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Chapter 1

She was totally screwed.

The truth struck Eve Farrel as she stood beneath the blazing spotlights near center stage and listened to her youngest sister vow to “love, honor, and cherish . . .”

This revelation had nothing to do with the fact that she was wearing a floor-length, yellow tulle dress and matching satin pumps in front of both a live audience and several million dedicated Get Sexed Up! home viewers. It had everything to do with her mother, the show’s host, and, like Eve, an unwilling witness to the ceremony being broadcast in the name of ratings.

Jacqueline Farrel sat in the front row and stared at Eve as if she were the last pair of Anne Klein slingbacks at a Macy’s half-off sale.

Make that a very bright, peppy, vibrant, yellow pair of slingbacks.

Okay, so maybe the getup had just a little to do with the sick feeling in the pit of Eve’s stomach. She didn’t do bright or peppy. Rather, she lived in black, from her thigh-high patent-leather boots and her favorite tight, skimpy leather miniskirt, to the thick layer of eyeliner usually rimming her eyes. Black said bold, bad, wild.

Even more, her mother hated black.

Which was why it had become Eve’s signature color at the age of fourteen when she’d dyed her platinum hair Clairol’s Raven No. 102—just an hour before the family’s annual Christmas picture. Jacqueline had turned the same shade of red caused by her severe allergic reaction to shellfish. Then she’d rushed off in a huff to rethink her decision to have children in the first place, unintentionally giving her daughter some much-needed space.

Eve had been shocking her mother ever since.

Up until last year, that is, when her older sister, Skye, had one-upped Eve by doing the unthinkable—she’d waltzed down the aisle with the hottest NASCAR driver to ever do a Pep Boys commercial. Now her younger sister, Xandra, was smiling and exchanging platinum wedding bands with her significant other on national television.

Xandra had planned to hold the ceremony at a hotel in Houston, but then the producers of Get Sexed Up! had approached her with an offer she couldn’t refuse. The “Smart Dating” segment they had recently aired, which featured Jacqueline giving dating advice to single women, had been so successful that several of the participants had not only nabbed a boyfriend, but were on their way to the altar. The producers had asked Xandra and her fiancé, Beau, to take part in the show’s Valentine’s Day special—a reality multiple wedding, complete with an in-studio ceremony and a complimentary reception at the posh Beverly Hills Hotel. Xandra had agreed because it would guarantee her mother’s presence on the most important day in her life.

Jacqueline Farrel was the show’s host, after all. Contractually, she had to attend, even if it went against her entire philosophy—namely that marriage was the worst evil, second only to a terminal illness. Lasting relationships weren’t built on a flimsy piece of paper but a solid foundation of shared interests, mutual respect, and great sex—her infamous Holy Commitment Trinity. Despite great effort, however, she’d obviously failed to enlighten two of her three offspring. But all hope was not lost. She still had one single daughter left to save the Farrel name and serve as a shining example to Womanists everywhere. She had Eve.

And Eve had a migraine the size of Paris Hilton’s ego.

She was screwed, all right.

The floor tilted just enough to make her sway. Sweat beaded on her upper lip. Her hands went damp, and she had to readjust her grip on the heavy bridesmaid’s bouquet.

Geez, it was hot. And stuffy. And bright.

She blinked away the tiny black dots dancing in front of her eyes and swallowed against a rising wave of nausea.

“Are you all right?” The whispered question came from the woman who stood just to Eve’s left. Skye Farrel-MacAllister was the matron of honor and the expectant mother of twins.

“I’m fine.” Eve swallowed again as reality weighed down on her: Skye, her older sister and the one everyone had expected to follow in Jacqueline’s footsteps, was happily married, of all things, and having twin boys. Not so long ago, Skye hadn’t been able to keep a boyfriend long enough to add his name to her electric bill, much less start a family.

“You don’t look fine,” Skye said beneath her breath as the exchange of rings finished and the minister declared, “What God hath joined together . . .”

Skye caught Eve’s trembling hand in a gesture that looked like an older sibling’s sign of affection, and not the subtle but crystal-clear Screw this up now, and I’ll kick your ass warning it truly was. Obviously, Skye put nothing past rowdy, rebellious Eve, who’d long ago developed a reputation for acting on impulse.

But this wasn’t an impromptu road trip to Mexico. Or a mud-wrestling match at a local sports bar. Or karaoke night at her favorite club.

This was her baby sister’s wedding, and she was going to behave herself. Which meant she wasn’t bolting for the nearest exit.

“You look like you’re going to throw up,” Skye added.

Big Brother had nothing on Big Sister.

“I’m fine.” Eve swallowed and cleared her throat. “Really.” She drew a deep breath and gave her older sister a reassuring squeeze before disengaging her fingers.

Pulling her shoulders back, she clutched her monstrous bouquet of yellow roses, buttercups, and daffodils stem-wrapped in ribbon and sweetheart lace. Lace that matched the trim on her dress. Which matched the color of the bunting draped around the set. Which matched the giant satin bows marking each row of chairs. Which matched the hue of the daisy petals sprinkled down every aisle.

“. . . Marriage is a joyous union that marks the beginning of a new life together . . . ,” the minister’s voice droned on.

A drop of sweat tickled its way down Eve’s right temple. The razor burn under her arms prickled.

“. . . by the power vested in me . . .”

She blew out a deep breath and inhaled again. Her nostrils burned with the sickeningly sweet scent of flowers coupled with the half gallon of perfume the wedding coordinator had spritzed her with prior to the walk down the studio aisle. Her stomach pitched and rolled.

“. . . I pronounce you man and wife . . .”

Get it together, Eve told herself. Now.

She hadn’t made a huge name for herself in the erotic video market by upchucking every time a difficult situation arose.

She was Eve Farrel, for heaven’s sake.

The ballsy, headstrong producer and owner of Sugar & Spice Sinema, the fastest-growing production company in L.A. and the only one that specialized in how-to sex videos for couples. Her life was one crisis after another. She worked with temperamental actors and actresses. She endured the endless pressure caused by tight production schedules and small budgets. She dealt with know-it-all cameramen and clueless production assistants and snotty set caterers who couldn’t tell a blueberry bagel from a cinnamon-raisin.

“. . . And now let us seal this blessed union with a kiss . . .”

She was not going to throw up, despite the hot lights and the horrible dress and the overwhelming smell and her mother’s adoring stare.

Rather, she was going to paste a smile on her face and make it through the few minutes it would take to waltz back up the aisle. Then she was going to head for the reception like the headstrong, confident, capable woman she was. And then she was going to do what any headstrong, confident, capable woman would do in her present situation.

She was going to drink.

Heavily.

Three hours later, after an endless stream of pictures, a question-and-answer session with several local radio shows, and an interview for Entertainment Tonight—they weren’t about to miss out on the biggest reality event of the year—Eve finally walked into the Crystal Ballroom of the Beverly Hills Hotel.

The reception was already in full swing, the room packed with guests. The live band belted out Kool & the Gang’s classic “Celebration” for a dance floor overflowing with people. Uniformed waiters squeezed this way and that, carrying silver serving trays laden with everything from cold shrimp to hot meatballs to champagne. Long, tapered white candles sat in polished gold candelabra and flickered from the center of each round banquet table. The tables themselves, draped in crisp white linen, were lavishly set with gold-etched china and sparkling crystal. Large sprays of yellow flowers filled every nook and cranny. Several sets of French doors opened out into a garden filled with more tables and flowers and people.

The place was bursting at the seams.

Thankfully.

While Eve would have given her right eye—her throbbing eye, thanks to the headache from hell—for some peace and quiet, chaos was preferable at the moment. The more people, the easier it would be to steer clear of her mother.

Or so she hoped.

She retrieved a frozen margarita from the bar, bypassed the seats reserved for the wedding party, and headed for a table in the farthest corner of the ballroom.

Eve had just downed half the icy drink and slid off her shoes when a six-foot-plus, sometimes green-eyed, sometimes blue-eyed woman—depending on her contact supply—collapsed into the seat next to her.

“I am so glad you invited me,” Trina Carlington declared in the breathless, excited voice she used for the “Call now to meet sexy singles in your area, and you could hook up with me” late-night radio spots she recorded for a local Top 40 station in her spare time. She spent the rest of her time as chief marketing director for Sugar & Spice Sinema. Trina could sell anything.

A former Playboy playmate, she’d played it smart by banking her money and using it to put herself through school. She’d since earned a degree from Stanford University, interned with the prestigious Bart & Baxter ad agency, and could boast an impressive list of measurements, thanks to L.A.’s leading plastic surgeons. She currently wore a slinky, strappy red dress that clung to her shapely body and made even Eve—who had more than her own share of curves, thanks to Mother Nature—slightly envious.

“Weddings aren’t usually my thing.” Trina pulled out a mirrored tube from her gold Fendi bag and retouched her flaming red lipstick. “I always end up dancing with somebody’s dorky cousin or drooling uncle.” She licked her lips. “But I’ve already done the macarena with the vice president of a major network, the electric slide with one of the producers from the Today show, and the twist with some rich guy who’s staying in the hotel’s penthouse suite and decided to crash the reception because he’s in the mood for wedding cake.”

Besides being smart and beautiful, Trina taught dance lessons to underprivileged kids at the YMCA.

“Have I ever told you how much I hate you?” Eve asked.

“At least once a day. Now”—she nailed Eve with a stare—“why are you sitting here when you should be dancing and having fun?”

“I should be dancing, shouldn’t I?” Doing a little bump and grind with the most chauvinistic guy in the place always sent her mother into a tailspin, which was why Eve had done so at every family function she’d been forced to attend over the past decade. “I would be if I thought it would do a bit of good. But it’s not going to work this time. This is serious.” Eve scooted her chair even farther into the shadows of a huge potted palm that sat next to the table. The giant plant effectively hid her from the sight of the woman seated across the sea of wedding guests, near a silver fountain flowing with champagne punch.

“What are you talking about?”

“Marriage and the fact that it’s the eighth deadly sin as far as my mother is concerned. Everything else pales in comparison.” Dread rolled through her. “Which means I’m actually the good daughter now. Me. Can you imagine that?” She shook her head. “I’ve never been the good daughter. I can’t be the good daughter. Then I’ll have to put up with more than one visit a week from my mother, and I can barely handle that.”

“She’s a busy woman. I doubt she’ll have the time to torture you more than she already does.”

Eve watched as Jacqueline Farrel downed her fourth glass of punch and glanced around for the umpteenth time, as if searching for someone. Her gaze paused on the potted palm.

Eve ducked and grabbed her friend’s arm. “My mother didn’t see you come over here, did she?”

“You’re way too paranoid.”

“If only.” Eve took another sip of her tart drink. Warmth exploded in the pit of her stomach, but it did little to calm her pounding heart, particularly since her mother’s gaze had yet to waver. “She saw you, didn’t she?”

“How would I know?” Trina shook her head. “I have much more interesting people to watch than your mother.” She smiled and her eyes sparkled. “I just love men in tuxedos.”

“Only because a tuxedo means well-dressed, which usually means a hefty bank account.”

“Exactly.” Trina beamed. “Check out those hot bodies over there.”

Eve’s gaze shifted to the four tuxedo-clad men who stood several feet away near the bar. They were talking and laughing, seemingly oblivious to the cameras that clicked around them and captured each of their expressions on film.

“They must be television bigwigs or actors or something,” Trina said.

“NASCAR drivers.” At Trina’s questioning look, Eve added, “Since Clint was attending the wedding with Skye—thankfully Valentine’s Day fell on a Monday this year—the show’s producers decided to tape a ‘Hot New Men of NASCAR’ interview for their brother channel—Spike TV.”

“Clint’s been racing forever. He’s not exactly a NASCAR virgin.”

“No, but three out of the four drivers for his team are. He must have invited them to tag along to the reception.”

“I’ve never been into NASCAR—Sunday is my day to catch up on all the reality shows I tape during the week—but I’ll have to start watching.” Trina’s eyes gleamed as she pointed a red-tipped nail. “I’d definitely trade the last three Bachelors for that one cutie right over there.”

Eve’s gaze zeroed in on the blond hunk who stood near a giant hammer-shaped ice sculpture (made in honor of her new brother-in-law, who was the founder and owner of Hire-a-Hunk Construction). Linc “Shooter” Adams—so named for his style of laying low during the first half of a race, then shooting into the lead during the final stretch—looked mouthwatering in a black tuxedo. He had his arms draped around two different women—a brunette on one side and a strawberry blonde on the other—while he smiled and flirted with a very attentive female reporter who was holding a microphone in front of him.

“It’s all good, sunshine.”

The deep, rich southern drawl echoed in Eve’s memory and awareness skittered up her spine. She frowned. “I might trade in that football-playing Bachelor—he did pick the wrong woman—but the rest of those drivers are definitely preferable to Linc Adams.”

Trina and Eve watched as the reporter laughed at something Linc said and leaned in even closer. Eve’s frown deepened. “He is every Womanist’s worst nightmare.”

Which was why, when Skye had offered to fix Eve up with him last year, she had actually agreed to it. She’d needed to do something to win back the Rebellious Daughter title she’d held for so many years. Big mistake.

“He’s a chauvinist?” Trina asked.

Eve nodded. “He’s the one who guzzled beer out of a bra cup at the Victoria’s Secret party after last year’s spring fashion show.”

“That was him? I saw that on E!” Trina’s eyes narrowed as she sized up Linc. “But he looked a little . . . different.”

“He doesn’t usually dress this well. When he’s not racing, he lives in board shorts and T-shirts and a very inebriated grin.”

Eve’s thoughts rushed back to the Sonoma race she’d attended the day of their blind date. The first car designed and manufactured by the MacAllister Magic Race Team had been introduced that day. But Eve hadn’t felt nearly as much excitement at seeing her brother-in-law’s groundbreaking car as she had when she’d glimpsed his new driver. She’d been dreading the fix-up date following the race, but when Linc had climbed from behind the wheel and smiled at Eve, she’d started to think that she might actually enjoy the date.

He’d had a really great smile and he’d looked nice enough. While she’d heard the rumor that Linc was a wild player-type interested only in sex, she’d thought maybe it was just that—a rumor. He was a competitive athlete, after all. Competitive athletes had to have drive. Determination. Talent. Substance.

That’s what she’d told herself. But when the race had ended, Eve’s fantasy of stimulating conversation and a meeting of the minds had melted away.

Linc had shed his racing suit, pulled on a worn, ripped pair of shorts and a T-shirt that read I BRAKE FOR BEER, BABES, AND AMMO, and proceeded to flirt with every female within hearing range during their dinner date. Eve wasn’t sure why it had bothered her so much. She knew his type all too well. She was his type.

Or rather, she had been.

While she still looked every bit the wild, sexy, do-any-and-everything woman, she’d changed inside. Turning thirty (she was now thirty-three) had hit her hard and forced her to reevaluate her priorities. Having fun had its place, but it didn’t pay the bills or fill her with a sense of accomplishment. Sugar & Spice Sinema did that, and so she’d started to focus on furthering her career as a producer.

No more wasting time on meaningless affairs with equally meaningless guys. She’d decided that the next man she devoted her attention to would be that perfect someone with whom she could build a life and have a family. The next man would be the real thing. The man of her dreams. Her Mr. Kaboom.

And so she’d promptly told off Linc in a voice that made most men tremble. But he’d simply smiled at her and murmured in that deep, rich southern drawl, “It’s all good, sunshine.”

She, in turn, had traded his celestial reference for one with more anatomical accuracy. She’d tossed a breadstick at him for lack of anything better, and walked away.

She’d kept her nose to the grindstone ever since. A choice that was now paying off. Just last month she’d been commissioned by HBO to produce twelve segments detailing the evolution of sex in American culture.

This was it: the big time. Her chance to garner major exposure as a serious filmmaker. Provided she could keep her focus over the next nine months, until the project’s completion.

“I can’t remember,” Trina’s voice pushed into her thoughts. “What sort of bra did he drink out of?”

“What?” Eve’s attention shifted back to her friend and the familiar predatory light in her eyes.

“What sort of bra?” she asked again.

“What difference does it make?”

“I’m wearing a Very Sexy Body Bra. Double D. They give a nice comfy fit for Pam and Dolly.” She cupped her sizable implants and gave them an affectionate squeeze. “I bet they would hold a lot of beer, don’t you think?”

“He might not be in a beer mood tonight,” Eve heard herself say. “He might not be drinking at all, for that matter.”

Yeah, right.

From the stories being printed in the tabloids and broadcast on every major show from CMT’s fun Celebrity Homes to ESPN’s more serious Live and in Color, NASCAR’s latest and greatest wasn’t just racing for the championship. He was drinking and partying his way into the Bad Boys Hall of Fame. Undoubtedly he was drinking tonight, and doing anything and everything else Trina might have in mind.

“He might be the designated driver,” Eve added. “Besides, you don’t do the jock type, remember? You’re all about expensive suits and net worth.”

“He’s so hot, I’m willing to make an exception for one night and give him a ride home.” Trina pulled her shoulders back, pushed out her ample chest, and grinned. “Or just a ride. I think I’ll walk over and introduce him to Pam and Dolly.” She cast one last glance at Eve. “You’ll never hook up sitting in this corner. Men are visual.”

“So is my mother, which is why I’m staying right here.”

For the next five minutes, Eve watched as Trina made her way through the crowd toward Linc Adams. When her friend reached him and drew his attention away from the reporter, Eve downed the rest of her margarita in one long gulp.

Not that she cared. She was just thirsty.

Linc’s gaze swept over Trina and he smiled, and Eve pushed to her feet and headed to the bar. “I’ll have another margarita,” she told the bartender.

She was very thirsty.

She looked back over at Linc while she waited for her drink. The rumors circulating about him had to be true. He was a dog, all right. The hound of all hounds. Mr. Tramp himself. Number one on the pound’s Most Wanted—

“There you are!” The familiar female voice shattered her thoughts. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“On second thought,” Eve told the bartender, “forget the margarita and give me a shot of tequila. Straight up.” She forced her best smile and turned to greet the woman who’d stepped up behind her. “Hi, Mom.”


Chapter 2

Age had done little to soften Jacqueline Farrel. At fifty-six, she looked every bit as imposing as she had when Eve was thirteen. The years had added a little weight to her mother’s tall frame and turned her shoulder-length blond bob slightly gray. But she still wore her signature silver-framed glasses that had always been too large for her narrow face, and her dress was its usual beige. Bottom line, she still scared the hell out of Eve. Particularly when she tried to look pleasant. Like now.

“Where have you been?” Jacqueline asked, her expression concerned rather than irritated.

“Right over there.” Eve made a sweeping gesture with her arm and tried to quiet the alarm bells suddenly ringing in her head.

“Where exactly?” Her mother’s gaze scanned the area.

“There.” Eve pointed in the opposite direction of her hiding spot, toward her mother’s table and the ice sculpture.

“I didn’t see you,” Jacqueline said. “And your father and I have been at the same table for the past hour.”

“Or maybe it was over there.” Eve pointed toward the far side of the dance floor. “I’m a little disoriented from all the flashing cameras. I’m practically blind. Hey, maybe that’s why you haven’t seen me.” Well, it sounded good.

Her mother looked as if she wanted to argue, but then shrugged. “I have been the victim of far too many pictures.” She smiled. “But that’s neither here nor there. The important thing is that I’ve finally found you.”

“Your mother is a busy woman. I doubt she’ll have the time to torture you more than she already does.” Trina’s words echoed and hope blossomed in the pit of Eve’s stomach, only to burst and deflate when she heard her mother’s voice.

“I’ve been thinking. We really don’t spend nearly enough time together, dear.”

“Sure we do. I see you every week.”

“Only for a fifteen-minute coffee break. That’s not nearly enough time to really connect. We need to visit in a more substantial manner. We need lunch.”

“Lunch?” Eve swallowed and tried to draw air into her lungs. Slow, easy. It’s just an occasional lunch. No reason to hyperventilate.

“A weekly lunch.”

Okay, now you can hyperventilate.

“A nice, long, leisurely lunch first thing every week in addition to our Friday coffee breaks. We can start tomorrow at that divine new bistro down on the corner of Hollywood Boulevard and Market. It’ll be our special mother-daughter place.”

First a ritual lunch. Now a ritual place.

“I can’t.” At her mother’s narrowed gaze, Eve rushed on, “I mean, I can’t do it every week. I’m really busy right now with this new project.” The project. A career-maker. Or breaker.

She licked her suddenly dry lips and shifted her weight. Yellow tulle moved with her and clung to her clammy legs.

Clammy?

Oh God, she was clammy.

Her fingers balled and she became acutely aware of her damp palms. Her pulse raced.

Breathe, she told herself again. But the breathing was getting her nowhere. She needed to think. To say something, anything, to send her mother running in the opposite direction.

“Here you go.” The bartender’s voice drew her around and she downed the tequila shot in one gulp.

“Dear, you really should watch your alcohol intake. Otherwise, your father and I will have to drive you home.”

“I’m fine. Really, Mom.” Eve turned toward the woman. “That wasn’t even a real shot. They water those things down so much that you have to drink a half dozen to get the full effect of one.” She moved away from the bar and her mother followed. “Oops, I think I see Skye motioning for me.”

Jacqueline turned and glanced toward the head table where Xandra and Beau sat flanked by the other members of their wedding party. Skye sat just to Xandra’s left, her attention fixed on the tall, dark, handsome man who sat beside her. Clint lifted a forkful of wedding cake and fed it to his smiling wife.

“It’s brainwashing, I tell you.” Jacqueline shook her head. “Skye looks like a lapdog.”

“A really lucky lapdog.” The words were out before Eve could stop them. Despite her upbringing, Eve envied the happiness her sister seemed to have found with her brother-in-law.

Her mother turned an Et tu, Brute? gaze on her. “Clint is the lucky one. He’s managed to undermine your sister’s free, independent thinking with a few sexy smiles and charming words. Why, he’s probably a card-carrying Himanist.” The Himanists were a group of Bubba Beer- drinking men who relished the old days when men were men—clueless and chauvinistic and insensitive—and didn’t have to apologize for it. Their ideas were in direct opposition to those of her mother’s famed Womanist organization. The Himanists were as much a thorn in Jacqueline’s side as Cherry Chandler, the ultra-femme talk show host and best-selling author of the Sensitive series. Cherry taught women how they could find the man of their dreams; meanwhile Jacqueline was a firm believer that no such man existed.

“I’m sure Clint’s not a Himanist.” Eve tugged at the sweetheart neckline of her dress. “And even if he is, he’s still good to her. He takes out the trash and rubs Skye’s feet.”

Jacqueline smoothed the beige satin jacket that matched her floor-length shift. “True, but in turn, she’s cooking and cleaning—for a man—and she’s given up her membership in Womanists, Inc.”

“She had to. The bylaws forbid married women to maintain membership.”

“That’s my point. She’s gone completely off the deep end, and now Xandra has followed her.” Jacqueline sighed. “But not you. You’re still free and independent and sane.”

Okay, Eve had been called many things by many people, but sane wasn’t usually one of them. Creative, yes. Inventive, always. Daring, of course. Once she’d stripped down to her underwear and marched down the halls of Georgetown High to protest their new gym uniforms.

“I’m really not sane, Mom. I have weird, distorted, wild thoughts.”

“I realize you’re a little bold, dear, as in the way you dress and behave, but that can be a good thing. You’re unique.”

“I’m an oddball. A spontaneous, do-any-and-everything nutcase. A total nonconformist.”

“You’re a little artsy, that’s all.” Hearing her mother say this with such a calm, patient voice totally undermined the entire concept of being artsy. She was supposed to be the only tornado in an otherwise cloud-free sky. The only Dorito in a bag of plain Baked Lays potato chips.

“But I wear too much makeup rather than glorifying in my natural beauty,” Eve blurted out.

“You’re simply a victim of the impossible plastic image our male-dominated society has created for women.”

“I think Van Halen was and always will be the best rock band in history.” A declaration that always received a horrified look, followed by a Why am I being punished? headshake.

But Jacqueline only smiled. “While they have been known to objectify women, I must admit they are a talented group of musicians.”

Eve’s mind raced. “Hooters is my all-time favorite restaurant,” she declared.

“I’ve been thinking of trying the wings there myself.”

“My favorite movie is Grease.”

Jacqueline opened her mouth, only to close it again. Her jaw ticked. Bingo.

“Sandy did turn herself into a stronger woman,” she finally said.

“To please her man,” Eve pointed out. Desperation pumped her heart faster and she licked her lips. This was not happening. Her mother simply could not be agreeing with her. She never agreed with her. Ever.

“Perhaps consciously, but subconsciously I believe Sandy had the true desire to shed society’s stereotype and break the rules. I say more power to—”

“There’s Skye waving at me again,” Eve cut in. “I really have to go.” That would be a first. Jacqueline was always the one who walked away from Eve, usually shocked and bewildered and cursing the hospital that undoubtedly had sent her home with the wrong child.

“She’s not even looking this way,” Jacqueline said as she turned.

“Sure she is. It must be time for the Modern Bride layout.”

“Modern what?”

“Modern Bride.” As Eve said the name of Jacqueline’s least favorite magazine, the wheels in her brain started to turn and an idea struck. “They’re working on their annual Notable Weddings issue,” she heard herself say. “It’s where they hand out various matrimonial awards for stuff like Best Flowers, Best Dress, Best Cake.” Clammy or not, she could still think on her feet. “They’re giving the Get Sexed Up! Valentine’s special the silver-plated Ball and Chainy.”

“What in heaven’s name is a Ball and Chainy?”

Good question. “It’s, um, the, um, matrimonial equivalent of an Oscar.” Eve hadn’t taken an ad-lib acting elective for nothing. “You’re winning the award for Most Innovative Wedding.” Horror lit her mother’s eyes and Eve smiled. “Congratulations, Mom. You’re responsible for taking the whole matrimony thing to an entirely different level.”

“Over my dead, decayed body. I’ll just have a word with Barbara about this and have those awful people thrown out this very instant.” Jacqueline turned and made a beeline for the garden outside, where a group of her producers were gathered in a smoking circle.

Eve drew in a deep breath and tried to calm her pounding heart. She’d done it. She’d successfully diverted her mother.

But it was only temporary. Eve knew once Jacqueline realized that she’d made up the whole Ball and Chainy awards story, the woman would come looking for her again.

Eve’s stomach jumped and her hands trembled and she was back to the nervous mess she’d been during the ceremony. Only she wasn’t fool enough to think another drink would calm her. Since she didn’t normally drink, the few she’d already had were sloshing around in her empty stomach and making her feel slightly sick. If she added another to the mix, she might actually throw up. Or pass out.

Throwing up would send her to the ladies’ room, and her mother was sure to look for her there. Passing out would leave her out in the open, unconscious, and in full view of her mother, not to mention her sisters.

Eve didn’t need a drink. She needed a taxi.

She glanced toward the wedding party and caught Skye’s eye. Her older sister motioned her over. Eve waved and held up her hand as if to say, In just a minute.

Okay, so she couldn’t leave leave. Someone would see her walk out the entrance and they would know she’d bolted from her baby sister’s wedding and she would have hell to pay with Skye, not to mention she would surely hurt Xandra’s feelings. Normally, her sisters would understand her behavior when it came to their mother. They’d always understood; like when Eve had dyed her hair and worn her first leopard-print miniskirt and taken the most obnoxious football player to the prom. Even if they hadn’t agreed with her choices, her sisters had always understood. But they were now living on Planet Marital Bliss and so Eve wasn’t placing any bets on getting their sympathy.

Her gaze went to the ladies’ room. Maybe there would be a window she could crawl through . . .

The thought faded as a waiter rushed from a nearby swinging door. A kitchen! Where there was a kitchen, there had to be a back door for food deliveries. An exit. A way out that wouldn’t draw the attention of the pack of photographers floating throughout the ballroom, much less any member of her family.

After a quick glance around to make sure no one was watching, she pushed through the door and nearly collided with a waiter carrying a tray of hot meatballs.

“Sorry,” she mumbled at the man’s back as he hurried past her into the ballroom. “Could you point me toward the nearest exit?” she asked aloud, hoping someone would answer.

“Straight ahead to the left.” The voice sounded directly in back of her. She whirled as a photographer came up behind her, his assistant in tow. So much for avoiding the press.

But the pair didn’t look the least bit interested in her, despite the fact that her telltale yellow dress indicated she was a wedding party somebody. A quick glance at the press pass dangling around the photographer’s neck told her why he didn’t so much as blink when he walked past her.

Sports Illustrated.

He wanted pictures of Clint and the NASCAR men, not the freaked-out maid of honor. So why was he lurking in the kitchen?

“I’ve searched from one end of the kitchen to the other. We must have missed him,” the man told another photographer who wore a black-and-white-checkered race flag tie, camera in hand.

“Let’s check the patio.” The Sports Illustrated guy nodded and followed Mr. Race Flag Tie. Both men disappeared through the swinging doors, back into the ballroom.

Eve blew out the deep breath she’d been holding and turned to make her way through the massive square-shaped kitchen. Burners and ovens lined the outer perimeter. The inner area was a maze of preparation tables. People clustered here and there, busily arranging everything from trays of speared shrimp to platters of caviar to cold vegetables and various gourmet cheese spreads. She passed the groom’s cake, which had been ushered back into the kitchen after the traditional cake-cutting pictures. A woman in a white chef’s hat fed slices onto individual crystal cake plates.

The smell of chocolate teased her nostrils as she walked past. Ordinarily, Eve didn’t do chocolate. She’d learned a long time ago that it killed her complexion, and so she’d sworn off the stuff in favor of the occasional caffeine-free alternative like Sugar Babies or candy corn. But after a few drinks, she wasn’t thinking clearly and so the chocolate seemed to be calling her name.

She blew out a deep breath, resisted the urge to grab a slice, and headed for the end of the aisle. She needed her apartment and her sweatpants and her thick cotton socks and—

The thought stalled as she walked past a giant freezer and an image beyond the frost-covered square of glass caught her eye.

She stopped and stared through the small window.

Okay, she was either a real lightweight and considerably more drunk than she felt, or there was a man sitting in the freezer.

She blinked, but he didn’t disappear.

Gripping the handle, she lifted and pulled. The door gasped and creaked open.

Sure enough, a man was sitting on the edge of a giant cardboard box marked Frozen Crab Cakes. He held a plate of half-eaten chocolate cake in one hand and a fork in the other. A black tuxedo accented his broad shoulders. His crisp white shirt hugged the strong column of his throat and provided a stark contrast against his deeply tanned skin. Whiskey-blond hair, the top streaked from too much time spent in the sun, brushed his collar and framed his strong face. At the sound of the door opening, he lifted his head.

Familiar blue eyes collided with hers, and his expression went from angry dismay to pure delight in one fast, furious heartbeat. His full lips curved into a grin. A dimple cut into his freshly shaven cheek. His gaze sparkled, so bright and vivid and enticing, like the Caribbean on a hot summer day.

Despite the freezing temperature, a wave of heat washed through Eve. Her breath caught and her tummy hollowed out, and for a split second, she felt a dreaded tummy tremor.

But then he opened his mouth, his deep southern drawl sweet and dripping with charm, and the moment faded in a wave of irritation.

“Hey there, sunshine.”


Chapter 3

Linc Adams didn’t think his day could get much worse.

A friggin’ crazy turn of events since things had started out with such promise, it being his first day as the reigning Daytona 500 champion. First thing that morning, he’d seen on CNN that he’d been named the hottest NASCAR prospect for the upcoming season on Bill Biloxi’s Sunday Post-Race Extreme Sports show. Then he’d opened his e-mail to find he’d been voted NASCAR’s hottest hunk and the driver Most Likely to Jump and Dump—a new term for a noncommital man who liked to be with a different woman every night—by the members of Race Girls, Inc., NASCAR’s Internet-based legion of female fans.

Yep, he’d started off riding a major high. And why not? His hard work was finally paying off. Not only was he being recognized for his driving ability, but he was making it as plain as a sunshiny Georgia day to the fine, upstanding voters of Adams, Georgia, that he was the black sheep of the rich, powerful Adams clan.

The bad boy who loved being free and single as much as he loved a case of ice-cold Coors Light, a loud party, and a warm, willing, wicked woman.

The rebellious son who would make about as good a mayor as he would the deacon of the Adams First Baptist Church.

But at noon—just before Linc had left for the airport to fly to L.A.—he’d received the phone call from his father informing him that he was ahead in the mayoral race by thirty-three percentage points.

Rather than seeing him as a totally immature, love-’em-and-leave-’em asshole, the voters of Adams were dismissing his reputation with a shrug and a boys-will-be-boys attitude. He was going through a phase. Sowing his wild oats. Having one last yee-hawww! before settling down and taking his rightful place as leader of the town, like his father and his grandfather before him, and his great-grandfather before that. He was an Adams, after all. Born to be a politician. There’d been an Adams in office for as long as the town had been in existence. It was the way of things, and it seemed that no amount of bad behavior could convince folks otherwise.

But all Linc wanted was to win a Nextel Cup Championship. Not the fancy clothes or the country-club friends or the political legacy pressed on him since he’d turned four years old and attended his first political fund-raising dinner.

He wanted to live his own dream rather than everyone else’s.

He’d entered the sport later than most drivers—after attempting to be the good son by graduating with a law degree and taking over the family practice. It had been a hard battle to prove himself in the six years since. But he’d been hungry enough to push himself up the ranks into the top ten. As of yesterday’s season-opening win at Daytona, he was the favored driver to win this year’s Cup.

He was this close to achieving his own dream for the first time in his life.

The thought of trading it in to walk into city hall day after day made him sick to his stomach.

Thirty-three points.

How much worse could it get?

It couldn’t, or so he’d thought. Until he was caught red-handed in the freezer by Eve Farrel.

She wasn’t wearing the short black leather miniskirt or tight T-shirt she’d worn on their disastrous blind date after the Sears Point race in Sonoma, but she still looked every bit as sexy and exotic. She had long, dark hair, a curvaceous body, and a sultry air that reminded him of Angelina Jolie. Dark eye makeup emphasized her vivid green eyes and gave her that intense come-and-do-me look that had dominated his fantasies since he’d first met her. Dark red lipstick plumped her already full lips. Everything about her screamed sex, which suited him to a T.

When he had his race face on, that is. But he wasn’t gunning for publicity at the moment. He was hiding from it.

Linc pasted on his most charming grin and did his damnedest to hide the cake plate behind his back. The last thing, the very last thing he needed was to blow his cover in front of Eve Farrel. It was hard enough playing the bad boy in front of the nosy press, but Eve had a gaze that seemed to push aside all the nonsense and cut straight to the chase. A gaze that unnerved the hell out of him.

“Sunshine,” he said, unleashing his best southern drawl. “Anyone ever tell you that yellow is definitely your color?”

“My name isn’t sunshine and yellow is nobody’s color, especially mine.”

Linc narrowed his gaze and made a show of studying her. “I don’t know. It really makes the rest of you stand out.”

“I see you’re as obnoxious as ever.”

“I meant that as a compliment.”

“And I just won Miss Congeniality.” Eve shook her head. “You’re sitting in the freezer, you know.”

“I needed a little fresh air.”

“It’s not fresh. It’s cold.”

“I needed a little cold air. It’s damned hot out there.”

Actually, it was pretty damned hot in here.

The thought struck Eve just as Linc smiled again, and heat fired in her cheeks. Blushing? She was actually blushing?

The thought was almost as depressing as the fact that she was now the one and only Great Farrel Hope. She was seriously delusional. Otherwise, why in the world would she be standing in the freezer talking to a man who stirred her anger and made her want to commit a felony?

That, or kiss him.

Hello? You do not want to kiss Linc Adams. Choking him is fine. Kissing is a definite no-no.

“You’re eating cake,” Eve said as she noticed a brown speck at the corner of his mouth.

Linc held his hands behind his back and tried to look innocent. “You’re crazy.”

“Yeah, and you’re eating cake.” She studied him. “ You are, aren’t you?”

He looked as if he wanted to deny it, but instead he finally shrugged. His right arm came around, revealing the crystal plate and a half-eaten piece of chocolate cake.

“Give it up,” she said, trying to stare around him.

When he finally stood, she saw a large glass of what looked like milk sitting on the box. She arched an eyebrow. “A White Russian?”

“You know it.”

Something about the way he said the words roused her suspicion. She stepped toward him, grabbed the glass before he could snatch it out of her reach, and lifted it to her lips. “You’re drinking milk?”

Linc smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “Hey, it does a body good.”

“Since when have you been interested in doing your body good? You party all night and get totally wasted when you’re not on the track.”

“Damn straight.”

But here he was sitting in the freezer, chasing chocolate cake with a cold glass of milk.

Understanding dawned. “You’re hiding,” Eve told him. “You’re hiding in here so that no one will see you drinking milk and eating chocolate cake.”

“I’m not hiding. I’m trying to have a moment of peace and quiet, and you’ve shot that to hell and back.”

“You are hiding. Those reporters I saw in the kitchen . . . They were looking for you.”

“Did they see you come in here?” Linc set his cake plate on the box and walked to the small window. He peeked out only to duck back. “Dammit, you’re going to lead them right to me.”

“No one saw me come in.”

He turned and gave Eve a get real look. “Sure they didn’t.” He eyed the layers of tulle. “It’s not like you’re wearing a bright yellow dress with a skirt big enough to house a family of five or anything like that.”

“Has anyone ever told you how charming you are?”

He grinned and the tummy tremor started again. “Actually, everyone.”

He was standing so close that Eve could smell the sweet scent of chocolate cake on his breath. “Well”—she swallowed and did her best to look totally unaffected—“they lied.”

“Has anyone ever told you how pleasant you are?”

“No. Now what’s the big deal with the cake and the milk? I could see if you were eating quiche or foie gras, or something equally unmacho, but it’s just cake.”

“It’s chocolate cake, and it’s whole milk. As in wholesome.” His mouth drew into a thin line and he shook his head, as if he’d already said more than he wanted to.

“And Linc Adams can’t be wholesome, is that it? He doesn’t drink milk, and he especially doesn’t do it with a big slice of cake?”

Linc didn’t seem as if he wanted to talk, but then he finally shrugged. “I’ve got an image to maintain.” He walked back over to the box and retrieved his plate.

“So chase the cake with a six-pack.”

He looked at her as if she’d grown two heads. “A man can’t eat cake with beer. Do you know how bad that would taste?”

“I don’t do beer. Just tequila.” And speaking of tequila . . . In that next instant, a wave of dizziness swept her, and Eve reached a hand out to a nearby wall to steady herself. Not that she was drunk, but she was definitely tipsy. Otherwise, she would have turned and left Linc without so much as a backward glance.

At the moment, however, she couldn’t not look at him as he forked some cake and took a bite. The speck of fudge frosting still sat at the corner of his mouth as he chewed.

Eve had the sudden urge to cross the few feet between them and taste the sweet crumbs. Her mouth watered, and she tightened her fingers against the fierce hunger.

This is insane, she reminded herself. As in totally whacked. As in you can’t stand this guy, remember?

True. Unfortunately, her hormones had a very short memory and they couldn’t seem to get past the warmth in Linc’s smile and the twinkle in his eyes and the fact that she’d been totally celibate for over seven months—since her last date with a semicute cameraman who worked for This Little Piggy, Inc., a video company that catered to feet fetishists. While Eve hadn’t been even the tiniest bit turned on by his sterling-silver monogrammed toe ring, she’d fallen for his soft, dark hair and wounded expression. He’d been the classic struggling artist, and his eye for camera angles had truly impressed her.
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