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      Hey, I can tell you're exhausted from your week in Vegas but what's up with you?" Amelia asked, sliding Izzy a searching glance from the driver's seat. "I thought you'd be bouncing off the walls with excitement."

      Isabel Shipley—Izzy to her friends and family—lifted a hand to rub her upper chest and wondered if it was time to break down and take something for the anxiety plaguing her ever since waking up in her hotel room this morning on her last day in Las Vegas.

      The rumpled bed had said a lot of things, but it was the running shower and suddenly pounding head that wouldn't allow her to put two and two together and come up with anything other than sheer panic. Especially when a glance at the bedside clock gave her barely an hour to get to the airport and through Vegas security for her flight back home to Carolina Cove, North Carolina.

      Given her frantic state to get out while the gettin' was good, she'd scrambled into clothes she'd purposely left out because she always ran late and grabbed the suitcase she had haphazardly packed the day before on a break from the gallery. After a last horrified glance at the open bathroom door and the scrumptiousness she left behind, she’d made a run for the hills and hopefully the return of her sanity.

      She didn't do things like this. Ever.

      So why had she?

      Adrenaline had given her just enough mindfulness to hail a taxi, but the TSA line was long and she'd had to freaking run for her gate, arriving mere seconds before the door to the plane shut behind her as the last one to board.

      Head throbbing from the stress ice pick stabbing her brain, she'd curled up against the window, her mind racing with questions and embarrassment as memories of the previous night surfaced until she fell into a fitful doze that came from too much stress, not enough sleep, a physical soreness that brought a blush to her cheeks.

      Hours after leaving the hotel room and Vegas behind, her mind still hadn't come up with any logical answers. Truthfully, she couldn't even blame the champagne she'd drunk.

      She’d only had three glasses over a span of time, but her excitement and adrenaline had known no bounds. And what better way to celebrate the completion of her first real showcase than with a tall, dark, and very gorgeous man?

      He'd made her tingle. Like, seriously, tingle. She hadn't known such a thing was possible. Even more amazing, he'd seemed genuinely interested in her art and process, which was such a turn-on itself.

      He also knew her cousin Michael and had attended her showcase because of it—which made him safer than the average Joe.

      "Izzy? Seriously, you're worrying me. What's up?" her best friend asked.

      Izzy watched as Amelia ran a hand over her rapidly expanding belly in a soothing-mama gesture and swallowed hard.  She had to snap out of it. If anyone should be freaking out, it was Amelia. She was the one with twins on the way.

      Izzy nodded to herself. Suck it up, buttercup. What was done was done. She and Everett had flirted, sipped luscious champagne, played blackjack and…made a bet. Which was how she’d wound up listening to the shower spray in the next room.

      Winner gets a kiss, he'd said.

      Loser has to— "I-I...I'm fine. Just really, really tired." Because while her challenge hadn’t been anything outrageous, it had led to the aftermath.

      "But your show was a success? You texted and said you'd scored some good commissions and would text me later to tell me details."

      Thankful for the distraction, Izzy turned her attention to the passing scenery. "Yeah, sorry about that. I went to the bar for a drink and...talked to friends."

      Friend, rather. That's where she'd met him again. The handsome not-so-stranger who'd wandered through the gallery around each of her paintings as though looking over a Monet or something equally amazing. Everett had introduced himself as a longtime friend of her cousin Michael's, said that he'd seen her name on the signs about the gallery show, and remembered Michael bragging about his talented artist cousin and the timing of her upcoming show.

      They'd chatted briefly, her entire body humming with excitement because he was so…so fine.

      But it wasn't until later when she'd met up with him in the bar that things had gone from casual conversation to major flirtation.

      "I thought as much. You know, sometimes it really comes down to the people you know, which is why it's so important to get out there. So? Tell me. Who bought your work? Anyone famous?"

      Izzy frowned. She'd stayed so busy in Las Vegas prepping for the show after the last-minute inclusion that she hadn't had time to miss home. But now that she was here?

      The familiar sights and traffic signs pointing to Carolina Cove brought tears to her eyes and comfort to her soul.

      Or maybe it was the relief that she could almost shut herself inside her apartment and pretend the last twelve hours hadn't happened?

      Or relive them.

      To be honest, it was a toss-up as to which she’d prefer.

      How could a thirty-two-year-old woman get herself into such a pickle?

      God forbid she ever admit this, but maybe her mother was right? She was too old for this. The games that came with dating and…

      It's not dating when it's a one-night stand.

      Which she didn't do.

      Ever.

      Except with someone Michael knows?

      Her cousin wasn't a saint by any means, but she was pretty sure he wouldn’t want to go to a business meeting and find out what had happened to his "kid cousin" in Vegas. And if memory served, Michael and Everett were currently working on a project.

      Great. Oh, great.

      “Iz?”

      She had to really focus to remember Amelia’s question. "Um, I-I don't know. The buyers finalized everything with the curator. I'll get more details this week, I'm sure. There...wasn't much time there at the end." Because she’d finished the show floating on a cloud, having made plans to meet Everett to celebrate the completion.

      "Well, it's fantastic. I'm so proud of you," Amelia said, sliding Izzy another glance from across the way as she crossed the bridge toward Carolina Cove.

      "Thanks. I mean, they could always change their mind but—"

      "No buts. It's awesome and doubtful that would happen, so accept the sales as a win. I'm happy for you."

      "Yeah. It's just...surreal." In so many ways.

      She appreciated Amelia's support. Her friend was the best, softhearted and understanding and supportive even though Izzy's crazy ideas weren’t always thought through.

      "Okay, so, you're only minutes away from home. Take today off to recoup and rest, and then you can hit the ground running tomorrow."

      "Yeah, I think I might." Sleep was good. It would bring clarity. Right? Maybe then she could figure out exactly how she'd gone from being a not-so-wild child to waking up with a virtual stranger.

      She'd had boyfriends. Two long-term ones and a handful of wannabes. But despite what people—especially her mother—might believe about artists and her so-called bohemian lifestyle, she wasn't a casual hookup kind of girl.

      And other than talking and laughing and kissing—a lot—she wasn't sure when the scales had tipped during the night. Only that she'd allowed Everett to walk her to her hotel room in the wee hours of the morning after all their fun—and then invited him inside.

      "Thanks again for picking me up."

      "Absolutely. The timing couldn't have worked out better. I can drop you off and head to the film location to look around and still make it home early. I want to do something special for Lincoln's birthday. Especially since this is our last birthday alone for a while."

      Izzy watched as Amelia slid her hand over her pregnant belly again and loved how happy her friend seemed to be. Pregnancy definitely agreed with her. "Good thing I have my sunglasses on," she teased. "You're absolutely glowing."

      Amelia laughed, her earrings brushing her shoulders as she shrugged.

      "I feel like it. I mean, it's weird but I have all of this energy. I'm told it's not the norm and usually the opposite is true, but I think I could climb mountains with energy to spare."

      Izzy thought of how tired her older sister, Allie, had been during her pregnancies and shook her head. Definitely not the norm. "Just don't overdo it," Izzy said, wishing she could borrow some of that energy right now. Maybe then she wouldn't feel as though she'd been dragged out to sea by a riptide and been swimming against the current for days.

      "Oh, I won't. I couldn't if I wanted to. Lincoln has been waiting on me hand and foot when I get home from work, and no one on set will let me lift a finger. Oh! Crap."

      "What?"

      "Well, before I forget...I ran into the Babes while you were gone."

      "And?"

      "I hate to say it, but your mom insists we use her house for the baby shower you're hosting. I hope that's okay? When I told them we were going to have it downstairs at London's Lattes, the Babes…well, they made it really hard to say no."

      No doubt they had. The Babes rarely took no for an answer to anything. But why should they when the five older women had been catered to their whole lives?

      During the summers of '58 and '59, four prominent Carolina Cove neighbors and friends had given birth to baby girls. One even had a set of twins. The proud mothers had taken the babes for daily strolls in their prams—and the locals had nicknamed them the Boardwalk Babes—a name used to this day by the now sixty-somethings.

      All in all, Izzy had four pseudo aunts and ten "cousins," seven female and three male—with the twin Babes each having a set of twins of their own—ranging in age from mid-forties all the way down to Izzy's thirty-two. Growing up, it had sucked to always be the youngest. Even more so because not only had her two older sisters treated her like the baby but all of her "cousins" had as well. She’d always been the kid sister no one wanted tagging along to dampen their fun.

      "Okay," Amelia said, turning down the street toward London's Lattes and pulling to a stop behind Izzy's VW Bug convertible. Betty the Bug might be old, but she was still just as pretty as the day Izzy had bought her. Minus a little sun damage the south was known for.

      "Need help getting in?" Amelia asked.

      "No. I've got it. Thanks."

      Izzy had rented the apartment above the coffee shop a little over a year ago when London Cohen, owner of London's Lattes, had met and then married a northern transplant who'd moved to the beach with his adopted children. Making rent wasn't always easy with her sporadic sales, but there was no denying being on her own gave Izzy a sense of freedom and independence she'd longed for after far too many years under her parents' roof.

      Living a minimalist lifestyle made it easier to live sale to sale, but it didn't leave much in the bank afterwards. Not that her parents needed to know that. But thankfully with her commissions from the Vegas showcase, she now had a cushion that would allow her to breathe for at least six months. She would put that time to good use.

      Her mother had never understood why Izzy felt the need to move out of their garage apartment into an apartment several blocks away, but Izzy knew if she ever had a hope of proving her abilities and worth, she had to stand on her own. Even if it meant giving up more than a few luxuries. Life was about more than just things. It was experiences and moments…moments she captured and painted because she couldn't imagine doing anything else with her life—no matter what her family said.

      "Okay, so get in there and get some rest. You don't seem like yourself, and you'll need all the energy you can muster now that the Babes are involved in the baby shower. I have a feeling things might be a little over-the-top now."

      "Ain't that the truth," Izzy muttered, pulling her lips into a wry twist of dread. If her mother and the rest of the Babes knew one thing, it was how to entertain. Nothing could be simple. A party—especially a baby shower welcoming a new life into the world—would be "Babe-ified" in the extreme.

      "Sorry. I know I should've protested more, but you know how they can be."

      "Trust me, I know," Izzy said truthfully. "And it's not a problem. I'm used to dealing with my mother and the Babes. No worries." While navigating the Babes might make shower prepping more stressful, Izzy wouldn't be responsible for footing the bill on the Babes' many additions to the planning. If nothing else, that was a win for her in a time when she needed to bank and save as much as she could for a rainy day.

      "Iz?"

      Izzy was halfway out the door when Amelia stopped her. "Yeah?"

      "What's with the ring? You're pretty eclectic but that's not exactly your usual style," Amelia said with a wry expression and a little laugh.

      Izzy glanced down at the gaudy, sparkling double dice ring she wore on the ring finger of her left hand. One she'd thought about taking off on the plane but hadn't because of the memories it now held in the somewhat sensual-coated space in her brain from last night.

      The fun of three glasses of bubbly seemed like a good idea while she had such a great time with a handsome, charismatic man.  "Oh, it's just, um, a souvenir," she said, swallowing hard because of the way her heart began to pound in her chest when an image appeared in her mind. The champagne-coated edges of her memories sharpened, and she zeroed in on the moment her gorgeous companion had slid the ring onto her finger, a smile on his seductive lips that she’d matched with one of her own.

      "Good thing. For a second there I thought you'd gone and gotten married in Vegas."

      Izzy released a laugh that sounded shriller than she'd intended and slid her purse to her shoulder. "You know how it goes. What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas."
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      Everett Drake glanced at his watch for the nth time, his impatience growing with every second spent on the private jet. It had been five long, work-filled days since he'd opened his eyes Sunday morning in the Vegas suite beside Isabel, and he couldn’t wait to see her again.

      He'd left the bed long enough to shower, but when he'd returned, Isabel was nowhere to be found. Her purse and suitcase were gone, the clothes he'd seen draped over the chair missing as well. Without so much as a note on the nightstand or a thank you, sir.

      His college buddy's cousin had since ignored his numerous attempts to contact her, which was yet another reason to travel south. He wasn't used to being dismissed so casually, nor was he used to a woman walking away the way Isabel had.

      Following her immediately hadn’t been an option due to a series of prescheduled business meetings that required his presence in New York City, but now the wait was over, and he found himself chasing the thrill of Isabel as much as he had been that night.

      The moment the jet touched down on the tarmac, Everett headed toward the door, followed by his personal assistant, Jacob, and Tomas, a bodyguard contracted from Guardian Group who also acted as his driver.

      Jacob was a worrier and had managed to convince Everett that this time he really needed to bring Tomas along on the trip. No doubt Jacob felt two pairs of eyes on him were better than none and might keep him out of trouble.

      "Sir?"

      Everett had paused at the top of the stairs leading to the waiting SUV below. All to take in the sun where it hung low in the sky, promising a sunset full of spectacular cotton-candy-like pastels.

      Everett glanced over his shoulder in time to catch Jacob's look of surprise that his billionaire boss had paused long enough to partake in something as uneventful as the sky. Apparently this was the week for surprises.

      In the time since his father's wedding in Vegas to wife number eight, Everett had had plenty of opportunity to think about things. That's what brought him to Carolina Cove.

      That and Isabel. Her cooperation would be key, after all.

      Luggage transferred, the three of them made their way to the SUV for the drive to Carolina Cove. Jacob had arranged for an oceanfront rental located a few blocks from Isabel's tiny apartment above a coffeehouse, and Everett hoped the convenience to her would make things easier during his stay. They had details to discuss. A lot of them.

      Forty-five minutes after landing, Tomas crossed the bridge leading to Carolina Cove.

      The traffic heading out of Wilmington had been bumper-to-bumper, allowing time for several phone calls and meetings to be conducted. He'd never been to Wilmington before, but he'd heard about the city's rapid growth and movie industry from Isabel, her cousin, and Tomas, who’d interviewed in Wilmington with Guardian Group before being sent to New York for work.

      "Mr. Drake? Michael Devoncourt for you."

      Everett accepted the cell from Jacob and pressed it to his ear. "Michael."

      "Did I hear correctly? Our meeting has been relocated to Carolina Cove? You're in town?"

      "Just made it to the island."

      "I don't believe it. Everett Drake is actually taking a vacation?"

      "You've invited me to visit often enough. I thought I'd finally take you up on it."

      Everett chatted with Michael a few minutes longer regarding the upcoming meeting and hung up just as Tomas pulled into a driveway and parked.

      Everett exited the vehicle and turned to take in the home and the neighborhood fronting the Atlantic.

      The three-story dwellings were a variety of shapes, sizes, and colors, but all blocked the sun setting behind them, casting a shadow over the dunes and halfway across the sand.

      Pelicans swooped down and skimmed the surface of the Atlantic with agile grace, and in the distance, the pier was lined with fishermen and tourists alike.

      From the look of things, Carolina Cove was a far cry from the Hamptons or Martha's Vineyard, but he had to admit the seaside town had its own charm. Despite the dinner-hour traffic and busy boardwalk, the area was relatively quiet and tranquil. So unlike the rush, crush, and busyness that was everything New York City.

      Maybe it was because of all the stories Michael and Isabel had told him of this place and the people here. That or the long days and sleepless nights spent working in order to travel to Isabel in person had finally caught up with him and made him nostalgic for the sense of community and roots he'd never really had.

      Inside the home, Everett took a quick tour before changing out of his suit into comfortable, casual clothes. Jacob had checked the weather reports before boarding, and Everett's housekeeper had packed an assortment of clothing to accommodate the warmth of the November days as well as the evening chill. Jacob had arranged grocery delivery through the booking agency, so the house was well stocked.

      Everett left the two grumbling men behind, determined to see Isabel alone. He didn't feel the need to have a shadow for the short walk to Isabel's apartment, and he certainly didn't want to have to explain Tomas's presence when he lurked in the shadows like a ghost.

      In shorts and a lightweight pullover and sporting sunglasses to combat the day's last blinding rays as he headed west, he knew he had the appearance of just another tourist visiting the area.

      Everett hoped the time alone on the walk would help him gather his thoughts for how to broach the conversation to come, but his mind whirled as he analyzed his proposal all over again.

      Who was Isabel Shipley? Was she really as intriguing as he'd found her in Vegas?

      Everett walked the few blocks to the coffee shop beneath Isabel's apartment and stepped inside, suddenly in need of a few more minutes to put his thoughts in order.

      The woman behind the counter smiled as he entered.

      "Welcome to London's Lattes. What can I get for you?"

      He placed an order for two and distracted himself by studying the various items on display and for sale.

      "Just visiting or a new resident?" the woman asked as she worked.

      Everett glanced around and realized she spoke to him. "Uh, visiting. Any recommendations? I landed about an hour ago."

      A small smile pulled at the woman's mouth as she nodded.

      "Well, you're off to a good start," she said, setting one cup on the counter. "Best coffee around. Other than that, be sure to check out the pier, pier house and aquarium, and downtown Wilmington. There's a lot of history here if that's your sort of thing. Especially if you like pirates."

      "Pirates?"

      "Mmm. Blackbeard, Stede Bonnet... Oh, and there's the battleship North Carolina docked across the river as well. You could also do a day trip to Bald Head Island or Southport. There's no shortage of things to do here. It’s just a matter of preference."

      "I'll check them out. Thanks." He tucked the information back for reference later, hoping to explore the area with Isabel at his side. Maybe that would help break the tension he instinctively knew would be present?

      He'd always been a sucker for historical facts, and growing up, he'd dreamed of actually being a pirate king. The memory brought a rare smile to his lips. He couldn't have been more than four or five at the time, racing through the house while wearing his eye patch and hat and carrying a tiny plastic sword.

      The memory following it, however, was not as pleasant.

      "Here's your order. Can I get you anything else?"

      Drawn back to the present, he remembered Isabel's penchant for chocolate desserts and added two chocolate-drizzled scones to the order. While the barista bagged those, he pulled out his card to pay.

      The woman lifted a delicate eyebrow high at the sight of the black card but didn't say anything as he swiped it and added a generous tip. "Thanks for the info," he said.

      "Any time. Come back again soon."

      He lifted the bag and coffee carrier and quickly left the coffee shop only to pause along the sidewalk entrance to the apartment upstairs.

      He stared up at the second-floor window. You've secured billion-dollar deals. You can handle one tiny woman.

      But could he?

      What would it be like seeing her again? Would he feel the same instant pull to Isabel as he had in Vegas? Chemistry so strong he hadn't been able to keep himself from touching her? Or had it been the dim lights, their celebration of her show, not to mention his own melancholy at the time, combined with Isabel's bright, smiling persona that had charmed him into thinking it was more than a hookup?

      Everett inhaled before opening the outer door. The interior held a musty yet coffee-and-chocolate-tinged scent.

      The stairs squeaked as he made his way up them to a hallway and the single door at the end, and once again he paused to collect himself.

      In the days since leaving Las Vegas, he'd had a background check performed on Isabel. That's how he knew about the apartment and her family, and he now had a better understanding of her relationship with Michael Devoncourt. They weren't blood-related cousins but merely the children of best friends, a group whose connections dated back long before Isabel and Michael were born.

      He couldn’t imagine having a family that size, even an extended one. Though he supposed his father’s seven wives and their children would count as his extended family if one chose to think of them that way. He didn’t…but only because he’d never had much contact with any of them.

      Everett knocked softly and waited. And waited.

      Knocking again received the same response, and after choking down his disappointment because not a single sound could be heard on the other side, he retraced his steps.

      The barista who'd filled his coffee order was walking down the sidewalk toward the back of the building with a bag of trash and saw him exiting the apartment entrance.

      "Oh. Hello again," she said, her expression full of curiosity. "Can I help you with something?"

      Everett felt ridiculous, like a teenager hiding in the bushes to scope out his crush, and was thankful he'd left Isabel's coffee and scones outside her door. "No, thanks."

      "Not home, huh?" she asked with a head tilt toward the door.

      "I'll try again some other time." He'd hoped the evening hour meant catching Isabel at home so their conversation could remain private, but instead of planting himself on one of the outdoor benches or upstairs in the hallway and waiting for her like a stalker, he felt it best to move on. In the meantime, he'd drink his coffee and…maybe take a walk on the beach? Jacob and Tomas would not approve, but again, incognito had its benefits. No one would guess he'd be anywhere near Carolina Cove, much less out of New York City.

      "You know, when Izzy stopped by yesterday, she said something about a baby shower for a friend at her parents' house. I believe it was this evening."

      He tucked the information back with a nod. "Thanks. Maybe I'll stop by there."

      "I could give her a message if you like," the woman said next. "Text her that you're coming so she can be on the lookout for you?"

      "I appreciate that but I'm hoping to surprise her." He watched as the woman's gaze sparkled with unspoken questions.

      "I see. Well, have a good evening," she murmured.

      "Thanks. And thanks for the coffee. It's good."

      The woman walked away with the trash while he turned on his heel and headed back toward the boardwalk and the ocean.

      Once he reached the boardwalk, Everett paused long enough to pull up the recently acquired info on Isabel's family. He found her parents' address and lifted his head to get his bearings before he used his GPS and followed the boardwalk lining the dunes down several streets.

      The views from the wooden planks were spectacular, and with the seagulls squawking overhead and the waves crashing against the shore, some of the tension inside him eased with every darkening shade of the sky.

      He took off the sunglasses and shoved them into the V of his shirt for safekeeping, then stared up at the elegant house belonging to Adam and Mary Elizabeth Shipley.

      Knocking would mean coming up with an excuse for him seeking Isabel out in such a manner. Something a man didn't do at this time of the evening without a very good reason. He had one. But not one he wanted to share among her family and friends just yet.

      A child's laugh sounded from behind him and drew his immediate attention. He watched as a man, woman, and the little girl moved off the boardwalk and crossed to a house farther down the street, using the seaside entrance.

      What would it have been like to grow up here? Summers spent playing with your neighbors and siblings? Days on the sand rather than a cold and sterile boys' school or at camp studying, training, or working? Evenings putting together puzzles or blowing bubbles or playing at the arcade he’d noted a few doors down from the pier?

      The front door opened and a small group of women left the house. He nodded at them, catching the smiles and looks of interest as they passed him.

      Instinct kicked in and Everett hustled up the steps, catching the door before it closed. Maybe it was presumptuous of him to simply enter, but given the crowd, he’d take his chances.

      He paused just inside, noting the elegant furnishings and party decorations as well as the remaining well-dressed guests chatting in small groups as they gathered purses and jackets.

      Laughter drew his attention, and he followed the sound into what appeared to be a living room. A balloon arch lined the wall of windows facing the ocean, and a mountain of gifts in baby-oriented bags were stacked in and around an empty chair.

      Everett heard a familiar laugh and turned toward the left, zeroing in on Isabel's blond hair in the adjoining kitchen. She laughed again at something someone said, the sound throaty just as tempting as he remembered.

      Silence descended the moment one of the women with Isabel spotted him. Several ladies now stared his way, and Isabel turned to see what had captured their attention and turned the chatty group silent.

      "Hello. May we help you?" an older woman asked, giving him a wary glance.

      He forced his attention away from Isabel and on to the woman. "Yes. Please, forgive the intrusion."

      Isabel looked wide-eyed and completely shell-shocked as recognition dawned, and Everett questioned his timing once more. Maybe he should've waited to find her, but having spent the week unable to contact her, he hadn't wanted to wait another second. "I apologize for letting myself in, but the door was open and… I'm Everett Drake, a friend of Isabel's."

      "Well, don't just stand there. Come in," another woman said, sliding Isabel a questioning glance.

      When Isabel remained unmoving and mute, he chuckled and hoped she wouldn't come to and make a scene before he could explain himself. "Surprise."

      Isabel's throat moved as she swallowed hard, her hand fluttering in front of her. In the other, she held a small plate of finger food.

      "Isabel?" the older woman said.

      Isabel finally straightened to her full height and set the plate aside, moving quickly to where he stood. "Everett," she said, greeting him with a strained smile.

      He didn't allow the forced cheerfulness to bother him. He imagined she was quite surprised to see him.

      Whispering for his ears only under the guise of a hug, she asked, "What are you doing here?"

      His gaze swept over the many feminine faces watching their every move before he lowered his lashes and planted a chaste kiss on her cheek to disguise his murmur. "We need to talk."

      "About?"

      "The fact that we're legally married, wife."
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      Izzy wanted the ground to open up and swallow her. She'd go willingly, like a human sacrifice. Toss herself into the volcano and sing on the way down if that’s what it took to get this moment to be a bad dream.

      Anything to get away from the stares of the Babes, Amelia, and her sister-in-law, as well as local celeb and professional matchmaker Marsali Jones, all of whom watched her like hawks.

      Her sisters had also lingered behind to pitch in for baby shower cleanup and entered the room from wherever they'd been chatting with the last of the guests, but now the combined stares left Isabel wishing Everett had timed his arrival to…well, never.

      Had he said wife?

      "Isabel, is everything all right?" her mama asked in an obvious attempt to get their handsome guest to repeat his whispered words louder for their benefit.

      Isabel felt the heat of embarrassment rolling off her in sweaty, unladylike waves and wondered if her mother and the rest of those watching could see her mortification.

      She didn't know how, didn't know why, but what had happened in Vegas had not stayed in Vegas and now stood in front of her in all six feet four inches of sexiness with a stare that made her knees weak even now—despite the bomb he'd just dropped.

      Had he really said wife?

      "Iz?" Amelia murmured, snapping Isabel out of the fear-laced fog shrouding her.

      "Isabel, where are your manners?" her mother said.

      "Yeah, sis, introduce us," Allie urged.

      Knowing she had to get her act together fast, Isabel made the mistake of meeting Allie's gaze and found her eldest sister's shrewd eyes narrowed on her with all the caught-you knowingness a sibling could possess.

      Isabel's chest squeezed with the inability to breathe properly, and she actually seemed to have a small panic attack—because wouldn’t that just be the thing to happen next? Anxiety sucked and panic attacks were from the devil himself, but right now?

      It might get her out of the room.

      Not for the first time, Izzy regretted tattling on Allie so many times as a kid. Maybe if she hadn't, Allie would've run interference instead of adding to the chaos currently making her entire body sweat like an MMA fighter. "Um, yeah. Of course. This is, um, Everett."

      Did her voice have to sound so...husky?

      The night with Everett presented itself in adrenaline-fueled, detailed memories and images, but one thing was for certain, the marriage wasn't real. She couldn't have messed up that much. Could she?

      They.

      They couldn't have messed up that badly. Because he had been there, too. All seventy-six inches of him. "Everett, th-this is my mother, Mary Elizabeth, my aunts Tessa, Cheryl, Adaline, and Rayna Jo. Best friend and mommy-to-be, Amelia, her sister-in-law, Marsali, and my sisters, Allie and Sophia."

      The gorgeous man next to her chuckled softly and accepted her mother's outstretched hand, shaking it gently.

      "Ladies. I thought my timing was off, but I can see now that it was perfect," Everett said, smiling at the group ogling him like a sweet treat.

      "It's wonderful to meet you," her mama said, the sentiment echoed by the other Babes, who smiled waaay too widely.

      It was true that the man was as handsome as they came, not to mention charming, and obviously not a bum sleeping on the beach as part of his attempt to find himself.

      You were twenty…and into musicians. You've grown up since then.

      But in a fit of anger, her twenty-year-old self had still brought the beach bum to meet her parents and had paid him to sit through a torturous dinner after they'd attempted to set her up with someone they approved of—even though that someone had date raped a girl she'd known in high school. It just proved how no one really knew anyone. Not really. Lots of things happened behind closed doors that no one talked about.

      "Likewise."

      Once the Babes finished making a fuss over him and more handshakes were completed, an awkward silence settled over the room.

      "Uh, Everett, Isabel didn't mention you'd be visiting us," her mother said, giving Isabel a stern glance.

      "She didn't know," he said. "We met while we were in Vegas after Michael suggested I check out her showcase. With the Thanksgiving holiday approaching and because I had a meeting scheduled with Michael in New York next week, I thought I'd switch things up and come see the town they've told me so much about."

      "You're a friend of Michael's?" Adaline asked.

      "Miss Adaline is Michael's Mom," Isabel said softly.

      Things finally clicked in the muck of her brain, and Isabel sucked in a breath. "And Everett is one of Michael's fraternity buddies."

      And this was a prank. That was it!

      They'd pranked Michael with the fake wedding pics from the fake wedding chapel, and now the two frat boys were pranking her by saying it was real.

      A huff of a laugh escaped her as relief filled her body and she hid the sound with a cough, her mind scrambling to figure out how she could turn the tables back on them.

      "A Columbia man," Cheryl said as though that alone sealed Everett's authenticity as a human being.

      "I am," Everett said with a nod and a smile that brought sighs from all the Babes.

      Izzy fought the urge to roll her eyes.

      Men. Her handsome male cousins could do no wrong, and now all Everett had to do was smile and the Babes turned to mush.

      Just like that he won them over. How was that possible?

      She could do a handstand and balance a ball on her nose and still not get the smiling, approving looks from the Babes.

      Then again, she supposed her balancing act wasn't exactly comparable to the overachieving men in her extended family. Did they all have to be doctors and architects and such?

      That kinda put some pressure on a girl who’d dropped out of community college, beauty school, and real estate classes.

      "Please, come sit down. Would you like something to drink? A snack?" Mary Elizabeth said. "As you can see, we have plenty left over. I'd be happy to make you a plate. The food was quite delicious."

      "We definitely know how to throw a party," Rayna Jo added.

      Isabel watched as Everett dipped his head and smiled until the dimples on his cheeks came out to play as a result. He shook his head after a glance down at her, however.

      "Later, perhaps. Congratulations," he said to Amelia before his hand settled on Isabel's shoulder and gently squeezed.

      "I’ll let you get back to the party. Walk me outside," Everett suggested in a no-nonsense tone.

      "Of course." Izzy glanced at Amelia and found her bestie frowning much the way Allie was. Like she knew this wasn't a normal visit from a normal friend and that things just weren't...normal.

      But they didn’t know what she knew, and when she got her hands on Michael for undoubtedly setting up this little scheme…

      "Ladies, enjoy the rest of your evening," Everett said. "I'm sorry to have intruded."

      "Nonsense. You haven't bothered us at all, and I'm sure you were excited to see Izzy. I hope we'll see you again soon?" her mama asked. "I know, come back tomorrow. We have all this food. I'll have a brunch for everyone. Michael and his brother included," she said. "You must come."

      A chorus of pleases erupted from the Babes, and after another glance down at her, Everett nodded.

      "Of course. I'd be honored."

      "Ten-ish?" her mother suggested.

      "Yes, ma'am. I'll be here."

      Everett kept his hand on Izzy's shoulder, and now that he'd agreed to return and was free to go, he turned them both toward the front door. The moment they stepped out of sight and earshot, she grabbed his hand and shoved it off of her with a glare. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “For meeting your family?”

      "For this prank! That wasn't funny. You almost had me," she growled as she yanked the front door open and walked out.

      "I don’t understand. What do you mean?"

      "When you said—" She stopped and waited until he'd closed the door behind them. "Look, you're team Izzy, you hear me?"

      "Isabel—”

      “It’s just Izzy. Now, how are we going to turn this around on Michael again?"

      "Ah,” he said softly. “Isabel, it's no prank."

      Everett made the statement and crossed his arms over his broad chest as he stared down at her. Izzy had never felt short at five six, but with him towering a solid ten inches above her, she felt small and feminine and more than a little angry that she couldn't take her frustration out on him by kicking him in the shins like she wanted. "Ha ha. Enough. We are not married. Michael put you up to this after we pranked him with those pics, so let's hurry up and think of a way we can turn this around. I'm not going down without a fight."

      Everett looked around the porch before taking a step closer.

      "Isabel, I am not pranking you. We are legally married."

      Silence settled between them where they stood on the far side of the porch. A car rolled slowly down the driveway, the woman behind the wheel one of Amelia's work friends.

      Izzy managed a smile and a small wave despite the fist once more squeezing her chest. "That's not funny," she said through her gritted teeth.

      "I'm not trying to be."

      A second passed. Then several more. The look on his face… "What?”

      Izzy watched as Everett placed one hand on his hip and lifted the other to rub over his face and through his hair. He seemed to consider his words carefully, which made her even more nervous. Either he was a very good actor or Everett meant what he said.

      Please, God, let him be an actor.

      "Apparently we entered the wrong chapel."

      No, no, no… She shook her head repeatedly, unable to accept his words. "No," she said, uncomfortable with the sudden turn this morning after talk had taken. "Look, Everett, I don't know what this is, but enough already. Joke’s over.”

      He leaned a broad shoulder against the side of the house and crossed his arms over his chest. And heaven help her, but her eyes nearly bugged out of her head at the sight of his muscles straining the confines of his shirt. He might be a businessman but he stayed in shape.

      “Isabel…”

      Everett’s voice lowered to a level she recognized. It was one her father had sometimes used with her growing up when he wanted her to focus on his words and really listen because whatever he said was important.

      “No. No, you’re… Look, it was fun but we both know exactly what that night was. I-I mean, you're in New York and I'm here and…I don't do that kind of thing so if you think I do and that you can come here for another round… I was just… It won't happen again, okay? Not that you’ve said you want to, but I'm saying it won't so...there."

      She watched as his frown deepened before he pulled a folded stack of papers from his rear pocket and held them out to her.

      She eyed them like a snake but reluctantly accepted them, giving him another glare while unfolding the pages, recognizing them instantly. "Okay, so? Fake wedding, fake marriage certificate. We also had fake flowers and a fake dress and tux. It was part of the package from the fake chapel that took the fake pictures we sent Michael."

      "Except that it wasn't fake," he murmured. "I'm just as surprised as you, Isabel. However, it doesn't change the truth. After I returned to New York, my assistant found the paperwork in my briefcase and immediately researched the chapel. The one we'd intended to go to was located next door to this one," he said, tapping the top of the papers she held. "We entered the wrong one."

      "No."

      "Yes."

      "Nooo," she said, horror sinking into her bones like a ship into the Atlantic. "You can't be… You’re serious?"

      "Would you like to call them to confirm?" he asked, digging into another pocket to retrieve his cell phone and holding it out to her.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed a hand to her chest to rub hard, the papers crumpled in her fist.

      Inhale one.

      Exhale two.

      Now was totally the time to panic. "How could we not notice? We got there a-and you opened the door."

      Married. She was married?

      “I know I did. All I can say is that I was totally distracted by you,” Everett said.

      “You’re blaming me?”

      “No. No, I meant—”

      “Forget it. It apparently happened, which means we screwed up, but that's what we'll tell a judge. We'd had a few drinks, it was supposed to be a joke and we…we can get it annulled."

      "You can't get an annulment when the marriage has been consummated."

      Fire rushed through her body and up into her face, and even though she'd turned thirty-two on her last birthday and was hardly a schoolgirl, the fact they'd most definitely consummated things left her blushing. "D-divorce then," she added in a small voice while avoiding his gaze.

      It would be impossible to keep such a thing from her family but maybe, somehow, she could?

      Everett inhaled and looked decidedly uncomfortable. So much so a knot formed in the pit of her stomach. "What? Whaaaat?" she asked when he didn't immediately respond.

      He glanced over his shoulder into the window where the Babes’ and Amelia's muffled voices could be heard through the glass panes. She'd closed the door for privacy, but given the number of women lingering post-party and the spiked punch that had been consumed, the party continued through cleanup if the giggling and laughter heard outside of the house was any indication.

      "We have to talk about that."

      "What's to talk about? Everett, this was a prank on my cousin that backfired big-time. We didn't intend for it to be real, so of course we're getting divorced."

      "I hear what you're saying."

      The way he said the words made her think of some sort of conflict negotiation crap no doubt learned in a boardroom somewhere. But there was nothing to negotiate here. It wasn’t like they could stay married!

      "And what you're saying is true, but I think we should wait before we rush into a divorce as quickly as we rushed into the marriage."

      She blinked. Then blinked again while absorbing his words. "We didn't rush into anything. We didn't mean to actually… I knew you what? Four or five hours before we went to that chapel because I won the bet? Everett, this isn't a reality show. We have to take care of this."

      "You’re right. It isn’t. But we’re waiting.”

      "Oh, I beg to differ,” she said with a rush of exasperation.

      "Isabel, please. Hear me out. We need to slow down and consider all the possibilities and the ramifications before we move forward with anything."

      Possibilities and ramifications? "Like what? What could make this worse?"

      "What if you're pregnant?"

      Gobsmacked, she nearly stumbled even though she stood still. "Pregnant?"

      She'd been so focused on forgetting about him and Vegas that…

      "We were both very much caught up in the moment, and while I’ve never done such a thing, conception is a possibility."

      The air left her lungs in a rush, and even though she'd realized after the fact that there might a chance, slim though it was given the timing, hearing it spelled out in no uncertain terms just, well, sucked. And made her question her thinking.

      She'd come home so exhausted by the trip and all the ideas for her new projects, getting ready for the baby shower and avoiding thoughts of Everett and Vegas, that by the time she considered a trip to the pharmacy, she’d then reconsidered.

      Because even though Plan B was meant to prevent conception, a part of her brain couldn't get over the fact that if it had already happened in the short time span… She couldn't do that. Not after watching Amelia and Lincoln try so hard to conceive the baby she carried.

      She was thirty-two, after all. And maybe she didn't make a normal living like everyone else, but she did okay, and what if this was her chance for a baby with someone strong and handsome, intelligent? A good guy? Regardless of whether or not he decided to take part in the baby's life.

      But that wasn't something she could admit to a stranger. "Fine. So...I suppose we can wait until we know. I'll take a pregnancy test as soon as…soon," she muttered.

      And because she really wasn't the type to do the whole tipsy one-night stand thing, she forced herself to voice the words that left her face flaming and her body pulled taut. "Do I need to...worry about anything else?"

      Everett stretched out a hand and gently cradled her hot cheek in his palm, his thumb stroking over her cheekbone in a way that left a shivery ache behind.

      Yeah, that's why they'd wound up in her hotel room. Because when that thumb stroked down her cheek and under her chin to gently tip her face toward his, her knees nearly buckled despite the horror of their conversation.

      "No. No worries."

      "Good," she said, exhaling the breath she didn't realize she'd held. "N-neither d-do you." Maybe it was a sign of the times, but that didn’t make their conversation any easier. But after her last boyfriend had cheated on her, she’d wanted to make sure he hadn’t done more damage.

      "I don't know what you're thinking, but Vegas was a novelty for me as well, Isabel. I’ve never…forgotten myself that way."

      Awkward silence descended between them, and she took a step back to get some breathing room as she tucked her hands into the pockets of the loose dress she wore.

      Everett had to be lying. He couldn't look like that and not have women throwing themselves at him.

      Doesn't mean he takes them up on it.

      But what kind of man didn't?

      Oh, she so wasn't going to go there. "So, um, I guess we wait and... I'll let you know when I find out. I'm sorry I didn't respond when you called a-and texted. I thought… I’m not sure what I thought, but it's been a crazy week. I'm sorry you had to make a trip here just because I was stubborn. You could’ve left a voicemail, though."

      “I believe this news is best delivered in person.”

      Yeah, she could see that. Izzy stared up at him and wondered at the expression she saw in his gaze. Like he wanted to say something but it wasn't the right time. But good grief, what more could be said?

      She didn’t dare let herself wonder what else could go wrong.

      "I didn’t mind the trip. In fact, I plan to stay in town while we sort this," he said, his dark brown gaze holding hers in a stare that made butterflies flutter low in her belly. "Perhaps you would show me around while I'm here?"

      She glanced toward the door and the house beyond. "Um. Everett, I don't think that's a good idea."

      "Afraid you won't be able to keep your hands off your husband?"

      Despite the chill in the evening air, sweat trickled down her back beneath the dress she wore, her entire body flushing from the images of Vegas that popped into her head at his words. There was that truth. Because even though he'd dropped a bomb on her by showing up in Carolina Cove, she'd be lying if she said she couldn't imagine snuggling up against his broad chest so he could keep her from thinking about the consequences that had brought him here in the first place.

      He wasn’t the only one totally distracted.

      "I think it's a great idea," he said with an enticing smile.

      Yeah. Turned out the Babes weren't the only ones impacted by those dimples. "I'm afraid I’m too busy. I-I have to work, t-to catch up on projects. It’s my livelihood," she added defensively. “I don’t create, I don’t eat.”

      "Mmm. You wouldn't be trying to avoid me, would you, Isabel?"

      "Why would I do that?" She flicked her tongue over her too dry lips and barely suppressed a groan when she watched his gaze lower.

      His rumbling chuckle made her toes curl.

      "I'll see you tomorrow then."

      "Wait, I just said I can’t. Everett—"

      "For the brunch."

      She blinked at the reminder and then wanted to pull her hair out at the thought of spending quality time inside the house with the Babes and her family assessing and critiquing them as a couple. "Right. You can’t just come up with an excuse to get out of it?"

      "Why would I? Your family and friends are charming. I'd like to get to know them better."

      "Why?" That's the last thing she wanted. "Everett, you'll give them the wrong impression. They'll think we're... They'll think we're dating."

      "Okay."

      Okay? "It's not okay. Look, this marriage thing is going to be our secret, right? I mean, we're not going to go telling people we screwed up on such an epic level," she lowered her voice to a raw whisper, "and actually got married by accident. Right?"

      "That would bother you?"

      "Considering my family already thinks I'm a failure in the most general terms, yeah, it would." She ran a hand through her hair to get it off her hot neck. "I don't need to give them more proof that I have done some really stupid things. I'd never live it down."

      He seemed to ponder her words and finally nodded.

      "I'll keep our secret…for now."

      A rush of air left her chest and she nodded. She'd figure out a way to keep him quiet later if it came to that, but at least he wouldn't spill their embarrassing tale for the moment. "Good. Okay, so now we have to make sure Michael hasn't told anyone. I don't think he has or my mother and the Babes would've said something to me already," she said. "So all we have to do is tell Michael to keep the prank to himself, and if he has already told anyone, we can go along with the prank story while we wait for the test results and work on getting a discreet divorce."

      "If you're not pregnant."

      She blinked at him, at the tone he'd used. "Either way."

      One thick dark eyebrow lifted at her words.

      "I don’t agree to that."

      "What? Everett, pregnant or not, we can't stay married. I don't even know you."

      Muffled laughter filtered through the closed windows and door once more, and she turned a wary eye that way.

      "One step at a time, Isabel."

      She liked the sound of her name on his lips. The way his deep voice— Stop it. "Nu-uh. Our first step is a pregnancy test and a divorce."

      "People have married with less in common than we have."

      She stared up at him with wide eyes. He couldn't mean that.

      “Is this about control? I wouldn’t keep a child from their father.”

      His gaze suddenly narrowed, and she watched as Everett abruptly stretched out a hand and gently grasped her nape, lowered his head, and pressed his lips over hers, silencing her before she had a chance to utter a complaint or—

      "Ahem," Tessa said from the yard behind them. "Don’t mind me. Just heading home. Good night, y'all. Don't do anything I wouldn't do."

      Everett released her and Isabel pulled away, gasping at the sudden kiss yet thankful that Everett had undoubtedly heard Tessa and taken matters into his own hands—lips—to keep her from saying something they'd then have to explain.

      Out of all the Babes, Tessa was considered the wildest, only because she'd been married three times and had babies by each man.

      But in that moment?

      Izzy couldn't help but wonder if Tessa's words weren't a warning of things to come. Or a statement of the past?

      Once Tessa had walked down the driveway and over to the boardwalk out of hearing range, Izzy exhaled. "Everett, be reasonable. You can't be serious about staying married regardless of whether or not I'm pregnant, are you?"

      "Mmm. I should go as well." He dipped his head in a nod and murmured a good night.

      She watched him go, gaping after him and following him to the edge of the porch steps. "That's it? You’re leaving? Everett? Are you?"
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      Everett pretended not to hear Isabel's quietly hissed questions about remaining married and left her to the baby shower details. He was quite sure she’d have a slew of questions fired her way once she reentered the house, but given her determination to pretend what had happened hadn’t, he left her to navigate the questions however she saw fit.

      Instead of returning to the house where Jacob and Tomas waited, he took the boardwalk to the first bridge over the dunes, his thoughts souring his mood as he tried to sort through the risks versus the rewards of his plans.

      His gut told him he had an uphill battle where Isabel was concerned, but that challenge drew him. She wasn't a pretentious socialite trying to entrap him. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      After all, he had been the one to reach out and open the chapel door for her. If anyone was to blame for the mistake, she could argue he had done this to her.

      Everett frowned down at the sand gathered at the end of the bridge. He wasn't exactly dressed for a walk on the beach, but at the bottom of the bridge was an unoccupied bench he made his own.

      He needed more time to think. To come up with the arguments that would need to be made to battle his way through the next few weeks, if not months.

      Isabel's surprise that he might want anything other than a divorce shouldn't have felt like a slight but it had. Apparently he was okay to sleep with but not marry? It was quite the turn of tables for him and what he'd experienced since growing into the man he'd become.

      He realized she based her statements on their lack of familiarity, but from the moment they’d met at the gallery in Las Vegas, they shared an ease. Not to mention more than a healthy dose of chemistry he found highly unique. Something he felt they could definitely work with and build on. It was one thing to find himself accidentally married to someone but quite another for it to be someone he found stunningly attractive.

      Her smile, her scent. The way she’d twist her hair around a finger when she talked. How she lit up when she laughed.

      But what were the odds she truly didn’t know who he was when Google was only a few taps away? The thought brought a fresh wave of awareness that made him sit forward on the bench as it rushed over him.

      Was it possible?

      Isabel hadn't seemed to recognize his name in Vegas, other than to acknowledge that they both knew Michael. The thought of her not knowing his identity as a businessman or his financial status appealed on a level that made him want to go back to the house and kiss her senseless so that, if she hadn’t already googled him, she wouldn’t, so she’d never look at him the way women tended to do. He was more than a bank account and society pages. More than his wealth and business acumen.

      Her lack of awareness, if true, was a clean slate, one he could use to get to know her and she him before the stresses of his financial status became a thing. Divorce, the news that he'd mistaken a real wedding chapel for a fake one wouldn't go unobserved by his peers and colleagues. If word got out, he risked not only his professional reputation but the trust his associates placed in him. More than money was at stake and tipped the scales toward staying married even more.

      But he had another reason as well, one that went way deeper than mere image. Isabel's questions were valid. Could two strangers make it work? Would it be worth the battle? Or a failure in the end, regardless? Could he persuade her to take a chance?

      For someone whose inner dialogue insisted failure wasn't an option, he didn't like the odds.

      Seagulls squawked overhead as they found their homes and the night quieted around him. Waves crashed against the shore, and the last remaining shards of color disappeared from the sky to leave a quiet haze of blue-gray darkness that acted as an odd veil of comfort.

      Once again he found himself enjoying the peace of anonymity. A few people still lingered on the beach, though not nearly as much as before, and no one paid him any attention.

      Couples walked hand in hand in the surf. Young families with flashlights released delighted squeals when they discovered crabs emerging from the sand. He was no one here. Just another person enjoying the beach, and it was the best feeling he'd had for a while.

      Since Vegas.

      Yet another gift Isabel had given him, whether she knew it or not.

      Everett remained on the bench and watched the goings-on, something in his heart tugging at the sights and sounds, at the emptiness he'd felt in his life for so long. A hole that couldn't be replaced with work or exercise.

      Isabel fascinated him. The moment he'd met her, she'd drawn him in with her bright smile and gray eyes. The unusual color made him think of a stormy sky, of lightning and wind and unknown adventure, her energy blasting through the air around her. Whenever she talked about her art and her plans for future work, she glowed from within, drawing him in until he hadn’t been able to look away.

      Isabel’s sultry laugh and a mere glance from beneath her long, natural lashes had brought him to his knees. And when they'd gotten back to her room...

      In his thirty-eight years, he'd never experienced anything as heady or as intoxicating. Which meant if he planned to see this through...

      He pulled out his phone and found Michael's information in his contacts. Two rings later, his friend and colleague's voice filled the air.

      "Hey, Everett, what's up?" Michael asked.

      "Does Isabel know who I am?" Everett asked, getting straight to the point.

      "Uh...she knows we’ve worked together, but I’m not sure how many details she knows.”

      “Does she know I’m a billionaire?"

      "I haven't said anything specific since I don’t talk about work except in general terms, but anyone or the internet could tell her that."

      "Yeah, I know. But is that something she'd do? Look me up?"

      Silence followed the question and Everett bit back his frustration. Some things weren't meant to be public. It was no one's business how much money he had or who he’d dated in the past. His private life was private, and he wished he could keep it that way.

      "Not necessarily. Izzy doesn’t focus on those types of things. That doesn't mean one of her sisters or friends won't check you out though. What's going on?"

      He thought about his conversation with Isabel about keeping their secret and hesitated, unsure of how much to reveal.

      "Look, Everett, it's pretty obvious you're into her. You wouldn't be here if you weren't. What's going on?"

      Everett inhaled and decided to take a chance, despite the risk it could pose. Michael was Isabel’s cousin. If he talked, she would be hurt. "It turns out the chapel wasn't fake."

      A huff of a laugh escaped Michael, but when Everett didn't comment further, he heard Michael inhale sharply.

      "Come on. You can’t be serious."

      Everett ran a hand over his face and rubbed his eyes. "Have you told anyone about those pictures? The prank?" Isabel didn't want her family to know, but the truth would come out eventually. Such things always did.

      "No. I’ve been working on a deadline and had my head buried all week, so I haven’t been around anyone. Nose to the grindstone and all of that. You're really married?"

      "Yes. I didn't notice it wasn't the right entrance." Because truth be told, she'd been the distraction he'd needed that night in more ways than one.

      "So you’ve told Izzy? How's she taking it?"

      "She avoided my calls all week but I told her this evening. She wants a divorce."

      "And you don't?"

      His silence said more than the word could've, and Everett waited for Michael's response.

      "Wow. Okay, that took a turn I wasn't expecting. So what do you want from me?"

      Everett pinched the bridge of his nose and pondered the question. "You know her. And I need to get to know her fast. What she likes, how to…romance her."

      "Sounds more like a conversation to have with Marsali Jones, not me."

      The name rang a bell and suddenly pieces clicked in his brain. Marsali Jones. Recently married to Hollywood superstar Oliver Beck. The man had given up Hollywood for her and moved to Wilmington to start his own production company. It had been all over the news and tabloids alike. No wonder the woman had looked familiar. That and the fact she was front and center on bookshelves for her bestselling novel on dating. "She was at the baby shower for Isabel's friend."

      "Yeah, probably so," Michael said. "I believe Izzy met Marsali when she hired Marsali to matchmake Amelia."

      Interesting. It definitely sounded like a story he wanted to hear more of, especially if he could get some dating pointers—for his wife. "Any other suggestions?"

      "Everett... are you sure you want to do this?"

      "My intentions are honorable, Michael. Now that it’s happened, I’d like to make the best of it."

      "Are you sure you don't just want to save face? It was an honest mistake. Your pride might have to take a hit. That's just life."

      Everett stared out at the ocean. The water looked dark, the sky barely a lighter shade of gray. Everett knew he'd need his friend's support if things went the way he wanted them to. Isabel seemed close to her cousins, and given the sudden turn in their relationship, Everett knew he'd need the vetting Michael could provide.

      Men in his position didn't date. His life didn't accommodate the normalcy of such a thing and hadn’t for years. And if he wanted Isabel as anything more than an accidental wife, he'd have to use everything—everyone—at his disposal to make it happen. "She's different," Everett admitted finally. "Isabel has something I've not experienced before, and if we could build on that—without her knowing or caring about my financial status—that would be a plus."

      "You like her."

      "Yes. I do." Maybe it was crazy given the short time frame, but he was a man who’d built a billion-dollar empire by reading people. Understanding them in ways they sometimes didn’t understand themselves. All it took was time and attention to detail, sources like Michael, to help the process along.

      Silence filled the air once again before Michael released a loud exhale.

      "Okay. If you mean that, I’ll do what I can to help."

      "Thanks."

      "But don't hurt her,” Michael continued. “We may not be officially related, but she's as close to a kid sister as I've got."

      The warning came over the phone loud and clear. "Understood."

      "That said, I can't think of a nicer guy. And you certainly couldn't get a better woman. She's one of the good ones, even if she is a little crazy."

      He chuckled at the description. Maybe that's what drew him to her. Maybe he needed a little crazy and chaos in his life to keep him from becoming one of the old, stodgy, boring businessmen he saw staring back in the mirror on a daily basis.

      "Where are you staying?" Michael asked.

      Everett gave him the address and listened as his friend chuckled.

      "Man, you do have it bad. That's only a few blocks away from her."

      "It seemed prudent to be close by."

      Another chuckle filtered over the phone before Michael said, "Ahhh, you are working fast. I just got a text for brunch tomorrow to meet Isabel's new friend."

      Everett smiled at the announcement, well able to imagine Isabel's frustration when he charmed her mother and the other Babes.

      Yes, he'd heard the story of the Boardwalk Babes. And he couldn't wait to hear all the other stories they'd tell about his Isabel. He could already picture her sassy attitude and precocious self on the beach as a child.

      "Guess I’ll see you then."

      Everett ended the call and left the bench to make his way back to the house. Tomas and Jacob paced the front deck as though watching for him, and he shook his head at their concern.

      This wasn't New York. No one knew him here, and the odds of him getting kidnapped and ransomed were slim. Plus, it wasn't like he could accidentally get married again.

      Everett made his way to the lower level of the house and then jogged up the steps inside rather than take the elevator. The two men met him in the combination kitchen/living area, and Everett could practically hear the grind of Jacob's teeth. "Miss me?"

      "With all due respect, sir, what's gotten into you?"

      Everett chuckled and opened the refrigerator door. "I think we’re going to find out. What’s to eat?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Izzy felt Amelia's gaze lock on her the moment she stepped back inside. Before anyone else could notice, however, Amelia waddled her pregnant self over as quickly as she could and grabbed Izzy's arm to lead her into her father's office. "Um, problem?"

      "Who was that?" Amelia asked.

      "He's just a friend."

      Amelia crossed her arms over her bountiful chest and glared at her.

      "Try again."

      Izzy tried to maintain her cool but, given her newly married state, lost it. "You can't say a word."

      "Izzy—"

      "I mean it. Not. A. Word. Not to anyone. Not even your husband," Izzy said, knowing Amelia didn't like to keep things from Lincoln. In this case, she would have to make an exception.

      "Fine.”

      “I mean it,” Izzy said again.

      “I get it. I promise."

      Izzy held up her hand and Amelia rolled her eyes.

      "Seriously?"

      "Pinky swear…on your babies," she added for good measure.

      Amelia gasped and slowly linked their fingers.

      "You're scaring me. I won't say anything. Now what is going on and who was that?"

      "He's... Everett is apparently my husband."

      A bark of laughter burst out of Amelia before she caught sight of Izzy's expression and apparently realized she wasn't joking.

      "Husband?"

      "Shhhh!" Izzy moved toward the open office door and shut it behind them, flipping the lock for good measure before she nodded at Amelia. "It was a prank on Michael," she said, explaining how she'd met Everett in Vegas, their celebration, bet, and the whole shebang.

      "But the chapel was legit," Amelia repeated, wide-eyed.

      "Yup," Izzy said, drawing out the P with a pop.

      "Oh my— Izzy. What are you going to do?"

      Izzy shoved her hair off her face and once again considered cutting it all off. One of these days... "He's been calling and texting, presumably to let me know but…I wouldn't respond. I mean, it was a one-time thing, which you know I never, ever do, and I was embarrassed by how I just up and left with him in the shower."

      "Thank God he could track you down though."

      Izzy debated the thankful part, even though she got the gist of it. "I guess I didn't leave him a lot of choice. But Michael knows Everett and has worked with him. If Everett was a weirdo, I'm sure Michael wouldn't have told Everett to look me up at my show." She released the nail she hadn’t realized she nibbled and grimaced. “Right?”

      "Yes. That's totally true," Amelia mused. "Michael wouldn’t tell someone untrustworthy to seek you out. So what happens now? Oh, of all times I can't skip work and come to that brunch. I'd love to be a fly on the wall."

      "Me, too. I wish you could come for moral support if nothing else."

      "Does that mean you're telling everyone tomorrow?"

      "What? No. What gave you that idea?"

      Amelia palmed her large belly and stroked like only an expectant mother would.

      "You're not telling your family you're married?"

      "Nope. Not if I can help it.” Izzy shook her head several times for good measure. “Once we know for certain I'm not pregnant, we'll get a discreet divorce."

      "Wow. Okay.”

      “What?”

      “I mean, does that exist?” Amelia asked.

      "Leave me some hope," Izzy said with a groan as she plopped into one of the side chairs along the office wall near the couch.

      Amelia moved to join her, lowering herself to the couch with all the grace she could muster.

      "I mean, the last thing I need is for my family to know I screwed up on that level of epic, you know?"

      "It was an honest mistake."

      "And the wedding night?" Izzy grimaced, face hot as she blinked at her friend and fought off her embarrassment. When she said she didn’t do one-night stands, she meant it. And to have done one—literally one—and have it come back to bite her this way?

      "Well, your parents might not approve, but there are worse things in the world. Let’s get real here."

      Izzy covered her face with her hands. "What have I done? This is my punishment."

      "You’re being silly. Punishment for what?" Amelia asked.

      "For giving my parents such a hard time growing up. For dropping out of college and beauty school and all the other things I started and gave up on. This is the cherry on top, right here."

      "Iz, you were trying to find your way. You always knew you wanted to be an artist, but from what you’ve told me, they pushed you into other things to deter you."

      "They said I needed a way to pay the bills," Izzy said with a twist of her lips.

      "Yeah, well, everyone has to find their own way. You’ve grown and matured and you're paying your own way now. That’s the important thing."

      "I guess. I mean, I've had some lean months, but thankfully I've learned the art of saving and want versus need.”

      “See? That’s maturity.”

      “It also helps that London lets me work at the coffee shop if things are really bad, to help pay my rent."

      "See? You’re paving the way on your own, so don't sell yourself short. It'll all work out. Just wait and see."

      "Yeah, well, until then, I have to get through tomorrow, and you know how the Babes will be at that brunch. Are you sure you can't ditch work?"

      "Now who's wanting me to be irresponsible?" Amelia shook her head, a sorrowful expression crossing her face. "You're on your own. Sorry. Filming will be tricky tomorrow and there's no way I can miss it."

      "Fine. Make me face the firing squad myself."

      Amelia's chuckle filled the room and drew a reluctant smile from Izzy.

      "Tell me more about Everett,” Amelia ordered. “He's so—"

      "Izzy! Where are you?" Sophia called, her voice echoing through the large house.

      Izzy groaned but welcomed the interruption, whatever it took to steer clear of her husband. "In here! Sorry."

      "You're not getting off that easily," Amelia said, lowering her voice as footsteps hurried down the hallway toward the office door.

      "Duty calls," Izzy said, getting to her feet and rushing to open the door before Sophia could get there and realize it was locked. That would only bring more questions.

      "Hey, Iz, have you seen— Oh, Amelia, your husband is here to drive you home. He mentioned you have an early day tomorrow.”

      "Yes, you do," Izzy said, desperate to take the attention off of herself and the topic of Everett.

      “I’ll help you out,” Sophia said.

      “You’re not staying? Tomorrow is Saturday,” Izzy said to her sister.

      "Yeah, well, I’m not spending the night here for the same reason you don't want to have that brunch tomorrow," Sophia said sweetly, her smile as fake as they come.

      "Ohhh? Does this mean you don't want to be grilled either? Who is he?" Amelia asked.

      "Yeah, So-So," Izzy said, using the nickname for her middle sister she'd used since birth since neither she nor Allie had been able to pronounce Sophia's full name when they were toddlers and the nickname had stuck. "What don't you want Mom and the Babes to know?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tessa glanced up when a shadow blocked the light shining from the railing lining the boardwalk. A man stood nearby, a smile on his handsome face.

      "Uh, hi. I'm sorry, I just… I had to come over here and say hello," he said in a deep voice. "May I join you?"

      Tessa loved the safety of Carolina Cove and never worried about being on the boardwalk alone at night. She’d often walk down to the swings near the pier and swing for hours, watching the tourists and locals alike. She’d always found people watching to be addictive. "Do we know each other?" Tessa asked.

      Thanksgiving was less than a week away, and even though she wouldn't spend the holidays completely alone thanks to her children, it would be yet another year where she'd wake up in the house alone. And even though it shouldn’t bother her because she’d been here before, it did.

      "May I?" The man waved his hand and indicated the empty space beside her.

      "Uh, I suppose. Sure."

      The man lowered himself beside her and seemingly noted the title of the book she'd pulled from her purse but hadn’t bothered to open. Even with the reading light she also carried with her, she hadn't so much as flipped the cover, preferring to stare at the ocean and take in the sounds after the noise of so many at the shower.

      “That’s a good one,” he said with a nod at her lap and the book atop it.

      The book currently ranked number one on all the bestseller lists and should have held her attention like the man beside her suddenly did. But then, when given a choice between a book and person for company...

      "My name is Kirk."

      "Tessa," she said, wondering why someone at least ten years her junior would want to sit and talk to her.

      "Do you like it?" he asked. "I found the main character a bit whiny."

      Tessa laughed and realized he was right. "Me, too! I keep going though. The writer has a style that keeps me turning the page, so I'm overlooking that annoyance."

      Kirk didn't seem to be in a rush to move along, and Tessa took a glance around, figuring the other benches and swings were full and he'd simply wanted a seat. Except, the one closest to her wasn't occupied at all. "Are you waiting for someone?"

      "No."

      "Oh."

      Kirk ran a hand over his salt-and-pepper head and shot her a slow smile.

      "Sorry. I shouldn’t bother you, I suppose, but I'm trying hard to work up my nerve to ask you out. It’s taking me longer than I thought it would."

      A laugh bubbled out of her before she could stop it. "I think the lighting here has messed with your eyes, Kirk. You do realize I'm older than you, right?"

      "Does that matter? You're beautiful. I noticed you sitting here as I walked down the pier and I…I don't know, I knew I had to meet you."

      She tilted her head to one side and tried not to be flattered. "And now that you're close enough to realize I'm not a young woman, you're stuck trying to figure out a way to gracefully excuse yourself from the situation?"

      "Have I tried to leave yet?"

      His bright smile tilted his lips up at the corners and made his eyes twinkle from the lights around them. She couldn’t tell what shade they were, only that they were dark. "Are you here on vacation?"

      That was one of the problems with living in a beach town. Singles and family men alike came to visit, often looking for a little companionship or a vacation fling while they were in town but never anything more serious.

      "I'm a local, actually."

      "Really?" She wasn’t sure why she was surprised but she was.

      "Yeah. Well, okay, I’m a transplant originally, but I think five years makes me a local now. Does that mean you'll consider having dinner with me after all?"

      Her heart raced in her sixty-two-year-old chest, and she couldn't help the surge of warmth his question brought. It was silly of her to think anything would come of it, but what would dinner hurt? An evening with a good meal and a handsome man for company?

      "I can tell you want to ask, so I'll get it out of the way. I'm forty-nine."

      Oh. Wow. More than ten years younger. "Kirk, I'm beyond flattered that you'd ask but I don't think—"

      "Don't think," he said. "Just say yes. Come on, take a chance. You never know, I might be the man of your dreams."

      "I don't even know you."

      "Isn't that the point of dating? Getting to know someone?"

      It was. And since her last husband had died several years ago, all she'd done was throw herself into work. After three strikes, she figured she was out of chances to find happily ever after.

      Did she dare? Just for fun?

      "Come on, beautiful. Say yes. We'll have dinner. Take a walk on the beach. Whatever you want," he said.

      The engaging smile on his too handsome face and hopeful look she couldn't ignore left her nodding. "Okay, yes."

      He clapped his hands together once in his excitement that she'd accepted his request, and she laughed at his exuberance.

      She hoped she wasn't making an embarrassing mistake. "Tell me, Kirk. What do you do besides flatter old women on the boardwalk?"

      Kirk reached across the expanse of the bench and plucked her hand from her lap, carrying it to his lips.

      "I only see a beautiful woman. As for what I do..."
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      The following morning, Everett knocked softly on Izzy's door. He heard grumbling on the other side and smiled.

      The door opened after a few thumps and Isabel's sleep-tousled head appeared. She wore a tank and shorts with a short, lightweight robe thrown on top. Seeing him on her doorstep, she hastily crossed the robe over her front and tied it.

      "What are you doing here?"

      "Escorting you to brunch," he said, entering her apartment without waiting on an invitation. When he stepped next to her, he held up a freshly brewed coffee from downstairs and watched as Isabel licked her lips before sinking her teeth into her lower one. The sight made him want to do that to her himself.

      "You can't get on my good side with coffee."

      "You sure about that?" he asked, tilting the cup to and fro to tease her.

      She frowned harder, and he had a difficult time holding back a chuckle. Even grumpy, with her hair pulled up in a messy bun, she was beautiful.

      "Gimme."

      Another chuckle emerged from him, and he liked that she could pull that kind of response. He knew he took life far too seriously, but having grown up the way that he had, someone had needed to be serious. It was the only way of keeping his grandfather’s legacy alive after his father’s bumbling through women had nearly destroyed it in the early years.

      Everett closed the door behind them and watched as she made her way over to a round, puffy chair. He studied her apartment with interest, wanting to take in every detail that might give him more insight into her.

      The windows were covered in blinds but then had a gauzy fabric draped over them as well. Her faded blue velvet sofa held an assortment of pillows. Some furry, some sparkling, and some simply woven. The coffee table was made of driftwood covered with clear glass, and atop it was a stack of tabletop art books and what looked to be art supply catalogues.

      The small living room backed up against the kitchenette, divided by a bar with a couple of stools. Her actual dining area was filled with an easel, table, crates, paints, canvas, tools, and other odds and ends piled high on every surface.

      "Nosy much?"

      The grumbled query brought his attention back to her, and he stared at the long stretch of her bare legs where she'd curled them up on the chair. "You love your art."

      "My mother calls it a decorating nightmare."

      "All I see is a need for more space."

      "Yeah, well, space comes at a premium when you live at the beach." She took another sip of her coffee and eyed him over the rim. "Why are you here, Everett?"

      He shoved his hands into the pockets of his casual slacks, an appropriate choice for brunch with her family at the beach, he thought, and tilted his head to the left as he regarded her. "I thought we should talk before heading over. Discuss our Vegas story in detail?"

      She'd lifted the cup to her lips for another drink but froze at his words.

      "I thought we'd agreed on keeping our stupid mistake a secret."

      "We did. But at some point, someone could ask what we wound up doing in Vegas after your show."

      Isabel squeezed her eyes shut and leaned her head back on the cushion behind her.

      "Drinks. That's all we have to say," she said, running a hand over her hair. "And as far as staying married, we’re not. Besides, what are the odds that my one and only one-night stand would result in a pregnancy?"

      He could give her the statistics but doubted she actually wanted to hear them.

      "As far as brunch goes, our story is that you know Michael, he mentioned me having a show there, and we met when you introduced yourself and had drinks after the show. End of story."

      "Your aunt saw me kiss you last night."

      "We're friends. No big deal."

      "Do you kiss all of your male friends?" Jealousy spiked through him, a surprise to say the least. He'd never felt enough about a woman to be jealous of what she did or with whom, but here he sat with a woman he barely knew yet was married to, and the thought of her kissing other men made him want to growl and claim her like a caveman.

      One slim eyebrow rose on her face, and he watched as she shrugged.

      "I didn't kiss you. You kissed me. Don't do it again and we'll be fine."

      He pondered her words for a moment but decided, in an effort to keep things honest, he had to say more. "Yeah, that doesn't work for me, Isabel."

      He watched as she swallowed, the delicate muscles of her neck moving with the action.

      "I'm sorry, what?"

      He stood and moved over to where she sat, stretching out a hand she reluctantly accepted, allowing him to pull her to her feet. "Go get ready. It's almost time for our date."

      "We don't have a date. We have brunch—with my mother. Are you going to behave yourself?"

      He grinned and lowered his head to brush a lingering kiss across her lips, reveling in the softness despite her sharp intake of breath. Point proven that he would steal kisses whenever he could, he released her and stepped back. "I guess not."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tessa smoothed a hand down the tunic dress she'd chosen to wear for the brunch, feeling every bit her age when her best friend's home began to fill with their children and grandchildren.

      It wasn't that she was jealous of the girls, she'd been twenty and thirty something once herself. It was just that somewhere along the line she'd gotten old, and she'd never felt that as completely as she did this very moment.

      What was she thinking, agreeing to go out with Kirk? Why on earth would she set herself up to be the subject of the island’s gossip? Were women over sixty called cougars? Or something worse?

      "Hey, you okay? What's that about?" Mary Elizabeth asked.

      Tessa glanced at her friend and slowly crossed the floor to accept the mimosa Mary Elizabeth held out for her. "What's what about?"

      "That look."

      "What look?"

      "Uh-huh. What happened?"

      Of all the Babes, Tessa was closest with Mary Elizabeth. Adaline and Rayna were twin sisters and always together, and while Cheryl was friendly with all five of the ladies, Tessa and Mary Elizabeth had always just been there for one another.

      But knowing she needed to give her friend an answer that did not include Kirk, she said, "I saw him again."

      Mary Elizabeth—MeMe—raised the delicately arched eyebrow Tessa had just waxed earlier that week and gave her a stare down as only a lifelong friend could. "And?"

      "And...I was on a date and it made me uncomfortable. Why do I keep seeing him?"

      "It's an island, Tessa. You’re going to run into your ex-husband."

      That had also occupied her mind on the walk here. What had Bruce thought of her date with Kirk? It was obvious to anyone with eyes that Kirk was younger.

      Why do you care what he thinks?

      Tessa rolled her head to one side to ease the tension. "I know but…during all these years, I haven't seen him that often. Now it's like he's everywhere I turn."

      "I think the real question is why does it bother you?"

      Tessa glared at her friend and shook her head. "Do not go there."

      "It’s a simple question."

      "You’re implying more."

      "That's your conscience prodding you," Mary Elizabeth said, straightening from her leaning position against her gorgeous quartz countertop when Cheryl and her mother, Georgia, the last of the living Babe mothers, walked in. "Welcome! Ms. Georgia, I hope you came hungry."

      "I did, my dear, I did," the ninety-two-year-old spitfire said. "I'm sorry I missed the shower for Isabel's sweet friend, but my volunteer group had snagged those tickets ages ago, and I couldn't back out on them."

      Mary Elizabeth kissed Georgia's softly wrinkled cheek before stepping back so that Tessa could take her turn. All of the mothers—and fathers for that matter—had passed except for Ms. Georgia, and the loving woman had taken each of them as her own as only a loving mama could.

      Much to Cheryl’s chagrin, her mother wasn’t always the polite southern belle she’d been raised to be. No, with age had come feistiness, and Ms. Georgia was a woman who spoke her mind no matter the situation or the surroundings.

      "It's fine. Amelia wouldn't have wanted you to cancel your plans," Mary Elizabeth said.

      "Well, I left a gift for her in the foyer. Please give it to her and give her my best."

      Tessa smiled at the woman's gesture and held up an empty glass. "Of course. Mimosa?"

      "None for me," Cheryl said, going on to greet the others in the room. "Orange juice has been bothering me lately."

      "I'll take one. Make it a double," Georgia said with a wink.

      "Hadley sends her apologies as well," Cheryl said.

      "You've talked to her?" Tessa asked, knowing Cheryl was concerned as to why her only child hadn't visited from Raleigh for nearly a year despite it only being a two-hour drive.

      "Briefly. She says the kids are involved in absolutely everything, and she doesn't want to miss out since an empty nest looms," Cheryl said.

      "Well, we can certainly understand that," Mary Elizabeth said. "Can't we, ladies? We've all been there."

      "I would've held on to Zoey's legs as she left for college if I wasn't so afraid she'd kick her way free," Tessa offered as a joke. "Let Hadley enjoy what time she has left with her baby girl under her roof. I'm sure they'll be here once summer comes and things settle down after graduation."

      "Exactly. One last hurrah and all of that," Mary Elizabeth said.

      "So what were you two girls discussing when we walked in?" Georgia asked from the chair where she now sat. "You both looked awfully serious."

      Mary Elizabeth shot Tessa a teasing look and ignored Tessa's head shake.

      "Tessa keeps running into Bruce, and it's giving her the flutters."

      "What's this now?" Cheryl asked, eyes going wide before narrowing shrewdly.

      Tessa felt her face heat like a schoolgirl. "That wasn't nice," she said to MeMe. "And I'm not getting anything," she said to the others. "I simply mentioned that in the last little while I keep running into him. Even though I’ve only run into him a handful of times over the years.”

      “Maybe it just means you’ve both stopped avoiding one another. It’s about time,” Rayna Jo said, joining the conversation as she moved to greet Georgia.

      “Yes, well, the focus today is on Isabel, remember?” Tessa desperately tried to steer the conversation away from her first husband and back to something less personal. At least for her. “I just happened to spot Isabel kissing her friend yesterday evening as I left.”

      “Really?” Mary Elizabeth asked, a frown pinching her eyebrows together above her nose even though a sparkle entered her gaze.

      “There’s definitely something going on there,” Tessa added. She felt a little guilty for throwing Izzy under the bus, so to speak, but desperate times and all of that.

      "Let's hope we find out more today then," MeMe said. "He did make a good first impression, didn't he? Very mannerly, well dressed... Oh, a mother can only hope. Especially given the ones she’s brought home before."

      "The party's here," Michael called out as he and his fraternal twin, Logan, entered the house.

      Greetings were returned from throughout the room, but Adaline separated herself from her husband's side and moved to greet her sons.

      Handsome men, both of them.

      As they made the rounds, the boys greeted Georgia and complimented her before helping themselves to drinks.

      "So, we hear you know Everett," Mary Elizabeth said to Michael. "Tell us everything."

      Michael had just taken a sip of his drink and smiled as he shook his head at them while lifting the glass and a single finger to point toward the door.

      "I've got a better idea," he said after he'd swallowed. "Why don't you ask him yourself?"
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      Isabel felt every eye in the room lock on them the instant she and Everett walked into the kitchen area. She took a breath and pasted on a shaky smile, determined to get through the brunch and out of there as quickly as humanly possible.

      Her nerves wouldn't last long, especially not after the kiss Everett had given her at her apartment before she'd hightailed it to her bedroom and locked the door behind her.

      What was up with that?

      How could Everett think they'd ever have anything more than Vegas? Not only were they strangers but he was a New Yorker, for pity's sake! And like any true southern girl, she hated the cold and snow.

      The open windows carried the seventy-degree breeze that tousled the balloon arch remaining in the living room from last night's shower.

      Had it only been last night?

      With a start, she realized it had. Even though it felt like time traveled at warp speed.

      And once today was over, Thanksgiving would be next.

      With Everett determined to stay in town until she knew for sure she wasn't pregnant, which factored into the holiday with gut-clenching accuracy.

      "Everyone, this is Everett Drake, Isabel and Michael's friend," Mary Elizabeth stated, introducing him.

      "I’m Izzy’s father, Adam," Adam said. "Welcome. Come meet everyone, Everett."

      Isabel watched as Everett left her side to join her father and the other men, but not until after a gentle squeeze of her arm. That came after he slid his hand from her lower back, neither of which went unnoticed by any of the women in the room.

      Izzy stifled a groan and fought the urge to turn on her heel to leave but forced herself to approach the group of women eyeing her like they mentally sized her for wedding dresses and booked venues.

      The Babes surrounded the chair where Ms. Georgia sat, Isabel's sisters nearby, looking as curious as the mothers.

      She hadn't had any luck getting an answer out of Sophia last night as to what she was keeping from the Babes. Hopefully she'd be able to corner her sister sometime soon and try again. Like Izzy, Sophia knew to keep her private life private or else suffer the consequences of the Babes getting involved on an even larger scale than if they found something out on their own.

      Rayna Jo's daughters, Dara and Devon, rarely came to events seeing as how Devon lived in New York City working as a television show host and Dara lived—where was it now?—and worked for a private security company called Guardian Group. Only Izzy, Allie, and Sophia were local, as well as Michael and Logan.

      That meant when it came to family functions of any sort, they carried the slack of the others, as their attendance was mandatory rather than optional.

      Which brought them to today.

      Izzy greeted Ms. Georgia and asked about her health before turning to face the sea of women waiting for her to give them the details of her companion. Isabel rolled her eyes and sighed. "Really? I don't even get a drink first?"

      Sophia grinned silently and quickly handed Izzy a filled flute.

      "He's very handsome."

      "Those dimples!"

      "His eyes are quite compelling, too. It's those dark, sooty lashes," Tessa added. "They give him a bit of mysterious air, don't you think?"

      "The hot body doesn't hurt," Ms. Georgia stated in a stage whisper that could've been heard on the West Coast.

      Surprised laughter burst out of the Babes—minus Cheryl—as well as several of the men across the room blatantly eavesdropping on them, and Isabel shook her head and grimaced. What on earth would Everett think of them after this?

      Her father lifted his glass toward her with another low chuckle and then went on to introduce Logan and Michael's father to Everett.

      Izzy tried. She really did. She tried hard not to look at Everett, but after a moment's stubbornness, her gaze shifted with a mind of its own and found his locked on her instead of the men surrounding him.

      Direct. Amused.

      Sensual?

      He’d heard every word.

      "Good golly, the last time a man looked at me like that, I married him," Tessa said, lifting a hand to fan her face dramatically.

      Izzy had lifted her glass and taken a hasty drink only to choke on the citrus and champagne once Tessa's statement registered. She coughed and her eyes watered, her blurred vision catching sight of Everett's wide smile. More proof her father wasn't the only one eavesdropping.

      "Girls, you're embarrassing poor Izzy," Ms. Georgia said, her gaze sharp as a tack.

      "It's fine. Wrong pipe," she managed, voice husky from coughing.

      "Good. Because I'd like to meet your young man," Ms. Georgia said.

      "He's not mine, Ms. Georgia. He's just a friend." She'd just uttered the words when Everett's hand slid possessively around her waist and settled on her hip.

      "Are you all right?"

      Izzy heard the Babes and Ms. Georgia sigh with approval at his inquiry. "Fine."

      Izzy stepped away from Everett only to find him moving with her, their hips and thighs brushing in the process. Her face heated up even more when a tingle of awareness zapped through her body.

      "You must be Ms. Georgia," Everett said in his deep, rumbling voice. "It's a pleasure, ma'am."

      Everett released Izzy's waist long enough to take the hand Ms. Georgia held out to him and squeeze it gently.

      "You are a handsome devil, aren't you?" Ms. Georgia said.

      Everett chuckled and Izzy rolled her eyes at the way the group of women practically swooned at his feet. Enough already. "Mama, is the food ready? I have work to do today."

      "Isabel, don't be rude. We're just getting to know your guest," her mother said.

      Izzy fisted her hands and managed another smile. If she wasn't so afraid of what Everett might say while she wasn't around, she'd leave him there and get out while the Babes were occupied and the gettin' was good. "Maybe our guest is hungry, Mama," she suggested sweetly, trying her best to get things moving. It was rude to talk with a mouthful after all.

      "I know I am," Michael said as he joined them. "Hey, squirt."

      She glared up at her cousin. "Really? Will I ever outgrow that nickname?" she asked, irritable but uncaring. Her last nerve frayed to a single thread, and she had a feeling tying it in a knot and hanging on for dear life wouldn't work. Not today. Not with Everett looking at her like he wanted to…

      "Never." Michael lowered his head and kissed her cheek, looking down at her with amusement.

      "Fine, let's eat then, shall we?" her mother said. "I have things set up buffet style in the dining room. Right this way."

      The group moved as a whole to file into the other room, and Michael offered Ms. Georgia his arm to escort her.

      Everett turned to stare down at Izzy, the last to move toward the doorway.

      "Kissing cousins?" he asked her.

      A laugh bubbled out of her before she could stop it. "Seriously? Ew. Not everything you read about the south is true, you know."

      He chuckled. "Just checking."

      "Would it bother you if we had? It's not like Michael and I are actually cousins"—she lowered her voice—"nor are you and I a couple."

      One of Everett's thick eyebrows shot high, but he didn't argue her statement even though it looked like he wanted to.

      In fact, his lack of comment had the feel of something more. Like he knew something she didn't but wasn't going to let her in on the secret.

      What the heck?

      "Shall we?"

      "Everett, stop. What are you doing?"

      "Escorting you to brunch."

      "Yeah, but why are you looking at me like that? Why are you behaving like we're more than just friends?"

      The smile that stole over his lips brought to mind that night in Vegas, and she rolled her eyes, ignoring his arm and huffing out a breath as she started to stomp away.

      Everett snagged her elbow in a gentle grip, spinning her around and wrapping his other hand at the nape of her neck, using both to pull her to him. He closed his lips over hers, silencing her gasp with an all-too-tempting kiss that left her head whirling even though it lasted mere seconds.

      Against her lips, he murmured, "We aren't 'just friends,' Isabel. The sooner you realize that, the better."

      Face hot, she struggled to fill her lungs with air as she stumbled her way into the dining room on his arm, wondering if everyone could tell they'd just kissed while their backs were turned.

      She'd never been a PDA kinda girl but that?

      How was it possible that a single kiss, lasting only seconds, could rock her? That wasn't normal, was it?

      She'd kissed her share of boys and men over the years, and not once did she ever remember those kisses being as drugging or intoxicating as Everett's. An instant zing that shot through her like lightning.

      While some might think that was a good thing, she wasn't so sure that was the case.

      "Aren't you hungry, sweetheart?" her mother asked.

      "Mom, she's date eating, hello," Allie said in a teasing voice.

      Isabel glanced up and shot her sister a glare. Now wasn't the time for sibling rivalry. She needed support, not more attention brought to them. "I had coffee."

      "Coffee isn't breakfast," her mother said, tsking.

      Everett silently handed her a plate he'd filled with fruit and a tiny, flaky croissant along with a mini quiche.

      "Eat."

      This time he got her glare—and she got a dimpled smile that left her knees weak and pulse pounding. What was it about domineering men that got to her?
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      Everett couldn't stop the smile forming on his face as he and Isabel left the Shipleys’ and silently walked away from the house.

      "Would you like to come see where I'm staying?" he asked. "It has a great view."

      Isabel didn't answer but her pace picked up, forcing him to adjust his stride to match.

      "I think things went well back there, don't you?"

      "Ha!"

      He didn’t bother restraining his chuckle and continued to match pace with her ever-increasing stride. "I'd say I fit in quite well. Your family's adjustment to me being your husband shouldn't be too much of a stretch."

      She stopped so fast he nearly stumbled in his effort to do so as well. Turning to face her, he took note of her fisted hands and the way her chest rose and fell with every exasperated breath.

      Before leaving her apartment, she’d changed into a flowy maxi dress with a V neck and pockets, along with low-heeled boots. She wore a long necklace and dangly earrings, and he liked the simple yet elegant look on her.

      "They aren't going to know you're…that we're… They can't."

      "Because?"

      She blinked up at him at the question.

      "We can't have this conversation on repeat. Everett, what's the endgame here?"

      "Pardon?"

      "The endgame," she repeated. "What do you want? Why do you continuously say these things when you know our marriage was an accident that will be corrected as soon as I can hire an attorney since you seem determined not to?"

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and regarded her from behind his sunglasses. "Isabel, I believe we can make our marriage work."

      "What?"

      Sensing a couple coming up behind them, he gently snagged her elbow in his hand and tugged her over to an empty bench. "You said you didn’t want your parents to know you’d messed up.”

      “So?”

      “You're not the only one who doesn't like failure, Isabel," he said. "And even though we didn't intend to get legally married, now that we are, I see no reason why we can't move forward as a couple and see where things go, regardless of whether or not you’re pregnant."

      "You're joking."

      "I'm not." He tugged at his ear before yanking the sunglasses off in the hope that she could see his sincerity. "Are you seeing someone?"

      The report hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend, but given that it had been culled so hastily, there was always a margin for error.

      "No, but—"

      "Neither am I. So what's the issue? You're free. I'm free. We know we're compatible sexually—"

      "We. Are. Strangers."

      He nodded as she emphasized every word. "That can be easily rectified."

      "You think it's that easy to make a marriage work?"

      "I think it's a start. Let's spend as much time together as we can, get to know one another, and see what happens."

      "Everett, I have a life. I have to get back to work. My rent—"

      "I'll pay your rent."

      "For the love of—"

      She closed her eyes and mouth in obvious frustration and told him what he could do with his offer to cover her rent without saying a word.

      "What do you want, Isabel? You didn't find me abhorrent in Vegas, so what's stopping you from exploring this opportunity now?"

      Everett watched as she bit her lip again and worried it between her teeth until the flesh turned white. He forced his gaze off the succulent treat and back to her beautiful gray eyes.

      "You're not abhorrent. But all of this is just… We'd be crazy to think for even a moment that a prank could turn into something more."

      "What if our mistake wasn't a mistake but fate stepping in?"

      She opened her mouth to reply but then closed it without speaking. He wished he could delve into her thoughts. Read her mind and get insight into whatever it was holding her back. Isabel didn’t strike him as a woman reined in by her fears.

      "You aren’t the type of man who believes in fate," she said finally.

      He wasn't. But there was something different and unique about this situation that he couldn't put a finger on. There was more at work here than happenstance.

      "Everett, what would people think?"

      "The woman I met in Las Vegas wasn't afraid of what people might think."

      She shot him a side look from beneath her lashes.

      "She was drunk."

      "No, she wasn’t. Neither of us were and you know it."

      Her eyes widened. "You're saying subconsciously we knew that was a fake chapel and did it anyway?"

      He chuckled at her horror and shook his head. "I wouldn't go as far as that. I'm simply saying...I've come to realize certain things happen in life whether we're prepared for them or not. Call it what you like, but what if our walking into the wrong chapel is part of our story?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, if it hadn't happened, we would've gone our separate ways, slipped back into our lives, and I wouldn't be here now. But it did. And I am," he stated firmly, dipping his head to force her to hold his gaze when she started to look away. "And that crazy story of how we accidentally got married can be the thing we tell people later because it worked out.”

      “We don’t know that it would.”

      “We don’t know that it won’t. We get to decide how to proceed with the chance we've been given. And the effort we put into making it work."

      A spark of hope bloomed inside of him when she seemed to give his statement intense thought. "Isabel—"

      "It's just Izzy,” she said with a small shake of her head. “Everyone calls me Izzy."

      "Isabel," he said softly again, stroking a hand over her cheek and using his touch to gently lift her face toward his. "I'm not asking for blind devotion. We can take it slow. Just…spend time with me."

      "You mean while you're here, u-until we know whether or not I'm pregnant?"

      She appeared to think that was a more reasonable request, and since he'd pushed her enough for the day, he knew to take it for a win. "That's a start," he said, refusing to commit to anything short-term when long term was his goal.

      "I suppose...I suppose it wouldn't hurt, but my family will get the wrong idea. Then when you leave, I'll be the one dealing with all of the questions after you're gone."

      He pondered that for a moment and understood her concern. Though in his case, he couldn't imagine anyone caring enough to question him about his feelings for her. Yet another difference in her family and his. "We'll be as discreet as we can for now."

      She shook her head and shot him a frown.

      "What?" he asked.

      "You make me want to say yes but the island is a fishbowl. Privacy doesn't exist. Everyone knows my parents and the Babes. No matter where we go, someone will probably recognize me and then call the Babes to get the scoop and—"

      "We'll deal with that when it happens."

      Her shoulders slumped and he had a feeling he was wearing her down.

      "Everett...you know you're handsome. You dress nice, which means you obviously have some cash to spend. You're smart and…you could walk into any bar or restaurant in town and get any woman you want. Why not just get a divorce and be done with it? Why me?"

      Why her, indeed.

      He leaned toward her and lifted a hand to brush a tendril of hair off her soft cheek. "Why not you?" When it was obvious that question didn't satisfy her, he said, "The fact of the matter is you intrigue me, Isabel. And I like it."

      A soft flush formed on her cheeks and he smiled at the sight.

      "What if we have nothing in common? What if we really don't like each other and we get a divorce anyway? Doing it now would save time."

      "What don't you like about me?" he asked, putting her on the spot.

      "What?"

      "What don't you like about me?"

      She opened her mouth but no words emerged. Finally she closed it and licked her lips before trying again.

      "You're very bossy."

      "I can be,” he said, lowering his voice. “But I think you like it when I take control in certain areas."

      Her face flushed instantly, and he chuckled, lowering his head to kiss her quickly. "What else?"

      He heard her swallow.

      "Wh-what happens when you see I'm not pregnant? Will it be over then?"

      She attempted to set a time limit as a way to protect herself. His admiration rose. "Mmm." He kissed her again, letting his lips linger over the feel of her. "Then we reevaluate. Arranged marriages have started with less than the chemistry we have, Isabel."

      "That's not a mark on the pro side," she said wryly, her nose wrinkling as she pulled away and glanced around to see if anyone watched them. "Looks—and sex drive—fade over time. Those don't sustain a marriage. Not…not the kind I'd like to have."

      The kind like her parents and the Babes had. The report had listed the years the group had spent together, with Ms. Georgia and her husband married sixty-five years before the man had passed away.

      Everett fought the urge to pick Isabel up and throw her over his shoulder like a caveman. Because unbeknownst to her, she’d just told him exactly what he wanted to hear. He felt the same way. It was yet another thing they had in common. But he sensed by agreeing with her words now, she would think it an attempt to love bomb her or get his way, so he remained quiet. "I understand. So for now we date, bide our time, and see what happens. Are we in agreement?"

      The stubborn set of her chin revealed that she wasn't going to give an inch. But that was okay. The hardest battles brought the best rewards.

      "No sex. I shouldn’t have… If we’re to find out if we’re compatible, that has to be off the table."

      "If you say so," he readily agreed, leaving it up to her should she change her mind. “Do we have an agreement?”

      “I…I suppose.”

      He gave her one last quick kiss and then took her hand in his. "Let's go," he said, tugging her after him.

      "Go where? Everett, where are we going?"
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      An hour later, Everett felt Isabel's hard stare boring into the side of his face. He ignored it and fought off the urge to smile as well.

      "What's that?" he asked, pointing toward the structure in the distance.

      "It's the Oak Island Lighthouse. Why do you have a driver? Do you not know how to drive? I mean, you are from New York City, so I guess it's understandable if you don't, but I would've thought—"

      "I know how to drive." She waited for him to say more, but he fixed his attention on the passing scenery and the beauty surrounding them and purposely ignored her inquisitiveness and focused on her shiver.

      The air held the slightest bit of a chill coming off the waterway. "Are you cold?"

      Taking the moment for the opportunity it was, he shifted his stance so that his chest met her back. With his arms on either side of her, the scent of her shampoo in his nose, he cuddled her close with his lips next to her ear. "You smell delicious. Coconut and…honey,” he guessed. “It makes me want to take a bite out of you."

      Everett smiled at the shiver that raced through her body but didn't comment on it. No doubt she would blame the wind cutting across the water as they traveled to Southport, but the statement seemingly distracted her from her questions as to Tomas's presence on board.

      "You said no sex," she muttered.

      He lowered his head, pressed his lips near her ear. "Holding you isn't sex, Isabel. Nor is touching you, kissing you, or a variety of other things."

      Standing over her like he was, he saw her lips part to draw in a breath and smiled, very glad he wasn’t the only one so impacted by the chemistry they shared.

      The horn sounded as they neared the shoreline, and the captain asked everyone to return to their vehicles. Tomas had remained in the SUV but started to get out when they descended from the upper deck. Everett shook his head and the man remained inside.

      He could open Isabel's door. He would protect her with his life. But that didn't mean there weren't people out there who might decide to test his priorities just for the attention it might bring. Which was why a quick text to Tomas had the man waiting for them outside the oceanfront rental, ready to take them on the adventure of the day.

      Tomas drove them off the ferry but turned left not long after, stopping at the gate to get a ticket to park at the marina. Their next ferry was a passenger ferry only, and Everett debated whether to have Tomas wait in Southport for their return or accompany them.

      Tomas's gaze met Everett's in the rearview mirror, and Everett gave in with a reluctant nod. Better safe than sorry. He might leave Tomas behind on occasion to get some time alone, but he'd never do anything that might endanger Isabel. And the sad truth was that, in today's world, being near him had its own danger, if for no other reason than the threat of kidnapping and ransom.

      They'd be on an island without easy access to the mainland should something go wrong. Better to have security and not need it than to find himself without it.

      "Oh, I love going to Bald Head," Isabel said when she realized what was happening.

      On board the passenger ferry, Isabel chose a seat on the outside so she could see the water yet be behind a bulkhead that blocked them from the worst of the wind after the ferry got underway. Tomas stood nearby at the end, a silent but watchful guard. "You've done this before."

      She smiled and shrugged. "Yes, but it never gets old. And it's been years since I've visited even though it's so close."

      Isabel nervously rambled on about the various trips she'd taken to the island over the years. They discussed antics she'd played with her sisters in the golf carts and how she and friends had ditched school once to ride bikes to the far side of the island to watch the kite surfers.

      He enjoyed the stories. But more than anything he liked watching her expressions as she reminisced. Her childhood was night and day from his, but he liked that she so willingly shared those special moments with him and made him feel a part of them.

      Once docked, Isabel led the way to the rental kiosks. Tomas stood in line to get their golf carts while he and Isabel waited off to the side.

      "I'm, uh, going to go to the ladies’ room before we get going," she said, moving toward the public building several feet away.

      Left on his own, Everett shoved his hands into his pockets and strolled around the interior of the building, checking out a map of the island and noting points of interest.

      The island had a spaciousness to it Everett appreciated. It was definitely a retreat for the senses, the lack of traffic noise and the crush of people sliding into his soul like a balm.

      "I can't believe my eyes. Everett? Is that you?"

      Everett turned to face the man speaking to him, recognizing him instantly. "John. Hello."

      John Shapiro grinned and held out a hand to shake.

      "I don't believe it! What are you doing here?"

      "I could ask you the same."

      "I have a house here. My wife's family's from the area, so the wife and I come here for Thanksgiving and fly all the kids down. We gather at our house for the festivities."

      "That sounds fun." And like something he’d like to do one day.

      "It’s the highlight of our year. Are you looking into real estate on the island? I know of a few places for sale. Would be nice to have you as a neighbor."

      "Just looking around today," he told the man. "But I'll call to get those names if I decide to move forward."

      "John? We're ready," a woman called from somewhere out in the sunshine.

      "Looks like they're all loaded up," John said, holding out a hand to shake yet again. "If you're going to be in the area for a while, I hope you'll get in touch. I’ll buy you lunch at the club."

      "I’d like that. I’ll let you know."

      The man said his goodbyes and walked out from beneath the building and around the corner. A few seconds later, a six-person golf cart scooted by with a honk of its horn, followed by a second one equally loaded with people, while a third cart loaded with luggage brought up the rear.
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