down studio apartment on the other side of Brooklyn!

      If she wanted a chance with him, she’d have to come up with an excuse—and fast.

      “She’s actually studying tonight,” Eva said as smoothly as possible. “She enrolled in grad school last year. She usually doesn’t mind visitors, but I don’t think she’d thank me for bringing home a handsome man tonight.”

      Filipe nodded. His voice became seductive and quiet. Eva had to lean forward to hear him. She supposed that was the point.

      “That’s all right,” he said. “I’d much rather bring you somewhere we can be alone.”

      Eva swallowed. Despite the beverage she was sipping quickly, her throat was dry. She felt her body tingling in ways it hadn’t before. She knew she was halfway to getting drunk, but she didn’t care. If she lived to regret her next words, it wouldn’t be the first time.

      “Do you have a place in mind?”

      He nodded again.

      “I have a room at the Ramada,” he said, his voice still barely above a whisper. “We can sit on the balcony and talk for hours. I think I could talk to you for hours. Don’t you?”

      She felt herself melting.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I do.”

      “Should I get you another drink?” Filipe asked, his tone never wavering. She was caught in his intense gaze, and she wasn’t getting free.

      “That’s okay,” she breathed. “I think I’ll be fine without it.”

      Filipe pulled out his wallet, which was a dark brown, expensive-looking leather, and dropped a fifty on the table. He stood and reached for her hand. She took his, barely giving the decision a second thought. His hand was warm and soft and strong. Her heart fluttered in her chest.

      “Don’t you want your change?” Eva asked, looking back at the bill on the table.

      Filipe shook his head.

      “I don’t need it,” he replied.

      Eva grabbed her bag from beneath the table, having almost forgotten it. She was too busy living out her fantasy to care much for material objects. This included her work uniform, which never seemed to matter less than it did right now.

      You’re not thinking clearly. You should go home.

      She ignored the voice in her head and let Filipe lead her down the winding metal staircase. When they reached the bottom, they walked through the main bar. This time, heads turned at their arrival. But Eva knew the faces weren’t staring at her. They were staring at the man leading her away.

      That’s right, ladies; this one’s mine.

      Eva was definitely not sober anymore, but she knew what she was doing.

      Once the building was behind them, Filipe stepped forward to hail a cab, letting go of Eva’s hand. She watched him in earnest. This man somehow made hailing a cab enticing.

      How could one person be so attractive? Eva wondered how any woman would ever be able to date him. She would be self-conscious and jealous at every turn. She knew the only reason she wasn’t self-conscious now, was the alcohol in her system. Maybe that was why Filipe was alone in a bar like Oasis. He was waiting to find a semi-classy girl with just enough confidence to stay the course.

      The thought made her nervous, even with the buzz. She wasn’t what he was looking for. If she let something slip, if he found out who she really was and what she did for a living, he’d leave in a heartbeat. Eva knew, if the tables were turned, she would.

      Everything was about money in this day and age. Filipe had it. She didn’t. That, alone, was enough to keep them from associating with one another. She somehow doubted that a man like Filipe was above that unspoken social law.

      He didn’t care who you were when he sat down.

      She shushed her thoughts. All that mattered was maintaining her composure and sticking to her story. Whether or not he would have liked the “real” Eva, he wouldn’t like a liar.
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      As Eva’s inner battle subsided, a cab pulled up to the curb. Filipe opened the door for her, and she thanked him and slipped inside.

      Rather than making her move over, Filipe shut the door and crossed to the other side of the cab. Eva took note. No one had ever done that for her before—not even on a date. He was charming beyond her wildest imagination, and it just kept coming.

      The cab began to pull away from the sidewalk. Eva caught a glimpse of Calvin, coming back for another smoke break. He noticed her through the taxi window, smiled an all-knowing smile, and gave her the thumbs up. She waved.

      “Who was that?” Filipe asked as they drove off.

      “Just a friend,” Eva said lightly.

      Filipe nodded.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get to meet him.”

      “It’s no big deal,” Eva said. “We haven’t known each other that long.”

      He moved closer and slipped an arm around her shoulders. He began kissing her neck, and Eva suddenly felt uncomfortable. There were red warning lights going off in her head.

      The action, the kissing, came from a place of lust, not a place of charm. The idea made her feel completely sober. It wasn’t the first time a man had treated her this way—and the last time, it hadn’t ended well. Was she making a mistake?

      She wasn’t ready for something like this. She wasn’t a virgin, but she wanted to take it slow. She didn’t even know if she wanted the same thing Filipe wanted. The idea of going back to his hotel room was exciting, but she wasn’t a woman who believed everything was about sex.

      Besides, she’d be far more likely to sleep with someone if she didn’t feel pressure from the minute they stepped into a cab. Had she gotten swept up in the moment?

      Sure, Filipe was attractive. He made her feel things she either hadn’t felt before or hadn’t felt in a very long time. But she wasn’t going to hop into bed with him. She hoped he hadn’t made that assumption. Eva suddenly felt very stupid. Why else would he invite her back to his hotel room? She braced herself. This wasn’t going to be an easy one to shoot down. He was probably going to kick her out of the cab.

      “I should tell you something before we get there,” Eva said, pulling away from his grip. He took his arm back in response.

      “Sure. What’s wrong?”

      She took a deep breath, steadying herself as much as possible.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight. I haven’t decided yet. And I don’t want to be pushed. So, if this is some only kind of hookup, I don’t want it.”

      Filipe looked at Eva as though seeing her for the first time.

      “I’ve never been told that before,” he said. “But I respect your honesty.”

      If you only knew...

      “I don’t want to rush into something I’m going to regret,” she said. “That’s all. I’m not saying yes or no. I just don’t want to be treated like a piece of meat. I don’t want to get there and feel like there’s nothing left to do but take my clothes off. I hope you understand.”

      She wasn’t looking at him anymore. She was talking to the window, too ashamed to face him.

      Eva felt a hand caress her cheek. She turned to look at her mystery man again. He seemed genuinely concerned.

      “Have I upset you?” Filipe asked.

      “No,” Eva said.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?”

      She hesitated. Of course there were things she wanted to tell him. Plenty of things. His intense green eyes practically pulled information from her. If she looked at them for too long, everything would come pouring out.

      But it was too soon to share her personal details. She needed to know she could trust him. She shook her head.

      Filipe looked disappointed. Eva couldn’t stand it.

      “Maybe later,” she said. “If you care enough, and we talk enough, maybe I’ll tell you. Is that okay?”

      Filipe nodded. Eva felt both relieved and nervous. She wouldn’t have to worry about sex. Not right away, at least. But she would feel obligated to share pieces of her past that she’d rather leave settled for good.

      At least he doesn’t know who you are.

      She tried to take comfort in that, but it wasn’t really helping anymore. The more they talked, the more he would learn. Eventually, there would be no secrets between them (other than the small matter of her occupation). He might as well know the truth.

      But she couldn’t bring herself to tell him.
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* * *

      They arrived at the hotel fifteen minutes later. Filipe overpaid the cab driver, opened her door for her, and led her inside. It was amazing. There were pieces of stonework in the lobby. They surrounded a large, marble water fountain that exposed hundreds of pennies, nickels, and quarters that had been wished on and abandoned by traveling guests.

      Eva had been here before. She remembered the hotel from her childhood. Every once in a while, her parents would stay in the city for one important conference or another. Eva would ask why, and their answer would always be the same: the commute was too long for days like this.

      Looking back, Eva realized her parents were overly concerned with status. It cost them more than a pretty penny. It cost them a child. As she looked around the ornate lobby of the hotel her parents chose for convenience, she wondered if they would ever regret it.

      She knew she did. She didn’t regret leaving them, but she did regret the twenty-four years she’d spent attempting to live up to their expectations. Maybe Filipe had been raised better than that. Maybe she would have walked away if she knew he was just a barista at a coffee shop, but that didn’t mean he would.

      “Are you all right?” Filipe asked as Eva stared.

      “Yeah,” she said, snapping back to reality. “Sorry, I just forgot how intricate the lobby is.”

      “You’ve been here before?”

      Eva felt her stomach sink horribly.

      “Sure,” she said, digging herself into a deeper hole. “I haven’t always lived in the city. I used to stay here when I was a kid. My parents liked it.”

      “What do your parents do?”

      Eva looked down at the floor.

      “They were lawyers,” she replied. “But I don’t know what they do anymore. I haven’t spoken to them in months.”

      It was easier to be honest about the little things, she decided. That way, she could keep her story straight.

      Once again, Filipe looked concerned. He took her hand and they began walking toward the nearest elevator. He pushed the service button, then turned his attention back to her.

      “I’m sorry you aren’t on good terms with your parents.”

      “I’m just blabbering,” Eva said. “I’m not usually like this, you know.”

      “I believe it.”

      The elevator arrived. They stepped inside. Filipe pushed the button for the top floor.

      “Well,” he said. “If you’ve been here before, you know what to expect.”

      “I’ve never been that high,” Eva admitted. “My parents always stayed on the lower floors.”

      “They missed the view,” Filipe said. “If I didn’t live here, I’d want to see it every chance I could.”

      “My parents don’t care much for views.” Eva shrugged. “They care more about the bottom line. And status. How’s that for ironic? My parents would stay in the nicest hotel in the city, but they wouldn’t take advantage of the view or the breakfast or anything. They just wanted to say they stayed here.”

      “You see yourself as more practical?” Filipe asked as the elevator doors opened. They began to walk down the hallway, which was decorated tastefully with modern art and plush, dark green carpet.

      “I see myself as more centered,” Eva said. “If I’m going to stay in the nicest hotel in the city, I’m going for the view. Otherwise, I’m happy with a motel in Jersey City. I don’t mind the commute.”

      “You’d be safer in a Manhattan hotel,” Filipe pointed out. Eva disagreed.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t ever feel safe in Manhattan. After everything that’s happened here, I’m constantly watching my back. I would hate to wake up and find out the entire island has been closed off. I’d rather be late to my conference, or miss it altogether, than be involved in something like that.”

      “I don’t understand, though,” Filipe said. “If you don’t feel safe in the city, why do you live here?”

      Eva’s heart nearly stopped. She fumbled for an answer.

      “It would be cheaper to live in Brooklyn or Jersey City if you don’t mind the commute to work,” he pointed out. “Why constantly feel on edge?”

      “My roommate,” Eva said. “Because she’s going to grad school at Columbia, it would be a terrible commute for her. She insisted on the apartment downtown. We fought over it for a few months, but ultimately, I preferred having a roommate and she wasn’t budging. We’re best friends. I can’t imagine not living with her.”

      “That makes sense,” Filipe said. “I hope, once she graduates, she’ll reconsider. Especially if you feel this way.”

      “You and me both,” Eva said, relieved that the subject was being dropped.

      They stopped at the last room. Filipe pulled out a keycard, swiped it, and opened the door.

      As they stepped inside, he turned on several lights. The room lit up.

      “Wow,” Eva said. “I guess I forgot how nice the rooms were.”

      “Maybe your parents were paying for quality,” Filipe said.

      Eva shrugged. She was too busy taking everything in. The room had the general fixings of any hotel suite, including two nightstands, a reading chair, an entertainment center, and a writing desk. But these fixings were made from deep, rich wood. In fact, they were almost craftsman-like in their style. She could never afford the same furniture for her apartment—and that wasn’t true of most hotel room pieces.

      There was a king-sized bed on one side of the room. The bedding was gold, white, detailed, and elegant. A large HD television sat on the opposite wall. The room also had a vaulted ceiling and a chandelier.

      “The perks of staying on the top floor,” Filipe said, noticing the way her eyes traveled upward.

      “I guess so,” Eva said.

      But something didn’t seem right, and she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. The room was incredible, of course. But something was missing.

      Didn’t he say he was a businessman?

      It clicked. There wasn’t anything business-related in the room. No laptop, no suitcase. In fact, the only thing in the room that seemed to belong to Filipe was a rack of designer suits in the corner.

      Aren’t those a little fancy for the boardroom?

      Eva shrugged off the paranoia. Even if Filipe wasn’t a businessman, she certainly wasn’t being honest either. She decided not to say anything. There was nothing in the room to suggest he intended on harming her, and that was all she really cared about. If he chose to tell her the truth, Eva decided she would do the same.
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      “You should check out the balcony next,” Filipe said, interrupting Eva’s thoughts.

      She slipped off her shoes and walked toward the double doors across the room. She pushed them both open at once, and was met with the most stunning view of the city she’d ever seen. Even the view from Oasis came second.

      The balcony offered at least twenty square feet of viewing space. In Manhattan, that was saying something. It was enough room to fit two chairs comfortably, and it did. Eva took a seat. She didn’t care if Filipe followed. She didn’t care if he was lying. She was absorbed in her own world.

      He didn’t follow, either. It was several minutes before Eva heard from Filipe. She figured he was getting comfortable. When she saw him again, he was standing by the open doors without a suit jacket or tie. The light wind was ruffling his hair. She realized that she wanted a photo of this moment, recognizing she may never experience anything this picture perfect again.

      “Are you all right?” Filipe asked, speaking softly.

      He stepped onto the balcony. He had removed his dress shoes, and Eva noticed that his feet were covered by two simple black socks. It struck her as human. Underneath the fancy exterior, the man wore normal socks. The revelation made her want to kiss him.

      “I’m okay,” she said, looking back at the view. “I can’t believe my parents never wanted to see this.”

      “Some people don’t appreciate true beauty,” Filipe said. When she turned to him, he was looking at her with a kind of longing. She knew he wasn’t talking about the view.

      “I guess not,” Eva whispered.

      Filipe kneeled down to where she sat, wrapped a hand around the back of her neck, and kissed her passionately. It was several seconds before she pulled away, and even then, her heart wasn’t in it. She could have let him kiss her forever. But she knew it wouldn’t be right.

      “What’s wrong?” Filipe asked. “Was that too much?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “Believe me,” she said, “I would love to do that again. But I don’t know anything about you. Can we talk first?”

      Filipe pulled the other chair over and sat down.

      “Eva,” he said. “You are beautiful.”

      “Thank y—”

      “But,” Filipe interrupted. “I think there’s something you aren’t telling me.”

      Eva felt her heart jump into her throat.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can sit on this balcony all night long and talk, if that’s really what you want,” he said. “But I don’t feel like you wanted to stop. There’s something compelling you to stop. And I’d like to know what that is.”

      “Why?” Eva said, trying to lighten the mood by being playful. “You think that because I stopped kissing you, something must be wrong with me? I think that head of yours might be a little too big.”

      “I didn’t say that,” he said, matching her smile. “It’s just that, in the cab, you implied that something from your past is making you uncomfortable. I want to understand. Maybe I can help.”

      Eva looked down at the balcony floor and sighed.

      “You’re a very handsome man,” she said. “But you aren’t the first handsome man. And the last one wasn’t quite as nice.”

      “A boyfriend?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “The only boyfriend I’ve ever had was in my senior year of high school. I was young and stupid. I just wanted someone to bring home to my parents.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “No,” Eva said. “I broke up with him. I didn’t feel anything. And I don’t see why I should have. He was a soon-to-be law student. My parents were head-over-heels for him. Me? Not so much. He was pompous and condescending. It wasn’t worth it.”

      “Then, who hurt you?”

      “Someone very much like you,” Eva said. “I was twenty-two. I had just gotten through my second year of undergrad. I’ve never been into bars or clubs. I shouldn’t have even been at Oasis tonight. But, back then, I didn’t have many friends. One of my classmates asked me to drop by a party in Greenwich Village. I couldn’t say no.”

      She felt the tears begin to rise in her throat, but she pushed them back down.

      You aren’t going to cry. Wall Street women don’t cry.

      “While I was there, this senior bought me a drink,” she said. “I recognized him from a couple of my classes. I agreed to leave with him. I wasn’t exactly sober. I was young and naive. I figured we would talk for a while and maybe something would happen. I thought I still had a choice. But he wasn’t a gentleman, and he knew what he wanted. When we got to his apartment, I realized that I was being used. The polite conversation was over. He wasn’t going to wait.”

      “What did you do?” Filipe asked.

      “I said no. He called me a liar and a lot of other things. He told me I was worthless. At the end of it all, he said I had two minutes to get out or he’d lose his temper. I had no idea what that meant, and I didn’t stick around to find out. Afterward, he told everyone on campus that I was easy and lousy in bed.”

      “That must have been awful,” Filipe said.

      “It was,” Eva said. “I never told anyone about it. I figured lots of women go through worse things. At least he didn’t get what he wanted. No one came near me after that. At least, no one who went to Columbia.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “I’m just sensitive when it comes to being used,” she said. “Some girls don’t mind. Some even like it. But the second I feel like I’m in the middle of a one-time hookup, everything is ruined.”

      “You need passion,” Filipe said. “You need to feel something.”

      “Exactly,” Eva agreed. “You understand.”

      “I know what it’s like to be used,” he said, looking up at the stars.

      “I told you my story,” she said. “Your turn.”

      Filipe shook his head.

      “It’s a story for another day,” he said. “Nothing you want to hear.”

      “Try me.”

      “I really can’t,” Filipe said firmly.

      Eva decided not to argue with him.

      It was quiet for a few minutes after that. Neither seemed to know what to say. She wondered how long they would sit there, completely silent, until someone broke.

      “Do you ever second guess what you’ve been doing with your life?” Filipe finally asked.

      Eva jumped. She hadn’t expected him to talk first.

      “All the time,” she replied. “Every single day.”

      “It makes it hard to focus,” Filipe said. “Work seems more difficult. The world turns slower. I’m in the middle of a transition period in my life. I’m not sure what I’m going to do next.”

      “Big career change?” Eva guessed.

      “Not quite,” Filipe hedged. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

      “Do I get to hear about it?”

      Filipe shook his head.

      “Do I get to hear about your questionable life decisions?”

      Eva smiled halfheartedly.

      “I’m sick of my job,” she said. “It’s not fulfilling. I don’t get to help anyone. I don’t feel happy, you know? I’ve spent my whole life trying to be what everyone else wanted me to be. I’m not sure what I want to be anymore. It feels like I’ve taken control of the car and I have no idea how to drive.”

      “I’ve never taken that step,” Filipe said. “There are times when I wish I could start over, make my own decisions, be my own person. You know what I mean?”

      Eva paused.

      “You don’t strike me as someone who isn’t their own person,” she observed.

      “You have no idea,” Filipe said. “You wouldn’t believe what I’ve been through just to be able to come to New York for a few weeks.”

      “Does your company set tight restrictions?”

      Filipe seemed to withdraw. He shook his head.

      “It’s not really the company,” he dodged. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      Eva stopped pushing. She knew she wasn’t going to get anything else out of him. Clearly, whatever he’d been through, he didn’t want to talk about it. She could relate.

      “I want to find meaning in my life,” he said. “I want to feel like I’m doing something important.”

      “Me, too,” Eva whispered.

      “What do you consider important?” Filipe asked.

      Eva thought about it for a moment.

      “I used to think family was the most important thing,” she said. “If you’d asked me back then, I would have told you psychology or social work was a noble profession. But I’ve grown out of that. The idea of family is overrated.”

      “You really feel that way?”

      “I’m pretty sure.”

      “Does that mean you have no interest in starting a family of your own?”

      Eva had to think about that. She’d never considered it before.

      “I don’t really know,” she admitted. “I don’t want to have kids who grow up hating me, or a husband who I’m legally forced to love. It goes against my nature. I want to be free.”

      “I can admire that,” Filipe said. “But I’ve always wanted to start a family. More than anything in the world.”

      “Were you close with your parents?”

      Filipe nodded.

      “That’s probably part of it,” Eva said. “I like the idea of creating another human being. But, after the way my parents raised me, I can’t imagine being responsible for one. What if I ruined it?”

      “I know firsthand how controlling parents can be,” Filipe said. “Even when you’re all grown up. I don’t always get along with my parents just because we’re close. Still, they showed me what a good life feels like. They taught me how to love. And I think I’d be a good father.”

      “That’s sweet,” Eva said. “I wish I had something like that.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Filipe said quite seriously.

      It was quiet again. This time, neither of them broke the silence. Filipe put an arm around Eva’s shoulders. She curled up close to him. She felt safe, like nothing in the world could hurt her.

      She would never see Filipe again. Somewhere, underneath the romance, she knew that. But he was a good man, and she felt happy in his presence.

      “I think I really like you,” Eva whispered against his chest.

      “Likewise,” Filipe said.

      Eva sat up. They looked at one another. Then, they were kissing again. She felt two strong hands reach forward and scoop her up. He was carrying her inside now, never moving his lips from hers.

      Filipe lowered her onto the king-sized bed.

      And for once in her lonely life, everything felt right.
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      Eva turned over between the sheets, stretching her legs and fully expecting to touch the floor. It was how she started every morning.

      At her parents’ home in Queens, she’d had a queen-sized bed to herself. There was always enough room. But in her studio apartment, she had a miserable twin-sized mattress that sat on the floor in the corner of the room. It couldn’t even rightfully be called a bed.

      But she didn’t touch the floor. In fact, her legs continued to stretch as far as they could reach. The sheets were also softer than usual. It was almost like sleeping on air.

      Oh my God.

      Eva’s eyes snapped open. The pink of early morning sunlight filled her brain. Her eyes narrowed to slits. She had a headache.

      Everything came back. Her closing shift at Gustavo’s, her rendezvous at Oasis, the mysterious businessman, the Ramada, the balcony, and finally...

      What the hell was his name?

      She wracked her brain frantically, but the man’s name wouldn’t come. She knew she hadn’t been that drunk. She remembered everything perfectly fine. The laughs, the conversation, the stuff after the conversation was over—it was all right there. But his name...

      Filipe. His name is Filipe.

      Eva heaved a sigh of relief. That was right. Filipe. Filipe the businessman.

      Where is he?

      She pulled herself into a sitting position, all the while keeping her body covered with a sheet, and looked around the room. Her mystery man was nowhere to be seen.

      But he wouldn’t have left, right? That didn’t seem like him. He’d been so passionate and kind. Eva knew it was nothing more than a hookup, but she hadn’t expected this.

      The bathroom door opened. Eva had to bite her lip to keep from yelping. It was too early in the morning for jump scares.

      Filipe walked out, wrapped in a towel and holding a cup of coffee in his hand. He noticed she was awake.

      “Hey there,” he said amicably.

      “Hi,” Eva replied, relieved he hadn’t ditched her.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you,” he said, crossing the plush room to his rack of designer suits. “I have a business meeting that I can’t miss. I was going to let you sleep in.”

      Eva’s heart sank. He was going to leave her alone, after all.

      “If you’d mentioned that last night,” she said, “I would have gone home. I don’t particularly enjoy waking up in strange hotel rooms by myself.”

      “I’m sure you can manage,” he said, his tone sharper than the night before. “I wasn’t going to leave you high and dry, anyway. You should probably get dressed. We might as well take care of you while you’re awake.”

      “What are you talking about?” Eva asked, annoyed. Why was he talking about her like a sack of groceries?

      “Just get dressed,” Filipe said, motioning toward the bathroom. “I don’t want to be late.”

      Eva felt her blood begin to boil.

      Who does he think he is?

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed, letting her feet touch the floor. Her clothes were sitting on the nightstand, neatly folded. Eva wasn’t sure if he meant for her to dress in the bathroom or not, but she had no intention of giving him the satisfaction. She dressed from her seat on the bed.

      When she finished, she marched toward the balcony doors where her shoes sat waiting. She pulled them on, flashing Filipe a glare. He didn’t notice. He was too busy getting ready himself. He already had on everything but his suit jacket. She had to admit, he looked dashing, but it was difficult to be attracted to him now.

      There was a knock at the door. Filipe made no move to answer it.

      “That’s for you,” he said as he fixed his tie in the mirror.

      More confused than ever, Eva crossed to the main door and opened it. In the hallway, a man in a chauffeur’s uniform faced her.

      “You must be Eva.”

      She shook her head in disbelief. This was how Filipe thanked her for a romantic evening? She turned back to him. He was still fixing his stupid tie. Her hands were shaking.

      “Really?” Eva hissed. “You’re going to have me chauffeured out?”

      Filipe turned to her, but she couldn’t read the look on his face.

      “That’s not what I—”

      “Save it,” Eva spat. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      Eva stormed past the chauffeur and down the hallway. The elevator sat open, almost as though it knew she’d be coming. She pushed the button for the lobby and looked back. The chauffeur stood there, but Filipe was nowhere to be seen. It didn’t surprise her.

      Why should he chase after her? Clearly, to him, this was nothing more than a one-night stand. It didn’t mean anything. Men really would say anything, wouldn’t they?

      The elevator doors shut. Eva was tempted to start crying, but she forced the urge down.

      When the doors opened again, she was looking at the lobby. This time, she didn’t pause to admire its ornate beauty. She stormed outside, ignoring the well wishes of the doorman, and hailed a cab. It came immediately.

      Eva sat in the backseat and gave her address to the driver. She knew she couldn’t afford a cab ride, but she didn’t care. There was a fifty hidden underneath her mattress at home. She’d run upstairs and grab it. This wasn’t exactly the emergency situation she’d planned on using the money for, but it would have to do.

      “Rough night?”

      She jumped slightly at the sound of the driver’s voice. She wasn’t expecting to make conversation.

      “You could say that,” she muttered.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “That’s sweet,” Eva said. “But I just want to get home.”

      “No problem.”

      The ride continued in silence. She figured the driver must have understood that she wasn’t interested in talking. He probably had lots of girls like her get into his cab at six o’clock in the morning—girls who were ashamed to be returning home in last night’s clothes. Some people called it the walk of shame. Eva called it hell.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Twenty-five minutes later, the cab pulled up to Eva’s apartment complex in Brooklyn. She thanked the driver sincerely and told him she’d be back with enough money to pay him. She apologized for the inconvenience.

      “Don’t sweat it,” he said. “I’m not in a hurry.”

      Eva thanked a neighbor who held the complex’s front door for her and ran upstairs, skipping every other step as she went. Her apartment was on the top floor, and there was no elevator in her building. She hoped the driver was serious about waiting. She didn’t want to be the girl who stiffed a cabbie. She had become plenty of things in the past six months, but never that.

      She reached her apartment number and opened the door, grateful (for once) that she’d left it unlocked. She didn’t have time to hunt for the key in her bag.

      Wait.

      Her stomach dropped. She stopped in her tracks, halfway through her living space. The mattress was in sight. The fifty-dollar bill was halfway exposed.

      “I forgot my bag,” she wheezed, completely out of breath. “Oh my God, I forgot my bag.”

      She wanted nothing more than to flop onto her half-broken couch and cry. How could she have been this stupid? She was so angry at Filipe that she didn’t stop to grab her purse. And the last thing she’d done was yell at him. What if he’d thrown it away? After the way she’d stormed out, he probably had.

      “I don’t even know his last name,” she groaned to herself, tears welling in her eyes.

      Her purse had everything. Her wallet, her ID, and her cell phone were inside—along with her work uniform. She had two other sets in her closet, but they were dirty. How was she going to do laundry without her wallet? How was she going to get to work without her subway card?

      The driver is waiting, Eva.

      Eva put her anxiety attack on pause. She wasn’t going to stiff the driver, no matter what.

      She snatched the fifty from underneath her mattress, ran out the door, and hurtled back down the stairs. When she caught sight of the curb, she was relieved to see the cab still waiting.

      “Thank you for being so patient,” she said with a half-hearted smile. “It means a lot.”

      “Your total is thirty-five dollars even,” the driver said.

      “Here’s fifty,” Eva said. “Keep the change.”

      “I really appreciate that,” he said, taking the money. “You get some sleep, okay?”

      Eva nodded, unable to say anything else. The driver pulled away from the curb and drove off further into Brooklyn, probably to pick up the next walk-of-shame victim.

      She knew he’d been lying. The fare was more than thirty-five dollars. She’d been watching the meter as they drove, her fear growing that fifty dollars alone wouldn’t be enough. She could dig into her tips from work, but what then? She had to pay rent.

      It never mattered anyway, because your wallet is long gone.

      Eva headed back inside. It was a long climb, and she knew she had to get started if she was going to bother finishing. It wouldn’t be the first time she sat on the fourth floor landing, too depressed and tired to go on.

      As soon as her apartment door closed behind her, Eva fell onto her twin-sized mattress and started to cry.

      One night. That’s all she’d wanted. One romantic night in a high-class bar surrounded by glamorous people in suits and cocktail dresses. The world was trying to send her a message. She didn’t belong with those people. They were, and always would be, above her. Eva didn’t know why she’d tried. She was nothing more than a barista. And, if things kept going the way they were, that’s all she would ever be.

      She hated herself. She didn’t even have the energy to be mad at Filipe. This wasn’t his fault. It was her own. She was gullible and impatient. She wasn’t even a good barista.

      Maybe this was rock bottom. Maybe it couldn’t get any worse than this.

      Oh, quit whining. You have work to do.

      She did have work to do. She needed to figure out how to pause her bank card, issue a new ID, and replace her cell phone. There had to be assistance for situations like this.

      But she was so tired, and so drained, that she didn’t have the energy to search for her laptop (one of the few relics she had been able to keep from her college days). She didn’t even have the energy to get up. Instead, she found herself falling deeper and deeper into a blank void. Her eyes closed. She turned on her side and curled underneath her sheet.

      After a few minutes of resistance, Eva slept.
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      When she woke, the light coming through the small window was much less pink. It was noon outside, and the world had come to life around her. Filipe was probably back from his meeting, currently deciding what fate her purse and its contents would meet.

      Eva groaned and sat up. It was time to stop moping around.

      She grabbed her laptop from the cubby underneath the sink. It was still charged from the last time she’d used it. That figured. She hardly ever used it for more than a minute. What was she supposed to do with a computer that had no internet connection?

      Eva gathered her willpower and walked into the hall. She knocked on the door directly across from her own. She had no idea who lived there, but she was running out of options. She prayed the inhabitant wasn’t at work.

      She heard footsteps inside. The door opened to reveal an elderly man with a shock of white hair and bright blue eyes. He wore a plaid shirt and sweatpants.

      He probably lives here with his retirement money, Eva thought.

      Somehow doubting the man had internet access, she decided to push forward.

      “Hi,” she said. “My name is Eva Nightingale. I live across the hall.”

      “I recognize you,” the man said in a raspy voice. “You like to play music.”

      “I’m sorry if I haven’t been the best neighbor,” Eva said.

      “No,” the man said. “I like the music. My name is Seymour, by the way.”

      Eva smiled.

      “I’m glad you like the music, Seymour,” she said.

      “How can I help you?”

      “I’ve had a crazy morning,” Eva said. “I left my purse in Manhattan and I need to get in contact with someone who can help me. I have a laptop, but I don’t have Wi-Fi in my apartment.”

      “Wi-Fi?” Seymour looked confused.

      “An internet connection,” she said. “Do you happen to have one?”

      Seymour shook his head.

      “I don’t,” he said. “But I think the young man below me does. He and his wife are always arguing about it.”

      Eva smiled.

      “Thanks, Seymour. I’ll check there.”

      “Good luck!”

      She turned and followed the stairs to the sixth floor. The apartment directly below Seymour belonged to Art Harrington and his wife, Marie. They were notorious for arguing late into the night, disturbing nearly everyone in a single apartment radius. One morning, about a week ago, Marie had been sitting on the landing. Her eyes were red from crying. Eva had discovered her on her way to the grocery store.

      “Are you all right?” she’d asked, not knowing the woman.

      “No,” the woman said, looking at the floor. “I think my marriage is over.”

      The woman had bright blond hair, hazel eyes, and clear skin. She looked a few years older than Eva—probably no more than thirty. Eva couldn’t imagine getting divorced before thirty. Her parents had always said divorce was pointless, at least from a legal standpoint. It did nothing but cost people more money than they had.

      Once, when she was nine or ten, Eva had asked her parents what married couples should do when they don’t love each other anymore, since divorce was so expensive. Her parents had exchanged glances, then shrugged the question off. She’d never asked again. She was afraid of the answer and what implications it might have for her family.

      “I’m so sorry,” she’d said, sitting down next to Marie and putting an arm around her. She wasn’t usually this forward with strangers, but divorce was bigger than social cues.

      “You don’t have to be,” Marie had replied weakly. “At least everyone in the building will stop hating us.”

      Understanding had dawned on Eva.

      “Oh, you live in 6B.”

      “See?” Marie had said bitterly. “You know me. We’re famous here.”

      Eva had tightened her grip and pulled the woman closer.

      “I’m not judging you,” she’d soothed. “I think we’re all just worried about you. Feel free to knock on my door, anytime. I’m 7A.”

      “I will,” the woman had said. “My name is Marie, by the way. Marie Harrington.”

      Marie had come up for coffee the very next day. She’d talked for the majority of the evening, telling Eva about her broken marriage. She’d said Art was leaving, and that she’d be taking over the lease on her own. Eva wasn’t sure how she was going to afford it, especially since Marie didn’t work, but she’d decided not to say anything.

      Marie had left later that evening, saying she felt much better than when she’d arrived. She’d downed her third cup of coffee and gone straight downstairs. The broken couple had had one more fight after that. From the sound of it, they’d both wanted to keep a particular family heirloom. Not long after, the fighting had stopped.

      Eva wasn’t the biggest fan of Marie. She was nice enough, but she seemed rough around the edges and slightly self-centered. Getting a divorce was a huge thing, but Marie hadn’t stopped to ask anything about Eva once in three hours. In fact, she’d barely stopped long enough for Eva to say more than “wow” or “okay” or “yeah.”

      Now, Eva was preparing to knock on the door of 6B. At this point, she could only hope Marie would be home—and that she still had an internet connection. Otherwise, Eva would spend the rest of the day going door-to-door, attempting to be friendly to people she’d never wanted to meet in the first place.

      The door swung open. It was Marie. She saw Eva and grinned.

      “Boy, am I glad to see you!” Marie cried. “Art is gone. He’s been gone for four days now, and I feel so great. I feel free.”

      Eva smiled. She was genuinely happy for Marie, even if the woman struck her as emotionally unstable.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Eva said. “I wish I could stay and talk, but I left my purse in the city and I really need an internet connection. Would you mind letting me use your Wi-Fi for the afternoon? You can kick me out as soon as I’m done. Scout’s honor.”

      “Of course!” Marie exclaimed, loud enough for the entire complex to hear. “After what you did for me, you can use it as long as you’d like. Art’s paying for it, anyway.”

      “Thanks, Marie,” Eva said sincerely.

      “Come on in,” Marie said. “I’ll write down the information for you.”

      Eva stepped inside, but didn’t venture beyond the doorway. Marie took a pad from the counter and began to write down the Wi-Fi name and password. When she finished, she ripped it off and handed it to Eva.

      “Are you hungry?” Marie asked. “I can make something for lunch, if you want. It’s the least I can do. I know I talked your ear off the other night.”

      Eva shook her head.

      “I really wish I could,” she said, not meaning it at all. “But I have to get this taken care of as soon as possible. Thank you so much, Marie. You’re a life saver.”

      Eva smiled, turned, and went back upstairs. She didn’t have time to wait for Marie’s response. Filipe could be doing anything with her belongings right now. She needed to make a plan.

      She locked her apartment door, sat down on the couch, and logged into her old computer. After a few tries, she successfully connected to Marie’s Wi-Fi plan. Eva was relieved that the signal traveled far enough to reach her apartment. She’d been concerned that, in ten minutes, she’d end up knocking on Marie’s door in defeat, asking to use her living room.

      Eva wasn’t sure where to begin. She needed a new state-issued ID, bank card, subway pass, cell phone, and more. She decided to start by making an inventory of the things she needed. She could cross them off the list when she obtained them.

      She opened her email to make a draft, and that’s when she saw it.

      A new email sitting in her inbox.

      But that didn’t make sense. After she’d moved away from her parents, Eva had made a new email address. She didn’t share it with anyone else. In fact, she mostly used it to create reminders for herself. She’d never even accessed it from her laptop before—only from her cell phone.

      So, how had someone known to email her? And who was it?

      The email handle was ‘FDB1988’. The subject line read, “Personal Belongings.”

      Eva opened it, and started reading.

      

      Eva,

      I had a nice time with you last night. I’m not sure if you share the same sentiment. You left your bag here, and I’d like to return it.

      I can’t imagine getting home was easy for you, so I’ll be happy to send a car to pick you up tomorrow afternoon. It will bring you to the Ramada. I can meet you in the lobby with your belongings. Please let me know if this works for you. If so, reply with your address. I’ll send the car at one o’clock.

      Sincerely,

      Filipe di Benici

      

      Despite her mixed feelings about Filipe, Eva felt relief wash over her body like a tidal wave.

      di Benici...

      His name certainly didn’t fit the businessman profile. In fact, Eva was fairly sure she’d heard it before in one magazine or another.

      She opened a new tab and typed his full title into the search bar. The more she read, the angrier she became.

      Filipe di Benici was a European prince. Benici was a small, but wealthy, microstate in Italy. His family line traced back to Italy’s earliest kingdoms. He was known for his charm and his wit. His title was mostly symbolic—his government was run by a parliamentary system—but the fact remained. He was royalty.

      She should have been awed. Any normal woman would have run downstairs and shared her story with the first person she met. But Eva wasn’t awed. She was disgusted.

      All the things he’d said the night before flooded her brain. He didn’t feel like he could be his own person. He wanted his life to mean something. What could be more meaningful than being a prince? And his complaints about being used were laughable. He’d used her, hadn’t he? He could use anyone he wanted. He probably brought women back to his personality-less hotel room for late night talks and sex on a nightly basis—all under the same businessman ruse.

      In a way, it was worse than being used by a low-life. Filipe had everything. And he got his kicks by messing around with girls lower on the totem pole. It made her sick.

      To make matters worse, her mystery man had lied about more than his profession. He was married. According to several articles, Filipe di Benici had married Baronessa Luiza di Caruzzi six months ago. She, too, was royalty. Luckily, they didn’t have any children together. Eva didn’t think she could stand that. If they had kids, she’d probably rather have her purse lost altogether than to see him again.

      Seething, Eva slammed her computer shut. He’d been toying with her this morning, acting like he had somewhere to be. He just wanted her gone. Maybe he had a meeting with his wife. Maybe he had a date. He was a prince, after all. He could woo anyone he wanted. Who wouldn’t go home with him?

      She could hardly believe it. How had something like this happened to her? She hadn’t asked for much, had she? One night of the high life. Is this what the high life was like?

      It seemed to her that men didn’t grasp the concept of a successful hookup. Women didn’t always have to walk away hurting and embarrassed. It didn’t take much. A few sweet words after waking up, an offer for breakfast, and a sincere goodbye. These were the only things expected. Even a prince couldn’t deliver. Maybe, when it came to romance, she was screwed.

      A very large part of her didn’t want to meet Filipe at the Ramada tomorrow. But what choice did she have? She needed her phone, wallet, and a clean uniform if she wanted to get to work on Monday morning. If she lost her job, she would lose everything else, too.

      It’ll be fine.

      Yeah, it would. She would strut into the hotel lobby, take her bag coldly, and walk out. She might tell him off in the process, but it would be short.

      For now, though, there was nothing to do but take advantage of the internet connection. She certainly didn’t want to be around Marie. She decided to respond to Filipe with her address, watch a few shows, and surf the web. There was half a glass-worth’s of OJ in the fridge and leftovers for dinner. She was determined to relax and wait it out.

      It would all be over tomorrow. Then, she could get back to the boring normalcy that her current lifestyle allowed.

      Reassuring herself, Eva surfed the web for an episode of trash TV, and settled into the couch. It had maybe three or four months left before it fully collapsed, and she was going to enjoy every second.
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      Sunday afternoon came far too soon. Eva wasn’t prepared. The past twenty-four hours hadn’t been enough to calm her. In fact, she was angrier than ever before.

      He was a prince, for crying out loud. Why did she have to go meet him? Couldn’t he have her purse dropped off at her doorstep? Why did she need to jump through hoops?

      Something about it just didn’t add up. She figured he probably wanted to see her in person. That way, he could mock her for being gullible. Or, maybe he’d looked in her bag and discovered that she had a secret identity of her own. He’d known her new email, after all. There weren’t many ways to find it, which meant he’d probably been on her cell phone. She cursed herself for not using a password.

      Honestly, it didn’t matter much whether he knew her secret or not. It paled in comparison to his own. Besides, she doubted anyone would be invasive enough to go through the entire contents of her purse, prince or not. He had some semblance of manners. If she’d been in his shoes, she would have opened his phone (if possible), found a way to contact him, and left the rest alone. He had no business going through her things.

      Calm down, okay? He probably didn’t.

      She was whizzing around her apartment, trying to find something halfway clean to wear. By the time laundry day came around for Eva, there was hardly anything clean left. She wasn’t looking to impress, but she didn’t want to give him any reason to be condescending.

      She finally settled on a red blouse and blue jeans. In the bathroom, she fretted over her hair. It was getting too long. She’d used to have it styled once a month, but that had been back when she’d lived with her parents.

      Now, she could barely afford to have it cut. The problem was made worse by the fact that her hair was wavy and blond. The split ends were obvious, and she didn’t have the necessary tools to tame her curls. She pulled it into the neatest braid she could and sighed.

      She was exhausted. No amount of makeup could cover it, not that she could afford things like foundation and mascara anymore. Even the light in her green eyes seemed to be fading.

      Something has to change.

      But what?

      There was a knock at the hallway door. Eva was impressed. She hadn’t expected Filipe’s driver to come up seven flights of stairs just to pick her up. Then again, how else was she supposed to know when he got there?

      She gave her reflection one last glance in the mirror, decided she was satisfied, and crossed through her apartment. Her shoes and coat were waiting by the door.

      “I’ll be right there!” Eva called.

      Her black sneakers were far less classy than the heels she’d been wearing two nights ago, but Filipe would have to settle. She wasn’t the same woman he slept with—and she had every intention of making sure he knew it.

      Eva opened the door. The chauffeur, a dapper young man with a rosy smile, greeted her. She thanked God that it wasn’t the same man from the previous morning. That would be embarrassing.

      Right. Because nothing about this is embarrassing.

      “Are you Eva Nightingale?”

      Eva nodded.

      “I am,” she affirmed. “Did Filipe send you?”

      “He did,” the chauffeur said. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      “I’m ready right now,” Eva said, slipping her coat around her shoulders. “Let’s go.”

      The man stepped aside as she walked through the threshold and into the hallway. Eva shut the door behind her and took a deep breath. Then, they started down the steps.

      As the car approached the Ramada, Eva’s heart began racing.

      Calm down. You can do this.

      She was meeting a prince. Sure, it was the same guy she’d hooked up with a couple of days ago. But he was a prince, and now she knew it. Everything was different.

      Maybe that’s why he didn’t tell you.

      Either way, what he did wasn’t right. He was married. He didn’t need to sleep around in the first place, let alone lie about his identity.

      They pulled up to the Ramada, and the chauffeur opened her door. She stepped outside, praying this would be a short visit. Now that she was here, she wanted nothing more than to be gone.

      She walked through the revolving doors and into the lobby. She felt empty without her purse over her shoulder. It was a wonder she didn’t notice it missing the moment she left. She must have been too frazzled, being dismissed the way she was.

      Eva promised herself she wouldn’t let him dismiss her like that again.

      She scanned the lobby for Filipe. At first, she didn’t see him. It was a Sunday afternoon, between check-out and check-in time. The lobby was almost entirely empty. How could she miss him?

      “Hey,” a voice said softly from behind her. “I thought you might not come.”

      Eva spun around. Filipe was leaning against the check-in desk. He was just as handsome and dreamy as the night they met. Except, this time, he wasn’t just Filipe. This time, he was Prince Filipe di Benici.

      She realized that part of her—a very strong part—hated him.

      “Your Highness,” she said, doing a slight curtsy.

      He raised an eyebrow, clearly not amused.

      “I suppose you practiced that,” he said.

      “Actually,” Eva said. “I practiced a lot of things I wanted to say to you. But that? That came naturally.”

      Filipe shook his head and looked down at the floor.

      “Well,” he said, biting his lip and handing her purse over. “I guess you’ll be needing this for your next shift at Gustavo’s.”

      Eva felt her face turn red.

      He went through my things?

      She snatched her bag from his outstretched hand. Reaching inside to ensure her belongings were intact, she felt her phone, wallet, keys, and the plastic bag with her uniform inside. It was all there.

      Eva turned to leave. She had every reason to walk out the door. But something stopped her. Who was he to pass judgement? She turned back, glaring at Filipe.

      “I might work at a coffee shop,” she said a bit louder than she planned. “But you’re a prince. And you’re married. Only a complete asshole cheats on his wife. You’re not better than me. And you don’t get to act like it just because you went through my things.”

      She had enough time to catch the surprised look on his face before turning around. This time, she really intended to leave. But, before she had a chance to step forward, a hand grabbed her wrist. It wasn’t harsh or angry. It was light. If hands could talk, this one was apologizing.

      “Please turn around,” Filipe murmured. “I need you to hear me out.”

      She sighed and turned.

      “I don’t understand why,” she said. “You don’t owe me an explanation. You don’t owe me anything. It’s not like any of this matters.”

      “But it does matter,” Filipe said. “Because you need to understand.”

      His green eyes were piercing hers. How could she say no?

      “I don’t know,” Eva said. “I might be a lowly barista, but I’m not accustomed to having conversations with men who cheat on their wives and go through bags that don’t belong to them.”

      Filipe rolled his eyes.

      “I had to go through your bag,” he said. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to return it. And I didn’t do anything more than look at your phone. Last time I checked, that was socially acceptable in emergency situations.”

      “Then how did you know about my job?”

      “How else? You had your next shift written on your cell phone calendar. I didn’t go snooping through your bag. I didn’t even know for sure that your uniform was inside. I just guessed. I emailed you and set the bag aside. I swear.”

      Eva looked in her purse. It didn’t look overly disturbed. Still...

      “Why should I trust you?” Eva asked. “You cheated on your wife. You lied to me about who you were. Why do you even care what I think?”

      “Because I care about you,” Filipe said sincerely. “And I didn’t cheat on my wife. So, unless you have somewhere to be, I’d really appreciate you hearing what I have to say.”

      Eva hesitated. Was this man worth five more minutes of her time? Probably not. But he was a prince, and she was very curious.

      “Fine,” she said. “But we’re talking down here. I’m not going back upstairs with you.”

      “That’s fine,” Filipe said, ushering her toward a pair of chairs in the corner. “We can sit right here. I don’t have anything to hide from you.”

      “Except the fact that you’re a married prince.”

      Filipe shot her a look.

      “I don’t have anything else to hide from you,” he said coolly.

      “Sorry,” she said. “You set yourself up for that one.”

      He smiled. She couldn’t help but return it briefly.

      “All right,” she said as she sat down. “Let’s hear it.”

      Filipe sat down next to her. He took her hand. Eva debated over pulling it back, but decided to let him keep it.

      “I don’t normally bring girls home from bars,” he said. “Even places like Oasis. I was there for a meeting with an associate. I know that sounds vague, but it isn’t a lie.”

      “Okay,” Eva said. “So, you’re telling me you’ve never slept with anyone other than your wife before?”

      Filipe shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “I’m getting to that.”

      “But you just said you don’t normally bring girls home from bars.”

      “That’s doesn’t mean never. Will you please just listen to what I have to say?”

      Eva took her hand back.

      “I don’t understand how that’s supposed to make me feel better,” Eva said. “It doesn’t make you look better, either. What are you saying? That I was special enough for you to cheat with? Me and a handful of other lucky girls?”

      Filipe ran his hands through his hair in frustration.

      “You’re not listening,” he said. “I need you to stop hating me for a minute and give me the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Why should I?”

      “I’m not the only person who lied that night,” he said, almost angrily. “You think I wasn’t hurt when I found out you lied to me? You think it felt good, knowing that I’d been used?”

      “I didn’t use you.”

      “Oh, yes you did,” he said. “I was your escape, right? Proof that you can make it with a classy guy. A night with someone who doesn’t know who you are. A chance to be someone else. Am I anywhere close?”

      Eva’s will to fight him disappeared. She was suddenly ashamed.

      “I never cared about your job,” Filipe said. “You could have told me the truth. The same thing would have happened. But you wouldn’t have wanted me, then. You were carrying out your little fantasy. That’s all I was to you.”

      “How did this conversation get turned on me?” Eva asked.

      “Because you’re not being fair,” he said. “You had your own reasons to lie to me. You want me to respect them. But you won’t respect mine.”

      “I’m not a freaking prince,” she said. “And I’m not married. The only lie I told was about my job.”

      “And your roommate,” Filipe said. “And where you live. Did you lie about everything else too? Even the personal things?”

      She shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “Everything I said about my parents and my frustrations were true. The stories from my past were true, too. I wasn’t honest about my occupation or my roommate or where I live. And no, I didn’t graduate from Columbia. I dropped out. But that’s it. That’s all of it.”

      “I didn’t lie about anything,” Filipe said. “Except my status as a businessman. And honestly, Eva, if you’d asked me about marriage or my job, I would have told you the truth. My hotel room doesn’t exactly scream business executive. It’s not even where I normally stay. I have a place in the city. I don’t like to use it. Women ask too many questions when they see it.”

      “Okay?”

      “I wasn’t trying to say that you belong in some special club of women who I’ve deemed worthy enough to sleep with,” Filipe said. “That would be awful. I was trying to say that you caught me off guard. I never planned on bringing you home. I never pushed myself to like you. I just did. And I wanted, more than anything, to be myself around you.”

      Eva felt like her heart was being stabbed. For once, a man actually thought she was special. And he was married.

      “Stop,” she said. “I don’t want to hear about that, okay?”

      “I’m just being honest,” Filipe replied. “I want you to know that this meant something to me.”

      “But we can’t be together,” Eva protested. “And it meant something to me too. You’re hurting me. Don’t you get that?”

      Understanding dawned on Filipe’s face.

      “Oh,” he said. “Of course. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Maybe you should just be happy with the woman you married,” Eva pointed out. “Then things wouldn’t be so complicated. Where is she, by the way? Obviously not in New York.”

      Filipe sighed.

      “I’m about to tell you something,” he said. “And you can’t ever share it. Not online. Not with anybody. I need you to promise me that. This is bigger than us.”

      “Okay,” Eva said. “I promise.”

      He took a deep breath before continuing.

      “My relationship with Luiza isn’t real,” he said. “It was an arranged marriage—the latest in a long-standing tradition of uniting noble houses. It’s political. There’s nothing between us, and there never has been.”

      Eva stared.

      “Then, why did you do it?”

      “Because my mother is dying,” Filipe said. “She has cancer. She wanted to see our wedding more than anything in the world. I couldn’t take that away from her.”

      “I’m sorry about your mother,” she said genuinely. “But I still don’t understand.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re married to a beautiful, powerful woman, and you’d rather sleep with a barista from Brooklyn?”

      Filipe attempted to smile, but it didn’t meet his eyes.

      “This is a difficult topic for me,” he said. “My parents don’t know the truth. My closest friends don’t even know.”

      “Then don’t tell me anything else,” Eva said. “It’s fine. Like I said, you don’t owe me anything.”

      “But I do,” he said. “Luiza lives in Rome. We’ve never even slept together. She’s an old-fashioned elitist, only interested in consolidating her family’s power and status. Sharing her life is beneath her. I never wanted to marry her, but I have expectations to meet. I know you understand how that feels.”

      “You said that you feel like you can’t be your own person,” Eva said. “This is what you meant?”

      Filipe nodded.

      “I tried to love her,” he said. “But I couldn’t. We’ve been living this lie ever since.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      There was silence between them for several minutes. Eva wished she’d been honest from the beginning. It seemed the two of them had more in common than she’d initially thought.

      “I dropped out of college after three years,” she said, breaking the quiet. “My parents raised me to be a lawyer. The second I started grade school, that’s all they ever talked about. I went along with it. I wanted them to be proud of me. It took me more than twenty years to realize that nothing I did was going to make that happen.”

      “I’m sorry,” Filipe said.

      “I had everything,” Eva said. “If I wanted it, my parents gave it to me. But it came at a price. I sold my soul to them. Whatever they asked of me, I did. I didn’t live on campus; I didn’t drink or go to parties; I didn’t have fun. I didn’t make real friends; I didn’t go on dates, and I lived at home. And I hated every second of it.

      “I reached a point where I couldn’t carry on anymore. I saw a counselor. My parents didn’t know. The whole experience really opened my eyes, and I dropped out two months later. Two weeks after that, I was living in a studio apartment in Brooklyn. My parents paid the deposit and two months of rent, then I got my job at Gustavo’s. I haven’t heard from them since.”

      “They cut you off?”

      “I’m going to make it maybe another month or two before I end up on their doorstep,” Eva said bitterly. “I’ll pick up right where I left off. It’s either that, or the unemployment line. I’d rather try to establish boundaries with them than be homeless.”

      Filipe shook his head.

      “It shouldn’t come to that,” he said. “Your parents should support you and love you, no matter who you decide to be—especially if they have the money to do it.”

      “Would your parents support you if you left Luiza?”

      It was silent again. Filipe either didn’t know the answer, or didn’t want to share it.

      “That’s not why I’m still with her,” he said. “I’m still married because I had a good childhood. My parents loved me and supported me. I love them. They mean the world to me. And, if this is something I can do to make them feel fulfilled—to make my mother happy—I want to do it.”

      “You say they love you,” Eva said. “But that’s not something you ask of someone you love.”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Filipe said. “This isn’t a problem that normal people have.”

      “It’s not like you rule a country,” she argued. “You’re mostly a symbolic figure, right? Why should anyone care who you marry?”

      Filipe sighed.

      “I didn’t tell you the truth so you could try to talk me out of it,” he said. “This is my reality. It’s not going to change.”

      “So, what happens when you meet the girl of your dreams?” Eva asked, getting angry again. “You’re just going to brush her aside because you’re married to someone you hate but you’re too stubborn to leave?”

      “I knew you wouldn’t get it,” he said. “This isn’t about love. This isn’t about finding the woman of my dreams. I don’t get to have that.”

      “But what about the future? You’re just going to be alone forever?”

      “I guess so,” Filipe said.

      “I don’t buy it,” Eva said. “When you feel real love for someone, you’re going to realize what you’re missing. You’re going to want it. And it’s going to be so much more important than keeping your parents happy. If they love you, when that time comes, they’ll understand.”

      “You’re missing the point,” he said. “I’m not going to feel that way for someone else. I don’t open myself up to those kinds of feelings.”

      “So, you’re a playboy?” Eva asked, her voice cold. “That’s your solution? If you need to get laid, you’re better off sleeping with your wife. It’s not fair to use women like that.”

      “I’m only using them if I lie,” Filipe said. “Some women aren’t like you, Eva. Some women are okay with one night. Some women even want that.”

      Eva stood up.

      “I’m not listening to this anymore,” she said. “I thought maybe I could understand you, but I can’t. I walked away from the people who wanted to control me. You’re going to let them ruin your life. And you’re going to hurt—who knows how many—people along the way. Your mother wouldn’t want that for you.”

      “You might want to wait,” Filipe said. “Because I might be able to help you.”

      Her instincts told her to walk away—maybe even run. She didn’t need this man’s charity.

      But you do.

      “How?” Eva asked. “And don’t tell me you’re going to write me a check, because I’m not going to take it.”

      Filipe looked at her differently now. His gaze was filled with hunger. He needed something—and he needed it badly.

      “There’s something I want,” he said. “More than anything in this world. We talked about it the other night.”

      “Yeah,” she said, sitting back down. “You want meaning.”

      “Exactly,” Filipe said. “And then, we talked about families. And I told you how much I want to have children of my own.”

      Eva’s eyes grew wide.

      “Don’t tell me you did something,” she hissed. “I swear, if you broke the condom or did something to get me pregnant, I’ll—”

      “Eva,” Filipe said sternly, locking his gaze with hers. “I didn’t do anything like that.”

      Her body eased. She took a deep breath.

      “I thought you were insane for a minute,” she said.

      “I’m not,” Filipe soothed. “I would never do that to you.”

      “I hope not,” she said. “I don’t understand. You want to start a family. How am I supposed to help? I barely have a family of my own.”

      There was a long pause as Filipe tried to find the right words.

      “I want a child of my own,” he said. “One who I can raise as a single parent without any complications. Luiza has sworn off children. She can’t stand the thought of ‘ruining’ her body.”

      She looked at him. His face gave nothing away. He sighed.

      “I came to the city looking for a surrogate.”

      “Oh,” Eva said, smiling a little. “You know, normal men don’t ask their one-night stands to be surrogates. But I guess, given my situation, I understand. But it would be weird, getting inseminated with Luiza’s eggs and your sperm. Plus, seeing you all the time. It would be uncomfortable. Surrogacy doesn’t pay enough for that.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” Filipe said.

      “It’s not?”

      “Maybe surrogacy isn’t the right word,” he said. “Luiza isn’t willing to donate her eggs.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I’m looking for a mother for my child,” Filipe said. “A woman willing to have the baby and sign away her parental rights.”

      Eva stared at him in shock.

      “I know this is a lot,” Filipe began.

      “You want me to be your baby mama?” Eva asked. “You want me to have a child with you, then let you take it away from me? That’s not surrogacy. That’s stealing.”

      “It’s not stealing if it’s done willingly,” he said. “And I would pay you handsomely for it.”

      “I’m one hundred percent sure this conversation just became illegal in at least eighteen different states,” Eva said. “You can’t buy my baby.”

      “I can’t,” Filipe said. “You’re absolutely right. If, at any time, you decide to keep the baby for yourself and raise it alone, you’re welcome to do so. In that case, you’ll only get half the money. But there’s no contractual obligation. I understand it’s hard to separate being a mother from being someone who needs a big paycheck. If you can’t do it, you can change your mind. There’s no pressure. And that isn’t illegal.”

      “It should be,” she said. “It should be illegal to take advantage of someone’s financial problems like this. If I wasn’t two months away from being homeless, you wouldn’t even be asking me.”

      “I’m offering you a million dollars,” he said. “That isn’t a small sum, and there are hundreds of women in New York who would be more than willing to do it—women who aren’t struggling as much as you are. I want to help you. And I wouldn’t mind my child being like you.”

      “You’re certifiable,” Eva said, hardly able to believe what she was hearing. “What the hell would make you think I’d want this?”

      “You said you wouldn’t mind having a child of your own,” Filipe said. “But you’re afraid of screwing it up. This way, you know that you have a baby. You’ve brought another human into the world. But you aren’t responsible for it. You have no monetary obligation, no need to choose schools or worry about disciplining him or her. I can send you pictures over the years.”

      “So, I get all the benefits and you do all the hard work?” Eva asked. “It sounds more like you want me to carry a living creature in my uterus for nine months, then hand it over for you to claim as your own.”

      “Eva, you have to understand why I’m doing this. Luiza won’t give me a baby, and I want my mother to meet her grandchild, before it’s too late.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” she said. “Unless Luiza goes into hiding for nine months, it’s going to be obvious that she isn’t pregnant. You can’t expect the baby not to look like you, which means you can’t claim you adopted it. If you want a biological child, you need to leave your wife. Otherwise, everyone is going to know you’re a cheater. That’s not going to please your parents.”

      “It’s not that complicated,” Filipe said. “I’ll get Luiza on board. We’ll tell everyone we adopted it. No one has to know that it’s mine. Lots of parents look like their adopted children. It’s just coincidence.”

      “Then why not actually adopt?”

      “I want my child to be mine. Surely you can understand that.”

      “What kind of world are you going to raise this baby in?” Eva asked. “It’s going to grow up thinking that you and Luiza adopted it from someone who didn’t want it. Are you ever going to explain what really happened? That it has a mother in Brooklyn who gave up the idea of parenthood for a million bucks? That you paid me off? What’s going to happen to your reputation then?”

      “I’ll worry about all of those things when the time comes,” he said. “Right now, I want a baby more than anything in this world. And Luiza won’t give it to me.”

      “Then you don’t want a baby more than anything in this world,” Eva snapped. “If you did, you would leave Luiza and find a woman who loves you enough to start a family together. This isn’t the way to get what you want. There’s a reason people say money can’t buy everything. You can’t buy this. It’ll come back and bite you later. Your child may never want to see you again when they find out the truth. Don’t pass this off as simple. It’s complicated and messy and twisted, and you know it.”

      “So what?” Filipe asked. “Have you ever wanted anything so badly that you would do anything to get it? I’m doing this, whether you agree to be my surrogate or not.”

      “Stop calling it surrogacy,” she said. “It’s stealing. And it’s wrong. And I’m not so close to being homeless that I’m willing to stoop that low.”

      Eva sighed.

      “Two days ago, I thought you were someone I could respect,” she said. “I thought, for once, I had an experience that meant something to both of us. I thought we could walk away happy and everything could be simple. And then you pull this.”

      “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “You’re out of your mind,” Eva said. “This isn’t the answer to your problems, or mine. And I’m not going to help you make your life more difficult and messed-up than it already is. You need to go fix things with your wife, or you need to leave her.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do with my life,” Filipe spat, glaring at her. “I don’t need some barista stepping into the picture and telling me how to solve my problems. You don’t even know me.”

      Eva shook her head.

      “You need help,” she said.

      “I think you’ll change your mind,” Filipe said. “A million dollars is a lot of money.”

      “Not a chance,” Eva said, standing up. “You’re never going to see me again. I can promise you that.”

      “Can I say one more thing?”

      “You’ve said more than enough.”

      “Eva, listen to me.”

      She turned to him, her entire body shaking.

      “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      “I’m sorry if I overwhelmed you,” Filipe said. “But I knew, if I didn’t ask you, if I didn’t at least try, I would regret it. You’re special. So, even if you don’t change your mind, I want you to know that our night meant something to me, too.”

      “You’re full of it,” Eva said angrily. “Don’t contact me again. Don’t call me. Don’t email me. Stay away from me.”

      “I will,” Filipe said. “But, if you change your mind, you have my email address.”

      “I’m not going to change my mind, you psycho!”

      Eva grabbed her bag and stormed out of the building. She’d never felt so frustrated and angry in her life—and that included every lost debate, every stupid breakup, and even leaving her parents.

      Did he just offer to rent out my uterus?

      It was worse than that. He wanted to buy her baby. It was like something out of a bad movie. She couldn’t even begin to think about the implications. She would have to be impregnated one way or another. Who would take care of her during her pregnancy? Would it be anything more to him than a business arrangement?

      Enough. You aren’t going to do it, so it doesn’t matter.

      But one million dollars was a lot of money, and the thought made her stomach twirl. She’d never have to go crawling back to her parents. She could go back to school for whatever she wanted—no debt necessary. She could take online classes. She could move to another state. She could move to another country. There would be no limits. She could start a new life.

      But you’re not doing it.

      No. She wasn’t doing it. Eva wasn’t that desperate. Not yet.

      To her shock, the chauffeur who’d driven her was waiting outside.

      “Ready to go home?”

      “No,” she said calmly, though her voice still shook. “I don’t want anything else from Filipe di Benici. Thank you.”

      Eva passed the chauffeur and began walking down the sidewalk. She had no idea where she was going, but she didn’t care. She just wanted to get as far away as she could.

      She pledged never to set foot in another bar again, especially a bar like Oasis. No more living the high life. She just wanted to live her life. The high life was too complicated and twisted for her to even begin to understand.

      Eva found a subway station, swiped her card, and headed home—where strangers didn’t ask for babies.

      On the way, she prayed she would never see or hear from Prince Filipe di Benici again.
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      The next week was perhaps the worst of Eva’s life.

      It all started with a closing shift at Gustavo’s on Wednesday night. Now that Chris knew her schedule was wide open, he took the liberty of giving her more opens and closes (for experience, he told her).

      He’d been training her around seven o’clock in the evening, helping her make drinks for the first time, when things started to go wrong. In the past, she’d only been allowed to work the register. Making drinks was entirely new. She was nervous and vulnerable. It didn’t help that she couldn’t shake Filipe from her mind.

      Everywhere she looked, he seemed to be there. That afternoon, her first customer ordered a caramel macchiato in a voice that sounded like Filipe. She knew it wasn’t him, but the thought made her body feel weak. Eva dropped the man’s change all over the floor. She was so flustered that she didn’t even offer to help pick it up.

      Now, she was running in circles trying to make drinks for the evening rush. Chris talked her through each order, but it wasn’t enough. She made mistake after mistake.

      “You’re going to fire me,” she said after her eighth remake. “Aren’t you?”

      Chris shook his head and continued to teach. It seemed like nothing could phase him. Even if she poured an entire pot of coffee on his head, he would give her another chance. She wondered if this went beyond a crush. Maybe he was determined to make his new hires last. Upper management would be watching, after all.

      Besides, Chris wasn’t flirting. He was completely focused on the craft, giving her tips and tricks to make the job easier. He didn’t ask her out once—nor did he mention the things he knew about her. It was nice. For the first time in a long time, Eva felt like she had a friend.

      But she was still a terrible barista. And she was alone.

      To her great surprise, Eva found herself longing for Filipe. She pushed the thought away. He didn’t care about her. He just wanted a baby.

      “I’m going to run to the restroom,” Chris said. “It looks like things are dying down, at least for a minute. You’re doing great. I’ll be right back.”

      Before Eva had a chance to protest, he was gone. She was alone behind the counter. The shop was empty. At first, she waited for someone to come. Then, she took to cleaning the coffee machine, letting her mind wander and ultimately settle on Filipe.

      Why couldn’t she get him out of her head? There was clearly something wrong with him. Who asked a stranger—okay, maybe not a stranger, but a woman he barely knew—to have their child? And it was even worse than that. He wanted to keep the baby for himself. What kind of woman would agree to those terms?

      A woman who has never wanted children in the first place.

      But Filipe didn’t want a woman like that. He already had Luiza.

      To be fair, it wasn’t the horrid conversation about buying babies that made Eva think about Filipe. Quite the opposite, it seemed to block any memories she tried to bring to the surface.

      Eva thought about Filipe because he was gentle and kind. Despite everything he’d said, his heart was in the right place. He understood her. In fact, he supported her—even though she was a college dropout two months away from being homeless. That didn’t seem normal for a prince, not that she had a frame of reference.

      That realization made her miss him desperately. Chris was decent to her. He trained her and accepted her. But Filipe understood her. She wondered if she’d ever find anyone else like that.

      But then, whenever she thought about meeting someone new, she remembered the kiss they shared on the balcony of his hotel room. She thought about the way his hand felt against hers, and the way he ran his fingers through her hair.

      The thought was almost enough to loosen her resolve, but Eva stood strong. She wasn’t going to endure nine months of pregnancy and a tragic separation just to get closer to a man she couldn’t have.

      But maybe he’d fall in love with you.

      It didn’t matter. He might fall in love with her, but he would still take the baby and leave. Of that, she was certain. He was stuck in whatever lie of a life he’d created for himself. There was no escaping now. And she knew, even if he offered, that being his permanent mistress wouldn’t be enough. She couldn’t be the woman who waited on a man, especially not while he raised her child.

      The whole situation was a complete mess. She didn’t even know if Filipe felt as strongly about her as she felt about him. Sure, they’d had some deep conversations. And yeah, he’d said their night meant something to him. He’d even said that she was special. But she’d heard all of that before. It didn’t mean anything. Not until he actually did something to prove it.

      Which he won’t, Eva reminded herself, because you’re never going to see him again.

      “Excuse me?”

      Her head snapped up. There was a man standing at the counter, ready to order.

      Great. Chris leaves me alone for five minutes, and I’m going to blow it.

      “Can I help you?” Eva asked.

      She recognized the man. He was a regular at Gustavo’s. He liked wearing plaid shirts, black jeans, and designer shoes. Eva thought he was probably a college student. He spent a good portion of his time in the coffeehouse, typing away on his laptop. She guessed he was twenty-four or twenty-five, maybe working on a graduate degree. He was cute—the kind of guy she might have dated in high school, if he’d been nice enough.

      “I’d like an espresso,” he said.

      Eva smiled, partially for customer service purposes and partially because she was relieved. Espressos were easier to make than any other drink on the menu. Take a shot glass, shove it under the machine, and voila! Done.

      “No problem,” she said. “I’ll get that for you right now.”

      “Thanks,” the man said.

      Eva started the process, trying not to think about Filipe as she went.

      Focus on the guy in front of you.

      When she handed the espresso over, the man smiled.

      “I like your style,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Eva asked, caught off guard.

      “The way you dance around back there,” he said. “I think it’s cute.”

      Eva was taken aback. She wasn’t aware that she danced while she worked. She was a little loose with her feet, but she wouldn’t call it stylish.

      “Thanks,” she said. “That’ll be two dollars, even.”

      The man handed her a credit card. She swiped it and passed it back.

      “My name is Nick, by the way,” he said. “What’s yours?”

      “Eva,” she answered.

      “That’s pretty,” he said. “Do you think I could take you out sometime, Eva?”

      Normally, Eva would have said no. In fact, she wouldn’t have even considered it. She’d promised never to use her customer base as a dating pool. But she was so desperate to erase Filipe from her mind that she was willing to see just about anyone. She would have said yes to Chris, had he asked again.

      “I don’t see why not,” she said, offering a wider smile. “I get off at ten.”

      “Know any nice places around here?”

      “There’s a pizzeria around the corner,” Eva said. “It’s open late.”

      “Nah, I meant a place where we can get some drinks.”

      Eva was tempted to tell him about a sleazy bar two blocks away, but she bit her lip. She’d promised herself she’d never set foot in another bar, and she meant it. She couldn’t handle another Filipe. She wasn’t even sure she could handle this guy.

      “They have drinks at the pizzeria,” she said. “The only bar in the area sucks, and I have an early morning tomorrow. Besides, I haven’t eaten all day. You wouldn’t have me starve, would you?”

      She was trying to be playful, but her voice caught in her throat. Something about Nick made her nervous—and not in a good way.

      Nick looked slightly put off, but smiled back all the same.

      “Of course not,” he said. “I’ll meet you there. Ten, right?”

      “Right,” Eva said.

      He took his espresso and left the shop without saying another word. Eva was relieved. She wasn’t sure how long she could keep up the playful banter.

      A few seconds later, Chris returned. He was holding two water bottles in his hands.

      “Thought you might be thirsty,” he said, passing one over. His voice was strained.

      “Parched actually, thanks,” Eva said. She opened the bottle and took a long drink. When she finished, she noticed how pale his face had become.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Chris said, not looking at her. “Who was that guy?”

      “That?” Eva asked, gesturing toward the door. “It’s no big deal. He’s a regular.”

      “I know he’s a regular,” Chris said. “But who is he?”

      “Is this a quiz?”

      “Did he ask you out?”

      Eva didn’t say anything. She had no idea what to say. Chris looked angrier than she’d ever seen him—even more than when he’d caught her former coworker stealing money from the register.

      “Did I do something wrong here?” Eva asked. “Is there a policy that says I can’t date customers? If there is, I’ll blow him off. I don’t mind. I wasn’t trying to break any rules.”

      “You’re unbelievable,” Chris huffed, turning toward the staff room.

      Eva’s heart was racing. Was he jealous that she’d accepted an invitation from someone else? If so, he was overreacting. She would happily have ditched Nick. If he was so upset, why didn’t he just ask her out himself?

      He did, nitwit. You said no. About a million times.

      But she would have said yes, now.

      No. You aren’t interested in him romantically. You’d just hurt him.

      Still, she didn’t want to lose Chris as a friend. She needed him now more than ever.

      “Chris,” she said. “I can explain.”

      “Not here,” he grumbled without turning around. “Not in front of customers.”

      “Then talk to me in the staff room.”

      “Fine.”

      Chris placed a break sign on the counter. The place was beginning to clear out. She doubted anyone would notice.

      They retreated to the staff room. Everyone else had gone home, taking their belongings with them. It was oddly empty now.

      “All right,” Chris said, shutting the door behind them. “What?”

      “I want to understand,” Eva said. “Why are you so upset?”

      “Don’t do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Start acting helpless,” Chris said. “You do it whenever you want to be let off the hook. But this is your fault. I have every right to be upset.”

      “Can you please just tell me why?”

      “Are you really this stupid?” Chris asked. “Or do you just want other people to think so?”

      “What are you—”

      “You know I have feelings for you, Eva,” Chris said. “You’ve known since I hired you. And I tried not to let them get in the way. I even trusted you when you lied to me. Then, when you finally came clean, I did my best to help you. I’m trying to train you and make you more comfortable. And this is how you repay me.”

      “If you’re talking about Nick—”

      “Oh, it has a name?”

      Eva was shocked. She’d never seen Chris act this way. He was sarcastic and bitter and spiteful. It scared her. She didn’t want to believe that someone so kind could be turned so quickly.

      Maybe she’d screwed up. Maybe she hadn’t considered how Chris would feel. But he was acting like she’d cheated on him, and she hadn’t promised him anything more than a working relationship.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Eva asked. “I thought we were starting to be friends.”

      “Friends? I never wanted to be friends.”

      “Do you realize how awful that sounds?”

      “Do you realize how awful you’ve been?”

      Eva was in tears.

      “I can explain,” she said. “I can explain about Nick.”

      She was prepared to tell him everything. She would tell him about her weekend with Filipe and the insane offer he’d made. It might not make Chris feel better, but at least it would make sense. At least he would understand why she’d agreed to go on a date the first person who’d asked.

      “Explain what?” Chris spat. “That you’d rather go out with a stranger than me? That you’ve been lying to me from day one? You told me you weren’t ready to date. That you had too much going on. That you wanted to get to know someone first. And yet, here we are.”

      “But I can explain that,” Eva said. “Chris, please, you’re my friend. I want you to be my friend. I need you to be my friend.”

      “I’m not your friend,” Chris said. “Friends don’t lie to each other.”

      “You’re the only person who knows the truth about me,” she said. “I don’t have anyone else. Not in the city. Not in Brooklyn. Nowhere. I can’t risk losing you.”

      “You haven’t known me that long,” he said. “You’ll get over it.”

      “Chris, please.”

      He opened the door and left. Eva sunk down onto one of the wooden benches and began to sob. She’d never been so miserable. Everything with Filipe had gone wrong. Now, she’d hurt Chris. Depending on how badly she’d hurt him, she might be losing her job. It was all going south.

      Eva wasn’t sure how long she sat there crying, but when Chris came in again, it was nearly nine.

      “I can finish the close,” he said, not making eye contact. “You should go home and get some sleep.”

      “No,” Eva said, wiping her nose on her sleeve. “I’m not doing that to you. We need to talk.”

      “I’m not letting my customers see you like this,” Chris said firmly. “We aren’t going to talk. There’s nothing to talk about. Just go home, okay?”

      He shut the door. Eva began to cry even harder. How had she reached this point in her life? Was there a way back to where she’d been? If there was, it was probably too late to use it.

      Still crying, she changed into street clothes and shoes. She rinsed her face in the corner sink and took a few deep breaths.

      Her “date” wasn’t expecting her for another forty-five minutes. She didn’t have any way to cancel. He hadn’t left a phone number. She could go home. Nick was a smart guy. Or, at least, he seemed like one. He would be okay. And, if she saw him again, she would explain.

      But she couldn’t do that. She knew how it felt to be abandoned—to look forward to something, only to have it taken away. Miserable or not, she would meet Nick for their date. Maybe he would be able to turn her night around.

      Somehow, she doubted it.

      Eva shoved her uniform into her locker and grabbed her purse. She wasn’t going to sit there crying until Chris came back. She could, but it wouldn’t do any good. They would just fight more. Maybe, if she left him alone, he would calm down. Her father had that kind of temper. It was something she could understand.

      If he refused to talk to her by Friday, though, she’d have to start looking for a new job. She couldn’t continue working in this kind of environment. She’d been through enough already. She’d find something else, put in her two weeks, and make a swift transition. But only if Chris made it necessary.

      Eva pulled herself together and left the staff room.

      Outside, Chris was closing the store early. The doors were already locked. The lobby had completely emptied. It wasn’t even nine-thirty.

      “What are you doing?” Eva asked, genuinely concerned. “We’re only supposed to close early in emergency situations, right?”

      “Yeah,” Chris said, not looking up from the register. “I need to leave. That’s emergency enough.”

      Eva debated over what to do next. She could try to reason with him, or she could walk out. If she walked out, he might think she didn’t care. If she tried to reason with him, he might start yelling at her again. Either way, she stood to lose.

      She chose the course of action.

      “Chris, I really think you need to hear what I have to say.”

      “I’m done,” Chris said. “I’ve heard all of your stories. I know every single one of your excuses. If you weren’t interested in me, you should have just said so.”

      “Fine,” Eva said. “I don’t like you that way. But I want to be your friend, Chris. And if you ever want me to feel something for you, you need to think about the way you treat me. I’ve never seen you be this mean. I didn’t think you were capable of it. I don’t know that I’m ever going to look at you the same way again. You’re a different person to me, now.”

      “Whatever.”

      Eva sighed. The conversation was going nowhere.

      “I would have said yes to anyone tonight,” she said. “Including you.”

      He didn’t even look up. Her blood began to boil. Was she just a pair of breasts to him? Why couldn’t he treat her like a human being, even when he knew he couldn’t have her?

      “I’m going to leave now,” she said, putting on her lawyer pants for the first time in a long time. “But this behavior needs to stop. As far as I know, I didn’t break any policies tonight. I didn’t cross the line. I’ve seen other employees do the same thing. You are my manager. And if my working environment is made hostile or uncomfortable because I won’t date you, I could take you to court.”

      Nothing.

      “I spent the last hour crying in a glorified closet,” Eva said. “Because of you. And, despite knowing that, you sent me home. You crossed lines tonight. Not me. I’m sorry that I hurt you. I wish you would hear me out. But I’m not going to make myself miserable for another minute because you refuse to treat me fairly.”

      Chris stopped what he was doing, but he didn’t look up.

      “Just go.”

      Eva felt tears sting her eyes again. She pushed them back. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

      “Fine.”

      She left Gustavo’s, turned right, and headed toward the pizzeria. She hoped, against all hope, that Nick was something special. Otherwise, this night would be a total bust.

      The restaurant was nearly empty when she arrived. She asked the hostess to seat her somewhere comfortable. Thirty minutes and two glasses of water later, Nick still hadn’t shown up. It was ten-fifteen. Eva was starting to get nervous.

      She wondered if there was another pizzeria nearby. Maybe he’d made a mistake and gone to the wrong place. She wished she’d had the foresight to ask for his phone number—or, rather, that he’d had the foresight to leave it.

      Her waiter was getting impatient.

      “Are you still waiting for someone, miss?”

      Eva nodded.

      “Just a few more minutes,” she said. “If he’s not here by then, I’ll order.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want anything else to drink? We have specialty drinks half-off on weeknights.”

      “Thanks,” Eva said. “But I’m really okay.”

      The waiter made a face and left.

      Eva was beginning to think she’d been stood up. Nick hadn’t seemed thrilled at her pizza suggestion. Maybe he’d rather date a size-zero bimbo who drank her calories in alcohol and slept with whoever paid the bill.

      Don’t start thinking like that.

      Either way, she wasn’t feeling very good about the date. She wanted nothing more than to order her pizza to go and head home. She still had access to Marie’s Wi-Fi. She could watch a few shows and pass out. She needed the rest before her opening shift with Chris. Tomorrow was going to be a long day.

      It was ten-thirty.

      “He’s not coming,” she whispered, hardly able to believe her luck. What a horrible day.

      Eva motioned for her waiter to come to the table.

      “Are you ready to order?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’d like a pepperoni pizza, to go.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I think so.”

      “All right,” he said. “It’ll be about fifteen minutes.”

      “No problem.”

      When the fifteen minutes were up, Eva collected her pizza, paid, and headed toward the nearest subway station.

      “I’m done dating,” she told herself as she went. “It’s not worth it.”

      She was home twenty minutes later. Two hours after that, she was asleep in her sad, tiny bed.
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      Eva woke up late. Her shift started at eight o’clock, and it was nearly seven. She threw on a fresh uniform, stuffed some leftover pizza in her mouth, and attempted to organize her apartment. Before this week, she’d worked reasonable hours. Now, Gustavo’s wanted her working thirty-five to forty hours a week. She didn’t have time for cleaning anymore.

      She was exhausted. But she was earning more money now, which meant the bills would be easier to pay. If she could keep it up, she might even be able to remain independent from her parents.

      She missed Filipe more than she could understand or explain, but she had a job. The weather was nice. She was learning new skills. Maybe it would all be okay. Chris was a bump in the road, but they could pull through. Right?

      “Yesterday was bad,” she said to herself. “But today is going to be better.”

      By some miracle, Eva arrived fifteen minutes before her shift was scheduled to start.

      Today is going to be smooth sailing.

      When she opened the door to the staff room, though, Chris was waiting for her.

      “Hey,” she said. “I know last night was bad, but—”

      “You’re fired.”

      Eva stopped in her tracks.

      “What?”

      “You’re fired.”

      “That’s not funny, Chris.”

      She felt her world shift. Her stomach fell.

      “I’m not kidding.”

      Her eyes grew wide.

      “If this is some kind of joke you’ve come up with to get back at me…”

      “It’s not.”

      “You can’t do this,” Eva said. She felt her body go numb. “Chris, you can’t fire me because I won’t date you. That’s sexual harassment.”

      “Stop throwing around jargon, would you?”

      “I mean it, Chris! You can’t do this!”

      She was yelling, now.

      “I was supposed to fire you weeks ago,” Chris said, raising his own voice. “I fought management on it. But that was wrong. I shouldn’t have pushed for you, just because I liked you. You aren’t good at the job. You aren’t a good fit here.”

      “I’ll sue.”

      “Management has records that prove I was instructed to dismiss you several times prior to last night,” Chris said. “You don’t have a case.”

      “But you would have let me stay. You have that power.”

      “No,” Chris said. “I don’t. They would have fired you themselves. I just prolonged it.”

      “You can’t do this!”

      Her entire body was shaking.

      “You need to get your things and leave,” Chris said. “Or, I’ll have you removed.”

      She was on the verge of a panic attack.

      Do you want to do this here, or in private?

      Eva took a very deep breath.

      “You’re going to regret this,” she said. “I might not have money now. But the second I do, I’m going to prove that you hired me and fired me just because you had a crush. And, whether or not I win, you’re going to lose your job. And you know what? That’ll still be better than what you did to me. Because at least you had a warning.”

      “Keep talking,” Chris said. “It’s not getting you anywhere.”

      “A prince tried to buy my baby last weekend, and I think I actually hate you more.”

      “What?”

      Eva shook her head, turned on her heel, and left. There was nothing for her to collect. She didn’t want the uniform she’d left in her locker the night before, and her work shoes were uncomfortable anyway.

      Two of her co-workers—both of whom Eva had tried to befriend—were already opening registers when she walked out. She was certain they knew about her termination. Neither of them made eye contact as she passed.

      Great. Now I have no one.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Getting back to her apartment was more difficult than usual. She wasn’t used to riding the subway at eight o’clock in the morning. She was usually already at work. Now, there were people everywhere.

      It took thirty minutes for her train to come and, when it did, she barely fit into a car.

      Her mood had completely flipped by the time she opened her apartment door. She was drained, depressed, anxious, angry, and hurt. There were so many feelings that she didn’t know where to begin.

      First, there was anger at Chris. How could he do this to her? He knew about her situation. He’d promised to help her. He’d been so comforting. And yet, here she was, unemployed, and trapped in a lease she couldn’t pay off. She was screwed. He’d betrayed her.

      Then, there was depression stemming from Filipe’s disappearance (or, to be more accurate, removal) from her life—in addition to being stood up by a perfectly normal guy. Was she that unlovable? Her parents certainly didn’t seem to love her. Chris turned on her the moment she didn’t give him what he wanted.

      Filipe was no different. Even if she hadn’t told him to get lost, he wouldn’t have been in contact after she firmly declined his offer. He only cared about his precious baby.

      With no friends, no boyfriend, no job, and no education, Eva had never been more miserable. This was rock bottom. She’d finally hit it.

      Her depression and anger were nothing compared to her anxiety. What was she going to do for work? Her last check from Gustavo’s would pay for rent next month—but then what? How would she buy groceries? How would she pay her cell phone bill? Finding a decent job took time, and Eva didn’t have it.

      I never should have left.

      Eva shoved the thought almost violently from her mind. She wasn’t going to regret standing up to her parents. It was the first smart thing she’d ever done. If she went home, that would be it. She would never be independent again. And her parents would never let her forget what she’d done. They’d forgive her. Oh, yes. They were merciful. But she would always be reminded.

      She pictured her first morning as a partner at a law firm. She would come down the stairs, dressed like a true professional, and her mother would be waiting. She would snap a few pictures. Her father would nod his approval. Then, it would happen.

      Her mother would say, “Look at you, now. Can you imagine what would’ve happened to you if you hadn’t come back home?”

      Eva would smile and nod. Then, she would walk out the door. And every single night after, she would want to die.

      I can’t let that happen.

      She felt like she needed to cry, but there were no tears left. She’d used them all up the night before.

      Never before had Eva felt so helpless. She didn’t have anything to offer an employer. No experience, no referral, no degree.

      You have a uterus.

      The thought made Eva pause.

      She did have a uterus.

      “No,” she said to no one in particular. “No, I’m not going to do that.”

      You could see Filipe again. You could feel special. You could start your own life. And all it’ll cost you—all you’ll have to give—is a baby.

      No, I can’t do that.

      How could she sell her own flesh and blood? Sure, it would be in good hands. Great hands, actually. The hands of a prince. But every child needed a mother. Luiza was cold and mean. How could she be a mother? What if her child ended up unhappy and plagued with unrealistic parental expectations?

      Filipe won’t let that happen.

      Could Eva have a say in how the baby was raised? Could she create a list of terms and conditions? She doubted they would hold up in court. In fact, she knew they wouldn’t. But at least her baby would know, one day, that she had standards. She had a set of rules. And if they weren’t followed, well…

      Well, what? Then it isn’t your fault? You’re cleared of all blame?

      No. She would always be responsible. Her child would look back and think, ‘If only my biological mother had been around to raise me.’

      There was no escape from that.

      But what about her? Didn’t she deserve a halfway-normal life? Didn’t she deserve to live comfortably? To study the subjects she wanted? To see the world? To obtain her dream job?

      It was all right there—so close that she could touch it—but she couldn’t bring herself to say yes. How could she become that person? What Filipe had proposed was ludicrous.

      Then again, she could always get pregnant and change her mind. Ask for the first half of the million upfront, and then…

      And then what? Be a single mother?

      Maybe Filipe would stick around. With his dramatic need to be a parent, maybe he wouldn’t be able to stand the idea of someone else raising his baby alone. She was certain he’d at least help out financially. He wouldn’t just leave her cold, no matter what he said.

      You can’t do that to him.

      No, she couldn’t. It would be wrong. She would be manipulating him and using her baby for money. Besides, her child would still be scarred for life. She knew how difficult it was to raise a baby alone. Legally, she would be responsible for nearly everything. And, if she messed up, child protective services would be waiting.

      Besides, if Filipe did leave her cold, she’d be screwed. If she was going to raise a baby, she wanted a house outside the city. She would need a car. And, since she’d never get approved for either purchase upfront, she’d have to buy them outright. And then, boom. No more money.

      It was enough to get her started. But it would never be enough to get her through it. A million dollars was a lot of money for one person—but not for a family.

      If she was going to do this, she had to do it all the way. She had to conceive the baby, put her body through pregnancy and delivery, sign the papers, and relinquish her rights as a mother. She had to come to terms with the idea of someone else raising her child. She had to accept that her baby would be a prince or princess.

      She had to understand that her child would never be part of the world she lived in.

      Eva wasn’t sure she could do it. Not even for a million dollars.

      Maybe I don’t need to be sure, she thought.

      She’d been pacing back and forth for the last half an hour. Her feet were tired. She collapsed onto the couch and grabbed her laptop.

      Eva opened her email account. She was slightly disappointed that Filipe hadn’t attempted to contact her.

      Can you blame him? You told him you never wanted to see or hear from him again.

      She opened a new draft.

      “I need you to call me,” she wrote, including her phone number as an afterthought.

      She entered Filipe’s email address, listed the subject as “urgent”, and hit the send button.

      What would happen next? Only time would tell. If he didn’t respond by tomorrow, she’d have to go job hunting. There was a chance he’d already found someone else. He was right, after all. There were plenty of women in the city who’d be willing to accept such an offer.

      Luckily, Eva didn’t have to wait to find out. Her cell phone rang just moments later. The number was unknown, but she knew who it would be.

      “Eva?”

      Her heart leapt in her throat. It was good to hear his voice.

      “Hey,” she said. “I need to see you.”

      “Did you change your mind?”

      His voice was every bit as smooth and handsome as he was. She couldn’t help but smile, even though everything was falling apart.

      “Did you already find someone else?” Eva asked.

      “No,” he said.

      “Hoping I’d call?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “Are you saying yes?”

      “I’m saying maybe,” Eva said. “I want to ask you some questions. And I want you to be straight with me.”

      “Fire away.”

      “No,” she said. “Not over the phone. In person.”

      She easily could have had the conversation over the phone, but any excuse to see Filipe was worth it. She found herself missing everything about him—his eyes, his hair, his skin. How had she gotten so attached? A few days ago, she’d hated him.

      Her father always used to say there was a fine line between hate and love. Eva realized, as an adult, that he was talking about himself and her mother. But she carried the words with her. Maybe she hated Filipe so much because was starting to fall for him.

      Don’t do that. You can’t get attached. He’s married.

      “Sure,” he said, breaking into her thoughts. “Anywhere you want.”

      “Central Park,” she said. “Tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I’ll be there,” he said. “Is noon okay?”

      “Noon is fine.”

      “I’ll see you them.”

      Eva moved to hang up the phone, then had a revelation.

      “Wait a minute,” she said.

      “What’s up?”

      “How do I know this is legit? How do I know you’re actually going to pay me?”

      “Well, you know I’m an actual prince.”

      “That’s not enough. If it came down to my word against yours, people would think I’m crazy.”

      It was quiet for a few seconds. For a moment, she thought he might have hung up.

      “You there?” Eva asked.

      “Yeah,” Filipe said. “How about this: I’ll pay you half after conception and half after delivery. That way, you know I’m legit.”

      “And you promise you’ll pay up?”

      “I’ll tell you what,” he said with a chuckle. “Send me your bank account information in an email and I’ll prove it—right here on the phone.”

      “If you say so,” Eva said.

      She turned to her computer, opened a new draft, and entered her bank information.

      “Okay,” she said. “Sent.”

      “Give me a second,” Filipe said.

      She heard him shuffling around papers. Then, he was typing on a computer. Less than sixty seconds later, he was back on the line.

      “All right,” he said. “Check your account.”

      Eva opened a new window and signed into her online banking.

      She gasped when she saw her new total.

      “Did you just give me ten thousand dollars?” Eva asked, her eyes even wider than when she’d been fired. “Filipe, you didn’t have to do that.”

      “Something must have changed your mind,” he said. “You need the money. Even if you end up saying no tomorrow, I want you to have it. I’ve put you through a lot.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything,” Filipe said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He hung up. Eva stared at her computer screen.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” she said to her empty apartment.

      She really couldn’t.
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      Eva was pleasantly surprised when a chauffeur showed up at her doorstep the next morning. She had more than enough money for cab fare, but it was a nice gesture on Filipe’s part. She was even happier to note the driver was the same rosy cheeked, charming man who’d driven her back to the Ramada several days before.

      Traffic was heavy. Even though they’d left her apartment building at 11:30 a.m., the car didn’t reach Central Park until nearly 12:15 p.m. Filipe was waiting for her patiently by the entrance gate, holding a cup of something in each hand.

      “Thanks,” Eva said to the driver as she left the car. “It was nice seeing you again.”

      “You too, miss. Enjoy your afternoon!”

      Filipe met her on the sidewalk. It was a beautiful day. The skies were cloudless and blue. Fall was completely underway now, and orange and red leaves lined the park.

      Eva wished she could fully enjoy it. She appreciated how Filipe was spoiling her, but it was bittersweet. Was he only sending her drivers and giving her gifts because he wanted a baby? Or was there something more to it?

      You don’t even know if he likes you. Besides, you can’t have him. Stop getting attached.

      It was hard to listen to the voice in her head, though. She was having so much fun. With ten thousand extra dollars in her bank account, the world seemed cheerful for the first time since she’d left home. Even if she said no to Filipe’s offer, she’d have months before she’d need another paycheck. It was just the boost she needed.

      Eva thought she’d feel guilty about taking money from a prince. Surprisingly enough, she didn’t. He was right. He had put her through a lot. Besides, he was rolling in dough. Ten thousand dollars was chump change. She would feel worse if she’d won the money in a lawsuit against Gustavo’s. A successful harassment lawsuit could put a mom-and-pop shop out of business. This, however, wouldn’t have any effect on Filipe’s life. Why feel guilty about it?

      Or, maybe it was simpler than all that. Maybe she liked the idea of a prince pampering her. She warned herself not to get attached—he could go as quickly as he’d come. But, for now, this was enough. Just seeing him (and knowing she’d make rent through December) was enough. Even if Filipe saw everything as part of a business deal, she was grateful to be part of it.

      “Hey,” she said brightly. “What’s that?”

      Filipe handed her a cup.

      “Thought we could enjoy some hot chocolate on our walk. Sorry if it’s a little cold; I didn’t take the traffic into consideration.”

      “I don’t mind. Thank you.”

      They began walking down the path and into the park. Eva couldn’t think of anything to say. Should they jump right into it? Should they talk first? What was the proper way to handle something like this?

      “How are you?” Eva asked, settling on awkward small talk.

      “I’m all right,” Filipe said, though he hadn’t smiled yet. “And you? No work today?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “I have a long weekend.”

      She wasn’t sure why she decided to lie. It wasn’t as if Filipe cared. But, for some reason, she didn’t want him to think she was only interested in the money.

      Why else would you be doing this?

      “It’s a nice day,” he said, staring into the distance. They were still walking together, but Eva wasn’t sure where they were going.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      It was silent for almost an entire minute before Eva spoke again.

      “What’s going on?”

      Filipe seemed to snap out of a trance.

      “Huh?”

      Eva raised an eyebrow.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Oh,” he said, looking first at the ground, and then at her. “Yeah, sorry. I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Are you having second thoughts?”

      “About what?”

      “About the baby.”

      Understanding flashed across his face.

      “No,” he said. “Not at all.”

      “Then, what’s wrong? Is everything all right?”

      Filipe took a sip from his cup, then looked back at her.

      “You haven’t tried your hot chocolate,” he dodged, completely ignoring what she’d said.

      Eva took a drink and smiled.

      “It’s good,” she said. “I’ve always liked the hot chocolate here.”

      “How do you know it’s the same? Vendors around Central Park change all the time.”

      “It’s not about the taste,” Eva said. “It’s about the feeling.”

      Filipe nodded but didn’t say anything else.

      “Why don’t we sit down?” Eva asked, pointing to an upcoming bench.

      “That would be fine.”

      They sat down. Eva was careful to leave half a foot of space between them. Something was clearly wrong with Filipe. This wasn’t the time to try getting close.

      Besides, he wasn’t showing any interest in her. He didn’t even seem happy to see her again. Somehow, when they’d spoken over the phone, Eva had convinced herself that Filipe was waiting for her to contact him—that he hadn’t looked for other women to carry his child because he wanted her to do it.

      Now, she felt stupid. He obviously had more important things to worry about. His mother was dying. His wife was MIA. He had a world of obligations and expectations. She was insignificant, just like the money he’d given her.

      Is this how our child is going to feel?

      “I don’t think I can do this,” Eva said. “I’m sorry to waste your time.”

      She stood up from the bench.

      “Wait, what?” Filipe said.

      His eyes had completed cleared, and he seemed to come back to Earth from wherever he’d been.

      “You said you had questions. You said you wanted to talk.”

      “You have other things on your mind,” Eva said. “You barely recognize that I’m standing here talking to you. I’m not sure what you’re thinking about, but this isn’t the first time you’ve disappeared. Even if I’m not going to raise my child, I don’t want it growing up in a world where it doesn’t feel loved.”

      “I’m sorry,” Filipe said, standing up with her. “You don’t understand. This isn’t normal. And my life is going to change once I have that baby. Everything is going to be different. My child is going to come before everything else. I’m never going to let him feel unwanted. I swear.”

      “Him?” Eva asked, smiling halfheartedly. “You didn’t say anything about a guaranteed gender.”

      “It’s just easier to pick one for conversation’s sake,” he said.

      “So, you’re okay with anything?”

      “I mean, I’m okay with a boy or a girl.”

      She giggled.

      “You promise this doesn’t happen often?” Eva asked. “And you better not lie to me.”

      “I promise.”

      Eva sat back down.

      “All right,” she said. “But I have more to say, so you’d better be present for the rest of this conversation.”

      “You got it.”

      He seemed to mean it. He sat down next to her and looked straight into her eyes. She had him now. She scooted a bit closer.

      “I want a say in how my child is raised,” she said. “I have expectations.”

      “If you have reasonable expectations, that’s something we can talk about. You’re welcome to write down your ideas or we can schedule time to talk through them in person.”

      This isn’t business as usual, Filipe.

      “Okay,” Eva said. “But I want you to explain your parenting style to me.”

      “I can set time aside for that.”

      “No,” she said. “Now.”

      “Now?”

      “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? You want to convince me to say yes.”

      “Is this a deal breaker?”

      “It could be,” she said. “If I think you aren’t a fit parent.”

      “Is that really any of your business?”

      Eva sighed.

      “Whether I’m involved in her life or not, I want to know I’m leaving my child in good hands. That’s my responsibility as a mother, Filipe. You can’t ask me to do this and not answer my questions.”

      Filipe nodded.

      “I guess that’s fair.”

      “So? Go ahead. Start talking.”

      He ran his hands through his hair. Eva couldn’t help but feel nervous and excited around him, no matter how collected she seemed. She’d never spent this much time with someone so attractive and intelligent before.

      “I believe in love,” Filipe said. “My parents raised me with love. I want my child to feel wanted. I plan on stepping back from my responsibilities for several years to raise him. Or her, if that makes you happy. She’ll go to grade school knowing she has support at home. And she’ll see me every single day.”

      “You can’t possible guarantee that.”

      “I can do my best.”

      “What about Luiza?”

      Filipe looked confused.

      “What about her?”

      “Tell me about her parenting style. Does she believe in raising a child with love?”

      “She won’t be raising it,” Filipe said. “They might see one another at family events, but she doesn’t want anything to do with the baby.”

      Eva was shocked.

      “What are you talking about? You said you’d get her on board.”

      “Yeah, so the public will think we both adopted the baby,” Filipe said. “I never said I’d convince her to raise it. I’ve already spoken with her and we’ve reached an agreement. She’ll play the role of a mother in the spotlight, but she wants nothing to do with him.”

      “Why would she agree to that?”

      “Because I’m doing this with or without her permission,” he said. “And, this way, she comes out looking like a devoted mother instead of the woman who refuses to raise a child.”

      “But she is the woman who refuses to raise a child,” Eva said angrily. “Your wife is a self-centered—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there,” Filipe said. “It’s better off this way. You don’t want my wife raising your child. Trust me. Her parenting style is nothing like mine.”

      “Okay,” Eva said. “But what if something happens to you? Won’t she get the baby?”

      “No,” Filipe said. “She’s not going to have any rights to the baby at all. Once you sign the release papers, I’ll have sole custody. My wife has nothing to do with it.”

      “What if someone digs that up?”

      “They won’t,” he said. “My family hasn’t had a scandal in centuries. We’re not interesting enough to investigate.”

      “That seems risky,” Eva said. “And you still haven’t answered my question.”

      “What question?”

      “What if something happens to you?”

      “Oh,” Filipe said. “If something happens to me, the child will be left to you in my will.”

      “What?”

      “Along with enough money to properly care for it.”

      Eva needed a moment to process what she’d just heard.

      He’s going to give the baby back to me?

      She couldn’t decide if she was pleased or disturbed.

      “Won’t the whole world find out, then?” Eva asked.

      “Who cares? I’ll be dead.”

      “I won’t be,” Eva said. “And, I’ll have a royal baby. Everyone is going to have questions.”

      “It’s okay,” Filipe said. “The odds of me dying before our child turns eighteen are very slim.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. It was the first time he’d referred to the theoretical baby as their child instead of his own.

      “But Filipe,” she countered. “Even if Luiza is a horrible mother, isn’t that still better than no mother at all? A child needs her mother.”

      “I’m not happy about it,” he said. “I regret it. But I’ll love her enough for both of us. You’ll have to trust me on that.”

      “And you still aren’t willing to leave Luiza to make this whole process easier?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d stop asking.”

      Her stomach sunk. The words hurt, but his glare hurt more. She didn’t say anything for a while. The sky was beginning to gather clouds. It looked like it was going to rain. It was amazing how quickly the weather changed in New York during the fall.

      Filipe broke the silence.

      “I’m not trying to make you feel bad,” he said. “But I don’t want to have this argument throughout your entire pregnancy. I want you to understand that my circumstances aren’t going to change.”

      “Believe me,” Eva said. “You’ve made that clear.”

      “Okay,” Filipe said. “Then let’s move forward.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The terms are fairly simple,” he stated in a business-like tone. “You agree to conceive, carry, and give birth to our biological child. Once the child is born, you’ll have twenty-four hours with the baby before you’ll be asked to sign away your rights as a parent. You’ll be paid one million dollars in total for the task—five hundred thousand to be paid after conception, and five hundred thousand to be paid after birth.”

      “Okay.”

      “If, at any point during your pregnancy, you change your mind,” he continued. “You’ll be allowed to keep the initial five hundred thousand dollars paid after conception. You will not, however, be paid the other half. You will also not be allowed to change your mind again. Once the child is born, I will sign away my rights as a parent. The child will be yours to raise on your own.”

      It sounded so cold. He wouldn’t want anything to do with the baby if he couldn’t have it alone?

      She didn’t like the terms. She also didn’t like his tone. It was almost as though he’d slammed the door shut on any friendly conversation. This was strictly business.

      Still, five hundred thousand dollars was a lot of money—even if she ended up changing her mind. Ten thousand was enough to carry her through the year, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough to keep her from working another menial coffeehouse job. With half a million dollars, she could get a house. She could go back to school and get a degree.

      That would all be made harder with the complication of a baby, but it was better than where she was. Besides, she fully intended on giving the child to Filipe. Only pregnancy hormones would change that, and she didn’t think they’d be strong enough. She didn’t want to be a single mom. Filipe would be a better parent.

      Eva took a deep breath.

      “Fine,” she sighed. “I agree.”

      “Good,” Filipe said, his voice unwavering. “Would you like to conceive medically, or the old-fashioned way?”

      Eva was taken aback.

      “I assumed you’d want me to conceive medically,” she said. “You said you don’t want to feel anything for anyone.”

      “I won’t,” he said. “We both know what this is.”

      It was like being stabbed in the heart.

      Still, thinking back to when they’d been together, she’d had a good time—even when she didn’t think she’d ever see Filipe again. Maybe sleeping with him was exactly what she needed to cast her feelings aside. Besides, she had to admit, she’d more than enjoyed it the last time.

      “All right,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. According to my calendar, that’s the best time to start. But you better make it romantic. None of this business crap. I’m still a woman with needs.”

      “Agreed,” Filipe said.

      Eva stood from the bench and stretched.

      “You know where to find me,” she said.

      He only nodded as she walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      The very next morning, Eva woke to the sound of a knock on her door.

      “Who is it?”

      She was groggy and tired. She’d spend most of the night tossing and turning on the couch, thinking about Filipe and what being pregnant would be like. She was nervous. She also couldn’t sleep on her mattress anymore. Stuffing was spilling out of one side.

      Maybe I’ll buy a new one.

      It wasn’t as if she couldn’t afford it.

      There was another knock at the door.

      “All right, I’m coming,” Eva called. “Just a minute.”

      She pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of blue jeans. Her hair was a raggedy mess. She would need to shower before tonight.

      Crossing to the door, Eva was suddenly struck with the fear that Filipe would be behind it.

      He wouldn’t come here, would he?

      She hoped not. If he saw her like this, he might change his mind about having a baby with her. She knew she would, if she were in his shoes.

      But it wasn’t Filipe behind the door. It was a deliveryman with a vase full of lilies. They were her favorite.

      “Delivery for Miss Eva Nightingale,” he said, holding out the bouquet. As she took it, an envelope fell to the floor.

      “What was that?” Eva asked.

      “The sender wanted me to deliver a note with the flowers,” he said. “Have a nice day.”

      He turned and walked down the stairs.

      Eva grabbed the note from the floor and carried the flowers into the kitchen. She placed them on the counter. Her hands began to shake. After how Filipe had treated her the day before, why would he send her flowers? Then again, maybe they weren’t from Filipe.

      Who else would they be from?

      She opened the note to find the lilies were, in fact, from the prince.

      Good morning, it read. Please meet me at my penthouse apartment this evening. I’ll send a car to pick you up around seven o’clock.

      It was signed Prince Filipe di Benici.

      “How did he know lilies are my favorite?” Eva asked her empty apartment.

      She already knew the answer. He probably liked them himself.

      At seven o’clock sharp, there was another knock at her door. Eva had just finished curling her hair with an iron she’d purchased from the store earlier that day. She’d also had a queen-sized bed delivered, cleaned her entire apartment from top to bottom, and bought and applied a modest amount of makeup.

      For the first time in a very long time, she felt glamorous. She wore a red dress she’d found at a boutique she’d always wished she could shop in, and knee-high boots she’d found in SoHo. It was the best day she’d ever had in Manhattan. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t enjoyed the city more often.

      “I’ll be right there!” Eva called in the general direction of the front door. She still needed to find a jacket and a pair of earrings to wear. Luckily, her favorite black leather jacket was hanging on the back of the couch, and she quickly grabbed it. One set of diamond stud earrings (a high school graduation gift from her parents) later, she was heading toward the door, her purse slung over her shoulder.

      “Sorry about that,” she said as she opened the door. “It’s been a hectic day.”

      It wasn’t the same driver she’d had the day before. It was, in fact, the driver she’d ignored the morning after she and Filipe met. If he recognized her, he didn’t let on. Eva wondered if Filipe told his drivers about intimate affairs like having secret babies with strange women.

      She guessed he probably didn’t.

      “That’s all right,” the man said. “Are you ready to go?”

      “I am,” Eva said. “And, for future reference, you guys don’t have to walk all the way up here. You can just call me and I’ll come down.”

      “Noted,” the man said with a smile.

      Eva flicked off the living room light and stepped into the hallway. Soon, she was being sped across the city again, this time in the direction of a penthouse apartment. Her life had never been so exciting before.

      “Do you know anything about this apartment?” Eva asked as they drove along. “Should I be more nervous than I already am?”

      “It’s impressive,” the driver said. “I’ve never seen anything like it myself, and I’ve been chauffeuring celebrities for twenty years.”

      “That doesn’t calm my nerves at all,” Eva said.

      “Don’t shoot the messenger,” the driver replied with a grin.

      They pulled up to a true Manhattan skyscraper—at least forty stories high, if not more.

      “Oh God,” Eva breathed. “I’m going all the way up there?”

      “You sure are.”

      “You have to come with me.”

      The driver laughed.

      “If you want.”

      He opened her door. She stepped out into the chilly evening air, goosebumps forming on her lower arms. She was glad she’d thought to wear a jacket.

      “Right this way,” the driver said, leading her through a set of revolving doors.

      The apartment lobby was every bit as impressive and detailed as the Ramada. They crossed it to a set of elevators, one of which opened almost immediately.

      Eva was surprised when Filipe stepped out.

      “I’ll take her from here,” he told the driver, casually slipping him a tip. “Thanks, Joseph.”

      “Anytime,” he replied. “Have a good night, Eva.”

      The driver turned and walked away, leaving Eva to stare in wonder at Filipe.

      He was wearing another perfectly tailored designer suit (as per usual), but there was something different this time. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Maybe it was the way he smiled. Every time she’d seen him before, something was reserved. Tonight, nothing was held back. He smiled at her and he meant it. There wasn’t a single doubt in her mind that he cared for her.

      No, Eva. He cares for the baby you’re about to conceive.

      She shoved the thought to the back of her mind. Maybe so, but she was going to enjoy tonight. Even if it was just sex.

      “You look beautiful,” Filipe said. Eva blushed.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “Let’s take this upstairs,” he said, offering his hand. She took it.

      They stepped into the elevator. As the doors shut behind them, Filipe took out a key and unlocked a small door on the panel of buttons. When it swung open, she saw the penthouse button. He pushed it, and they began to move.

      “I should probably warn you,” Eva said. “I’m so nervous I can barely breathe.”

      “What are you nervous about?” Filipe asked, turning to her. “Can I help?”

      “I’m not sure if I’m more nervous about seeing a penthouse apartment, having sex in the penthouse apartment, or being forty stories off the ground.”

      “You don’t like heights?”

      “Let’s just say the fifteenth story at the Ramada was enough for me.”

      The elevator came to a stop.

      “Well,” Filipe said. “I’ll be here with you; you have nothing to be afraid of.”

      The doors opened. Filipe stepped over the threshold, still holding Eva’s hand. She crossed through with him and gasped.

      It was the most impressive place she’d ever been in. The suite included a living space, dining area, kitchen, and office—all without walls to separate them. The right side of the room veered into a long hallway, but Eva couldn’t see beyond that.

      What she could see, however, was gorgeous. The penthouse was tastefully decorated with earth tones and bright accents. A large piano stood in one corner. Eva’s mother had taught her to play when she was young, though she hadn’t touched one in years.

      There was so much to see that her eyes didn’t know where to begin.

      “Did you decorate?” Eva asked. “Or did you hire someone?”

      “Do you want the honest answer?”

      Eva giggled.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I hired the best interior design expert in the country,” Filipe said. “But, I did put a lot of my own ideas in. I wanted it to have some sense of my personality.”

      Eva smiled, her eyes continuing to scan the room.

      “I know you probably want to get started,” she said. “I’ve just never seen a home like this before. You hear about penthouse suites, but you never actually know what to expect.”

      “I’m not in a rush,” Filipe said. “I haven’t started dinner yet.”

      “What?” Eva asked, turning to him. Her concentration on the suite was broken. “You’re making dinner?”

      “Did you already eat?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “My stomach was in knots. How could I?”

      “Will you be able to eat now?”

      “I think so,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you to cook.”

      “Did you think I was just going to drag you into the bedroom?” Filipe asked, a smirk on his face. “Are we animals?”

      “Honestly, that’s pretty much what I anticipated happening.”

      “Then I think you’re going to be pleasantly surprised by the evening I have planned,” he said. “Follow me.”

      They walked into the kitchen, Eva’s heart racing. What did this mean? Was he trying to be nice because he felt bad about yesterday? Or was there actually something between them?

      Will you stop?

      Filipe motioned for her to sit on a barstool at the counter. She happily obliged. He went to the fridge, pulling out eggs, milk, and bacon.

      “Ever had homemade pasta?”

      “No, but I love Italian food,” Eva said.

      “I had a feeling.”

      He turned to the pantry, grabbing flour, eggs, and a stainless steel machine.

      “Thank you for the beautiful flowers, by the way,” Eva said. “How did you know lilies were my favorite?”

      “I didn’t,” Filipe said with a genuine look of surprise. “I like lilies myself.”

      “So, you bought them for me.”

      “That seems to be the pattern here.”

      Eva smiled.

      “I wasn’t expecting this to be so nice,” she said. “I thought it might be awkward.”

      “I remember what you said about hookups,” Filipe said, cracking eggs into the well of flour he’d made in a bowl. “I don’t want you to feel that way tonight. I want you to be comfortable.”

      “Is that why you’re doing this?”

      “What can I say? I am a romantic at heart.”

      Eva shook her head.

      “You don’t make any sense,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” He was pushing the dough he’d made through the machine now, and it came out in long, thin angel-hair noodles.

      “First, you tell me I’m special. Then, you tell me you’re married to a horrible woman and you won’t get a divorce. Next, you ask me to have your baby. And finally, you tell me to mind my own business. You’re a very difficult man to read.”

      “Maybe I like it that way,” he said.

      “Maybe you enjoy torturing women,” she countered.

      Filipe turned to the refrigerator and pulled out cream, white wine, and a lobster.

      “That’s not true,” he said. “I was raised better than that.”

      “I wanted to ask you about that,” Eva said.

      “Hold on,” Filipe interrupted. “Are you okay with lobster?”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever had it, but I trust your judgement, chef.”

      “I thought it would be fitting for our evening, since is an aphrodisiac, you know,” he said with a wink.

      He continued to work, putting the pasta and lobster in two copper pots of boiling water. Eva couldn’t help but smile. Even if nothing else ever happened between them again, this was a memory she could fall in love with.

      “Anyway,” Eva said. “I wanted to ask you about how you were raised. Not just for the baby, but because I’m curious. What was your childhood like?”

      Filipe turned to look at her.

      “That’s a good question,” he hedged. “I’m not sure where to start.”

      “You should probably start with your sauce,” Eva said. “Or it won’t be done in time.”

      “Oh!” Filipe said, turning back to the stove. “You’re right.”

      Eva laughed. She hadn’t felt this good since…well, she didn’t know when.

      After he’d whisked the cream and wine together, added some fresh herbs and truffle oil, and brought the sauce to a simmer, Filipe began to answer her question.

      “I guess it was a mostly normal childhood,” he said. “I remember not realizing there was anything different about me until I was six or seven. I went to school like other kids. I went home to a normal house. At least, it was normal for the families I knew. It’s not like we live in a castle and wear crowns, you know? For the most part, we live pretty normal lives.”

      “But something had to be different. You know, other than the privilege of having a nice house.”

      “It was,” Filipe replied. “I started to really notice things when I was a teenager. There were more people trying to take my picture. I couldn’t have a girlfriend because the whole world wanted to know about it. My parents told me I was going to marry Luiza one day. My friends all started their careers and moved on with their lives. I was stuck at home. I could travel, sure. But my life was there. I couldn’t pick up and leave like other people could.”

      “That must have been hard.”

      “It was,” he said, straining the pasta over the large, granite sink. “I wanted to be normal for a long time. I was sixteen or seventeen before I accepted my heritage. I started learning about my family and my ancestors. I was okay with being a prince then, mostly because I’d never thought to be anything else. I just rebelled against it.”

      “I can relate,” Eva said. “Except, I rebelled right out the door.”

      “You did,” Filipe said. “But being a lawyer doesn’t suit you, Eva. You’re not meant for something like that.”

      “What am I meant for, then?”

      “You’re meant to help people,” he said confidently as he pulled the meat out of the cooked lobster and stirred it into the sauce. “I feel very strongly about that. Lawyers can do that, sure. But your calling is people. The helpless and the homeless. You might not know it yet, but you’ll find it.”

      “How can you possibly know that about me?”

      “Because you remind me so much of myself,” Filipe said. “And, if I could do anything in the world, that’s what I would do.”

      He twirled the pasta onto plates and spooned the sauce over, then headed toward the dining room. Eva followed.

      “Does being a prince suit you?”

      Filipe set the plates down across from one another and shook his head.

      “I’m not a very good prince, if that’s what you mean,” he said. “Look at what I’m doing right now, for example. I’m rebelling against my wife. I’m rebelling against my responsibilities. I do the bare minimum. But this isn’t the life I wanted. I accepted it because I couldn’t hurt my parents that way. I couldn’t hurt my mother that way. I’m happier than I would be if I’d run away from it all.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I am.”

      “So, what’s your life like now?” Eva asked. “What kind of responsibilities do you have?”

      “Another good question,” Filipe replied. “I’ll answer when you start eating.”

      Eva did. The pasta was delicious, and her first experience of lobster was one of the best things she’d ever eaten.

      Great. He’s a romantic, and he can cook.

      She was never going to get over him. Not without losing her mind. Maybe deciding to sleep with him had been a mistake.

      But there was no going back now. The connection was undeniable.

      “I’m eating,” she said between bites. “Go on.”

      “My life is mediocre now,” he said. “I help my parents organize nonprofits and donate to charities. I show up at important events, usually with Luiza, as a representative for my state. I hold babies and take pictures. It’s all very materialistic. I’m just there for show—almost like a puppet. But I’m a very busy puppet. Does that make sense?”

      “For the most part,” Eva affirmed. “Do you run your own nonprofit?”

      “I do,” Filipe said. “That’s why I find time to come to New York. This is where my nonprofit is based. But my family, and Luiza, don’t find my nonprofit as important as obligations at home.”

      “What does your nonprofit do?”

      “The same things I wish I could do myself,” he said. “We provide affordable counseling for individuals and couples. We help get the homeless off the street. We operate three soup kitchens in the city. It’s my way of giving back, even though I have to let other people run it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Eva said.

      “It’s okay,” Filipe replied. “That’s just my life.”

      Eva nodded and stared at the table.

      “I should be honest with you about something,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m here because I lost my job,” she admitted. “My manager fired me.”

      “Why?”

      “I mean, I wasn’t a very good barista,” Eva said. “My heart wasn’t in it. But that’s not why he fired me. He fired me because I didn’t want to date him.”

      “He can’t do that. You can sue.”

      “I’m aware,” she said. “But upper management already wanted me gone, and he can prove it. He’ll claim he was protecting me, which isn’t nearly as punishable. It was just hard, you know? I thought he was my friend. I thought he understood. And then he turned into a completely different person.”

      “Kind of like I did?” Filipe asked.

      Eva looked at the floor.

      “Yeah,” she whispered. “Kind of like you did yesterday.”

      Filipe stood up and walked around the table to her.

      “Eva,” he said softly, bending down and staring into her eyes. “I never meant to hurt you. I’m just scared.”

      “Of what?” Eva asked.

      The tension between them was building. He stared into her eyes, but Eva was staring at his lips. She wanted him.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t.”

      He laced his fingers through her hair and pulled her forward. Their kiss was every bit as passionate as the night they’d met. He picked her up and carried her down the long hallway. At the end, there was a bedroom. She didn’t care what it looked like. She only cared about him.

      When the lovemaking was over, Eva curled into Filipe’s arms. She hadn’t expected to spend the night, but he’d insisted.

      As she drifted toward sleep, she wondered—was this an act to make her feel better about giving up a baby? Or did she mean something to Prince Filipe di Benici?

      Then, sleep came, and the wondering stopped.
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      The next morning, Eva woke to the sound of music playing in the nearest bathroom. Filipe was no longer lying next to her. By the time she got up and dressed, the music had stopped. A door in the hallway opened. She saw Filipe walk out. He was wrapped in a towel. Memories from the morning after their first night together came flooding back.

      “Do you have a business meeting?” Eva asked. “Is a chauffeur about to knock at the door?”

      Filipe turned to her and smiled. It didn’t meet his eyes like it had the night before. But it was genuine, all the same. He was still with her, at least partially.

      “No,” he said. “But I do have to leave in an hour or so. You’re welcome to stick around.”

      “No, it’s okay,” Eva said. “I think I’d better get home.”

      “I have a fresh set of clothes for you on the dining room table,” he said.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she replied, though she was secretly delighted. She’d been dreading another walk of shame.

      “Like I said, I want you to be comfortable.”

      “Thanks, Filipe,” Eva said sincerely. “That means a lot.”

      “Can I make you breakfast?”

      “That’s all right,” she replied. “I’m not very hungry.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I am,” she said. She wasn’t lying, either. This was exactly the kind of hookup that she could handle. One that ended cordially.

      Except this one could also end with a baby.

      She headed toward the dining room and picked up the clothes, once again surprised how similar his and her tastes were. She dressed in the nearest bathroom. When she finished, she found Filipe in the kitchen.

      “I made you a sandwich to go,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Eva said, taking the bag he’d left on the counter. “You really didn’t have to do all this.”

      “I want to do nice things for you, Eva,” he said. “I have a car ready for you downstairs, whenever you’re ready.”

      “I don’t even have to hail a cab? Good deal.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Filipe said. “I don’t want you hailing cabs or taking the subway anymore. They’re dirty and dangerous. From now on, Joseph is at your disposal. I’ve already given him your cell phone number. He’ll give you his card when he drops you off.”

      “Is this an offer, or a requirement?”

      “Which answer is more likely to get you to use it?”

      “An offer.”

      “Then it’s an offer,” he said. “Besides, why take the subway or a cab when you can hang out with Joseph?”

      Eva smiled.

      “I guess I can’t argue with that.”

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Bye, Filipe. Thank you.”

      Eva took the elevator downstairs. Joseph was already waiting for her.

      The drive home seemed shorter than before. Maybe that was because Eva felt like she was walking on water. She bid Joseph goodbye, slipped his card into her wallet, and practically ran up the stairs. Once inside her apartment, she placed her sandwich on the counter and flopped onto her queen-sized bed.

      “This is the life,” she said to herself.

      At what cost?

      There was a knock at the door. Eva groaned.

      “Come on, Filipe,” she grumbled. “Enough flowers and chauffeurs, already.”

      She opened the door to find a rent overdue notice taped onto it.

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      She brought the notice inside. She had more than enough money to pay the bill. But, for whatever reason, her mood was deflating. Was it right—feeling like she could walk on water—when, in reality, she was selling her child for a life of freeloading?

      But that wasn’t true. She wasn’t going to freeload forever. A million dollars wasn’t a fortune. But it would give her a serious head start. Besides, she wasn’t selling her child. She was allowing her child’s father to raise it alone. In return, she was going to start a life of her own. Was that so wrong?

      Eva opened her laptop and logged on to her bank account so she could wire transfer her landlord the rent money immediately.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed when she saw the balance.

      The number had increased by five hundred thousand dollars.

      Eva snatched her phone and immediately called Filipe.

      “Hello?”

      “Filipe, what the hell are you doing?” Eva asked. “You said the first half comes after conception.”

      “I didn’t know about your job then,” Filipe said. “Conception could take months. I’m not going to leave you hanging. And, quite honestly, I don’t want you working. If that means paying you early, I’m okay with that.”

      “Well, thanks,” she replied. “I hope I’m still allowed to be active though. There are things I’m going to want to do.”

      “You don’t have to clear everything with me,” he assured her. “I just want you to be as comfortable as possible throughout this process.”

      For my sake, or the baby’s sake?

      But Eva didn’t open that can of worms.

      “Okay,” she said. “I had a nice time with you last night.”

      “Me too,” Filipe said, although he sounded distant.

      “Any idea when I’ll see you again?”

      “Not for a while,” he said. “I’ve been called back to Europe for a family engagement. It could be a few weeks before I’m back in the city. Maybe a little longer.”

      “Really?” Eva asked. “When are you leaving?”

      “In an hour,” he said. “I just found out, myself.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I guess, if you have to go, you have to go.”

      “I do,” he said. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      He hung up.

      Eva’s good mood was completely gone now.

      She sat on her new bed sullenly. It was hard to admit, even to herself, but she was going to miss him.

      Maybe that was okay. Maybe this would give her time to think things through—to decide whether or not she really wanted to give her baby away.

      You’ve already make this decision.

      But maybe she hadn’t. Was this what life was going to be like? He’d been present last night. In fact, he’d been more than present. He’d been honest and open and happy. And now, he was gone again. And he would be gone for weeks.

      Even if she didn’t change her mind, he might. In a way, she was relieved he’d already sent the money. Maybe he’d never come back. And, if she was already pregnant, she’d be left high and dry.

      After all, there was no guarantee she was ever going to see or hear from him again. He had no obligation to her. There was no contract.

      Eva realized she’d never been more confused over a man in her life. Sometimes, she thought it was abundantly clear that Filipe had feelings for her. He called her beautiful. He made her dinner. He told her she was special. He really seemed to understand her.

      Then, the next minute, he was emotionally unavailable and cold. Which version of him was an act? And would her child get the same treatment?

      She wished she could ask Filipe for the answers, but she knew he wouldn’t provide them. He probably wasn’t sure himself.

      “What am I going to do for a few weeks?” Eva asked herself, realizing she was completely alone.

      She thought about spending some of her money, but found herself oddly unable to do it. She needed new sheets and a comforter for her bed. She also needed to go grocery shopping. Yet, in her mind, the money was tainted.

      Eva sighed.

      She was going to keep seeing Filipe after he came back. She was going to get pregnant. She was going to have the baby and give it up. After that, she’d probably never see him again. It was that simple.

      The sooner she stopped playing pretend, the easier this would all become.

      You’re not in love with him, Eva insisted to herself. So, shake it off.

      Except that, despite her best efforts to pretend otherwise, she was.

      And there was nothing she could do about it.
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      Two weeks had passed since her “date” with Filipe, and already Eva was starting to go crazy.

      About three days prior, she’d broken her pact to avoid using the tainted money. Her apartment had a fresh coat of paint, a new couch, and its own Wi-Fi system. Her closet was filled with new blouses, dresses, and shoes. She had a drawer filled with makeup, another with jewelry, and a full refrigerator for the first time in months.

      She’d even been careful to purchase loose-fitting blouses. She was prepared for pregnancy—even if Filipe wasn’t prepared to actually get her pregnant.

      She hadn’t seen or heard from him once during those fourteen days. Sometimes, Eva was certain he would stay in Europe forever. He couldn’t possibly be too busy to send a text message or an email, could he? Weren’t there assistants for that? She wouldn’t mind if the message came from someone else. She just wanted to know if, and when, he was coming back.

      But no effort to communicate had been put forward, and Eva was fairly certain she knew why. Filipe was drawing a line in the sand. He was setting a boundary. When he was in Europe, Eva wouldn’t hear from him. That way, she would understand what to expect when the baby came.

      She couldn’t help but wonder, though, if she’d still be his “girlfriend” in New York after the baby was born. He didn’t love Luiza. Why shouldn’t they continue to have fun?

      You know why. You love him.

      And who said he didn’t love her back? Maybe he did. But fourteen days of silence after a romantic evening didn’t exactly send signals of love. Eva knew she was probably holding her breath for no reason.

      Well, it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter because today, officially, she was three days late for her period. She’d never been late for her period once.

      When she went to the drugstore to purchase the test, she already knew the result. It was just a formality, really. And she was right.

      Now, here she was, sitting on her brand-new couch, holding a positive pregnancy test in her hand.

      They’d gotten pregnant after one attempt. Very few couples were able to say that. Eva couldn’t help but feel like it was a wasted miracle. She’d been hoping for the opposite.

      She’d wanted an excuse to be with Filipe as long as possible. Then, maybe, just maybe, she could get him to fall for her. It was a pipe dream, but it was something she could hold onto—even while he was away.

      He’ll come back, she’d told herself. It’s his baby, after all. He won’t stop trying. He’ll come back and we’ll be together and, in a few months, we’ll get pregnant. I’ll tell him I’m late. He’ll bring back a pregnancy test. I’ll take it. It’ll be positive and then…

      Then she would know for sure. Because he’d either take her into his arms or he wouldn’t. The former would mean he had feelings for her. The latter would mean he was only there for the baby.

      This, though? This certainly wasn’t how she envisioned it. Now, she had no way of knowing what his initial reaction would be. She didn’t know when he would be home, and therefore couldn’t wait to tell him in person. She was pregnant. He needed to know.

      It was getting late, but she didn’t care.

      Eva picked up the phone and dialed his number. She waited in anticipation as the ringing began. Half a ring later, the excitement ended. It went straight to voicemail.

      Great. His phone is off. What am I supposed to do now?

      She could leave a message. But that wasn’t very romantic. She didn’t like it. It seemed tacky. It certainly wasn’t the ideal way to handle a pregnancy announcement. Then again, this wasn’t an ideal situation. If he wanted a magical moment, he’d picked the wrong time to leave the country and abandon her.

      “Please leave a message at the tone,” the automatic system told her.

      “Fine,” Eva grumbled. “I will.”

      There was a beep. She was on.

      “Hey,” she said. “This isn’t how I wanted to tell you, but I’m pregnant. Call me back.”

      Eva hung up the phone and threw it on the bed. She was frustrated and scared and tired. She was having a baby, for crying out loud, and the father was nowhere to be seen. He probably didn’t even care. She was alone with a baby and a boatload of money. She’d already bought everything she could want or think of—and that was mostly to get back at Filipe for going away.

      The worst part? It hadn’t even made a dent in the account.

      She felt tears coming on. She was sick and tired of crying. Over the span of her entire life, she’d cried maybe fifteen times. About half of them had happened in the past seven months. Eva was a strong girl, and a strong woman. Well, she used to be, anyway. She wasn’t supposed to cry.

      If only my parents could see what I’ve turned into now.

      This was no better than selling herself on the street corner. Sure, the paycheck was a lot bigger. And yeah, she only had to do it once. But she was selling her baby. That had to be in the same category as selling illegal drugs or giving alcohol to minors. Except it was worse. It was so much worse.

      How many drug dealers lived in luxury? More than most people probably thought. They paid for everything in cash. That way, their dealings couldn’t be traced. How was she any different? She’d never be able to tell anyone how she’d obtained a million dollars. She’d have to pay for everything in cash and hope—pray—no one ever found out. She felt like she was living outside the law.

      Yeah, for a man who won’t even answer his phone.

      Just then, her phone rang. She ran to grab it and breathed a sigh of relief when she recognized Filipe’s number.

      “Hello?”

      “Eva?”

      “Hey,” she said. “There’s something you should know.”

      “I heard your voicemail. That’s fantastic!”

      “Yeah,” Eva said.

      She couldn’t help but smile at the sound of his voice, no matter how angry she was.

      “When are you coming back?”

      “Things are complicated right now,” he said. “I probably won’t see you again for a while, so this works out perfectly.”

      “Yeah,” Eva whispered. “Perfectly.”

      Sure. For him, maybe.

      “Anyway, I want to send you more money to cover your medical expenses. Get an ultrasound done in the next few weeks and send me pictures. Okay?”

      “Yeah,” she replied. “I can do that.”

      How can he not tell that I’m upset?”

      “Great,” he said. “Keep me updated if anything changes. I’m just a phone call away.”

      “What if you don’t answer?” Eva asked. “You didn’t this time.”

      “I might not answer the first time you call,” Filipe said. “Just keep trying. And make sure you leave me voicemails. I’ll be able to listen and determine if I need to call you back right away.”

      “Oh,” she said weakly. “Okay.”

      “This is really exciting,” he said. “I’ll try to get back to New York as soon as I can, but it could be a few months. I needed this today. I really did. Thank you for letting me know.”

      You didn’t win a contest, Filipe.

      Eva was shocked, to say the least. Didn’t he want to spend any time with her during her pregnancy? Didn’t he want to be there for the first ultrasound? For someone who claimed to care so much about his baby, he didn’t seem very enthused. He was acting like he’d won a trip to Jamaica. Never mind that he’d knocked her up and left her hanging.

      It really was just about the baby.

      “Sure,” Eva mumbled. “I’ll see you next time.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Eva hung up the phone. She couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. What was she doing to herself? Could she stop it?

      But it was too late to go back. The baby was conceived. She could either go through with it, or she could be a single mom at twenty-five.

      “He never promised me anything,” she told herself. “He has a wife. He has a family in Europe. His mother is dying. I’m not important. He never promised me anything.”

      The words didn’t help. It was one thing to disappear on her. But why didn’t he want to be with the baby?

      “Calm down,” she whispered. “It’s going to be okay. He’s just busy. He’ll come. He said he would.”

      The anxious and sane portions of her brain argued until, finally, she fell asleep.
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* * *

      Twelve weeks later, Eva returned to her apartment from a charity event. She’d been to several in the past month, the latest in a string of obligations she’d created to keep herself from thinking about Filipe.

      She’d had her first ultrasound nearly three months ago. She couldn’t believe she was already so far along. Filipe had been delighted by the pictures—or so he told her via email. Her second and third ultrasounds came and went. She sent photos to him diligently. Both times, they were replied to in just a sentence.

      But Filipe was clearly still interested. Money kept appearing in her bank account. It was far more than she’d ever need to pay for medical expenses, but she wasn’t going to complain. Maybe he was sending the money out of guilt. She was pregnant with his child, and he was completely absent.

      Her first trimester had reached its end. She had a clear baby belly now. Thankfully, she had no close friends or relatives—which meant no one had bothered to ask about her pregnancy.

      Well, almost no one. Marie had spotted her on the stairs several days before. She had been ecstatic to hear the news.

      “I didn’t realize you were with someone!” she’d exclaimed, her eyes bright and enthused.

      “I’m not,” Eva had told her. “It wasn’t planned, but I’m happy.”

      “Are you going to raise it alone?”

      Eva had just nodded.

      “Let me know if you need anything at all, okay?” Marie had said. “I’ll be there. Whatever you need.”

      “I’m sure I’ll manage,” Eva had replied. “But thanks.”

      That was the story she’d decided to go with. So far, she’d only had to use it on Marie. Her OB/GYN hadn’t asked. She figured it was better for people to believe she was a single mother than to constantly have to explain why the father was gone.

      Still, it was a lonely life. Now that Eva finally had time (and money) to spend with her friends, she found she didn’t really want them anymore. She couldn’t be honest with them, and they would most likely judge her for having a baby out of wedlock.

      Besides, if she dared to tell any of her former friends from Columbia about the baby, her parents would find out. She wasn’t willing to give them the satisfaction of thinking she’d screwed up without them. She would be tempted to explain the situation to save face, and Filipe had sworn her to secrecy.

      In order to avoid that mess, Eva decided it was just easier to keep her distance. Instead, she spent her time volunteering at local zoos, donating money at charity events, and shopping uptown. Her clothes were so nice, and her wallet was so fat, that no one cared she was pregnant. All of them assumed she had someone waiting for her at home.

      She considered buying a house. Pretty soon, the seven flights of stairs would become unbearable. But she wasn’t sure about such a big purchase. She still had six months of pregnancy left to go. Anything could happen. And she wasn’t sure how Filipe would feel if she moved. She wanted to ask him, but he never answered his phone.

      If he didn’t pick up by her third trimester, she was moving—whether he liked it or not.

      She’d stopped attempting to contact him altogether after the final round of ultrasound photos. If he didn’t care enough to respond, screw him (although that was probably the pregnancy hormones talking).

      She’d seen him. Didn’t he realize that? All she had to do was search his name and dozens of articles about his most recent events popped up. She saw photos of him and Luiza together, holding hands and, once, even kissing. It broke her heart. He was there for his trophy wife, but he couldn’t find enough time to be there for his child (or the woman carrying that child).

      Even though she knew they were putting on a front, Eva had her doubts about the happy couple. Maybe he’d been lying about his feelings for Luiza. It wouldn’t be the first time. Maybe, after all this time, she was finally returning his affections.

      Eva couldn’t think of any other reason why Europe would be more pressing than being with his child. He’d promised that his baby would come first, hadn’t he? It hadn’t even been born yet, and he was already breaking that promise.

      She wasn’t even upset for herself. Well, maybe she was. She did miss him. But even if this was nothing more than a business arrangement, even if they meant nothing to one another, it was still about the baby. And he wasn’t there.

      Soon, the baby wouldn’t even be an “it.” At her next ultrasound, the doctor would try to determine gender. When that happened, it would officially become a “he” or “she.” Eva wanted to be excited. Instead, she found herself detached from her pregnancy completely.

      How could she enjoy it? There was a baby growing inside her, yes. And that was amazing. But every time she wanted to react positively, she backed off. She had no business feeling excited. It wasn’t her baby. At least, it wouldn’t be. She’d get twenty-four hours with it. And she wasn’t even sure she wanted those twenty-four hours.

      Yeah, if Filipe ever comes back.

      Why torture herself with something she couldn’t keep? She would just be tempted to change her mind, and then she would be a single mother.

      “Stop doing this to yourself,” she whispered. “You don’t have to be this miserable. You can be happy.”

      She sat down on the couch, picked up her phone, and ordered a pizza. Over the past few months, she’d taken to eating whatever she wanted. She didn’t care anymore. She was going to get bigger, anyway. Fortunately, all the food didn’t seem to be registering with her body. Not yet, at least.

      Once that was done, she dragged herself to her closet to change. She really was getting tired of living in a studio apartment. She needed more space, baby or not. Just once, she wanted to go into a separate bedroom and shut the door. Besides, her bathroom was hardly big enough for a pregnant woman. It was only going to get more uncomfortable.

      During her last appointment, her OB/GYN had suggested that Eva see a therapist. She wasn’t sure why.

      “I don’t understand,” she’d said. “Isn’t the baby healthy?”

      “Yes,” her doctor had said. “I’m not worried about the baby. I’m worried about you. You don’t seem to be attaching very well. I’ve yet to see you celebrate any milestones. You don’t really ask questions.”

      “The internet answers my questions,” Eva had countered.

      The doctor hadn’t found that funny.

      “Look,” Eva had told him. “I’m giving the baby up for adoption. I don’t see any reason to get attached to something I can’t keep.”

      “I had a feeling,” the doctor had replied. “But I still think you should see someone. Even passive mothers are more involved than this. I’m worried you might have depression.”

      Begrudgingly, Eva had agreed to go. But one session had been more than enough for her.

      “Why are you depressed?” Jenna, her therapist, had asked about fifteen minutes in.

      “Aren’t you supposed to tell me that?”

      Jenna had just shaken her head.

      “You know the answer,” she’d said. “You just don’t want to tell me.”

      Eva had thought about that for a moment.

      “You aren’t allowed to tell anyone what I’ve told you?”

      “Not unless you’ve put yourself or someone else in danger.”

      “Okay,” Eva had replied. “Here it goes.”

      She took a deep breath.

      “I slept with a prince. But, at the time, I didn’t know he was a prince. Then, when I confronted him about it, he asked me to have his baby. He offered to pay me a million dollars to sign away my parental rights. I agreed. Now, I’m pregnant, and he’s left the country. I have no idea when he’s coming back, or if he’s coming back. So, in the meantime, I’m just sitting on six hundred thousand dollars and wondering what to do with it. All the while, I can’t get attached to my baby, because I’m pretty sure I’m giving it up.”

      Jenna had just stared.

      “I’m sure you think I’m the victim of some kind of scam,” Eva had said. “I wish you were right, but you’re not. This is my life. This is my completely screwed up life. I’m not depressed. I’m just wondering when things are going to get better. Because, the thing is, I have feelings for this prince. Really strong ones. And he’s married to an awful woman. And, because his mother is dying, he won’t leave his wife—even though I think, underneath it all, he has feelings for me, too. Maybe. I guess I don’t really know that for sure.”

      The therapist had offered no reasonable advice after that. In fact, she’d said nothing at all. She’d assumed Eva had made the entire story up and had referred her to a psychosis specialist.

      There was a knock at the door. Eva, who’d changed into her footie pajamas, scuffled toward it. She signed for her pizza and shut the door behind her.

      Digging into her meal, she wondered if she’d ever be able to eat for one person again.

      She also wondered when her prince would return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Five months into her pregnancy, Eva went to her OB/GYN to determine the gender of her baby.

      She was nervous. Not just because she cared about the result, but because she thought the news might pull Filipe from his ongoing silence—and she wasn’t sure if, at this point, she wanted him to come back anymore.

      Filipe still hadn’t gotten in contact with her. The night before her ultrasound, Eva had called and left a voicemail. It was the first time she’d said anything since the last round of ultrasound photos via email.

      “Hey,” she’d said. “Listen, your baby is five months along and you haven’t been here once. I’m going in for another ultrasound today, and I should find out the gender. If you care at all, you better call me tonight.”

      As an afterthought, she continued.

      “If I don’t hear from you by next week, I’m going to assume you aren’t coming back for it.”

      She’d hung up the phone, shoved it into her purse, and called Joseph.

      Joseph had become her only friend. Car rides with him were the things she looked forward to most. Once, she’d called him sobbing and he’d come to drive her upstate. They did nothing but drive and talk and eat food for an entire day.

      It hadn’t taken long for Joseph to guess what was going on. She’d been nervous at first, worried that she’d blown Filipe’s cover, but Joseph had assured her he would never tell a soul. Now, he was the only person she could talk to about her feelings.

      He was much older than her—at least forty-five, if not more. He had three children and a wife at home, all of whom Eva knew by name. She admired Joseph. He had his life together. Maybe you didn’t need to be rich to be successful. Maybe you just needed people to love.

      The next morning, Joseph came to pick her up, right on time.

      “Nervous?” Joseph asked as she stepped into the car. “It’s a big day.”

      Eva shrugged.

      “He didn’t answer?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “I’m sorry,” Joseph said. “It’s hard to believe that Filipe would do something like that.”

      “Five months ago, I would have thought so, too.”

      Spring was starting to bloom, now. Eva had gotten pregnant in early November. It was the fifteenth of April, and she had never been more emotionally exhausted in her life.

      “I think I’m going to leave,” she said. “He’s not coming back. I think maybe he’s fallen in love with her. With Luiza.”

      “Where are you going to go?”

      “I’m going to find a place upstate. Somewhere nice for the baby and me.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for that kind of responsibility?”

      “I don’t have a choice,” Eva said with a sigh. “I didn’t think he’d leave me high and dry, but he did. I guess not financially—but physically and emotionally. I’m going to have to do this alone.”

      “Are you relieved?”

      “Why would I be relieved?”

      “Well, this way, you don’t have to worry about giving your baby up.”

      “I honestly hadn’t thought about it.”

      “You must be awfully sure he isn’t coming. What if he does?”

      “Then he’ll be too late,” Eva said, being careful not to snap at Joseph. “There isn’t an excuse in the world that explains being away this long. He’s avoiding me. He’s chosen her. He doesn’t care about us anymore. He doesn’t even answer the phone.”

      “You’re going to take the money and run?”

      “Can you blame me?”

      Joseph shook his head.

      “Honestly, I can’t blame you for anything. This was his choice.”

      They pulled up to the clinic. Eva opened her car door.

      “I appreciate you being my friend, Joseph. You’re the only person I’m going to miss when I’m gone.”

      “If you move upstate, we’ll find ways to see each other,” he said. “I promise.”

      “People love to make promises they can’t keep,” Eva said with a shrug. “But I hope we do.”

      “I’ll be back for you in an hour.”

      Eva walked toward the door of the clinic as the car drove away. She felt completely and totally alone.
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* * *

      The appointment was routine, at best. There were blood tests. The ultrasound showed a normal heartbeat. Over the past month, Eva had reluctantly begun to admire the process and care for the baby. She had started to identify with it. It was her child.

      That was why, now, she wasn’t sure if she wanted Filipe to come home. Could she turn off the feelings now that she’d turned them on? Could she change her mind about raising a baby when she’d already accepted the possibility?

      She didn’t think she could handle more emotional turmoil. If she fully immersed herself in being pregnant and raising a child, she wasn’t going back. She thought Filipe had a matter of days—maybe less—before she was too far gone to return.

      It was his own fault, really. If he’d been present, she never would have let herself get attached. But the constant worry about whether she’d have to raise the baby alone had brought up a series of serious questions. She’d considered the possibility at length. She’d come to terms with it. He was running out of time.

      Her doctor broke into her thoughts just long enough to make her smile.

      “It’s a girl.”

      Eva’s heart skipped a beat. She wouldn’t have openly admitted it, but she’d secretly been hoping for a girl. They could dress up together and curl their hair together. They could talk about boys and fashion. Girls were easier for her to understand. She needed that right now. If she was going to raise a child at twenty-five, she needed that desperately.

      For the rest of the afternoon, Eva felt better than she had in months. Even Joseph said she was glowing. She completely removed Filipe from her mind.

      Who needs him?

      She started looking at houses and cars. She started picking out baby clothes and blankets and accessories. She was really going to do this. She was going to make it happen.

      And then, the phone call from her doctor came.

      “Hello?” Eva said.

      “Eva Nightingale?”

      “Yes, this is her.”

      “This is Dr. Phillips from your OB/GYN office,” the woman on the phone said. “I want to talk to you about some medical anomalies we noticed in your test results.”

      The smile faded from Eva’s face. She shut her laptop and stood up from the couch.

      “What?”

      “You should probably know…”

      The voice continued, but Eva didn’t hear anything.

      What if something had gone wrong? Was she losing the baby? What was she going to do? She couldn’t tell Filipe. He never answered his phone. But he’d want to know, right? He might know what to do next. Maybe, if there was something wrong, he’d finally call her back.

      He won’t and you know it. Besides, if he does, you’ll have to give up the baby.

      Maybe that wasn’t true. They could work together and come up with a solution. She had to believe Filipe cared enough to keep his child safe, even if Eva wasn’t willing to give her up.

      Then again, maybe giving the baby up was best. Eva couldn’t even handle a medical anomaly on her own. What else would she come across that she couldn’t handle?

      “I’m sorry,” Eva said, pulling herself together. “You’re going to have to repeat that for me.”

      “Your test results showed that you aren’t getting enough nutrients in your diet. You should eat more fruits and vegetables—preferably greens. Otherwise, there’s a chance it could start to affect the baby.”

      “Oh,” Eva said. “Okay, I can do that.”

      Two minutes later, the conversation was over. But Eva was still shaken.

      With sweaty hands, she dialed Filipe’s number. Of course, it went to voicemail.

      “Filipe,” she said shakily. “You need to come back. You need to call me. There’s some kind of problem, some kind of medical anomaly.”

      Eva took a deep breath. She knew leaving the message was a mistake, but she couldn’t stop herself. What came next was a result of five months of unanswered questions.

      “Are you coming back or not? Because, at this point, I’m keeping my baby. You haven’t been here for more than half of my pregnancy. You promised she’d be important to you, and she clearly isn’t. So, if you even want to be part of this child’s life, you better get back here. Because I miss you more than I’ve ever missed anyone. More than my parents, more than my friends. I miss you, and I think I love you.”

      She stopped herself.

      “But I can’t love someone who abandons me. And I’m not going to let you raise my child that way.”

      She hung up and dropped the phone on the floor.

      “I can’t do this anymore,” she told herself.

      She wanted answers. She deserved answers. She’d never planned for any of this. She’d never wanted to be a single mother. She wanted Filipe to come home and fix everything. If he didn’t, she wasn’t sure what she would do.

      And, if he didn’t come soon, she would probably lose her temper when he finally did.

      Did I just tell him that I love him?

      Eva didn’t care anymore. Of course she loved him. She loved him, and he’d abandoned her. There was something wrong with her baby. Or, at least, there would be, if she didn’t get her act together.

      I want this to be over.

      She grabbed the television remote and threw it as hard as she could. It hit the wall across from her, leaving a crack but otherwise not doing any damage.

      I should never have agreed to this.
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      It was barely daylight when Eva woke up the next morning to frantic knocking at her door. She opened her eyes, still red from crying, and saw her apartment was a wreck. She hadn’t bothered cleaning for days. She’d considered hiring a maid, but didn’t really see the point. In a month or so, she’d be leaving the city. Who cared if she kept her place clean? It wasn’t like she needed her security deposit.

      Gray light filled the room. There was a tinge of pink, but it was hardly a wisp. She guessed it was maybe five o’clock in the morning.

      “What the hell?” Eva whispered.

      The knocking still hadn’t stopped. Maybe it was the landlord. Had she forgotten to send her rent check?

      No, that didn’t make sense. She was certain she’d sent it, along with a notice that she’d be leaving when her lease was up.

      Then who? It could be Marie, she supposed. Maybe Art had come home and wreaked havoc on her apartment. But, if he was going to do that, wouldn’t he have done it months ago?

      She didn’t know anyone else in the city. Maybe there was a fire. Or worse, maybe her parents had finally discovered her secret. They’d come to share their disappointment in her character one last time.

      “Stop it,” she told herself. “It’s probably just one of your neighbors looking for a cup of sugar.”

      Except, she’d never been asked for a cup of sugar in her life.

      She rolled out of bed and pulled on her slippers. She snatched the robe hanging off the couch and drew it around her shoulders. She was wearing pajamas, but it wasn’t much more than a tank top and short shorts. Pregnant women had to be comfortable, right?

      Walking to the door, she wondered who in the world was so arrogant that they actually expected her to answer this early in the morning. Unless there was an emergency, no excuse was good enough. She deserved a good night’s sleep.

      “What do you want?” Eva asked, swinging the door open and slamming it against the wall.

      She felt her stomach drop. Her heart started to race.

      It was Filipe, weighed down with at least ten bags of groceries.

      “Filipe?” she asked. “What are you doing here?”

      “I should have been here a long time ago,” he said, struggling with a bouquet of flowers on top of the plastic bags. “Let me in?”

      Eva thought about saying no and slamming the door in his face.

      It had been five months, damn it. Five months and not a word since she’d gotten pregnant! Why should she listen to him? Why should she let him inside?

      Besides, now that he was back, he’d want the baby. And she wanted her baby. They’d already been through so much together.

      But seeing Filipe brought back a flood of memories. He looked pale and scared. All at once, she knew he cared. But she couldn’t understand why, if he cared, he hadn’t been there.

      There’s only one way to find out.

      Eva stepped aside and let him in.

      Filipe whizzed into the apartment, dropping the groceries on the kitchen counter and stepping over at least a dozen magazines on the way.

      “You live here?” he asked. “You can’t be doing stairs like this anymore. We need to get you moved.”

      Eva opened her mouth to speak, but Filipe didn’t give her time.

      “I’m making French toast,” he said as he unpacked the grocery bags. “Do you have a pan somewhere?”

      Eva nodded and pointed to the cupboard underneath the sink.

      “I pretty much keep everything there,” she said.

      “I can’t believe this is where you live,” Filipe said. “Joseph should’ve taken you to my place.”

      She wanted to point out that Joseph didn’t have access to Filipe’s penthouse while he was away—they’d already discussed the idea at length—but decided to keep her mouth shut. She was curious what Filipe would do next.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch more,” he said as he cooked. “You wouldn’t believe what I’ve been going through in Europe.”

      “Yeah, all the social events must be exhausting.”

      Eva bit her lip. She tried to stay calm, but it didn’t work.

      “What?” Filipe asked, spatula in hand. He turned away from the eggs he was frying.

      “You realize I can see you, right?” Eva asked. “You realize there are dozens of articles outlining exactly what you’ve been doing for the past five months? Every social event? Every date with Luiza?”

      “Those weren’t dates,” Filipe said. “You know that.”

      “Cut the crap,” she said. “You ditched me. I don’t care what happened in Europe. You could have texted. You could have called. You completely abandoned me. You wouldn’t even tell me whether or not you wanted the baby anymore. I’ve been here, pregnant and alone, for five months. I’m going into my third trimester soon, and you didn’t even care enough to be in the country.”

      “I told you I was sorry.”

      “I want a reason.”

      “I’ve been busy!”

      “That’s not a reason!” Eva screamed, not caring if the neighbors heard. “You promised me you would be here for this baby. You swore to me, whatever was going on in your political life, you’d be there for her. And you weren’t. You lied to me. You didn’t stay away because of your stupid career or your heartless wife. You aren’t that dense. I don’t believe it. So, I want the truth. Why didn’t you come back?”

      “Is that any of your business?”

      “I am carrying our child!” Eva cried. “Yes, that’s my business!”

      She began to cry. For months, she’d wanted to yell at Filipe. She’d wanted to see his face when he realized what he was doing to her. She’d wanted to listen to him beg when she told him she was keeping the baby for herself. She’d wanted his face to look exactly the way it looked right now. Shocked and hurt and grasping for excuses that didn’t cover it.

      But she didn’t feel any better.

      Eva dropped onto the couch. She’d held it together this long. She was done being strong.

      Filipe took the eggs off the stovetop and walked over to the couch. He sat down and wrapped his arms around her.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left you like this.”

      “Why?” Eva whispered. “I thought you were different.”

      “My mother is very sick,” Filipe said. “She doesn’t have much time left. They’re doing everything they can, but nothing is working anymore. I just wanted to be with her.”

      “For five months?” Eva asked, the tears slowly subsiding. “Filipe, you know that doesn’t make sense. That doesn’t explain why you didn’t call.”

      “I heard your voicemail.”

      She sniffled and looked down at the floor.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said. “That was just the hormones talking.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      “It doesn’t matter how I feel about you,” she said. “You obviously don’t feel the same way.”

      Filipe stared.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked. “Of course I do.”

      Eva’s heard snapped up.

      “What?”

      “Of course I have feelings for you,” he said. “Didn’t I make that clear?”

      “No,” Eva said. “When I told you I was pregnant, you acted like you’d won some kind of prize. You didn’t seem to care about me at all.”

      “I was trying to distance myself,” he said. “I told myself, if I left and let you handle things on your own, maybe the feelings would go away. But I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since that night in the penthouse. And, if I’m being honest, it started before that. It started at Oasis.”

      “You didn’t ask me to carry your baby because I’m poor,” she said. “You asked me because you have feelings for me.”

      “I wanted an excuse to be around you. I tried to treat it like a business arrangement. But it hurt too much. I had to get away. That’s why I didn’t call. I knew you felt the same way, and I couldn’t risk making a mistake. Did you really not know?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “How was I supposed to know?” she asked. “You don’t make any sense. I told you I can’t read you.”

      Her heart was beating fast. Her hands shook. Filipe loved her, too.

      But you can’t be together.

      “Why are you telling me all of this now?” Eva asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing’s changed, has it? You still won’t leave Luiza.”

      Filipe sighed and shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “Not now. I can’t. My mother is too sick. This can’t be the last thing she knows about me.”

      “What happens after she’s gone?”

      “I still can’t do it,” Filipe said. “I’ve thought about this, Eva. I thought about it every single day I wasn’t with you. But there’s just no good way to make this work. Luiza is vengeful. She’ll tell everyone the truth. It’ll be an insult to my mother’s memory.”

      “But you can take her down with you,” Eva said. “You aren’t the only one living a lie, Filipe. She’s letting you. And she wouldn’t give you a child. She won’t come out looking like the good guy.”

      “It’s not about that,” he said. “It’s about the dignity of my family. I told you, we haven’t had a scandal in decades. I’m not going to be the first.”

      “But you love me,” Eva said. “Don’t you?”

      Filipe nodded.

      “You’re more than I bargained for,” he admitted. “Much more.”

      “Then why can’t we be together?”

      “Maybe we can,” Filipe said. “I’ll have to bring the baby to Europe sometimes. Otherwise, people will start to wonder where I’m keeping her. We could stay in the city for school and things like that. You and I could live together in the penthouse. We could raise her. We could be a family.”

      “But it’ll be a secret,” Eva said. “No one will ever know that I’m her mother.”

      “She’ll know,” Filipe countered. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “But she’ll be living a double life too,” she said. “Don’t you see that? She’ll have to grow up knowing her father is married to another woman. One day, something is going to slip. One day, this is all going to come out. You can’t keep prolonging it. Besides, how do I know you aren’t going to abandon us again?”

      “I’ll have to go back sometimes,” he said. “I’m not going to lie to you. It’s not going to be easy.”

      “You’re going to have to kiss her in public,” Eva said. “Luiza, I mean. You’re going to have to kiss her and be with her and give interviews about how happy you are together. You’re ignoring reality, Filipe. I can’t live that way.”

      “Then I can’t give you what you want.”

      “Then I guess we have a problem,” she said. “Because I’m not signing away my rights as a parent.”

      “You meant that, then,” Filipe murmured. “I was hoping, if I came here, you’d change your mind. Being a single mom is hard.”

      “It’s not any harder than being a single dad,” Eva pointed out. “This is your own fault. You disappeared for five months. I had no idea if you wanted the baby anymore. I had to make a choice. I had to assume the worst. I’m not going back after that. She’s my child now. I started looking at houses upstate. I started shopping for a car. I started looking for names. You can’t take her away from me.”

      “I’m not going to take her away from you,” he said. “I just don’t know what to do.”

      “You said, if I changed my mind during the pregnancy, you’d sign away your own rights.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Isn’t that what you said?”

      Filipe sighed.

      “Eva,” he said. “I can’t leave Luiza. But I couldn’t live with myself knowing that I have a child with the woman I love and not be a part of their lives.”

      “I guess you have a problem, then.”

      “Why can’t you work with me?” he asked. Eva could hear the pain in his voice. “Why can’t we come up with a solution that works for both of us?”

      “Because what you’re asking is ludicrous,” Eva said. “You’re asking me to live a lie, too. I’ve been doing that long enough.”

      Filipe leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. It was soft, but emotional.

      “I love you,” he affirmed. “I want to be with you. I want to be with both of you.”

      “You can’t have it all,” Eva whispered. “You have to choose.”

      “We could share custody,” Filipe said. “You could have her during the school year and I could take her during the summer. I could visit.”

      “But we couldn’t be together,” she said. “If we’re living separate lives, I’m not waiting on you.”

      “At least I could be her father,” he said. “That’s better than nothing.”

      “You don’t seem convinced.”

      “I want you both.”

      Eva shook her head and stood up. She went to the closet to change. She was tired of sitting around in her pajamas. Filipe went back into the kitchen.

      She didn’t know what to do. She loved Filipe, and it was amazing to know that he loved her back. But he wasn’t willing to leave Luiza. It didn’t help that Eva was still angry about the past five months. Even if he’d been avoiding his feelings for her, he’d left her in literal hell. Formally or informally, she couldn’t be with someone like that.

      Still, just being around him made her toes curl. His kiss was everything she’d been waiting for. She could imagine them raising a daughter together. She’d be beautiful and smart and imaginative. Eva would never pressure her to be a lawyer. Filipe would never pressure her to be a royal. She’d know both of her parents. She’d have everything she ever wanted and more.

      But at what cost?

      Eventually, the story would break. Everyone would know Prince Filipe di Benici had a secret baby mama in the city. Their child would be the story of the year. Eva and their daughter would never be able to escape the stigma. And what if then, after his whole world fell to pieces, Filipe still didn’t want to be with her? Would it be worth it then?
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      Filipe finished making their breakfast and they sat on the stools at her kitchen counter eating in silence.

      “Eva,” Filipe finally said, breaking the quiet. “I want to raise this baby together. We’d be amazing parents.”

      “But you aren’t completely here,” Eva replied, stabbing a piece of French toast with her fork. “I don’t like it. I need to know that you’re never going to disappear again. I need to know that we’re going to be together—that you are completely and totally in this with me. And I don’t feel like you are.”

      “But I could be.”

      “How?” she asked as she sipped a glass of the orange juice he’d brought. “You haven’t explained that to me. I could hide away in the city. We could raise her together. But would she be a secret? Would you tell the world you adopted her? Would they think Luiza is her mother? Would she even get to meet her grandmother and grandfather? You haven’t thought this through, Filipe. This could be so much simpler.”

      She saw a tear roll down his cheek and was surprised at his sudden show of such emotion.

      “I know,” he said softly. “I know it could be.”

      He didn’t say anything after that. Eva wasn’t sure how to respond. She loved him and wanted to be with him. But she wasn’t willing to continue living like this.

      “I love you,” Eva said. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “You’re enough,” Filipe answered. “But I’m not.”

      She set her fork down, no longer hungry. They looked into each other’s eyes, neither of them sure what to say next.

      “You mean everything to me,” he affirmed. “I never knew I could feel that way about anyone. And it’s making me question every decision I’ve ever made. I’m trapped in this world I’ve created for myself, and I can’t find a way out.”

      “We can be your way out,” Eva said. “Your parents will forgive you. Everything will be okay. And then, we can raise our daughter together. Everything can be exactly the way it’s supposed to be.”

      “If I come clean,” Filipe said. “You’ll become a princess. You’ll be under the same pressures and responsibilities as me. Can you live like that?”

      “I don’t care about that,” she replied. “I care about being with you. I care about the world knowing the truth.”

      He was quiet for a long time after that. She wondered if he was honestly considering it. She doubted it.

      “I can’t do it,” he said. “I want to…but I can’t.”

      Eva opened her mouth to argue with him further when a phone started ringing.

      “That isn’t mine,” she said.

      It was coming from Filipe’s pocket. He pulled out his cell phone, looked at the number, and groaned.

      “It’s Luiza.”

      “Don’t answer.”

      “I don’t think I have a choice,” he said. “She never calls. Please don’t say anything, okay? I can handle this.”

      “At least put it on speaker,” Eva said. “If this has something to do with the baby, I want to know.”

      Filipe accepted the call and pressed the speaker button, motioning for Eva to be quiet.

      “Luiza?”

      “Where are you?”

      Eva wasn’t surprised by the tone. Luiza sounded every bit as demanding and whiny as she’d imagined.

      “I’m in New York. What’s going on?”

      “I’m outside your parents’ house,” Luiza said. “I heard an interesting voicemail yesterday, and I think they’d like to know about it.”

      Eva’s heart stopped.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t be stupid. You know exactly what voicemail I’m talking about. Are you two in love? Because that wasn’t part of the bargain.”

      “Luiza, leave it alone. This isn’t any of your concern.”

      “You want me to say I adopted this baby,” she said. “I need to know if you’re in love with the mother. Do you understand what that could do to my reputation?”

      “My parents don’t know anything about it. Bothering them isn’t going to accomplish anything.”

      “It’ll get you to come home, won’t it?”

      “You kept me for five months, Luiza. Isn’t that enough? Can’t you just leave me alone?”

      “You love her,” Luiza hissed. “That’s why you ran off to New York after you heard the message. You want to be with her. I’m not going to let you do this to me.”

      “I’m not doing anything to you, Luiza!”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      The line went dead. Filipe put his head in his hands.

      “She won’t do it,” Eva said. “Right?”

      “I have no idea,” Filipe sighed, running his hands through his hair in frustration. “Luiza isn’t one to lie. If she says she’s outside my parents’ house, she probably is. And if she says she wants me back in the country, she’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “Why can’t she stay out of it?” Eva asked. “You’re not going to leave her, anyway. It’s not like she has anything to worry about.”

      “She doesn’t know that,” he said. “And honestly, neither do I.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look how complicated this is already getting,” Filipe said. “She must be hacking into my voice mailbox. If she’s doing that, I can’t imagine how she’ll be after the baby comes.”

      “Does she have feelings for you? Maybe she’s jealous.”

      “It’s nothing like that,” he explained. “Luiza has a number of boyfriends. She doesn’t have any interest in me. She’s just never been in love before. She doesn’t understand the concept of love. It scares her. And she’s right to think her reputation will be ruined. Mine will be, too.”

      “But your reputation isn’t everything,” Eva countered. “You’re a prince. It’s not like you’ll stop being a prince just because you get a divorce.”

      “Maybe not,” he said. “But reputation is the glue that holds everything together. My parents are big believers in reputation. I’ll be getting a call from my father any minute now.”

      “Why?”

      “He’ll want to know what the hell is going on,” Filipe said. “And trust me, he won’t stop until he gets answer.”

      “Maybe she won’t tell him everything. It’s embarrassing, after all. I can’t imagine telling my fake husband’s parents that he’s having a child with another woman.”

      “She won’t mention that our marriage is fake,” he said. “She’ll go in crying and carrying on, telling them that I’ve been unfaithful and broken her heart. She knows what she’s doing. She knows how to play the part.”

      “But won’t they be angry when they figure out the truth?”

      “She doesn’t think I’ll tell them the truth.”

      “Will you?”

      Filipe slammed his fist down on the coffee table.

      “I don’t know!”

      “Filipe, it’s okay.”

      “No,” he said. “My hand is being forced. Nothing about this is okay.”

      Eva stood and went to the bathroom. Shutting the door behind her, she hoped Filipe would be too consumed in his own problems to follow. Breakfast was still sitting on the counter, half eaten and forgotten. She had no idea what the other grocery bags held. She guessed Filipe had brought the gifts mostly out of guilt.

      She started running warm water in the bathtub. After setting a towel down and removing her clothes, she stepped inside. She felt her body temperature rise. It was a good feeling. This was the calmest she’d felt all morning. She looked out the window. The sky was bright pink. They’d been talking for at least an hour. She couldn’t believe how quickly everything had changed.

      “He loves me,” she whispered. “He really loves me.”

      She was secretly happy Luiza had called. If she started pushing the dominos down, eventually Filipe wouldn’t have to choose, anymore. Luiza would choose for him. Eva couldn’t help but feel like that would be for the best. He wouldn’t have to feel guilty if Luiza left him. Maybe nobody ever had to know that his marriage was fake to begin with. Couldn’t they cite “irreconcilable differences?”

      Then again, she didn’t like to see Filipe hurting. She may have thought his reputation was far less important than he did, but seeing him this upset was disturbing. She wished there was something she could do to help, but royalty was out of her element. She was relieved the conflict rested an ocean away. She’d never have to face it head on.

      There was a knock at the bathroom door. The tub was almost full. She turned off the water.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Filipe opened the door.

      “Oh,” he murmured. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, closing her eyes and relaxing further into the water. “Just trying to stay calm. All of this anxiety and arguing can’t be good for the baby.”

      Filipe nodded.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” he said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I definitely need to eat more,” Eva said. “Can you reheat my food for me?”

      “Sure thing,” he replied. “Should I leave this door open?”

      Eva shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “I think I need to clear my head.”

      “Do you still love me?”

      Eva laughed.

      “You abandoned me for five months and my feelings didn’t go away,” she said. “They aren’t going to fly out the window just because your wife called.”

      “Don’t say that,” he said. “It makes me feel bad.”

      “Why? Because you can do anything you want and I’ll still love you?”

      “That isn’t true,” he protested. “I’m never going to hurt you like that again. I swear.”

      “I believe you,” Eva said. “Honestly, Filipe, I do.”

      Filipe shut the door slowly and retreated to the kitchen.

      But she didn’t know if she actually believed him or not. Did he really think showing up and apologizing was enough? He had to prove it. If he loved her as much as he said he did, he shouldn’t have any problem leaving Luiza. It should be a no-brainer. She had a hard time understanding why it wasn’t.

      Maybe he was lying to her. Maybe, now that he knew she wanted to keep the baby, he was just trying to save his fatherhood. Maybe, when it was all said and done, he’d claim he never loved her at all.

      And how was she supposed to believe Luiza didn’t have feelings for him? She was reacting exactly like a jealous wife would (and should). Granted, she sounded like a terrible woman. But maybe Filipe felt guilty.

      The pieces just didn’t add up. If Filipe wanted to do the right thing, he needed to leave Luiza. If he wouldn’t, Eva couldn’t trust him to be a father. She’d have to make him sign away his parental rights and leave. Either that, or they’d have to share custody. But she wasn’t going to lie. The world would know she and Filipe had a child together—one way or another.

      It was all so overwhelming for a pregnant woman. She wished Filipe had come back sooner. Or that he hadn’t come back at all. Everything would have been so much easier. She had no idea how to deal with his political problems. How did she end up right back in a world filled with unrealistic expectations? What was she bringing her daughter into?

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she whispered, rubbing her belly. “It’s all going to be okay, no matter what he decides. We’re going to be together, me and you.”

      She pulled herself up from the floor of the tub and grabbed the towel she’d put aside. When she was dressed and ready, she opened the door. Filipe was just putting her reheated plate of food on the table, having added more eggs and French toast. She didn’t realize until that moment how hungry she was. She hadn’t eaten anything the night before. Eva wasn’t the type to eat when she was anxious.

      “Think he’ll call?” she asked as she sat down. “Maybe Luiza didn’t say anything.”

      “Oh, she did,” he said. “It’s just a matter of time. Eat your food.”

      Eva did as she was told. She was ravenous. Ten minutes later, her food was gone. He hadn’t reheated his plate or eaten more than a few bites. They hadn’t spoken a word to each other. Filipe wrung his hands, got up, and began pacing.

      “You need to calm down,” Eva said. “How old are you, anyway?”

      “Twenty-nine.”

      “Yeah, that’s too old to be concerned about a phone call from your dad.”

      “You don’t know my father.”

      “I think maybe I do.”

      Then, his phone rang. Filipe pulled the device from his pocket, saw the number, and answered immediately. This time, he didn’t bother using speakerphone.

      “Padre?”

      “You have some explaining to do, Filipe.”

      His father was loud enough for Eva to hear the entire conversation. She didn’t bother telling Filipe. She didn’t want to miss anything.

      “I can explain, Papa.”

      “Luiza just showed up here,” his dad said. “She was ranting about you and some lovechild. She said you don’t love her anymore, and you want a divorce. What is going on?”

      “I didn’t say any of those things,” Filipe said. Eva could tell he was trying very hard to stay calm. “You need to hear both sides of this story, Papa.”

      “Is your marriage over?”

      Filipe was quiet for a moment.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “That depends on what happens next.”

      “What are you talking about? You’d better start making sense, Filipe. Your mother is worried sick.”

      “I’m coming home,” he said. “I’ll explain everything when I see you. Until then, please stop listening to Luiza. The woman is more overdramatic than Aunt Catherine.”

      “You’ve never said anything bad about her before.”

      “That’s because I knew you didn’t want to hear it,” Filipe said. “Look, I’ll see you tomorrow, okay? Make her leave. I don’t want her upsetting Mamma.”

      “I think it’s a little too late for that. She’s family. I’m not going to make her leave.”

      “That woman isn’t family,” Filipe spat. “She’s a hazard. Mamma is exhausted. She needs her rest. Tell Luiza to go home. She can come back tomorrow. I’ll see all of you then.”

      “You’d better have a good explanation for all of this. And there better not be a child involved or so help me…”

      “Padre, please. Tomorrow.”

      “Fine.”

      Filipe hung up the phone, dropped it on the couch, and turned to Eva. She was sitting on the edge of her seat and listening intently.

      “So…”

      “We’re going to Europe,” Filipe said. “I hope that’s all right with you.”

      “You want me to come?” Eva asked in shock. “Why? I’ll just make things worse.”

      “You should meet them,” he said. “It might help them understand.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been more confused in my life,” Eva stuttered. “Are you telling them the truth or not?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Filipe admitted. “Get packed. It’s a long flight.”

      Eva stared.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Let’s get going.”

      She grabbed her duffle bag from the closet and began stuffing clothes inside.

      “You’ve lost your mind,” she called to Filipe.

      “Maybe so,” he said. “But it’s worth it.”
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      Twenty-four hours later, Filipe’s private jet touched down in Benici. Eva was relieved to be on the ground again. She’d never been on a plane before. In fact, she’d never left the state of New York.

      Now, she was in another country with a prince. And she was pregnant. It had only been a year since she’d moved away from her parents. She could hardly believe it. Her stint as a law student felt like a lifetime ago.

      They’d barely talked since breakfast the day before. Filipe was clearly fighting an inner battle, and Eva didn’t want to make it worse. She was fighting demons of her own. She was going to meet royalty today. She had no idea what to say. What if they banished her? How would she get home?

      That’s not going to happen.

      “You remember how I told you my parents live in a normal house?” Filipe asked.

      “Yeah,” Eva said.

      “You should probably know that my version of normal is a bit different than yours,” he told her. “It’s technically called a grand family palace.”

      “You said you didn’t live in a castle.”

      “It’s a palace,” he said. “It’s very much like a mansion in your country.”

      “That’s not normal, Filipe.”

      “It is to me.”

      One of the pilots opened the exit and lowered a set of stairs.

      “We’ll be flying home tomorrow,” Filipe informed the pilot. “Be ready for us first thing in the morning.”

      Eva felt a little better. At least they wouldn’t be staying indefinitely.

      “I prefer New York to Europe,” Filipe told her as they left the plane. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      Eva was going to respond when she caught her first glimpse of Benici.

      “Why?” she breathed. “This is so beautiful.”

      There were rolling green hills, hundreds of beautiful trees, and gorgeous blue skies. It was like nothing she’d ever seen before.

      “It’s just nature,” Filipe said. “You can get the same thing in upstate New York.”

      “That’s nothing like this,” she replied. “This is amazing.”

      Filipe led her down the stairs and into a black car that was waiting on the landing strip. Inside, Eva was surprised to find the rosy-cheeked driver who’d picked her up before in New York.

      “Hi, there!” she said.

      “It’s nice to see you again, miss.”

      “Hans is my other driver,” Filipe explained. “He primarily works in Benici, but I occasionally bring him to the city.”

      They sped off into the rolling hills, Eva so impressed with the view that she paid little attention to the prince. He seemed to have drawn inward again. She guessed he was thinking about how his parents would react to meeting her. She was clearly pregnant. There was no hiding it.

      Twenty minutes later, the car pulled into a large, extravagant drive. A huge home came into view. Eva thought it had the same class and charm as the White House—except that it was much bigger and older-looking.

      “This is where your parents live?” she asked, unable to peel her eyes away from the house. “This isn’t normal, Filipe. I promise.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” he said as the car pulled up to the house. “Plenty of homes in Benici are bigger than this.”

      The car came to a stop. Filipe stepped out and opened her door. She took his hand and he led her up the front steps and into the parlor.

      His parents were waiting.

      Filipe’s father was a tall, thin man with a shock of black hair and dark brown eyes. He was pushing a wheelchair, which held Filipe’s mother. She was wearing a bandana around her head. Eva assumed she’d lost her hair as a result of chemo treatments. She was thin and pale, but pretty. Her eyes were green and, Eva thought, kind.

      These weren’t the two people Filipe had described to her. They seemed far from demanding. In fact, their expressions held more concern than anger.

      Just as she was about to say something to that effect, a tall woman with curled blond hair and too much makeup came stomping into the room.

      “Filipe!” she cried, throwing her hands up in the air. “You brought your girlfriend! How charming. I was looking forward to meeting her.”

      “That’s enough, Luiza.”

      “No, that’s hardly enough!” Luiza shouted, almost spitting at him. “We’ve barely been married for a year. You cheated on me. Not only that, but you’ve gotten another woman pregnant. How could you?”

      “Stop acting like you didn’t know,” Filipe said, glaring at her with a kind of hatred Eva had never seen before. “You were more than willing to along with it when you could claim the baby was yours.”

      “What is he talking about?” Filipe’s father asked. “Luiza, you knew about this?”

      “Of course she did,” Filipe said. “She’s known the whole time. She has a few boyfriends of her own. One in Barcelona, one in Greece, one in Ireland. Probably one for every country. She doesn’t care that I’m having a baby. She was going to be part of it. She cares that I’ve fallen in love.”

      “You’re going to destroy my reputation!” Luiza cried. “I’m divorcing you, Filipe, and I’m going to take you for everything you own. This whole palace is going to be mine!”

      “That’s not how it works,” Filipe stated calmly. “I’ll be happy to grant you a divorce. I’m tired of faking a marriage with someone who’s only interested in money and status. You’re a terrible woman, and I never should have married you in the first place.”

      Luiza stared in shock.

      “You’ve gone too far this time, Luiza,” he continued. “Our marriage was never valid to begin with, as I’m sure you’re aware, since we never slept together. You won’t get a penny.”

      Her face darkened and went a nasty shade of purple.

      “This isn’t over,” she hissed. “You can’t do this.”

      “I just did,” he said. “Now, get out. You’re upsetting my mother.”

      “I will not!”

      “Then I’ll have you removed from this property and arrested.”

      “Arrested? For what?”

      “For hacking into my voicemail,” he said. “And that’s just for starters. I could also have you arrested for trespassing and harassment.”

      “You can’t do this, Filipe.”

      “Get out.”

      Filipe took a step forward. Luiza took a step back. She seemed to lose her footing. Her confidence was shattered.

      “This isn’t over,” she repeated.

      Then, she passed them and walked out the front door, leaving Filipe, his parents, and Eva standing in the foyer. None of them seemed to know what to say.

      “I thought you had explaining to do before,” his father murmured, breaking the silence. “I don’t even know what to say now.”

      “I never loved her,” Filipe said. “I never wanted to marry her. I just didn’t want Mamma to be upset.”

      “This whole time, you’ve been living a lie? For us?” his mother asked weakly.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I figured that’s what you wanted. You wanted me to marry a royal. And, well, you wanted me to marry Luiza.”

      “I knew you were unhappy, son,” his father said. “But I had no idea you were so miserable. If I’d known…”

      “You couldn’t have. I should have told you sooner.”

      It was quiet again. Then, Filipe seemed to remember Eva was there.

      “Mamma, Papa,” he said, “This is Eva Nightingale. When Luiza wouldn’t give me a baby, I decided to come up with an alternative solution. Eva is the woman I asked to carry my child. I’ve fallen in love with her.”

      Eva blanched. She had no idea what to say.

      “Nice to meet you,” she said weakly.

      “You love this girl?” Filipe’s mother said from her wheelchair. Her voice was mousy, but steady.

      “I do,” Filipe said. “More than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “Then you have our blessing,” his father said. “We’re sorry we pushed you to marry Luiza in the first place. It wasn’t right.”

      “I’m just sorry you had to learn about your grandchild this way,” Filipe said.

      “Oh my God!” his father exclaimed. “I’m going to be a grandfather!”

      He rushed forward to shake Eva’s hand. She took it.

      “How far along?” he asked.

      “Five months,” Eva replied. “It’s a girl.”

      Eva looked at Filipe’s mother. Her eyes were filled with tears.

      “I’m going to be a nonno,” his father said again. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I want to meet her,” Filipe’s mother said.

      His father walked back to her wheelchair and pushed her forward. Eva took her hand.

      “It’s great to meet you,” Eva said. “Filipe loves you so much.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she affirmed. “It’s good to meet you, too.”

      Later that day, Eva and Filipe were walking through the gardens behind the palace. Filipe’s parents were inside. His mother was resting and his father was making phone calls. The divorce would be final in less than a month, and Filipe would soon be able to completely wash his hands of Luiza and her drama.

      “I’m happy for you,” Eva said. “You’re finally free.”

      “Thanks to you.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said. “Honestly, Luiza dug her own grave. After the way she acted, I don’t think your parents could have done anything else. I wouldn’t want that woman as a daughter-in-law.”

      “I’m just glad I never have to see her again,” Filipe said. “It’s so surreal. I didn’t think this day would ever come.”

      Eva smiled, but inside she was worried. Filipe was free. She wondered what he was going to do with it. He’d told his parents that he’d fallen in love with her. But would they actually be together? He was still a difficult man to read.

      “I think there’s something we need to talk about,” he said, motioning toward a bench. They both sat down.

      “Go for it,” Eva said.

      “I said a lot of things in there,” he said. “I told them I love you. I told them we’re having a child together. By this time next week, every paper in Europe will want to write an article about us. And we’re going to have to tell the story a hundred times. Maybe more.”

      “I think I’m okay with that,” Eva said. “The question is, what do we do now?”

      “I’ve put you through a lot,” Filipe said. “More than anyone should ever have to endure. I made you think I was taking your baby from you. I abandoned you. I don’t know if we can ever come back from that.”

      “I know.”

      “But, I would really, really like to try.”

      Eva’s heart jumped.

      “Really?” she asked. “You would?”

      “Of course,” he said. “You don’t think I’d do all of this and not be with you, do you?”

      “So, what are you saying?”

      “I want you to be my girlfriend,” he said. “I want to move to New York on a full-time basis and get acquainted with one another. Once the baby is born, I want to buy a house upstate and start a life together. I want to bring her back here eventually. I want her to know where she comes from. But you’re right. This isn’t normal. I want her to be able to stand on her own two feet.”

      “You don’t want her to feel like she has anything to prove to us.”

      “Exactly,” he agreed. “We’ll tell her she’s a royal when she’s older. When she’s well-grounded enough to handle it. I don’t ever want her to feel like she has to marry for status or money. I certainly don’t want her to make life decisions based on our expectations.”

      “I agree,” Eva said. “But you haven’t really asked me yet, have you?”

      Filipe turned to her.

      “Right,” he said. “Of course. You haven’t said yes.”

      Eva was quiet. Tears filled her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Filipe asked.

      “It’s just so much,” she whispered. “I’ve been through so much in such a short amount of time. A year ago, I was leaving school and moving away from my parents. I was breaking out on my own and making a life for myself. I got a job. I tried to be independent. Then, I met you. I lost my job. I got rich and pregnant. I had a man in my life who I loved and couldn’t wait to see as often as possible.”

      Filipe smiled.

      “But then, you went away,” she said. “You abandoned me. And, for five months, I wondered if you were ever going to come back. I thought you were some playboy who got me pregnant for fun and then left me to figure it out on my own. I thought I was going to be a single mother with no family and no support. I tried everything I could think of to get over you, and nothing worked. You killed me slowly.”

      He put an arm around her.

      “Eva,” he said. “I’m so sorry. I’m never going to leave you again.”

      “Then you came back,” she continued. “You came back and brought treats and told me how much you loved me. You decided to fly me to Europe. You decided to get a divorce, leave your horrible wife, and be free. And now, you’re asking me to be your girlfriend. You want me to move into your penthouse apartment, have our child, and raise it together. You’re asking me to be a family.”

      “It sounds like a lot.”

      “If you’d told me, that Friday night at Oasis, I’d be meeting the love of my life, I never would have believed you,” Eva said. “I would have laughed until I cried. And a prince? Come on. That’s a joke. That doesn’t happen.”

      “Do you need time to think about it?”

      Eva laughed and shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “I’ve always believed that when you know, you know. And, when it comes to you, I’ve always known. I love you. You’re amazing and kind and thoughtful. You’re going to be an incredible father. And, as much as I hate you for hurting me, I know why you did it. You didn’t want to accept your feelings. You ran from them. There was a time, not so long ago, when I would have done the same thing.”

      Filipe looked at her with the same kind of need he’d shown when he’d asked for a baby.

      “I love you,” she told him, putting a hand on his cheek. “I’d be happy to be your girlfriend. I’d be happy to move in with you. And I’d be happy to raise this baby with you.”

      Filipe moved to kiss her. She held up a finger to pause him.

      “Just promise me,” she said, “That you’ll never leave me again.”

      “I promise.”

      He leaned forward to kiss her.

      And everything was perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Eva and Filipe were sitting on the couch in the penthouse. Filipe held the remote in his hand as he flipped through channels. Eva was very, very pregnant, and exhausted. She put her head on Filipe’s lap and napped while he tried to find something good on television. It seemed no amount of hockey or baseball games could appease him.

      She stirred. She was starting to get uncomfortable. She wondered if she should move into the bedroom, which had become her favorite place to lounge.

      Living in the penthouse had been the most relaxing experience of her life. A maid came every weekend to clean, so Eva didn’t have to lift a finger during the week. She never had to hail a cab or take the subway. Joseph was always available. Filipe had stayed home and cancelled all of his business arrangements to be with her during her pregnancy.

      She’d even made the choice to tell her parents. About a month ago, she’d written them an email. It hadn’t said much—just that she was having a baby in four weeks and that she was safe in a nice apartment uptown. She didn’t want to say anything about the prince. She rather liked the idea of her mother browsing the paper and reading about their nuptials one day.

      “Good lord,” she’d tell Eva’s father. “Eva just married a prince!”

      It was probably a pipe dream. She hadn’t received a response to her email, and she doubted she’d ever hear from them again. It was time to move on. She was starting her own family now.

      She was just getting ready to stand when Filipe’s phone rang.

      “Hello?” Filipe said. “Papa?”

      This time, Eva couldn’t hear both sides of the conversation. She did, however, feel Filipe’s body tense up.

      “Okay,” he breathed shakily. “We’ll come to visit as soon as we can.”

      He hung up the phone and set it down, trembling.

      “What’s wrong?” Eva asked, sitting up. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s my mother,” Filipe said, tears in his eyes. “Her cancer is in remission.”

      Eva’s eyes grew wide.

      “Oh my God!” she cried. “Filipe, that’s great news!”

      She leaned forward to hug him. When she did, she felt something wet between her legs.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She looked down.

      “My water just broke.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time they arrived at the nearest hospital, Eva had gone into full labor. She was rushed straight into the delivery room, Filipe close by her side. He held her hand the whole way through.

      “Just breathe,” he soothed. “It’s going to be okay. You can do this.”

      “It hurts,” Eva grunted, biting her lip to keep from screaming. “Oh God, it hurts!”

      Two hours later, she was holding a beautiful baby girl.

      “I think we should name her Ellie,” Filipe said.

      “Ellie,” Eva whispered. “I like it. Eva and Ellie.”

      “My perfect, wonderful girls.”

      Eva smiled.

      “Let’s do it.”

      Filipe left to get her some water. Eva held Ellie close.

      When Filipe returned, Eva was in tears.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, taking Ellie and rocking her in his arms.

      “I just realized,” Eva sputtered. “That night on the balcony, when we talked about finding meaning in our lives, this is what we were talking about. This is exactly what we wanted.”

      “I know,” Filipe breathed. “I know.”

      “I love you,” Eva gushed, tears in her eyes. “I love you so much.”

      “I love you too,” Filipe said.

      The little family embraced, and Eva looked forward to their bright, happy future together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Twelve Months Later

      

    
    
      Ellie crawled toward Eva’s outstretched hands, a huge grin on her face.

      “I think she might actually make it this time,” Eva said. Filipe was watching intently, recording the whole thing. “I really do.”

      “That little girl is growing too fast,” Filipe’s father said from his spot on the couch.

      They were at the palace in Benici. Eva was attempting to show Filipe’s parents how determined Ellie was to crawl all the way across the room.

      “She’s been working so hard at it,” Eva said.

      “Don’t tire her out,” Filipe said. “Your parents are going to want to see when they get here.”

      “Yeah,” Eva sighed. “But they’re late.”

      “They’ve never been here before,” he replied. “Give them some time to explore.”

      “I didn’t get to explore the first time I was here,” Eva pointed out.

      “That was different,” Filipe countered.

      She nodded, but she was still getting impatient. It had been months since she’d seen her parents.

      It began with an email that arrived four days after she gave birth.

      Eva, her mother had written. We were happy to hear from you and we’re glad you’re doing well. Your father and I feel we may have overreacted to your decision. We’d love to meet our grandchild and help you however we can.

      After she’d read it, Eva had immediately began crying. Filipe had rushed to her side. It had taken hours of talking and encouragement on Filipe’s part, but she had decided to respond.

      Mom, Eva had written. I think it would be nice for you and Dad to meet Ellie. But I think we should talk first.

      Two days later, her parents had arrived at the penthouse. For nearly six hours, they’d talked about Eva’s childhood and where everything had gone wrong. There had been fights, and all three of them had grown frustrated with one another. But, in the end, Eva had come to the realization that they cared—and that they’d never actually expected her to leave home.

      She’d introduced them to Ellie, with whom they’d immediately fallen in love. Last, she’d introduced them to Filipe. The three of them had hit it off right away.

      Since then, they’d been meeting once a week to play with the baby and talk about their work. Eva was impressed by how much they cared; if they were better grandparents than they’d been parents, that would be enough in her book.

      There was a knock at the front door. Filipe ran to answer it. Eva stood and pulled Ellie from the floor onto her hip.

      It was her first birthday party. This was the first time Filipe and Eva had brought Ellie to Benici. They’d decided to start living between both the city and the country—one month here and one month there. Eva’s parents had so badly wanted to be around for Ellie’s first birthday that they’d agreed to fly to Benici to celebrate.

      Eva was grateful for the support on both sides of the family. She knew she and Filipe couldn’t have done it alone. Even with the luxury of being full-time parents, there were hard days. They were still, after all, getting to know each other.

      It wasn’t always easy. Filipe could be stubborn and hard-headed. His mood still changed more quickly than his clothes. But Eva could be overdramatic and panicky. They leveled each other. They kept each other sane. And, somehow, it worked.

      Eva was impressed. There’d always been a part of her, small but existent, that hadn’t seen them working out. How many people could say they’d been in love since the night they met?

      Eva supposed there weren’t many at all.

      Filipe ushered her parents into the room. Eva set Ellie down on the floor, crossed the room, sat down, and reached out her arms. The smile returned to Ellie’s face, and she began to crawl forward.

      “She can crawl that far?” Eva’s mother asked.

      “They’ve been trying to show us for an hour,” Filipe’s mother said. “We haven’t seen it happen yet.”

      Filipe’s mother, Cora, was doing incredibly well. She’d completely recovered from her illness over the past year. The doctors said it was a miracle. Personally, Eva thought it was a change of pace. Her son was truly happy. She could finally be happy, too, knowing she’d done the right thing.

      “She can do it,” Eva insisted. “Trust me. She’s done it at home.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want an audience,” Filipe said. “She has stage fright.”

      But Ellie kept crawling forward, slowly but surely.

      Eva knew she could do it. She and her daughter had developed a strong, unbreakable bond. She was in love with her child, as much—if not more—than she was in love with Prince Filipe di Benici. Nothing in the world made her happier than watching their daughter smile. Nothing made her feel more fulfilled than watching their child succeed.

      She hadn’t told Filipe yet, but she was hoping they’d start trying for a boy soon. Ellie needed a younger brother.

      Ellie was nearly there now.

      “You’ve got it, honey,” Eva whispered.

      Ellie reached her. There was a round of applause. Eva pulled her daughter into her arms.

      And, all at once, she knew life was perfect.

      

      
        The End
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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      “And that’s how to attract your ideal customer to your brand. If there are any questions, we’ll take them now. Thank you.”

      The conference hall erupted in applause, and Rachelle turned to her assistant, Phoebe.

      “Make sure you mark down the names of everyone on that panel. I’d like to meet up with each of them individually and see if we can develop a partnership.”

      “You got it,” Phoebe whispered back, making notes in her black notepad.

      A few audience members stood up and asked questions about how they could use the proposed theory to increase their own consumer bases, and Rachelle listened intently, making mental notes of everyone in the room.

      Having recently received a promotion at her firm—one of the best in Chicago—Rachelle was determined to network with as many people as possible in order to fulfill her mission of expanding their holdings internationally.

      As time for questions ran out, the panel thanked the audience once again, and everyone stood, stretching in their tailored suits as the exit became flooded with attendees. Rachelle remained in her seat, and Phoebe glanced at her with a question in her eyes.

      “Just biding my time,” Rachelle said, watching the panel.

      Two gentlemen and a blond woman stood at the podium, fielding individual questions from other attendees. Rachelle watched carefully as, one by one, each person received their answer and then moved onto the next session. When the speakers were freed up, she made her move.

      Rising, she walked on her high black heels toward the podium.

      “Fantastic presentation,” she said with a smile.

      The man, who happened to be a major player in the advertising world in Zaradi, their current host country, smiled, his teeth a stark white against his dark skin.

      “Thank you. We are quite proud of what we’ve been able to accomplish here in Zaradi.”

      “As you should be. I’ve been watching the success of your company for quite some time.”

      The man lifted an eyebrow.

      “Oh? And where are you from, Miss…?”

      “Smith. Rachelle Smith. I’m here on behalf of KSK Worldwide, out of Chicago.”

      The man nodded.

      “Ah, yes. I’ve heard of KSK. You all have a great holding there in Chicago, and the United States.”

      “We do, which is why we’re looking to expand internationally.”

      The man’s eyes lit up with a knowing expression.

      “And so, they have sent you to the Middle East. There is always room for growth and partnerships here. We’ve been looking to make better ties with our American accounts as well. Perhaps you and I can be of service to one another.”

      “Perhaps we can,” Rachelle agreed, cool as a cucumber.

      The man pulled out a business card from his front pocket and handed it to her. She took it and handed it to Phoebe, who, as always, was just a step behind and ready to help with whatever was needed.

      “You can look forward to hearing from me soon,” Rachelle said.

      “I will certainly look forward to it, Miss Smith. Until then, please enjoy the conference and our beautiful country. I think you will not be disappointed with what we have to offer.”

      “I’m afraid I haven’t made it much further than the airport and the hotel lobby.”

      “Well, that is certainly a shame. If you can, I encourage you to take one of the many tours of this fine city, at the very least. Zaradi is an abundant country with much to offer.”

      “It certainly is. I won’t take up any more of your time, sir. Here is my card, just in case,” she said, whipping out her own from her purse and handing it to him.

      He pocketed it quickly and held out a hand for her to shake, which she did, firmly, while making eye contact.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Smith.”

      “And you. Enjoy the rest of the day.”

      Stepping aside, Rachelle waved to the man as he made his way down the now empty aisle toward the conference hall, where there would be refreshments for conference goers between the presentations.

      Rachelle made a point to introduce herself to the other two panelists and hand them her cards before they also left the room, leaving Rachelle and Phoebe alone in the massive hall.

      “That went well,” Phoebe observed.

      Rachelle nodded, satisfied.

      “I think so, too. The only thing we’ll have to focus on is keeping on top of everyone so we don’t become lost in the sea of networking that’s happening here today.”

      “You know who we really need to find?”

      Rachelle lifted a dark, perfectly shaped eyebrow.

      “Ban Abdul.”

      Phoebe grinned as Rachelle rolled her eyes, heading for the exit.

      “Oh, come on!” Phoebe laughed. “He’s by far one of the most attractive men here. How many men do you know with gorgeous olive skin and blue eyes like that? And his hair is like, the perfect amount of thickness.”

      “How did you have time to evaluate his hair? When he gave the keynote speech, we were at least twenty rows back.”

      Phoebe shrugged.

      “It was just that good. What can I say? How often do we have the chance to meet handsome account executives from exotic foreign countries?”

      “The man is from Dubai. I’m sure it’s not that different from Chicago. All major cities have similarities.”

      “Tsk, tsk! Listen to you, not singling out your market audience!”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “Right, I forgot. There’s nothing like Chicago, with their baseball teams and food, and there’s nothing like New York, with their baseball teams and food, and there’s nothing like Dubai…”

      “With their Ban Abduls! Oh, please, Rachelle, can we just keep an eye out for him? Even you have to admit that he would be a powerful connection for the company.”

      Rachelle grinned at Phoebe, the lovesick romantic. Her assistant always had an eye out for handsome men, though to her knowledge, Rachelle had never recalled her ever actually dating one. It was surprising, since Phoebe was cute and blond, and certainly a catch for any young man.

      Rachelle on the other hand…well, that was a little more complicated.

      Rachelle had spent her youth in the suburbs of Michigan, and she had always dreamed of escaping to the big city. After college, she’d headed straight to Chicago, where she’d landed an internship that had led to her becoming a rising star at one of the biggest advertising firms in the city. It had been a combination of luck and talent, but Rachelle had loved every minute of it and was grateful every day to work at a job she loved.

      That job, consequentially, took up a large chunk of her time, and as time passed, she found herself twenty-six years old with no dating history to speak of. Sometimes she wondered if she regretted sacrificing a romance for her profession, but when she felt the rush of landing a deal and bringing a product sale to life, she tended to forget about it.

      For a little while.

      “Rachelle?”

      Phoebe was staring at her, and Rachelle realized she’d drifted off, lost in thought. She shook her head slightly.

      “Sorry. I was just thinking. There are a few other people I’d like to sit down with, and if we’re lucky enough to stumble across Ban Abdul, I’ll be sure to introduce you. Who knows? Maybe he’s looking for a new personal assistant with some international flair?”

      Phoebe placed her hand to her heart, mock wounded.

      “You think I would ever leave you, my fearless leader?”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “For a handsome millionaire and a chance at international adventure? Yes, in a heartbeat.”

      Phoebe smiled.

      “You know me too well, boss. Now, where are we headed to next?”

      Before Rachelle could answer, a shrill beeping sound came from speakers all around them.

      “Attention, conference attendees. It has been brought to our attention that a threat has been issued by a group opposing the Zaradi government, and in light of ongoing political instability in the country, several speakers have cancelled their appearances. No afternoon seminars will run today, and it is recommended that travelers be cautious when exiting the building. We apologize for this inconvenience.”

      Rachelle and Phoebe locked glances as the announcement rang through the halls, conference goers casting wary glances around at each other.

      “Well, that puts a little bit of a damper on things, doesn’t it?” Rachelle said, her frustration rising.

      How was she supposed to land the deals she needed if there were no gatherings for her to meet people? Seeing a television in the corner of the lobby, Rachelle and Phoebe made their way over, watching the news. After several minutes, no mention of instability or violence was mentioned, and Rachelle turned to Phoebe.

      “What a waste! What are we supposed to do now? Everything in the city seems completely normal.”

      A woman nearby nodded her head, watching the screen alongside them.

      “There are always rumors of some coup or another rising up. Nothing ever comes of it.”

      Rachelle looked down at the petite woman.

      “You’re from here?”

      She nodded.

      “Born and raised. I wouldn’t worry too much. It is a shame that people felt unsafe enough to forego their responsibilities, but I suppose fear will do that to a person.”

      Rachelle nodded, feeling the weight of her disappointment on her shoulders.

      “Well, I suppose that means we have the rest of the day off, Phoebe.”

      “Do you think Ban was brave enough to stick it out?”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “He gave his speech, didn’t he? Unless that announcement had him running for the airport, I’d say there’s always a chance true love will find you around any corner.”

      “You’re teasing me again.”

      “Yep.”

      Rachelle nodded to the woman and thanked her for her input before she and Phoebe headed back toward the expansive lobby, staring around as conference goers dispersed.

      “What should we do now?” Phoebe asked.

      Rachelle glanced at her watch. It was early in the day still, just about lunch time. They would have nothing to do for the rest of the day.

      What a shame.

      “I suppose lunch wouldn’t hurt us. Shall we head to the bar?”

      “Sure. I’m not terribly hungry, but I wouldn’t mind a drink or two.”

      Rachelle lifted an eyebrow at her precocious assistant again, and Phoebe shrugged.

      “What? You said it yourself. There’s nothing else for us to do today. We’re in a beautiful country in the Middle East. Why don’t we make lemonade out of this lemon and enjoy ourselves a bit?”

      Rachelle huffed as they headed in the direction of the bar.

      The truth was, she had a purpose in being at that conference. In the span of a minute, that purpose had been eliminated. Rachelle hadn’t spent much time over the past couple of years enjoying herself since there was always work to be done. She still managed to get out and about at times, and she had friends in the city who she liked playing bar trivia with every so often, but when Rachelle was on a mission, she thought of nothing else but accomplishing her goal.

      Now, stuck in a foreign country with nothing to do, she supposed getting a drink wasn’t the worst idea in the world.

      They entered the bar, which was an open space filled with tables that surrounded a large indoor fountain. The trickling water rendered the space tranquil, and Rachelle felt a little better as they approached the little wooden bar front and picked up a menu.

      “We don’t serve lunch here,” a stout little man said as they perused the menus.

      It was a question he was clearly very tired of answering.

      “Seriously?” Rachelle asked.

      “This is a bar. We have drinks. If you want food, you can head to the café up the road.”

      Rachelle’s stomach growled.

      “Do they have drinks?”

      The man looked at her with dark eyes. Clearly there was something she was not understanding about how things were done in Zaradi.

      “No. It is a café. They have food.”

      Rachelle and Phoebe looked at one another. It was clear that Phoebe was dying to stay and have a cocktail and a chance to unwind after a long trip and a busy morning. Conscious of the amount of work Phoebe put in to make her life easier, Rachelle pulled out a seat for her assistant.

      “Have a drink. Charge it to the room, so the company can cover it, along with whatever else you can find to imbibe. Based on this man’s fine information, it would appear there isn’t much else for you here that isn’t alcoholic.”

      Phoebe looked at the chair, then back up at Rachelle.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to go to where they have food.”

      “But didn’t they just say to stay in and be cautious?”

      “Yes, but since when have I ever lived my life with fear?”

      Phoebe glanced back at the bar, clearly unsure.

      “Phoebe,” Rachelle said, taking her assistant by the shoulders and forcing her to look her in the eye. “You are a great assistant, and you work very hard. Consider this my thanks, and enjoy yourself this afternoon. I’ll touch base with you later so we can take our next steps. Enjoy yourself. Boss’s orders.”

      Phoebe grinned as she finally took her seat at the bar.

      “Thanks, Rachelle. You’re the best.”

      Rachelle smiled.

      “Don’t I know it? If you find Ban and decide to run off together, just shoot me a text so I know not to wait up for you at the airport in a few days.”

      Phoebe nodded, picking up the menu again and glancing through.

      “I will. I’m sure it will happen any minute. Enjoy your lunch!”

      “Thanks,” Rachelle said, giving Phoebe a small wave as she headed toward the conference hall entrance.

      When she stepped outside, the air was hot and dry. She was surrounded by skyscrapers, and while she had commented that all cities were more or less the same, she knew that wasn’t really true.

      Zaradi’s capital city, Tara, was stunning in its own right, as the wealth of the small country allowed for building and innovation that Rachelle had never seen anywhere else. All around, there were unique structures and a desert park where children played in the warm sand before cooling off in a manmade sprinkler fountain surrounded by palm trees.

      Rachelle listened as the laughter of children playing danced along a warm breeze. How could they tell her that anything was wrong in Zaradi? As she strolled in the general direction she had been given, Rachelle felt completely at peace.

      She was so lost in her own thoughts that she almost missed the café entirely. When she tuned back into her surroundings, she stopped herself just past the café door, turning around. Rachelle opened the door, and a little jingle sounded as she stepped inside the cool interior.

      The building was set up like a little market, with tables surrounding the windows. The sign at the front was in two languages, one being English, and it told her that she could seat herself, which she did, breathing in the scent of a spice she had never smelled before.

      She hoped the waiter would arrive soon. Rachelle was famished.
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      Rachelle was gazing at her menu, having finally decided on what to order, when she looked up to see a man staring down at her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t see you there. Can I please get the goat cheese salad with the dressing on the side?”

      The man continued to stare, his expression bemused. Rachelle took him in, and when she did, her skin tingled.

      He was stunningly handsome.

      His eyes were a dark chocolate brown, and his hair was thick and black, not unlike Phoebe’s description of Ban’s. He was tall, his skin a smooth olive color. He was dressed impeccably in a tailored suit.

      Wait. He was dressed in a suit?

      Glancing around the café, Rachelle saw a few other servers at other tables. They were dressed in white shirts and slacks—nothing compared to what the man towering over her was wearing. She quickly realized her mistake.

      “Oh my gosh. You don’t work here. I am beyond embarrassed.”

      Hiding her face with her hand, she felt her blush travel from her cheeks to the roots of her dark brown hair. Realizing that he was still standing there, she glanced back up, her eyes filled with regret.

      “I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to mistake you.”

      The man chuckled, and it was a warm, inviting sound.

      “It’s quite all right. I’m sure you’re not accustomed to random strangers waiting for your attention, or maybe you are, given your beauty. May I sit down?”

      Rachelle blinked at his compliment before nodding, unable to find her tongue. Since when was she rendered speechless by anyone? Rachelle Smith could talk her way into and out of any situation she chose. Somehow, in a matter of seconds, this man had taken that ability from her.

      He slid into the seat across from her, his eyes warm as he held out his hand.

      “I’m Darian, CEO of VELO Media. I saw you at the conference earlier and wanted to make sure I introduced myself. You’re Rachelle Smith, are you not?”

      Rachelle smiled and nodded, shaking his hand even as she thought about this handsome man watching her from across the crowded room and feeling warm at the thought. Then the part of her brain that actually worked began yelling at her to pay attention, and so she did.

      Darian, CEO of VELO? Why did that sound so familiar?

      It struck her like a bolt of lightning. Darian, as in Darian Al-Adain, Sheikh of Zaradi! Not only was he one of the top executives in the field in this country and around the world, he was basically a prince! As she stared at him for a moment, she almost thought he looked disappointed at her reaction.

      “I see my reputation precedes me,” he said, glancing down as he pulled his hand away, leaving an emptiness in the palm of Rachelle’s hand.

      In that moment, Rachelle realized that the poor man was likely a celebrity in his country, never able to have a regular conversation with anyone normal. She had to believe that it had less to do with his professional accomplishments and more to do with his royal ties. She cared nothing for the latter, personally.

      “If by that, you mean your reputation as one of the most successful advertising executives in the world, then absolutely. You are actually on my list of people who I would like to meet while I’m networking here.”

      “Oh?” he asked, one perfect eyebrow lifting in interest.

      Rachelle swallowed. The man was irresistible. She would have to get her emotions under control if she didn’t want to blow this possibly life-changing connection. Her promotion could be so much higher if she managed to land Darian as a partner.

      “Absolutely. Can I buy you lunch?”

      Darian smiled.

      “You can permit me to buy you lunch, if you’re so willing.”

      “Whatever you’d like. I’m happy to have you as my guest today at this lovely café.”

      Darian continued to smile, his teeth a perfect row of white. A dimple creased his cheek, and Rachelle felt a strange urge to run her finger along the edge of it before pressing her lips against his perfect mouth.

      Get it together, she thought.

      “So, is the goat cheese salad any good here?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been.”

      “Really? As a sheikh, I would imagine you’d be out and about among the people, though perhaps not.”

      “Perhaps I ought to get out more than I do. I do a rather lot of work from my home office, and when I’m not there, I’m usually traveling to meet with clients, or otherwise engaged. This might be the first lunch I’ve had outside of the office in ten years.”

      “I can fully relate to that,” Rachelle said.

      Before Darian could respond, an actual waiter arrived at their table and took their orders. Rachelle watched Darian from beneath lowered lashes, studying him.

      She had met attractive men in her line of work. There were plenty of handsome, successful people in advertising, especially at her level. Rachelle had been encouraged to date around work, but she had never believed in lowering her professional integrity by mixing work and play together.

      Beyond that, she had a reputation to uphold, and she couldn’t do that if some man didn’t like the way things ended and trashed her to the rest of the company. It had never been worth the risk.

      Of course, Rachelle, much like any other single woman, had tried online dating apps, and quickly terminated every account she’d created within minutes. Men were unsavory and rude, particularly on the internet, and no one had ever piqued her interest.

      Until Darian sat across from her.

      The waiter left with their order written down, and Darian turned back to Rachelle.

      “You were saying that work has been a priority for you, as well, these past few years?”

      “It has. How else could we have gotten to where we are, being so young?”

      Darian grinned.

      “I have to say that having connections to the royal family has helped, though I hate to admit it out loud.”

      Rachelle shrugged.

      “At least you’re honest about it. What’s it been like, growing up royal?”

      Darian leaned back in his seat, inhaling as he considered his answer.

      “Oh, I don’t know. It’s tough to explain, really. My reality is very different from the reality of others. Still, I have two parents who care very much for me, and I was raised well, I believe. Family is important to us, education is important to us, and fortunately for me, I am far enough down the line to never be considered as a ruler, so I’ve been given free rein to do whatever I wish.”

      “What drew you to advertising, then?”

      Darian leaned in, and his energy was so intense that Rachelle nearly leaned back. She stamped down the urge, instead leaning forward, embracing the feeling of attraction for once in her life.

      “I am an excellent salesman, as it would turn out. I love the creative process, as well. Taking a wisp of a concept and turning it into a tangible product that will enrich people’s lives is fulfilling for me, so it is something I continue to pursue.”

      “And if you could be doing anything else?” Rachelle asked.

      The corner of Darian’s lip twitched.

      “I don’t know how to put this, but I can be doing anything else. Literally.”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “You are right. Your reality is very different from mine.”

      “Then tell me, Rachelle, what brings you to this place and time, enjoying a nice lunch with the strange man hovering around your table?”

      Rachelle smiled as she took a sip of water, the better to cool her awakening hormones, which until that moment had been lying dormant.

      “I was recently promoted to a position that has me in charge of company expansion, particularly in the Middle East. This is my first international conference.”

      “That is fantastic news. I will offer you my congratulations, though I am sure it is well earned.”

      “Thank you. I admit that I’m a little nervous. It’s my first networking event, and I really don’t want to mess this up. I’ve managed to talk to a lot of great connections here, so hopefully one of them will want to work with us to create a more dynamic and global company.”

      “You make it sound so enticing, Rachelle. Are you certain you’re not trying to sell me right now?”

      He was grinning, and she leaned in a little closer, enjoying the conversation, and his presence, immensely.

      “Are you trying to tell me you haven’t been working on selling me from the moment you stood over my table?”

      Darian placed a hand over his heart with a wounded expression.

      “I would never. Can’t a man ask a beautiful woman to lunch?”

      “He can. If that man also happens to have noticed said woman at a professional networking conference and inquires around her purpose in being there, however, one is liable to take notice and make note.”

      “And what if our companies were to blend together? Would that be the worst thing in the world?”

      “I believe it would be the best, but to say so puts the ball firmly in your court, so I will simply say that it would be a great opportunity for two successful companies to merge as one, becoming the best in the world, definitively.”

      “I am already there, if you’ll remember.”

      “You’re there in Zaradi. What connections do you have in America?”

      “Ones that are more than sufficient.”

      “I’m not talking about sufficient. I’m asking if you want your company to be more than successful.”

      “Oh, you’re good,” he said, leaning back and breaking the spell ever so slightly.

      Before Rachelle could answer, their food arrived. Her salad looked delectable, and she picked up her fork, carefully loading it so as to present professionally. Client lunch etiquette was one of her first lessons as an intern, and it had only taken one spaghetti accident for her to always buy salads to avoid any further embarrassing incidents.

      Taking a bite, she savored the combination of flavors, her stomach cheering after going so long without a meal.

      “This is fantastic,” she said, taking another perfectly speared bite.

      “You are right. I have to say, though, the food from my chef is a bit more savory.”

      Rachelle lifted an eyebrow.

      “Your personal chef?”

      Darian nodded.

      “Yes. Don’t you have one?”

      Rachelle had to stop herself from choking. Since when had she had time to sit and have a meal that wasn’t meant to garner a new partnership or deal?

      “I do not,” she said. “I don’t have time for lavish meals, anyway.”

      “Well now, that is a shame. That is the one thing I’ll never understand about American culture.”

      “What? That we’re busy and productive?”

      Darian laughed.

      “That you never take time to enjoy life. It is certainly admirable to work hard and succeed, as you clearly have. But if you can’t take the time to enjoy your own food, to take a walk and see what the world has to offer outside of your office, what is the point of it all?”

      “The point is to be the best at what we do.”

      “And then what? I am the best at what I do, and I still have time for a nice dinner.”

      “Well, now you’re just bragging. Anyway, weren’t we talking about a merger deal just a minute ago?”

      Darian shook his head.

      “No, I won’t let you get away from the topic, hard as you may try. What have you done in Zaradi to enjoy yourself since arriving? I bet I can guess.”

      Rachelle stared him down, and he met her gaze with a strength and stubbornness that clearly matched her own. Rachelle had never met anyone, man or woman, who could defeat her in a stare down. When Darian didn’t back down, she sat back, not breaking the gaze.

      “I’ve made numerous connections that will serve my company’s interest, while also helping others rise to our already impressive status.”

      “So, in other words, you worked on the plane, then landed, then worked the minute you could get your hands on some Wi-Fi access.”

      “I can’t believe I’m getting a lecture about work ethic from the CEO of a top Zaradi company! What a world!”

      “How would you know? You’ve never seen it.”

      “I’m about to. My company has me scheduled for several more conferences just like this one, and I can’t wait to get the ball rolling on this new initiative.”

      “What new initiative?”

      “Globalization of advertising, led by me at the top.”

      “You like being on top?”

      His implication was clear as he smirked at her, and Rachelle blushed, still not breaking their stare. She would never be the first to relent.

      “Is everything tasting okay over here?”

      The waiter appeared, and Rachelle and Darian were faced with a decision. They stared at one another for another split second.

      “On three?” Darian asked with a grin.

      Rachelle nodded.

      “This will prove whether or not I can trust you, so if you don’t look away, I’ll know my answer.”

      “You might be reading into that a bit too much, Rachelle.”

      “Start counting, Darian.”

      “One,” he said.

      Rachelle could only imagine how confused the waiter was at this strange little contest. She gazed into Darian’s eyes, wondering if he would do as he said.

      “Two.”

      “Three,” she said, and together they both looked up at the waiter in tandem.

      “This is absolutely delicious, thank you so much,” Rachelle said with a smile.

      The waiter gave them a strange look before nodding and walking away. Rachelle looked back at Darian and laughed.

      “We’ll probably be getting another waiter brave enough to handle us after that.”

      “And you’ll notice I ended it at the same time you did. Does that convince you?”

      “I am not so easily convinced. I work in advertising, Darian. I know to reserve trust for as long as necessary.”

      “Indeed,” he mused, pushing his lower lip between his index finger and thumb as he considered her.

      “What are you up to this afternoon?”

      Rachelle blinked at the change in topic.

      “Nothing, I suppose. I was supposed to attend more sessions, but you might have heard that your country is apparently pretty unstable. Is there a chance of violence erupting, really?”

      Darian shrugged.

      “There is always a threat of violence, for any country. I learned a long time ago not to put stock in those announcements. I can’t live a life sheltered away, cowering in fear.”

      “Indeed.”

      “So, that was a no on the plans, then?”

      Seeing the direction he was taking, Rachelle leaned back in and grinned.

      “Not yet.”
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      Darian signaled for the waiter, and the man arrived promptly. Reaching into his pocket, the Sheikh placed a thick pile of cash into the man’s hand.

      “Keep the change,” he said, smooth as silk.

      The waiter’s eyes were nearly popping out of his head as he stumbled over words of gratitude. Darian held up a hand.

      “Really, it’s no trouble. Thank you for providing such excellent service for my friend and me here. Do enjoy your day.”

      The man thanked Darian one last time before scurrying back toward the kitchen. Whether he would tell his tale or keep it to himself, Rachelle would never know, because in that moment, she glanced back from the retreating waiter to see Darian’s hand stretched out towards her in invitation.

      “What do you say? Spend an afternoon getting the insider’s tour of Tara. Come experience the world, before you bury your head behind a screen again.”

      Rachelle’s eyes darted to Darian’s hand, then back to his steady gaze. He was issuing a challenge and an invitation in one fell swoop, and her heart fluttered at the thought of spending a fun afternoon with such a handsome, intriguing man. In all her life, Rachelle had never met anyone like him.

      Perhaps that was one of the many benefits of international travel.

      Sliding her cool hand into his, he squeezed her palm as he grinned mischievously. He helped her from her seat, not releasing her hand as they made their way back out onto the hot streets of the city.

      “Chicago can get pretty warm, but this place takes the cake,” Rachelle said, stripping off her blazer and rolling up her blue sleeves.

      Darian did the same, and Rachelle couldn’t help but notice two things: the vacancy she felt when he released her hand, and the way his forearm muscles flexed when he rolled up his own crisp, white sleeves. Rachelle cleared her throat, though it did nothing to clear her thoughts.

      “So, where to first, tour guide?”

      Darian considered, looking up and down the streets a few times.

      “I suppose the first thing we should do is get the view of the whole city, from above.”

      Rachelle gulped.

      “Heights. Great.”

      Darian grinned.

      “You’re afraid? And here I thought you were so very tough.”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “Who said I wasn’t? Let’s see what you’ve got, Sheikh.”

      Darian picked a direction and began walking, Rachelle falling in stride next to him. All around them, people were leisurely walking, chatting, and smiling.

      “This feels strange for some reason,” Rachelle observed.

      Darian quirked an eyebrow as he glanced down at her.

      “How so?”

      Looking around them again, Rachelle tried to pinpoint it.

      “No one is in a rush. In American cities, we are always elbowing past one another in a hurry to get to the next place, accomplish the next thing. Here everyone just seems so…relaxed.”

      Darian nodded.

      “That is the way of my people. We take our time. We work hard, of course, but if someone is thirty minutes late to a meeting, it’s not the biggest deal. They likely had something important they were dealing with.”

      Rachelle scoffed.

      “If someone did that at my company, they’d be fired. If you’re early you’re on time, if you’re on time you’re late, and if you’re late, you might as well just call in sick to save your job. Even then, you might not be able to.”

      “That sounds stressful.”

      Rachelle looked up at him. The man towered above everyone around them, yet somehow still managed to blend in with the crowd. No one seemed to notice as he passed by, or at least, they were pretending very well not to.

      Then again, with Darian’s lack of integration in the area, there was a chance they had never seen him before. Rachelle made a mental note to research the man later and see what she could find. Was he someone who made the tabloids here, or was he really only well known to people like her, in their industry?

      “I suppose it is,” she hedged, carrying on the conversation as she tried not to stare at his perfectly angular jaw.

      A whiff of his cologne travelled into her nostrils on the breeze, and her skin tingled at the scent of it. There was something so masculine about him, so alluring. Rachelle found herself completely uncaring that he was likely a man she would never see again. For once in her life, she opted to live in the moment, even if it meant she would pay for it later. To feel the way she felt, something she had never experienced in her life, somehow seemed worth it.

      They walked past a vendor, and Darian stopped, ordering them two cold drinks with what looked like tapioca drops at the bottom.

      “Are those bubble teas?” Rachelle asked as he handed her one.

      The fluid inside was a creamy brown, almost the color of iced coffee.

      “They are not. This is a Zaradi specialty. The balls inside are actually created from one of our local fruits, which has a bit of a citrus flavor. It is wonderfully refreshing. Please, try it.”

      Rachelle eyed the drink warily for a moment. For something that looked like a combination of coffee and tea to taste like citrus sounded a bit wacky, but as she took her first sip, she bit into one of the fruits, and an explosion of cool, crisp flavor enveloped her senses.

      “Wow!” she said, taking another sip. “That’s so cool!”

      Darian chuckled, taking his own sip as they strolled on.

      “And to think, you would have never known such a specialty had you stayed in the conference center.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it. I need to let loose a little. You happen to be suited up yourself, you know.”

      Darian laughed, and it was a rich sound. It danced along the gentle breeze, catching the glances of a pair of women passing them by in the other direction. One of them looked at Rachelle with jealousy in her eyes, and Rachelle bit back a smile. What a feeling it was to be treated to a tour by a prince in a foreign land!

      “Yes, I’m just giving you a hard time. The truth is, I could do with getting out a bit more myself. Ah, here we are.”

      They had reached an entryway that appeared to be the opening to a small amusement park. A towering Ferris wheel circled before them, slowly turning as people got on and off again, smiling as they headed back out toward the city.

      “Shall we?” Darian invited again, holding out his arm.

      She grinned up at him, not hesitating for a moment as she wrapped her arm around his, happy to have her hand touching his warm skin once again. Before they got in line for the wheel, Darian bought them two cones filled with a cream-colored, sticky-looking dessert.

      “And what is this delicacy?” Rachelle asked, excited to try more local cuisine.

      If it was anything like the drink she had just imbibed, then it would be one of the most delicious treats in the world.

      “It’s a combination of coconut, honey, and almonds, all wrapped together. It can be a bit sticky,” he said, grabbing a few napkins as he led the way to the Ferris wheel.

      When the attendant saw Darian’s face, he gave a subtle bow before releasing the barrier chain and letting them in without a fee.

      “What was that about?” Rachelle asked.

      Darian shrugged.

      “All members of the royal family get free entry to all of our public attractions. Employees are given our images to memorize, so that they won’t be embarrassed when we arrive.”

      “Well, that’s a nice perk.”

      “You’ll find there are many perks to being with a sheikh in Zaradi,” he said, helping her into the wobbling car.

      Rachelle planted her feet as she struggled to keep balanced, sliding quickly into the seat. The cars were enclosed, and it felt strangely intimate as Darian slid in beside her, holding out the cone of sticky treats for her to sample.

      She took one carefully between her finger and thumb and popped it into her mouth. The taste of coconut erupted along her taste buds, and as she crunched on the almond, she smiled at Darian.

      “Delicious,” she confirmed.

      He nodded his head approvingly.

      “Of course they are. What is it that you like to snack on, where you’re from?”

      Rachelle was about to answer when the wheel began to move, and she jumped, grasping onto Darian’s arm, hugging it tight and closing her eyes.

      “You really are afraid of heights, aren’t you?”

      Realizing what she had just done, Rachelle cracked open an eyelid and blushed.

      “Slightly.”

      “You’ve nothing to fear; we’re perfectly safe, though if you’d like to continue to use me as an anchor, I certainly won’t object.”

      She grinned up at him.

      “How gallant of you.”

      “I’m nothing if not a total gentleman. Now, perhaps answering my question will distract you?”

      Rachelle wracked her brain to remember what he had been asking her. Right. Food.

      “We’re actually pretty renowned for our food, particularly Chicago-style hot dogs.”

      “And what would I find on one of those?”

      Rachelle’s smile broadened.

      “Pretty much every savory topping or condiment in the world, except for ketchup.”

      “That is quite curious. And are there little things that you snack on, without piling them a mile high?”

      “Ice cream? Though I can’t really say that. We love to pile that up, too.”

      “That does sound pretty good right about now. Hey, what’s that?”

      Rachelle glanced out of the car, the entire city on display beneath them. She gasped.

      “That is stunning and terrifying all at once.”

      “You are being silly. There is no need to feel afraid!”

      “Hey, just because I have a healthy sense of my own mortality doesn’t make me weird. We are in a tiny metal box hanging far above the ground. One mishap and we’re going down!”

      “And that is why safety regulations exist. Now, Rachelle, look at me.”

      Her eyes were glued to the landscape, but at his request, she met his chocolate brown gaze and held onto it. He cradled her elbow in his palm, forcing her to face him.

      “You can take risks and not die. You can soar high above the world in a little metal box, and instead of shaking in fear, you can laugh and feel alive. I formally give you permission to allow yourself to do those things. Do you think you can accept it?”

      She stared into the depths of his eyes, seeing confidence and assurance and some other emotions she dared not name in that moment. Her eyes darted down to his lips, so close and yet so far, before she thought better of it. There was no point. Instead, she heeded his words and allowed herself to see the city for the beauty it held, rather than the terror of her perch.

      “It really is a stunning place,” she said, casting her gaze beyond the skyscrapers and back out toward the sea of desert sand that surrounded them from all sides. It truly was a fascinating and unique city.

      Darian agreed, handing her another coconut treat, which she ate with gusto. She listened as Darian launched into tour guide mode, detailing the history of the city and pointing out specific landmarks that were important.

      “That’s our palace, there along the outer edge,” he said, pointing to an enormous, glittering structure.

      “When you say ‘our’ palace, you don’t mean…?”

      “That I take up residence there? I do, actually.”

      “So, when you said that you had room in your house for a home office, you simply meant an entire office building’s worth of space?”

      “Maybe not that much space, but it is quite roomy.”

      “I imagine so,” she said with a chuckle.

      Seeing the palace, she craved to look inside and peek into Darian’s shimmering world. This place was so far away from the bucolic forest of Michigan, but on some level, it felt perfectly right to her. How could one feel so at home so far away?

      The car finally swept back down toward the ground.

      “I imagine you don’t want to take another turn?” Darian asked with a smirk.

      Rachelle shook her head with gusto.

      “I’m all set. Solid ground sounds like just the thing.”

      Darian let out a low chuckle, and he stepped out of the wobbling contraption first, holding out a hand for her to keep her balance as she disembarked.

      “You know, we have something like this in Chicago, too.”

      “I take it you’ve never been on it?”

      “Nope. Not once.”

      “Perhaps now you’ll find the courage to do so, when you return.”

      “Perhaps,” she agreed with a small smile.

      They made their way out of the amusement park area and back into the city.

      “Well, that was quite the start. What’s next?” Rachelle asked, eager to continue her adventure with the handsome sheikh.

      Darian glanced around a bit, as he had earlier, before he reached down and took her hand in his.

      “I’m feeling a bit warm, aren’t you?”

      Rachelle laughed, her hand fitting perfectly in his as they began walking once again.

      “I’m always feeling a bit warm. We’re in a scorching desert.”

      “Yes, well. You might have noticed, or perhaps you haven’t, that we have a distinct lack of grass parks in this part of the world.”

      “It came to my attention, yes,” she agreed.

      As they walked, they made their way through a smattering of buildings before coming out into an open space. There, a park with concrete ground was spitting up fountains of water. Children ran in between the spouts, chasing one another and pushing each other into water, which quickly dried in the heat.

      When Darian glanced down at Rachelle, there was mischief in his eyes.

      “I think it’s about time I helped you cool off, Miss Smith. Don’t you?”

      Rachelle released her grip on his hand, stepping back with her hands up, laughing.

      “Don’t you dare,” she warned, grinning as he approached her, catlike, as though stalking his prey.

      In that moment, Rachelle thought there could be worse fates than falling prey to the likes of Darian Al-Adain. Seeing his intentions, she backed up slowly toward one of the fountain spouts, preparing her defense.

      “Just so you know, I’ve never lost a water fight,” she warned. “You don’t know what you’re getting into, here.”

      Darian grinned at her, and her stomach did backflips. Ignoring the sensation, she smacked a hand across the fountain, splashing him with a stream of water. He closed his eyes, then opened them, and made chase.

      Squealing, she bolted around the water spouts as he managed to spray her entire body. It felt outstandingly refreshing after walking around in such heat, and together they laughed alongside the children as they all splashed and sprayed one another.

      “Caught you!” Darian said, encasing Rachelle in his arms.

      She was instantly met with another, entirely different kind of heat. Gazing up into his eyes, she wondered if he was going to kiss her then. Instead, he backed away, releasing her.

      “Do you concede?” he asked.

      Rachelle narrowed her eyes.

      “Never.”

      He laughed.

      “I thought as much. We shall call it a tie, once again. Now, I have to say I’m already quite famished. Shall we head to dinner?”
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      Rachelle glanced down at her rumpled, wet clothing before holding her hands out to either side.

      “I don’t think we’re exactly dressed for the occasion,” she commented.

      “Since when has that ever been a problem? Come, this way.”

      He reached his hand out for her to take again, a habit that she was growing to like quite a lot. It felt so natural, strolling hand in hand down city streets, like they had been doing it for ages. He walked at a brisk pace, Rachelle keeping up with him as she did her best not to gaze up at his perfect profile. He stopped abruptly, and Rachelle nearly bumped into him as he turned and rang a bell on a building that she hadn’t bothered to notice.

      “Yes?” a voice said through an intercom.

      “It’s Darian,” he said.

      “Your Highness! Please, come in.”

      The door buzzed, and Darian opened it, leading the way up a set of stairs to another closed door. It flew open, and a beautiful woman with smooth, straight black hair held her arms out to them both with a wide smile.

      “Darian! I wasn’t expecting you today!”

      “Are you expecting me any time I pop in?”

      “Of course not. With you, I know to always expect the unexpected.”

      She glanced over at Rachelle with a friendly expression.

      “You’ve brought a friend for us today,” she observed.

      Darian nodded.

      “Yes. This is Rachelle Smith. We met at the conference going on uptown, and we seem to have gotten ourselves into a bit of a mess.”

      The woman’s eyes studied them both as she took them in.

      “So you have. What can I help you with this time?”

      “We need eveningwear. Fancy, but not ballroom fancy.”

      The woman nodded.

      “Got it. Why don’t I check out back and see what we have, and we’ll have the models come out momentarily.”

      “Not a long show, please. We need to get going.”

      Nodding with understanding, the woman led them to a pair of cushioned sofas and promised refreshments before she made an exit through another door. Moments later, another impeccably dressed young woman came out with a tray of sweet mint tea and some cookies.

      “I am going to gain so much weight in your country.” Rachelle laughed, sinking her teeth into the moist confection.

      Darian took his own bite, swallowing before he answered.

      “Doubtful. You can walk anywhere. Besides, we had plenty of exercise this morning. Your figure remains exceptional.”

      Rachelle blushed again. He tossed tiny compliments at her so easily. Was it possible that he felt the sensations she was experiencing being in his presence? Could this be mutual, or anything at all? Was it worth even thinking about?

      Before she could think of something witty to say in return, a pair of doors opened up to the room at large, and a male and female model strutted out side by side. The woman was wearing a chic little black dress, and the man was wearing a suit that perfectly complemented it. Rachelle cast a sideways glance at Darian.

      “So, you also just happen to have a private boutique for whenever you need to change clothes in the city?”

      Darian glanced back at her.

      “Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”

      She watched him, trying to see if he was being serious. When the corner of his mouth twitched, she landed a playful swat on his rock-hard bicep.

      She swallowed, imagining running her fingers along his bare skin right there. Turning back toward the little show, she watched as another pair walked out in a different ensemble, no less extravagant. Finally, the original pair walked out in a third set of outfits, and Rachelle gripped Darian’s arm.

      “Oh, that’s the one, right there. That is the most beautiful dress I have ever seen!”

      Darin smiled, waving his hand to the model, who took the signal and nodded before heading out back. He looked back at Rachelle.

      “Then consider it my gift, for a lovely afternoon and dinner. I hope you’ll get the chance to wear it many more times.”

      The owner returned with the dress hanging gently over her forearm. It was burgundy lace that draped slightly at the top and fluttered over the hips. The woman smiled at Rachelle as she held out a hand to help her up.

      “Let’s make sure this fits you, then. Darian, you’ll have your suit in your dressing room. You know where to go.”

      “Oh, now only the lady gets preferential treatment?” he scoffed.

      The woman rolled her eyes at him as she laced her arm with Rachelle’s.

      “Darling, when are you going to learn that the woman always gets preferential treatment?”

      Rachelle met Darian’s gaze then, and his eyes were warm as they rested on her.

      “I suppose you are right, as usual. See you in a few minutes?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said, not really certain what was happening. The whole afternoon had been a complete whirlwind, and now she was being personally fitted for a dress she could have only seen in her dreams. The woman pulled her into a private dressing room, and turned to busy herself as Rachelle undressed.

      “Does Darian come here often?” Rachelle asked.

      The woman nodded, seeing Rachelle’s state of undress and handing her the new outfit, which she draped delicately over her head. It fit her perfectly.

      “He does. That fellow has to attend so many different types of events that he set us up here permanently so that he can change in a hurry.”

      “Does he own these things?”

      “Some of the suits. Otherwise, no. Most of these are the latest fashions from various runways. Darian always manages to stay in style, though I must take some credit for that!”

      Rachelle turned as the woman zipped up the back of her dress, pulling here and there at the fabric.

      “We seem to be in luck! You’ve managed to pick a dress that fits you beautifully. Well done!”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “I don’t think I can take much credit for that.”

      “Nonsense. Now, let’s fix up the rest of you, shall we?”

      Sitting her down in a chair, Rachelle watched the mirror before her as the woman untangled and restyled her hair into a series of delicate curls, pinned up with a tiny diamond-encrusted headband.

      “Darian will return this, right?”

      The woman shrugged.

      “Maybe. He usually just pays the bill we send after his visits.”

      Rachelle swallowed, trying not to think about how much the little hair piece must cost. Did Darian always treat people he just met with such generosity? Was it something she could accept?

      Next, the woman opened up a medium sized box, where a diamond necklace sat, waiting to be placed about her neck.

      Yeah, Rachelle could accept it.

      She held her breath as the cool diamonds touched her skin. Finally, the woman expertly applied evening makeup, finishing Rachelle’s look, and transforming her entirely.

      “We can have your clothing sent to your hotel, if you would like?”

      “That would be great,” Rachelle replied, giving her the information before she was released from her chair.

      The silken lace gown was so light and airy it felt like she was draped with a soft cloud. The designer opened the door once again, but before she let Rachelle out, she closed it ever so slightly.

      “Wait. One last thing,” she said, opening a drawer and picking out a small vial.

      She opened it, revealing a scent that resembled lilacs, but was even sweeter, and dabbed a small amount of it on Rachelle’s wrists.

      “There. Now you are ready for a night on the town. I hope you have a wonderful time!”

      “Thank you so much,” Rachelle breathed, hardly able to believe that an hour before, she had been soaked and disheveled.

      The woman waved off her thanks.

      “It’s nothing. This is what we do!”

      Rachelle was going to reply when Darian stepped out from behind another door. Her mouth hung open slightly at the sight of him, before she caught herself and closed it.

      Tall, dark, and stunningly handsome, Darian was dressed in an impeccably fitted navy suit. After a moment of staring, she looked back at his face, and realized that he had also been taking her new appearance in.

      “Chantilly, you never cease to amaze me. Thank you.”

      He embraced the designer, who beamed at the praise.

      “It’s what I do. Enjoy your night out,” she said.

      “Just send the bill to my apartment.”

      “Always do!” she called out as she made her exit back through the room they had come from.

      Darian held out his arm to Rachelle, the sight of him burning into her memories as she did her best to capture every element of that moment. Placing her hand gently on his arm, he leaned down, his cheek nearly brushing her own.

      “You smell delectable.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” Rachelle said.

      He led them back out onto the street, totally transformed. Rachelle couldn’t help but grin as a passersby watched them with admiration.

      “I think we might be a little more popular now that we’re all dressed up,” Rachelle mused.

      “I think you’re underestimating just whom everyone is admiring,” he countered.

      Rachelle’s face felt hot, and she held onto his arm a little tighter. When was the last time a man had complimented her in such a way? It was certainly something a woman could get used to.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rachelle had opted to keep the black heels she had been wearing earlier, which fortunately matched the dress. They clicked on the stone pavement as the couple made their way to an upscale restaurant. When they stepped inside, the whole waiting area was packed full of well-dressed people.

      “I suppose it pays to have a reservation, huh?” Rachelle said, wondering just how Sheikh Darian would get them out of this one.

      “It certainly does,” he agreed, heading straight to the host.

      A young man in a black suit looked up and grinned.

      “Your Highness. It’s a pleasure to see you here again. The usual table?”

      “Yes, please. Thank you,” Darian said as the man placed a call on a black phone.

      Moments later, a waitress arrived, also dressed entirely in black, and gestured for them to follow her. Darian led the way as they headed toward a back room that had been sectioned off.

      “What is this, the VIP lounge?” Rachelle joked, admiring the stunning artwork showcased around the whole establishment.

      Darian chuckled.

      “Something like that,” he said.

      They reached a staircase, and Rachelle was surprised when they were led up the stairs to a closed door. When it opened, they were led onto a private terrace, enveloped with vines.

      “I thought you didn’t have much greenery here,” Rachelle said, gazing about them in wonder.

      “I said we didn’t have many green parks around here. We still have our own share of oases.”

      “So it would seem,” she breathed.

      A small, private table was already laid out, and Darian held out Rachelle’s chair for her before taking his own seat across the table. Rachelle felt a gentle buzz from the inside of her purse, and she pulled out her phone ever so briefly.

      She had a missed call from Phoebe.

      Rachelle hesitated for a fraction of a second before replacing her phone back inside her purse. It was the first time, possibly ever, that she had ignored one of her assistant’s calls. Phoebe never called unless it was important, but in that moment, Rachelle didn’t want to think about work. It was an interesting change, and one she didn’t want to consider as she looked back up at the man sitting across from her.

      “Well, you certainly know how to be an exceptional tour guide,” Rachelle said. “You should write the guide book to Zaradi.”

      Darian laughed as he took a sip of chilled cucumber water.

      “Perhaps I should, though I can’t imagine many people can really afford to see the country as I do, and I’d prefer not to have tourists buzzing about all of my favorite, secret places.”

      “That Ferris wheel isn’t going to be easy to hide,” she teased, and he grinned at her.

      Good lord, the man was sexy.

      “They can have the Ferris wheel, and the delicious treats one can find along the way. These are the places I like to keep very much to myself,” he said, glancing around them.

      A waiter arrived, and Darian ordered them a bottle of champagne.

      “Are you trying to woo me, showing me how to enjoy the high life?” Rachelle teased with a twinkle in her eye.

      Darian feigned confusion.

      “The high life? I thought this was simply how people lived?”

      “Yeah, right.” She laughed.

      The champagne arrived quickly, and two flutes were filled as Rachelle relaxed into the ambiance of the scene, candlelight glowing around them as the sun set, cooling off the scorching heat of a desert day. Darian held up his glass.

      “To new connections,” he said. “May our companies find success through unity.”

      Rachelle clinked her glass with his, taking a sip.

      “Funny, for a moment I forgot all about our work.”

      “Me, too. Would you like to talk about it again?”

      “Would you?”

      “No.”

      “What would you like to talk about?” she asked.

      He leaned in, his eyes combing her face as he considered his answer. Rachelle felt vulnerable and exposed, even though she was fully clothed. What was he seeing in her, that he was looking so close?

      “Tell me about your love life,” he said, finally.

      Rachelle laughed, taking a sip from her flute as she tried not to feel uncomfortable. It was certainly not her favorite topic.

      “What about it? I’m afraid there’s not much to tell.”

      “How can that be so? Are you really so devoted to your work?”

      “Yes,” Rachelle said, honestly. “My work has gotten me to where I am today. It matters to me more than anything else in the world.”

      “Anything else?”

      She hesitated, watching him as she considered her answer. The truth was that the answer she had provided had been true on many levels. Sitting at the private table with Darian, she had to admit to herself in that moment that it was no longer true.

      “Perhaps not. I’ll have to let you know on that one.”

      Her words were loaded with meaning, and Darian’s lip twitched as he sipped his own champagne.

      “Please do,” he said.

      As his eyes continued to caress her face, Rachelle felt the alcohol melt any resolve she would have had against being romantic with Darian. If only the night could never end!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      Their meal was exquisite.

      Darian ordered a wide variety of local dishes, and as each one arrived, he was able to expertly explain why it was of significance to the culture of Zaradi.

      “Zaradi, which is currently under threat of usurpation?” Rachelle asked.

      She had found it more than curious that he was able to so easily brush off the obvious discord within the boundaries of his home country. Darian shrugged.

      “You watch the news in your home country. Do you often believe that it will crumble within a week, as your media so often seems to predict?”

      Rachelle considered that for a moment.

      “I suppose not.”

      Darian nodded.

      “So, you see why it is important to focus on the things that make life beautiful, rather than those that stain it?”

      Rachelle took a sip, fully feeling the effect of the champagne. She felt relaxed and comfortable, and a little bit brave.

      “So, why don’t we talk about happier topics? You asked me about my love life, but you haven’t told me anything about your own.”

      Darian watched her over the rim of his glass, his eyes warm in the flickering candlelight. It was enough to send shivers of awareness up and down Rachelle’s arms, and she resisted the urge to run her hands along them. In all honesty, she enjoyed the sensation immensely.

      “As you said, there’s not much to tell,” he dodged.

      “But there must be something. I mean, look at you,” she said, gesturing to him from across the table. “You’re successful, you’re connected, and you’re handsome. You can’t honestly tell me that you haven’t had romance in your life these past years.”

      Darian lifted an eyebrow, the edge of his mouth tipped upward.

      “You think me handsome, hm?”

      Rachelle felt the blush heat her already glowing cheeks.

      “You know you are. Let’s not mince words about that. So, why haven’t you been scooped up?”

      Darian sat back in his chair, considering his answer. He released a breath.

      “Honestly? All of those things you mentioned matter a lot more to the people of my country than the one thing that actually should. No one who has come my way has been able to look past my royal ties, my ability to experience the best life has to offer. Yes, my face is pleasing to some, but someday that too will fade and I will be only myself, behind the mask of old age. If anyone were to care about me then, it would likely only be for my money.”

      Rachelle stared at him. In that moment, he looked so vastly lonely that her arms begged to wrap about him. She held back, instead of leaning in to do just that.

      “I think you’re a lovely person, and if I may be so bold, I would spend all the time in the world with you, even if you were the poorest man on earth.”

      Darian’s eyes burned as he watched her. The air between them sparked with tension, and she wondered if he would kiss her then. The waiter arrived with the bill, giving their moment a pause.

      “Will that be all, Your Highness?” the man asked.

      “Indeed,” Darian said, checking his watch. “My goodness, it’s gotten late. You must be exhausted.”

      Checking her own watch and seeing the time, Rachelle felt it instantly. She didn’t want to feel it. She wanted to spend the rest of the night with Darian and have the sun never rise to another day. This one was far too perfect to ever end.

      Darian paid their bill and stood, holding his hand out to her, as he had from the beginning. Rachelle placed hers in his, savoring the feeling of connection between them. It was so much like a dream.

      “Can I walk you back to your hotel? The heat should be long gone by now.”

      Rachelle gazed up at him, leaning in a little bit closer.

      “I’d like that,” she agreed.

      They exited the busy restaurant and headed back outside, where the hot sun had set, replaced by a cool desert breeze. Rachelle shivered, and Darian removed his suit coat, placing it around her shoulders.

      “Thanks,” she said, breathing in the scent of him as she wrapped herself in his warmth.

      “Of course,” he replied, taking her hand back into his as they continued their stroll through the streets of Tara.

      What had Rachelle said earlier that day? That all cities were generally the same? Gazing around them, she had to admit that she had been terribly wrong about that. There was a magic, a slowness about Tara that had her mesmerized. Perhaps the gentleman beside her had some impact on that opinion as well, though she knew in her heart that they were somewhere special.

      They strolled in comfortable silence, enjoying the ambiance of the city. Before she knew it, they were stepping up to the front lobby of her hotel. How had the time passed so terribly fast? Darian stopped, and Rachelle faced him, tilting her head up to meet his gaze.

      “Thank you. This might have been the best day of my entire life.”

      Darian ran a hand along the edge of her face, cupping her cheek in his palm.

      “It doesn’t have to end quite yet,” he breathed, dipping his face towards her and taking her lips with his own, tasting her.

      Rachelle wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders, falling head over heels as she allowed herself to be thoroughly and passionately kissed by the handsomest man in the world. When he finally pulled back, both of them were breathing hard.

      Rachelle was going to invite him up. She couldn’t imagine being parted from him. She could very much imagine what it would be like to make love to him, and she wanted to experience it firsthand.

      “Rachelle! Where have you been?”

      Stepping back slightly from Darian, Rachelle stared as Phoebe stumbled in her direction, clearly plastered. She tripped and nearly fell, Rachelle stepping forward to hold her steady.

      “Whoa, what are you doing, Phoebe?” she asked, worried and annoyed.

      She cast an embarrassed glance up at Darian, whose expression was unreadable. Looking back at Phoebe, she watched as her assistant struggled to focus on her.

      “I tried to call you a couple of times. They were running a crazy good deal at the bar, and you’ll never guess who showed up there! Our man, Ban Abdul! He was unbelievably handsome…”

      Phoebe broke into a series of hiccups then, and the laughed after each one. Turning toward Darian, Rachelle’s expression was apologetic.

      “It would seem I have some business to attend to, in caring for my wayward assistant here. I’m really sorry,” she said, and she meant it. She had wanted nothing more than to spend the night with Darian.

      His smile was wry as he nodded, taking a step back, and Rachelle reluctantly removed his suit coat and handed it back to him.

      “I understand. Here,” he said, reaching into one of his jacket pockets and pulling out a business card.

      He pulled out a pen and wrote on the back of the card before handing it to her. She took it, not breaking eye contact with him.

      “That’s my contact information. If you find yourself in need of another tour tomorrow, I would be more than happy to oblige.”

      “Duly noted,” she said, grinning up at him.

      Darian cast a glance back at Phoebe, who was too busy checking out her reflection in a hotel window to notice them at the moment. He tugged Rachelle’s hand and drew her back to him, kissing her one last time. Rachelle cupped his strong jaw between her palms, savoring the moment, trying to draw it out for as long as she could.

      When he finally stepped back again, the crushing disappointment threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Goodnight, Rachelle. I hope you sleep well.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Oh, I imagine my dreams may be a bit…agitating,” he said with a wink.

      “Indeed,” Rachelle agreed.

      They smiled at one another before he nodded and turned, heading down the street and around the corner. Rachelle watched his retreating back until he was no longer in sight before she turned back toward Phoebe, who was watching her with a knowing gleam in her eye.

      “All right, you. Let’s get you hydrated,” Rachelle said, her tone businesslike.

      “Who was that?” Phoebe breathed as Rachelle took her arm and guided them in the direction of the elevator.

      “Just a man,” Rachelle said, not wanting to give too much away.

      Phoebe looked down at Rachelle’s hand, where she still held Darian’s card. Swiping it, she deftly stepped aside, holding it up so she could read it.

      “Darian Al-Adain, CEO of VELO Media. Hey, I remember that name! Look at his handwriting, Rachelle. It looks like something out of an ancient textbook!”

      “All right, you’ve had your fun. I look forward to the morning, when you remember all this and feel the acute embarrassment you deserve.”

      They rode the elevator up to Phoebe’s room. Phoebe struggled with the key card until Rachelle took it from her and quickly opened the door, both of them stepping inside.

      “Come on, Rachelle. Spill! I’ve watched you brush aside every advance ever made toward you. I’ve never seen you this way, in all the time I’ve known you! You have to tell me something!”

      Rachelle stared at her, debating with herself. On one hand, she had just had the most amazing day of her life. On the other, Phoebe was a colleague, and Rachelle never, ever mixed her work associates with her love life…or lack thereof.

      But she had to tell someone!

      Breaking her rule, she burst into a smile and plopped onto one of the hotel beds, Phoebe joining her. She went through the entire day, from how she met Darian to the amazing time they’d had on the Ferris wheel and getting personally fitted for a private evening out.

      “That sounds amazing! I’m so happy for you, Rachelle. You deserve someone who will make you happy. And a holiday romance! What a better way to spend time than at the conference! And with a man who is what, like a king’s nephew?”

      Rachelle laughed.

      “Something like that.”

      Phoebe sighed, lying back on the bed.

      “It’s a shame you two won’t get more time together.”

      Rachelle frowned.

      “What do you mean? We’re still here for a couple of days.”

      Phoebe slapped her forehead, sitting back up.

      “Of course, you didn’t check your phone because you were all swept up by Mister Princey. While you were out, the conference committee issued a warning that all attendees should leave the country in the next twenty-four hours due to the heightened risk of a coup taking place in the next few days.”

      “What?” Rachelle asked, shocked.

      How could Darian have acted so nonchalant when the threat was this large? Rachelle thought about the Zaradian woman they had spoken with at the conference who had also seemed unaffected. What could it all mean?

      She felt a sudden pang of guilt at ignoring Phoebe’s calls. Had she answered, she might have gotten a very different response from Darian. Then again, she likely wouldn’t have. He seemed entirely determined to live life in his own way, even if it meant ignoring the clear and obvious risk present in his country.

      Phoebe nodded, continuing on as she sobered up.

      “I called to let you know that I’ve booked us a flight back for tomorrow morning. We can leave just after breakfast.”

      Rachelle stared out at the room, absorbing that information. She felt Phoebe slide Darian’s card back into her hand. When she looked at her assistant, the woman’s face was a mask of empathy.

      “I’m really sorry, Rachelle. I know how hard it is for you to make a connection with someone. He must be really special. Still, you have to see that our safety has to come first, right? Perhaps he can come visit Chicago. Did you two talk business at all?”

      “We did,” Rachelle answered, somewhat robotically. “I think he is very interested in doing business with us.”

      Phoebe brightened at this piece of news.

      “That’s great! There’s no need to frown, then. I’m sure you can continue negotiations from the safety of home.”

      “Yes. I suppose we’ll have to. I’ll leave you to your devices, Phoebe. If we’re going to leave early in the morning, we might as well get a couple hours of sleep.”

      “Agreed. Have a good night, Rachelle. I hope to hear much more about your adventures during our long flight home.”

      “Yes, well, that might be the time to catch up on sleep before we hit the ground running in Chicago again. We made a lot of great connections today and yesterday, but we need to make sure that they last longer than a greeting and a promise.”

      “Absolutely. We’ll be good to go then. Until then, get some sleep.”

      Rachelle smiled as her drunken assistant gave her an order. Phoebe had always blurred the lines between business and friendship, but she was a good worker, and Rachelle secretly enjoyed her blunt honesty and ability to see past any barriers she put up.

      Phoebe had somehow managed to become a good friend—just one who also happened to get paid to do whatever Rachelle needed her to do. Not having much time for her other friends, Rachelle supposed it might be the closest she would ever come to regular female companionship.

      Bidding her assistant goodnight, Rachelle walked a few doors down to her own hotel room and opened the door. She held the back of her hand against her nose, the better to catch the lingering scent of Darian. If Phoebe hadn’t interrupted them, he might have been with her in that moment, kissing her, holding her.

      Rachelle’s body tingled at the thought, and she sat in a plush sofa facing her window. The city glittered in the dark, casting a glow across the darkened room. Staring out into the night, Rachelle wondered how differently the night would have gone had she known that she would be leaving so much sooner than anticipated.

      What would she do when she got back to the States? Would she call him, only to let him know that she was already long gone? What would he say to that?

      Rachelle sighed as she realized that her dream was over. Rising, she made quick work of changing into her pajamas and washing up for bed. A tidal wave of exhaustion washed over her as miles of walking in the burning heat finally took its toll. Cuddling into her pillow, she imagined Darian’s arms wrapped around her.

      To imagine more would be foolish. When morning came, it would be back to reality.
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      Rachelle’s alarm went off as it always did. Instead of jumping up to face the day, however, she turned off her alarm and stared at the ceiling for a long time, pensive. After some time, she stood and began packing her bag, still thinking about what could have been with Darian.

      He was one of the ruling members of the country, and he refused to allow the fear of political discord destroy his happiness or keep him from living his life. Why couldn’t she do the same? She closed her suitcase and headed down to the lobby. When she got there, Phoebe was already waiting with her bags.

      Phoebe took one look at her and frowned.

      “Where is your suitcase?” she asked.

      Rachelle examined her assistant for a moment. Her hair was slightly askew, dark circles beneath her eyes shadowing the rest of her face. Rachelle smirked.

      “Rough night?” she asked.

      “If you’re asking whether I plan on ever drinking again, the answer is no,” Phoebe declared, and Rachelle laughed.

      “But you’re such a pleasant person when you drink,” she teased.

      “Rachelle, why don’t you have a bag?”

      Her voice was laced with concern and worry, and Rachelle crossed her arms.

      “I’ve got unfinished business with the Sheikh. I’m going to stay another day until it’s done.”

      Phoebe reached out and squeezed Rachelle’s arm.

      “You can’t be serious. Nothing is worth putting yourself in danger, Rachelle. They are talking about a military coup here!”

      Rachelle brushed her off, stepping back.

      “Nonsense. I’m not going to live my life in fear just because there’s a threat in the air. Otherwise, we’d never survive a day in Chicago, either. There’s danger everywhere.”

      Phoebe stared at her with tired eyes, clearly searching for a way to convince her to go.

      “Do you want me to stay with you?” she asked, finally.

      Rachelle almost smiled. If the situation wasn’t so serious to her poor assistant, she would have. Here Phoebe was, terrified for her own well-being, and she was still willing to put herself in harm’s way if it was what Rachelle asked.

      Rachelle reminded herself to give Phoebe a raise when she returned.

      “That won’t be necessary. Get yourself home and recover from the jet lag. I’ll be in touch when I need anything.”

      Phoebe stared at her for a moment before stepping forward and wrapping her arms around a very stunned Rachelle.

      “Just be careful, please?”

      Rachelle awkwardly patted her on the back before Phoebe released her and grabbed her suitcase handle.

      “I will. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Hmm,” Phoebe mumbled, unconvinced.

      Rachelle waved goodbye as Phoebe stepped into a cab, watching her boss out the window as though she would never see her again. Phoebe could be so melodramatic when she wanted to be.

      Pulling out her cellphone and Darian’s card, she took a deep breath, her belly filling with nerves as she pressed the numbers and tapped the call button. Within a few rings, Darian’s voice filled her ear.

      “Hello?”

      Just hearing him again had her heart racing. Was this what love was supposed to feel like? Could she possibly be feeling something so powerful so soon? For heaven’s sake, she had just met the man!

      “Darian. It’s Rachelle,” she breathed, trying not to sound as nervous as she felt.

      “Rachelle! It’s so good to hear from you. I was hoping you would call.”

      “You were, huh?” she teased.

      “Of course I was. I want to invite you to my place tonight for dinner. Are you available?”

      Rachelle held back a squeal of excitement. Dinner with Darian at his palace? Yes, please!

      “I’d love to,” she gushed.

      “Good. Do you have any plans for the day?” he asked.

      Rachelle shook her head, even though he couldn’t see it.

      “None. The conference has been cancelled due to fear of a military coup.”

      “Nonsense. In that case, hang around the hotel. I’ve got some surprises I’d like to give you before you head over here. I’ll have my driver call you at this number before he leaves, so you have an idea of when he’ll be coming. Sound good?”

      “Sounds great,” Rachelle agreed.

      “Good. Until tonight, Rachelle.”

      “Until then.”

      He ended the call then, and Rachelle found herself with conflicted emotions. On one hand, she was hoping to get more time with him than just the evening. On the other, she was thrilled at the time they would have together, and she reminded herself that she shouldn’t even be getting that much.

      She headed back up to her room, as he instructed. She was just brushing her teeth when there was a knock at the door, and a call for room service.

      Opening the door, a large cart filled with fresh fruit and pastries and cooked delicacies was brought in, her table set for her as she went to tip the delivery guy. He shook his head and held up a hand to stop her from handing him a bill.

      “It has all been taken care of, miss. If you’ll enjoy your breakfast, the next round will call for you shortly.”

      Surprised and pleased, Rachelle nodded and thanked the man, who made a quick exit. She then turned and stared at the morning spread in front of her. Rachelle promised herself she would run an extra mile next time she went to the gym as she sat at her table and enjoyed a quiet feast, scrolling through her emails as she made sure not to fall behind with work while she went on her little excursion.

      Even as she worked, she had never felt more relaxed.

      The phone rang, and she smiled as she considered what the next round of indulging would be. When she answered the phone, a woman from the hotel spa informed her that she had been gifted a full day of pampering, starting in a few minutes. Rachelle thanked the woman before turning her phone off entirely, and heading downstairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      The rest of the day was pure, luxurious bliss. From the facial to the full body massage and the chocolate wrap (who knew that was a thing!), Rachelle munched on fresh fruits and vegetables as she was treated to every possible spoiling experience she could imagine. Before she knew it, the afternoon had ebbed away, and as she lay in a comfortable chair getting her nails finished up, the door opened.

      “Miss, I’m terribly sorry to bother you, but your driver has called the hotel to inform you that he will arrive in thirty minutes.”

      “Thirty minutes! I’ve got to get ready!”

      Jumping up, she headed to a small dressing room, where she removed her luxurious white robe and changed back into her clothes. She went straight to her room and stared at her suitcase.

      Nothing she had was suitable for a night at a palace.

      As she mused over whether or not to wear the dress Darian had bought her the day before, another knock landed on the door. When she opened it, another bellboy stood with a box in his hand.

      “Man, he sure knows how to anticipate my needs!” Rachelle laughed.

      The bellboy looked confused, but he handed over the large box and nodded before making a quick exit. Rachelle placed the box on the bed and opened it without preamble. There was no time to waste in anticipation. Pulling off the lid, Rachelle pulled out a long black gown, smiling as she slid it on. At the bottom of the box, she found a note.

      

      Enjoy your evening, and your new gown!

      Chantilly

      

      Rachelle’s smile broadened as she slid into the perfectly fitting gown. She had just finished applying her makeup when the phone rang, announcing the arrival of the driver. Placing her phone into her purse, Rachelle felt like a princess as she made her way through the hotel lobby, catching stares from all around her. When she stepped outside, a very long limo was waiting for her.

      “Good evening, miss,” the driver greeted.

      Rachelle nodded to him in gratitude as he held open the back door. Secretly, she wished Darian had been with him, the better to help her in, but she erased the thought. Since when had Rachelle Smith needed a man to step into a car?

      The limo pulled out into the street, making its way quickly toward a highway that led just outside the main city. Rachelle’s whole body felt rejuvenated, and she shifted in her seat in anticipation. She couldn’t wait to see Darian again. Their kisses from the night before had haunted her every thought for the entire day.

      As the palace came into view, it sparkled against the rays of the setting sun. The limo pulled up to the towering main entrance, where a butler was waiting. Rachelle squashed another bout of disappointment at not seeing Darian. She would see him soon enough, she told herself.

      The door to the limo was opened, and she stepped out into the cool night. The butler bowed to her respectfully.

      “His Highness is waiting for you just this way, miss,” he said, turning on a heel.

      Rachelle sped up to keep pace with him, following closely behind while trying not to gape openly at the palace walls. In spite of being ancient, everything around her sparkled with luxury. Rachelle was not unused to wealth, per se, but this was certainly on a whole other level.

      They reached a staircase, and Rachelle did her best to keep up in heels as she nearly lost her breath following the butler to the top. Finally, he stopped on one of the many floors and led her toward a pair of curved doors, opening one. When Rachelle stepped through, she found herself on a private veranda. Standing at the edge, Darian turned to see her, and smiled.

      Her heart stopped then and there.

      The butler quietly nodded and made a hasty exit as Darian approached her, a flute of champagne in his hand.

      “You look delectable,” he whispered, leaning in and pressing a butterfly-soft kiss along her cheek.

      That small gesture was enough to set Rachelle’s body aflame. Taking a breath, she gazed up at him in the glowing dusk, torches burning along the edge of the veranda behind him.

      “A day at the spa will do that to a person,” she answered with a smile.

      “I hope you enjoyed yourself.”

      “Immensely.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Famished,” she said, though she wasn’t speaking entirely about food.

      Darian grinned as he held his arm out to her to take, which she did, even if it was only for the short distance to their set table along the edge of the veranda.

      “Welcome to the palace,” Darian said, gesturing around them.

      “It’s stunning,” Rachelle said as he helped her to her seat.

      “We like it,” Darian agreed, nonchalant.

      “I wonder that you feel prejudged for your status, yet you’ve invited me here so soon after we’ve just met,” Rachelle observed.

      Darian leaned in, his eyes captivating her.

      “Perhaps I have a level of trust for you that I don’t usually reserve for others.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      It was a question she had asked herself several times over the course of the day. While a part of her was loving the romantic turn of events, the logical, rational side of her that had long reigned over her thoughts had questioned all of it, several times over. Not wanting to give in to doubt, she had pushed the thoughts away, but it was worth asking the question. She needed to know.

      Darian held her stare, not backing down.

      “Perhaps it is because you know me from the business world, where I am generally respected for my accomplishments, and not those of my family. You and I enjoy and work toward the same end, and while anyone can be wowed by this,” he said, gesturing around them, “I believe that you see more than the shine in the background. I think you’re so much more than any woman I’ve ever met before.”

      Rachelle blushed, smiling at him from beneath lowered lashes.

      “Well, if that’s all it is,” she said with a tiny laugh.

      As the sun began to set, pinpricks of starlight began to dot the sky above them. They enjoyed another fabulous meal, speaking this time of advertising and marketing, what it was like to go to college in that field, and how each of them rose to the top in their own right. Before she knew it, the food was gone, and she felt happy and full.

      Gazing up at the sky, she inhaled the clean desert air.

      “These stars seem so different from the ones I see back home,” she sighed.

      “It’s the declination. We’re much further south than you are. Come, I’d like to show you something.”

      He stood, and Rachelle joined him as he got up from the table, further away from the light of the torches. He pointed up at the sky.

      “You see that constellation there? The six stars that look a bit like a shattered heart?”

      Rachelle stared up until she found what he was looking at. She nodded.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “That constellation tells a story: in our local folklore, it is said that long ago, a young warrior named Banu fell in love with a woman named Farika. Farika was a princess, destined for another man, but when she fell in love with Banu, she knew that she could never marry another. Giving up her throne, she left in the night with Banu, where they were never seen or heard from again. Her departure was so abrupt that it is said she broke her father’s heart, which he cast out into the sky to let her know wherever she went, that she had sacrificed everything for love.”

      “That’s so sad,” Rachelle said, stepping a bit closer to Darian for warmth.

      He nodded.

      “It is, but it also isn’t. Farika followed her heart. Doing that won’t always make everyone happy, but in the end, she and Banu were. Isn’t that what really matters?”

      Rachelle stared up at him in the starlight as he gazed down at her. She had been hoping that he would forego the niceties and just kiss her already, but it was clear he had been waiting for just the right moment.

      Dipping his head, he captured her lips once more, and everything in her world fell into place. As his kisses grew deeper and more passionate, Darian bent down and scooped Rachelle into his arms, carrying her to another doorway that led to his bedroom.

      There, he laid her down on his enormous, cloudlike bed, and made love to her for the rest of the night.

      It was better than Rachelle could have possibly imagined.
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