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Sophie Sullivan, a librarian in San Francisco, was five years old when she fell head over heels in love with Jake McCann. Twenty years later, she’s convinced the notorious bad boy still sees her as the “nice” Sullivan twin. That is, when he bothers to look at her at all. But when they both get caught up in the magic of the first Sullivan wedding, she knows it’s long past time to do whatever it takes to make him see her for who she truly is…the woman who will love him forever.


Jake has always been a magnet for women, especially since his Irish pubs made him extremely wealthy. But the only woman he really wants is the one he can never have. Not only is Sophie his best friend’s off-limits younger sister…he can’t risk letting her get close enough to discover his deeply hidden secret.

Only, when Sophie appears on his doorstep as Jake’s every fantasy come to life—smart, beautiful, and shockingly sexy—he doesn’t have a prayer of taking his eyes, or his hands, off her. And he can’t stop craving more of her sweet smiles and sinful kisses. Because even though Jake knows loving Sophie isn’t the right thing to do…how can he possibly resist?


A note from Bella


As a writer, some books stick with you long after you’ve typed “The End.” I ONLY HAVE EYES FOR YOU is one of those stories that continues to make me smile every time I think of it.

The last man in the world that anyone expects Sophie Sullivan, a “nice” librarian, to fall in love with is Jake McCann, a tattooed pub owner with a dark past. And yet, the love story that began when she was five years old and he was eleven has never even come close to fading away…

The only woman Jake wants is the one he can never have. But even though he knows loving Sophie isn’t the right thing to do…how can he possibly resist? Especially when she’s bound and determined to prove to him that nice and naughty can sometimes overlap in the most wonderful way.

I also wanted to take a moment to thank you for the wonderful emails, tweets, Facebook and Goodreads posts you have made to let me know how much you’ve been enjoying my Sullivans! You’ve made me the happiest writer in the world!

Happy reading,

Bella Andre

P.S. If this is your first time reading about the Sullivans, you can easily read each book as a stand-alone—and there is a Sullivan family tree available on my website (BellaAndre.com/sullivan-family-tree) so you can see how the books connect together!
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PROLOGUE


Nearly twenty years ago…

Sophie Sullivan sat cross-legged on a soft blanket in the corner of the backyard, beneath the canopy of one of the smaller oak trees. Now that the rain had ceased to fall in Northern California and it was warm outside, her mother had made her this special area to take her books and read.

Last year, when she was four years old, Sophie had learned how to read. And books had changed her life.

When she was reading she wasn’t the quiet Sullivan twin, she wasn’t the one no one ever noticed. She became a princess in a castle. Or a clown juggling under the circus big top. She explored jungles on elephants’ backs and took trips to Mars on spaceships.

Reading took her anywhere she wanted to go. And Sophie found that she wanted to go absolutely everywhere.

Right now she was reading the most thrilling story about a girl named Pippi Longstocking, who lived with a monkey and a horse and had a suitcase full of gold. Sophie had been so absorbed by her new book that her mother had asked her twin sister, Lori, to bring her a peanut butter and jelly sandwich to eat when she’d missed lunch with everyone else. Of course, Lori had taken a bite out of it before delivering the sandwich, so Sophie had to carefully pull off the teeth marks before eating the rest.

She loved her sister, but Lori also made her really mad sometimes. Everyone said they were lucky to be twins, and Sophie knew they were right, that it wouldn’t be any fun at all to be the only female Sullivan. Still, she sometimes wished Lori didn’t have quite so many moods.

Fortunately, Sophie was all alone in the backyard for now, and with a happy little sigh, she leaned back against the tree trunk and flipped the page to continue Pippi’s adventure. Of course, in Sophie’s family the solitude never lasted long, and when the sound of whooping and hollering in another part of the backyard sounded, she couldn’t quite keep her focus on her book anymore.

She could tune out her six brothers and one sister just fine.

It was Jake McCann who was the real distraction.

He was the same age as her brother Zach, and she normally wouldn’t have any interest in eleven-year-old boys. But from the first day she’d seen him walk in the front door with her brother, Jake had captivated her.

He was bigger, and tougher looking, than her brother. The bonus of no one really noticing her was that it was easy to listen in when her brothers whispered about Jake’s dad being kind of scary and smelling funny, like when someone spilled a drink at their mother’s annual holiday party.

It made her stomach hurt to think of anyone being mean to Jake, and she was glad that he could come over to their house so much, where everyone was mostly nice to one another. Jake never really talked to her—or paid any attention to her at all, actually—but just knowing he was nearby always made her feel warm and safe and happy.

Her brothers had been building a tree fort for a while in the biggest oak tree in their backyard. The fort was big and sprawling, and from the ground Sophie thought it looked really dangerous…but exciting, too. She’d never been up that high in anything that wasn’t a real building, and the fall to the ground looked really, really far. Which was why she hadn’t quite worked up the courage to climb the ropes they’d knotted together to use as a ladder with some branches that stuck out here and there.

Jake’s dark hair was a little too long, but when he laughed he tilted his face back and his hair shifted away from his eyes so that she could see all of his face at once.

Oh, my. He was so handsome, and intelligent, and just plain wonderful. She could have stared at him forever, and probably would have if he hadn’t caught her looking just then.

In that moment that their gazes connected, Sophie’s five-year-old heart told her with perfect certainty that he felt the same way about her…that he loved her, too. But then, so quickly she knew she must have imagined it, he scowled and called out to her siblings, “Last one up into the fort is a rotten egg.”

Her brothers climbed over one another to get up onto the wooden platform, but her sister, Lori, was smaller and quicker than all of them, so she got up the tree trunk before anyone else could. Jake was right after her, and then Sophie’s brothers Gabe, Ryan and Zach followed behind. Her oldest brothers—Chase, Smith and Marcus—were off at baseball practice. Otherwise, the fort would have been bursting at the seams.

Standing way up high, her brothers and sister pretended to be looking out at the open sea through a couple of old collapsing telescopes that they’d found at a garage sale last month. Only Jake looked down at Sophie. He didn’t say a word to her, but she could read the challenge in his gaze…and the silent question.

You’re not scared, are you?

Her heart started beating extra fast as she thought about trying to climb the tree, about being up that high. She clutched the book tighter in her hands, the hard cover and pages slipping beneath her sweaty palms.

When the book slid from her lap, Sophie looked down at the drawing of the girl on the cover with the crazy red pigtails that stuck out straight.

Pippi wouldn’t be afraid to climb up the tree.

Pippi would have even beaten Lori to the top.

Slowly, Sophie rose to her feet, the crumbs from her peanut butter and jelly sandwich falling from her T-shirt and shorts onto the blanket for the ants to devour. Her legs shook as she walked across the grass toward the big oak tree. Her siblings were all too busy playing pirates to notice her coming over, but Jake’s eyes stayed on her the whole time.

I will not chicken out. I will not chicken out. I will not chicken out.

Only, the closer she got, the higher the tree fort seemed. She’d never climbed a rope ladder before, and her hands were so sweaty now that she knew they’d slip right off just when she got high enough to fall and smash her brains open on the ground.

She was just on the verge of chickening out when she heard her name, spoken so softly she almost missed it. She looked up at Jake and knew she’d never forgive herself if she turned and ran back to her blanket and book.

He seemed to think she could do it. And she couldn’t bear to prove him wrong.

Before she could freak herself out any more than she already had, she picked up her pace and all but jumped onto the rope ladder. She felt as if she’d turned into Pippi Longstocking’s monkey as she clambered up the rope and tree limbs to get into the fort, moving too fast to let fear grab hold of her and toss her to the ground.

Her brothers and sister looked shocked when they saw her head poking through, and Ryan immediately grabbed her arms to haul her up.

“You should have told us you were trying to come up,” he said in full-on big-brother mode, since he was the oldest one in the yard.

Lori pointed to Sophie’s leg. “Ouch.”

Sophie looked down and realized she had a long scratch up her right shin. She had no idea when she’d gotten it and, even now, she was so flush with triumph from climbing the tree that it didn’t hurt.

Jake didn’t congratulate her on making it up into the fort—he even made a crack to her brothers about how they should ban girls under six in the future—but she knew he was proud of her.

And, she thought as she smiled and looked around, she was proud of herself, too.

Because the world really did look different from way up high…and more than anything, she loved getting to experience the adventure with the boy she would love forever.


CHAPTER ONE


Present day…

Sophie Sullivan surveyed the final wedding preparations with satisfaction. She’d spent the past several months putting together the details for her brother’s wedding, and it was wonderful to see it all come together so perfectly.

In less than two hours, Chase and his fiancée, Chloe, would be saying “I do” beneath rose-covered arches with three hundred guests looking on. The Napa Valley vineyard owned by her oldest brother, Marcus, was not only the perfect backdrop for the wedding, but was also where Chase and Chloe had first met and fallen in love.

The catering staff Sophie had hired was busy in the on-site kitchen. The florist was putting the finishing touches on the flowers that ran up both sides of the aisle and the beautiful bouquets at the center of each of the tables in the reception area. The weather was perfect, with blue skies and a few puffy white clouds lazily floating by. The vineyards were bursting with green leaves and budding grapes, and the mustard flowers between the rows of vines were a stunning burst of golden color all across the seemingly endless hills of grapevines.

The bride and the other bridesmaids were already in the guesthouse having their hair and makeup done. Sophie should have been there getting ready with them half an hour ago, but she’d wanted to first make sure that everything outside was perfect. Which was why she was still standing out in the vineyard wearing jeans tucked into boots, a long blue sweater and a hat over hair she hadn’t bothered with that morning because she knew the stylist would take care of it for her.

Sophie was a librarian, not a wedding planner, but she’d leaped at the chance to help plan Chase’s wedding, and it had been so much fun. Well, apart from all those meetings with—

“Hey, Nice, looking good.”

Every muscle in Sophie’s body tensed at hearing the low drawl from behind her.

Jake McCann.

Her brother Zach’s closest friend…and the object of twenty years of her unrequited love.

Of course, not once in those twenty years had she ever been anything more to him than Zach’s little sister. What’s more, she knew darn well that she wasn’t “looking good” right then in clothes she’d put on to move furniture and heavy containers of flowers all morning.

Barely stifling a frustrated sigh, she replied, “My name is Sophie, not Nice,” without turning to face him. She’d reminded him of this at least a hundred times over the years, but he still persisted in calling her by her nickname.

It was one thing when her brothers called her Nice…and it was another entirely when Jake said it. Especially when, in her secret dreams, she was naughty and wild and the woman he couldn’t believe he’d lived without for so long.

She felt him move closer, his innate heat searing her even from several feet away. She’d always been overly attuned to him, instantly alert to his presence in a room. As a little girl, she’d made excuses to hang out with her older brothers just to be near Jake, keeping extra quiet so no one would remember she was there while they played in the tree fort or shot pool in the basement while making off-color jokes that she hadn’t understood until she was a great deal older.

The urge to turn and drink him in, to lose herself in the spark of wicked in his chocolate-brown eyes, was so strong she almost gave in. Of course, she knew every inch of Jake’s face by heart, having spent most of her childhood staring at him when she didn’t think he was looking. His jaw was square, and his nose had a couple of bumps on it that she knew were from fights he’d been in.

So instead of looking at him, she forced herself to keep her gaze trained on the outdoor seating area, watching the florists make final adjustments to the arrangements and the caterers rush trays of food in from their vans to Marcus’s industrial-size kitchen. Regardless of what she actually felt for Jake, Sophie’s pride insisted that she do her best to act as if she didn’t care one way or another if he was there or not.

“Hard to believe the day has finally come.” He paused, and she could hear the humor mixed with a faint disdain in his voice as he finished, “A Sullivan is actually taking the plunge.”

Sophie was known as the clearheaded, soft-spoken one in the family, the one who always thought things through before taking action. She’d never been prone to outbursts or to giving in to crazy inner urgings. That was her twin sister Lori’s territory, which was why Lori’s nickname was Naughty and Sophie’s was Nice. But Sophie rarely felt levelheaded anymore around Jake.

How could she when her heart always beat too fast at the thought of what it would feel like to be in his arms…or because he was making her angry with some macho comment? Usually both at the same time. Just as he was doing right now. He was utterly infuriating but so darn desirable that even though she knew she had to be crazy for wanting him the way she did, she’d never been able to stop the way she felt.

Hating how out of control he made her feel, her fingers curled into fists as she lost the battle with acting aloof and whirled around to face him.

Unfortunately for her traitorous hormones, Jake was more gorgeous than ever in his tuxedo. His crisp white dress shirt opened up just enough at the neck for her to see the dark hair curling up at the vee of his chest. His tattoos were covered up, but just knowing they were hidden behind a thin layer of fabric sent a kick of forbidden desire rushing through her. God, what she wouldn’t give to see his tattoos up close, to have hours to run her fingers over his naked skin and study the ink imprinted into his skin.

“Chase and Chloe are in love,” she told him in a sharp voice made even sharper by her disappointment with herself for not being even the slightest bit unaffected by Jake’s good looks. “Their wedding is going to be beautiful and perfect and incredibly romantic.”

It was even more beautiful and perfect and romantic that Chloe was pregnant and absolutely glowing. Sophie couldn’t wait to babysit, to endlessly spoil her niece or nephew. Jake’s mouth moved up into a half smile at her emphatic statement. “It’s going to be one hell of a party, at least.”

What was wrong with him? Sophie wondered for what had to be the thousandth time in twenty years. How could he look at a lifetime of love and only see the party?

Then again, given the fact that he blew through women at a shockingly fast rate, it wasn’t hard to guess that he was one of those imbeciles who didn’t believe in love. A rich, good-looking guy like Jake McCann would just be in it for the sex. She should know better than to give him even five minutes of her time. And yet…if it were that easy, if love was that rational, then she likely would have found another man to fall in love with years ago.

Unfortunately, when it came to her feelings for Jake, rational had absolutely nothing to do with them, and never had.

Even worse, thinking about sex and Jake at the same time always made her go hot all over, and now was no different. Sophie was neither a virgin nor a prude, despite what people might otherwise assume about librarians. On the contrary, if people knew just how well-read she was on the subject of sex, they would likely be shocked. Especially Jake.

Wouldn’t it be something to shock Jake, who clearly thought he had written the book on seduction?

Darn it, by now she should know better than to let her fantasies run away with her where Jake was concerned, even if her body had stupidly fallen in lust with him from the first stirring of teenage hormones. And still, she couldn’t help but breathe in his scent, a faint hint of hops and something she’d never been able to categorize beyond night and darkness.

She moved to straighten an already perfectly straight chair. “I checked over the bar setup earlier and it looks like everything is in place.” She’d planned on hiring a professional bar service for the wedding, but Jake had insisted on covering that aspect of the wedding himself. He owned a chain of Irish pubs, and despite the fact that he was incredibly successful with his businesses, she hadn’t been quite sure how he’d pull off a bar at a formal wedding.

Now that she’d seen what he’d done, she grudgingly had to admit, “You’ve done a good job with it. A really good job.”

She could feel his dark eyes on her as he said, “So have you, with this entire wedding.” Again, he gave her that half smile that made her stomach do flip-flops. “You sure I can’t hire you to run my pubs? I could always use someone like you to whip things into even better shape.”

A burst of pleasure at his compliments shot through her, warming her all over. That was the problem with Jake. Even when she was irritated with him, even though he’d never return her feelings for him in a million, billion years, she couldn’t help but be charmed by him. Sophie and every other woman on the planet, it often seemed.

Still, knowing she’d never forgive herself if she melted into a gooey puddle of lust in the middle of Marcus’s vineyard, she simply told him, “I’d miss my books too much, thanks.”

All her life, Sophie had had stacks of books in every room, and she’d recently embraced the digital age and gotten an e-reader that fit in her purse. She’d gone to Stanford University and come out with a combined degree in English literature and Library Science that she’d put together herself with the help of an adviser who loved books just as much as she did. As soon as she’d graduated from college, she’d applied to work for the San Francisco Public Library. She knew she could have made much more money working for a university library, or applying her research and cataloging skills to one of the high-tech start-ups throughout the Bay Area, but she’d always wanted to be a librarian. Even if her apartment was on the small side and she’d never be rich, she hadn’t regretted her decision for a second.

Knowing that prolonging her close proximity to Jake in this über-romantic setting would only mess with her head, she said, “I’d better get over to the guesthouse.” But just as she was turning to go, a sudden gust of wind whipped her baseball cap off her head.

Jake reached out and caught it by the brim before she even had time to react. “Got it.”

He moved in front of her and slid a lock of dark hair that had caught on her mouth back under the hat as he settled it into place. Her cheek tingled from the gentle brush of skin on skin, and she nervously licked her lips. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d touched her. It wasn’t that he wasn’t an affectionate man, it was just that he’d always seemed to steer clear of touching her.

His hands stilled on the brim of her hat, his dark eyes turning almost jet black as his gaze held on her mouth. Neither of them moved for several moments, but then, suddenly, he was stepping back from her, the slightly cool wine-country air pushing in where his heat had been just seconds before.

“You might want to tighten it down so it doesn’t blow off again,” he told her before quickly scanning her outfit with a frown. “Aren’t you one of Chloe’s maids of honor? What are you still doing wearing that?” Still working to catch her breath from the shock of his touch, it took far longer than it should have for her to register his question. She couldn’t miss the mocking tone, however.

Months ago, when Jake had volunteered to run the bar at Chase and Chloe’s wedding, she’d impulsively decided to teach him a lesson about his arrogance, along with the way he insisted on continuing to look at her as little more than a child, rather than a fully grown woman. She’d planned to make him want her, to somehow figure out a way to make him desperate with longing…before she scorned him, leaving him high and dry for the first time in his life.

But had she made good on those big plans to attract and then reject Jake in the past four months?

Ha!

“Yes, I am,” she finally replied, her words a hard snap of breath and teeth. “Everyone else is getting dressed, but I needed to check on a few final things first.”

The perfect planes of his face shifted again from frown to scowl, before settling back into indifference. “Now that you know everything is perfect, you’d better go get pretty, then, shouldn’t you, princess?”

Jake’s harsh words landed with a hard thud between them. She didn’t know if he’d intended to hurt her with the implication that it would take some time, along with a good amount of effort, to pretty her up…but whether or not that had been his intent, that was exactly what he’d just done.

A few minutes ago she’d felt proud of what she’d accomplished with Chase and Chloe’s wedding. Now, that pride was all but erased by the way Jake looked at her and clearly found her so wanting, so utterly devoid of female allure. Because even though she knew better than to care, even though she knew better than to give him the power to hurt her, a handful of his careless words did more damage than anything else ever could have.

Had she imagined that hunger, that longing, in his eyes just moments ago when he’d touched her cheek and she could have sworn that he was thinking about kissing her?

Or had she simply wanted to feel those sparks so badly that she’d manufactured a split-second connection that would never actually be there between them?

Oh, how she hated the way he’d just talked to her—like she was still a little girl rather than a fully grown, successful, adult woman. Princess. He’d called her princess.

Somehow, that was worse than Nice. At least her family nickname had been born of love.

In one fell swoop, all the resolve she’d had such a hard time holding on to where Jake was concerned gathered up inside her, settling in just over her breastbone. What she wouldn’t give to shock him, to show him that he didn’t know a darn thing about who she really was, that the “nice” girl he’d seen grow up, that the “princess” he saw when he looked at her, was more than woman enough to run him in circles.

Growing up in a family of extraordinary siblings, Sophie had known better than to try to compete with them. She’d never glide across a dance floor like her twin, Lori, who was a choreographer. Sophie would never lead a team to a national championship, like her brother Ryan, who was a professional baseball player. She didn’t save people’s lives on a daily basis, like her firefighter brother Gabe. And she’d never be passionate enough about photography or cars or vineyards to turn them into successful careers and businesses like her brothers Chase, Zach and Marcus had.

But as she stood with Jake in the middle of Marcus’s vineyard barely an hour before Chase and Chloe’s wedding, Sophie couldn’t have been happier that she was so passionate about books that she’d read thousands of novels. Enough, she hoped, to pull together a quick plot that would give Jake a taste of his own medicine…and, at long last, a run for his money.

“You’re right,” she said softly, “I should leave soon to get pretty.” The words tasted like grit on her tongue, and she could have sworn he almost winced as she repeated them back to him. “But there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you first.”

“What’s that?” he asked in an easy voice. One she thought sounded a little too easy, like he was trying to force himself to seem completely nonchalant and unaffected by her.

“Well,” she said slowly, “I just found out that an ex-boyfriend of mine is one of Chloe’s last-minute guests.”

It was true, she’d dated the guy—Alex—for a few months last year. He was good-looking and nice enough, but when she hadn’t been able to bring herself to go to bed with him, his eyes had started wandering to other pretty girls whenever they’d gone out. If she’d cared about him, she knew she would have been upset about it. Instead, she’d quite easily decided to let him loose so that he could go after one of those other women. But while he’d had to know the two of them weren’t going anywhere, he hadn’t appreciated being dumped, even though she’d tried to be as gentle as possible about it. The word tease hadn’t passed his lips, but she’d known it was what he thought about her.

That made it a little easier for her to spin the truth a bit for Jake’s benefit. “He ended up being a bit of a jerk, and he’s someone I’d really like to make jealous.” She slowly lowered her eyelashes as if she still wasn’t over the pain of being left so callously.

Although she’d only been in the chorus of a handful of elementary-school stage productions, she tried to channel the way she imagined her movie star brother Smith would play this scene on-screen. With pathos. And a faint hint of shame at the way she’d never managed to be good enough for her ex, no matter what she’d done.

She waited a beat before lifting her gaze to Jake’s again. “Would you help me?”

He stared down at her, clearly unable to believe what she was proposing. “Hold up a second, Nice. You want me to help you make some loser ex-boyfriend jealous?”

She gritted her teeth at his use of her nickname—and the fact that he immediately assumed any boyfriend of hers had to be a loser—but forced herself to let it go. For now.

“You didn’t bring anyone to the wedding, right?” A few weeks ago, he’d told her he was coming stag so that he could keep watch over his staff at the bar. Sophie figured it was also a good way to make sure he had his pick of hot single guests for an after-party in his bed. She forcefully tamped down the surge of jealousy at that vision as she said, “Please, Jake, will you help me?”

But he was already shaking his head. “No one will ever believe it. And your brothers would kill me if they thought I was looking at you that way.”

Damn his bad reputation and her own, which was virtually pristine. And damn her brothers for being so protective.

Jake was right. They would tear him to shreds if they ever thought he’d so much as had an impure thought about her or Lori. But she refused to give up now, not with his disdainful, “You’d better go get pretty, then, shouldn’t you, princess?” comment still running through her head.

“Are you kidding?” she said with a laugh. “Of course none of them would believe it. You?” She laughed harder. “And me?” She shook her head as if the whole idea were utterly preposterous…even though she’d written their love story a thousand times in her dreams. “We’ve all seen the kind of girls you go for. I would be surprised if half of them can even spell their own names.”

When he scowled, she belatedly realized she might have gone too far.

Oops.

“Don’t worry,” she reassured him, “we’ll make sure none of my family or friends see us. Just my ex.”

“Does this guy have a name?”

The way Jake looked right then, as if he was going to tear her ex apart with his bare hands, told her it wouldn’t be fair to give him Alex’s name.

Thinking fast, she said, “I don’t like saying it aloud.”

Her answer didn’t seem to make him any happier as he growled, “Did he hurt you?”

She was glad she hadn’t had too much to eat for breakfast. Otherwise, it would have threatened to come back up as she moved her hand over her heart and said, “Only here,” in an overly theatrical way.

Sophie was certain anyone else would have seen through her terrible acting job, but Jake was so bound and determined not to notice anything about her it looked as if she was actually going to get away with this.

Knowing it was make-or-break time, she played her final card. “Please, Jake. You’re the only one I can ask to help me get a little revenge on a big jerk.” She leaned in close to his ear and said in a hushed voice, “It will be our little secret.”

God, he smelled good, so good she wanted to rub her lips over the faint stubble on his cheek. Instead, she forced herself to shift her weight away from him.

He ran one hand through his hair and shook his head as if he already knew he was going to regret helping her, then finally said, “Fine. If you’re that desperate, I’ll do it. Although I still don’t think this plan of yours has much of a chance of working.”

“Oh,” she said softly, the word desperate grating along with princess and Nice, “it will work, all right. I’ll make absolutely sure of it.”

* * *

What the hell had just happened?

Jake McCann knew how he was supposed to feel about Sophie Sullivan. He was supposed to love her the way a guy loved his little sister, to watch over her, to make sure she was safe and happy. He was supposed to be blind to the way Sophie had filled out over the years. And he was supposed to hope she found a nice, easygoing guy who would always be careful with her.

He shouldn’t have been appreciating her curves beneath her jeans and sweater as she’d stood in the middle of the vineyard and surveyed the wedding preparations. And when he’d accidentally touched her while putting her baseball cap back on her head and her eyes had gone all dreamy, he sure as hell shouldn’t have felt the crazy urge to drag her against him and kiss that soft mouth and find out just how soft her curves would feel pressed against his hard muscles.

But, even knowing those things, he couldn’t manage to drag his eyes off her as she walked away, couldn’t stop thinking about how soft her cheek had felt against the pad of his thumb and the way her hair had slid like silk through his fingers.

Damn it.

How long had he worked to deny the way he felt about Sophie?

How many years had he told himself his need for her was nothing he couldn’t work out of his system with other women? Women who were good for a few hours in the sack, but who didn’t have an ounce of Sophie’s natural elegance. Her brains. Her gentleness.

And how the hell was he going to make it through an entire wedding with Sophie when his self-control had been slipping a little more each time he’d seen her over the past few months as he’d helped her with putting Chase and Chloe’s wedding together? Sitting close to her as she’d run through the wedding plans with him, breathing in her sweet scent, wondering if she would taste just as sweet against his tongue, had been slowly driving him crazy. Day by day, she’d crept into his thoughts, his dreams, and every time she stayed longer.

Sophie had always been special, even as a little girl. Not only the prettiest thing he’d ever seen in his life, but also so smart she’d blown him away even at five years old. And she was brave, too. So much braver than she gave herself credit for. As the smallest, quietest one in a family of eight kids, she wouldn’t even flinch as she walked into the middle of flying elbows and knees. And somehow, like magic, the sea of limbs would part for her, as if her silent power was so much bigger than her brothers’ muscles or her twin sister’s constant hollering.

Just a few minutes ago, as he’d been standing in the middle of Marcus’s vineyard with Sophie near enough to pull into his arms, Jake had been caught between two impossible choices. Reach out and finally claim her the way he’d fantasized about taking her for far too long…or push her away for her own good. Because it was one thing for a McCann to be friends with a Sullivan girl. It was another thing entirely to think that he could claim her for himself, and keep her forever.

He’d always known that wasn’t possible, that Sophie deserved better than the son of an abusive drunk who poured beer for a living. Unfortunately, knowing that hadn’t made the wanting go away.

His chest clenched with regret as he remembered Sophie’s wounded expression after he’d made those cracks about her clothes and needing to be made pretty for the wedding. She was the last person in the world he wanted to hurt, which was exactly why he’d made sure to keep his distance as much as possible over the years.

Jake hated to think that some guy she’d dated had done a number on her, and actually had the nerve to show up at her brother’s wedding. She deserved to be with someone who would give her everything. A house in the suburbs and a white picket fence. A handful of cute kids with big brains like their mother’s.

He pushed his knuckles hard against his sternum, trying to physically shove away the tightening in his chest that began with the images of Sophie being picture-book happy with some other guy. Jake wasn’t sure about her plan to make her ex jealous, but he was already planning to get the guy alone and teach him a lesson about what happened when somebody messed with a Sullivan.

Just then, Chase stepped out onto Marcus’s terrace and called Jake’s name, jolting him out of his thoughts.

Chase’s brothers were all groomsmen and Marcus had gotten a special license so that he could officiate the ceremony. Jake was the only non-Sullivan to be given the honor of standing up with the groom, even though Chase had plenty of cousins who could have been chosen.

The ninth Sullivan. It was always how they’d made him feel, like he was one of them. Back when he was a kid and he’d hung out at their house, Jake had pretended he was home. And the truth was, Mary Sullivan’s house had been the only real home he’d known until a few years ago when he’d bought his own place. By then his Irish pubs were booming and he was able to easily afford the kind of house he’d only dreamed of having before.

Jake was happy for Chase on his wedding day. The first time Jake had met Chloe, he’d been struck by what a perfect fit they were for each other. Sure, he had been surprised by the way his friend had fallen so quickly, and by how happy he was about the whole husband/father thing being dropped into his lap. But just because Jake wouldn’t ever let himself get tied up in that ball and chain, he would always support a Sullivan.

Being a groomsman at Chase’s wedding and running the bar was all part of giving back to the family who had helped raise him when his own family hadn’t given a damn.

The two men shook hands and exchanged a hug. “How’re you feeling on the big day?” Jake asked.

Chase grinned. “Good.” His grin widened. “Really good.”

Jake had seen Chase and Chloe together enough to know this was one seriously happy dude. Chase didn’t seem to have one regret about giving up having his pick of hot models and finally settling down.

“Have you seen Chloe?” Chase asked. “Do you know if she needs anything?”

As soon as Chloe had announced her pregnancy, Chase had become a carbon copy of every other overprotective dad-to-be. It was exactly the kind of crazy behavior Jake would never understand. Which was why he made damn certain none of his sexual partners could get knocked up.

“I was just talking with Sophie,” he told Chase. “Sounds like everything is under control with the girls.”

“Good.” Chase nodded, then grinned at him. “Come inside. Smith is telling us about an orgy he walked in on a couple of weeks ago at an awards show after-party. I’m guessing it’s a warm-up for his speech after the wedding.”

Jake grinned, then said, “So you’re really not going to miss all of that, huh?”

Chase didn’t hesitate before shaking his head. “Chloe is worth so much more.”

In companionable silence, the two men headed for the house, and Jake could hear the Sullivans laughing as they walked inside. He loved the family as if they were his own. He would take a bullet for any of them.

Especially the dark-haired beauty he couldn’t manage to get out of his head.

Or his heart.


CHAPTER TWO


“There you are! We were just about to send out a search party for you.” Kalen, the makeup artist Chase usually worked with on his photo shoots, grabbed Sophie the second she stepped into the guesthouse. “Everyone else is putting on their dresses already.” She looked carefully at Sophie’s unpainted face. “Fortunately, all you need is some light mascara and lipstick.” As Kalen laid out the products she was planning to use on Sophie, she added, “I swear, all of you have such good genes. I wish I could have worked on your mother when she was a model. She’s so beautiful now, she must have been absolutely extraordinary when she was younger.”

“Next time you’re over at the house, you should ask her if you can see her scrapbooks,” Sophie suggested. “I used to spend hours going through them when I was a little girl. I could hardly believe the woman in the pictures was my mother.” And while Sophie had been going through her mother’s scrapbooks, her sister, Lori, would be playing in front of the mirror with her mother’s eye shadows and powders and lipsticks.

Normally, Sophie would have agreed with Kalen to keep her face close to bare. She’d never been all that comfortable in makeup. Sophie had always been more interested in reading aloud to Lori from the books she’d found on makeup application, rather than being in the makeup chair herself.

“Actually,” she said, her heart pounding hard at what she was about to do, “I was hoping you could work a little of your magic on me.”

Kalen raised an eyebrow. “Magic?”

Sophie nodded, forcing herself to admit, “There’s this guy…”

“A guy, huh?” Kalen gave Sophie a slow grin. “Well, in that case, I’d be happy to work a little of my magic on you. He won’t know what hit him.” She called out to the hairstylist friend she’d brought with her. “Jackie, can you come here for a sec?”

A few minutes of hushed conferencing later—in which Sophie made it clear that she didn’t want to look overly made up or trashy, just a whole lot sexier than she normally did—the three women had formulated a plan.

Sophie sat back in front of the mirror and tried to ignore her rapidly beating heart as they transformed her from Nice into someone entirely different.

* * *

Kalen and Jackie had just finished doing Sophie’s hair and makeup and were helping her change into her bridesmaid’s dress without messing up their brilliant work when Lori walked into the room.

She’d always moved quickly, but one look at Sophie had her stopping dead in her tracks and going as still as Sophie had ever seen her twin.

Lori stared at her in shock. “What the heck have you done with my sister?”

The two of them hadn’t been getting along so well for the past year. Sophie hated to see the way Lori was letting that jerk she’d been dating in secret walk all over her. Everyone saw her twin as so fierce, so fearless, but Sophie knew Lori was simply better at hiding her emotions than the rest of them.

Every time Sophie had tried to bring up the situation, instead of confiding in her, Lori had blocked her out of her life more and more. Lori was a master of sharp, sarcastic barbs, as Sophie knew all too well, and she’d been lashed out at one too many times in recent months. But beneath everything that had come between them in the past year, she loved her sister.

How could she not, when they’d always been two halves of a whole?

Today was one of those days when Sophie needed her twin’s reassurance. Lori was the only one who could automatically understand everything about her on a DNA level.

In the heat of the moment, when the way Jake had treated her had pushed her into finally making the decision to shake things up, it had seemed so empowering to let Kalen and Jackie get creative with her look. But for someone like Sophie, who’d always been perfectly happy disappearing into the background, this hair, this makeup, this attitude, was a big departure.
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