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      It started as a favor.

      

      I would do anything for my best friend, and that’s how I got roped into being her brother’s date to a wedding. I told her yes, but deep down I knew it was a terrible idea.

      

      See, the thing is that I’ve been in love with Clara’s brother, Kai, for my entire life. I know I can’t have him, though. Not only is he older than me, but I would never do anything to jeopardize my friendship with Clara.

      

      Then the wedding gets canceled, which wouldn’t be a big deal if Kai and I hadn’t already gotten off the last ferry of the day.

      

      Now the two of us are stranded on an island just off the California coast with no cell service and no way home. Not until tomorrow morning, anyway.

      

      I haven’t given in to my feelings for Kai for years. I can make it another twenty-four hours, right?

      

      Turns out that being stranded and his sister’s best friend isn't the biggest obstacle to our relationship.

      

      When I find out what Kai did, will I ever be able to forgive him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Oakley

      

      Being back in Sequoia is surreal. Nothing has changed.

      Except me, that is.

      “Are you going to go see Clara?” my mom asks as she pushes her food around her plate.

      “Clara is in Los Angeles working, mom,” I remind her. She lets out a dreamy sigh.

      “How exciting. I bet she loves it there. Who wouldn’t?”

      My mom loves bigger cities. She always has, which is why it’s so weird to me that she married my dad and moved to a farm in the middle of nowhere. I think she had a fantasy in her head that she would be playing out some version of Dynasty. Instead, she got a failing farm and a husband who likes to sleep with all of her friends.

      My mom was a Miss USA runner-up, which she never lets us forget, and she’s still drop-dead gorgeous. I get a lot of my looks from her. We have the same black hair, though hers is dyed now to hide the grays. I got my eyes from her too. Pale blue, almost colorless in the right light.

      That’s where the similarities end, though. My mother’s flawless skin is creamy white, almost as translucent as her eyes. She’s tried to stay out of the sun ever since she read an article saying it causes wrinkles. I, on the other hand, love being outdoors and get a nice tan every summer from working on my parents’ farm.

      My beauty queen mother is also thin, skinny to the extreme, whereas I… am most definitely not. No thigh gap here. I like carbs too much, and I won’t apologize for that. Miss USA Runner-Up hasn’t had a carb in twenty years, according to her. Maybe that’s why she’s so miserable all the time.

      My weight has always been a point of contention with her. Ever since I hit puberty, my darling mother has been on me to lose weight or try some new diet. When she isn’t force-feeding me kale salad, she’s buying me clothes that are at least three sizes too small to “encourage me” to lose weight. In reality, she has me try on the too-tight outfits and shows me where my problem areas are.

      “Maybe we should go see her,” My mom suggests, breaking me out of my thoughts. Her eyes quickly dart to my father and then away. “It could be a girls’ trip.”

      “Maybe,” I hedge.

      Going to Los Angeles with my mom is always a nightmare. She dresses like she’s still a twenty-something and drags me out to nightclubs where I have to pretend to be her sister instead of her daughter. Don’t even get me started on if she meets someone and wants to take them home.

      I scrunch up my nose at the thought, then sigh, taking the last bite of chicken as I think about how much I didn’t miss this. I’ve been away at college for the last four years, and I almost convinced myself my family is normal. Healthy, even.

      The truth is that I hated college. School was always a struggle for me, but I pushed myself to go so I could take over the farm in some weird attempt to make my parents proud. I know I’m not the kid my parents wanted. They’ve told me as much ever since I came home with a stack of books and said I wanted to read all summer instead of going on a European vacation.

      In short, we have nothing in common, and I don’t think they respect me and my life choices. Now that I have my degree, however, they have to take me seriously. Right? I’m technically more qualified to run the farm than my parents were when they moved here.

      I have so many ideas for this place. My dad has been running it, and our income has been steady if not a bit stretched at times, but I have new ideas to hopefully keep us in the green for years to come. I just need to find the right time to bring it up to them.

      Glancing at both of my parents, I feel even more like an outsider in my own family. My dad is done eating and busy scrolling on his phone. He’s wearing a suit and tie even though he never even left the property today. Didn’t work it either, from the looks of his crisp white button-down. My mom is giving flirty looks to her new driver as he passes by the dining room door, making me lose my appetite.

      I roll my eyes at the charade their marriage has become. Sometimes I wish they would just get divorced already.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I glance at it, smiling when I see that it’s Clara texting me.

      

      Clara: Can you talk?

      Oakley: Give me ten.

      

      She sends back a thumbs up, and I clear my throat.

      “I think I’m going to turn in early.”

      Neither of my parents acknowledges me, which is par for the course, and I stand, carrying my dishes into the kitchen. Our chef smiles at me gratefully as I scrap it clean and load it into the dishwasher.

      “Have a good night,” I tell her, and she nods, hurrying into the dining room to clear my parents’ plates.

      I speed walk down the hallway and up the stairs to my room. I can’t help but glance over at the Stud Farm as I pass the big window.

      Our house is an oddity in a place like Sequoia. It’s a mansion, a place better suited for the Hollywood Hills than this small rural community. It’s an eyesore, and the only thing that helps the house blend in is that it’s surrounded by crops and animals.

      We’re the only family around here that I know of who has drivers and chefs. I should be happy that I was lucky to have other people around, but having someone clean up after me has always just made me feel uncomfortable.

      I flop onto my bed and call Clara as I get comfortable. She answers on the first ring and I smile as I hear my oldest friend’s voice.

      “You’re back!”

      “I am! I got back yesterday.”

      “I heard you went to the bar last night.”

      “Yeah, just for a little bit with Twyla. She wanted to do something to help me celebrate coming home.”

      “You mean escape from your parents?”

      “Pretty much,” I say, making her laugh.

      “How are they?”

      “Well, my mom was actually just talking about taking a trip to Los Angeles to see you. You know how much she misses you.”

      “Pass.”

      I laugh. She couldn’t sound less thrilled with the idea of my mom coming to see her if she tried, but I get it.

      “Speaking of family,” Clara starts. My heart starts to pound in my chest.

      I’ve never told her, but I’ve always had the biggest crush on her older brother, Kai. I’ve been in love with him for so long that I’m not even sure when it happened. I remember I was already head over heels for him one night when he comforted me after I had a fight with my mom. She had hired a personal trainer and made me miss a riding lesson to work out. I ran away, and Kai found me.

      I remember blurting everything out to him as we sat on a fallen tree on the other side of the property. He wrapped his arms around me and just listened, letting me cry into his chest. Then he offered to sneak me into his house, telling me Clara, him, and his brothers could sneak me food, and I’d never have to work out ever again.

      He made me laugh and feel beautiful for the first time in my life, and I’ve been hooked on him ever since.

      Unfortunately for me, Kai is totally off-limits. He’s my best friend’s brother, and I could never hurt Clara like that. So, I’ve spent the last ten years pretending I don’t love Kai.

      It’s been miserable, but I try not to dwell on the dull ache buried deep in my chest, right next to my heart.

      I thought going away to college would make it easier to forget him, but it didn’t. I compared every guy I met to him. I dreamt of him. I even tried to stalk him on social media, but he never posts, so I was stuck staring at old pictures every time I missed him.

      He has one picture of the two of us on his Instagram. It’s from one of the days when we went down to the lake, and we’re both laughing and grinning into the camera. His arms are wrapped around me, and I’m holding onto his wrist. We look like a real couple, and I used to stare at that picture whenever I was feeling homesick and imagine that things had been different between us.

      “Kai needs a date,” Clara says. I blink, clearing the fog of nostalgia and heartache. Surely I misheard her.

      “What?”

      “My brother, Kai, needs a date,” she says slower.

      “For what?”

      “Some wedding. One of his old friends from high school is getting married this weekend. I just talked to him, and he said that he’s going to go alone.”

      “Okay, so let him go alone.”

      “To a wedding, Oakley?”

      I frown, wondering why that’s such a big deal.

      “He can’t; plus, he already RSVP’d and said he was bringing a plus one, so now the couple paid for that guest.”

      “Why don’t you just go with him?” I ask.

      “I can’t get it off,” she grumbles.

      “Kade making you work late again?”

      “Always,” she says. Her voice raises, and I know he must be close by. “He’s such a demanding little dick.”

      “Nothing little about it,” Kade calls back. I can picture Clara rolling her eyes.

      “Are you going to quit soon?” I ask her, and she sighs.

      “I don’t know. I like this place, and the work is fun when I’m not scrambling to meet a million different deadlines.”

      “So go work for a different law office.”

      “I’m trying. I’ve been putting in my resume at a few places, but I haven’t heard anything back yet.”

      “You will,” I promise her.

      “Back to Kai.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I ask her.

      “Go with him,” she says easily. It’s simultaneously the one thing I was hoping for and dreading that she would say.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I hedge.

      “Why not? I thought you liked Kai,” she says, a touch of worry in her voice.

      “What?” I half shriek.

      Maybe I wasn’t as discreet with my crush as I thought.

      “I mean, I know you haven’t seen each other in a while, but I thought you were friends,” Clara says. I sag back against my bed.

      “Oh, yeah, we’re friends,” I say, trying to smooth over my little freak-out. I stumble over the word friends, though I hope she didn’t hear it. The idea of being Kai’s friend while he moves on with his life and eventually meets some stunning woman, marries her, and has a big, beautiful family makes me sick to my stomach.

      “Great. Then go with him. It’s tomorrow night, and you’d be back Saturday morning.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Please, Oak? It’s just for a few hours,” she begs.

      Clara has always looked after her brothers and I’m not surprised that she’s doing the same for Kai now.

      She also knows that I would do anything for her. I sigh, knowing I’m going to cave, but wanting her to sweat it out a bit more.

      “Come on, Oaky Smoky!”

      “You know I hate that nickname,” I grumble.

      “I’ll never call you it again if you say yes.”

      “Really? Somehow I doubt that.”

      “Fine, I’ll reserve it for special occasions and holidays.”

      “Deal.” I laugh while she lets out a relieved breath.

      “Yay! Okay, he’s leaving tomorrow afternoon at two. The wedding is on this little island, so it’s a bit of a drive, and then I think a ferry ride or something.”

      “Okay, I’ll be at his place before two then,” I promise.

      “I’ll go call him and tell him the good news. Thanks, Oakley!”

      “No problem,” I lie.

      We hang up a minute later, and I groan as I drag my hands down my face.

      Good news? More like the biggest potential dumpster fire of my life.

      How am I ever going to be around Kai and somehow keep my raging hormones and unrequited love hidden? Oh god, what if I make an absolute fool of myself and confess my crush, only to have him laugh in my face?

      I’ll have to do some research about this island. I have to make sure I can swim to the mainland if necessary.

      This might have been a huge mistake.
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      Kai

      

      I don’t have many regrets in life. I have just one, in fact.

      Promising my sister that I would stay away from Oakley Clark.

      She’s been Clara’s best friend since kindergarten, and I’ve been in love with her since I first laid eyes on her. I was so young then that I didn’t even know what love was. That connection only grew, though, and by the time we were teenagers, I knew that she was the one for me.

      Oakley has the purest heart of anyone I’ve ever met, despite her shitty parents. She grew up in an uncaring home, yet she goes out of her way time and time again to be kind to others. Then there are her eyes. Light blue, almost clear every time she peers up at me and the sun streams across her face.

      I tripped and fell right into her gaze one evening years ago, and I haven’t been the same since. Oakley’s eyes were filled with vulnerability, sorrow, and a pain so deep I’d do anything to take it away from her.

      Unfortunately for me, when I was fifteen, Clara made me promise to stay away from her friends. One of her friends’ brothers dumped another friend, and it caused a ton of drama. I know that Clara was just worried about losing Oakley, so I had promised right away.
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