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      Grayson tried to ignore the knot in his stomach. But it twisted and turned, not letting go. He had a quick shower, threw on joggers, and took the elevator down to the main floor of the hotel with his stomach still bothering him.

      The little store was not stocked well, but it did have a small bottle of the pink stuff. He hoped it would help, but he wasn’t sure anything would at this point. Maybe he should grab the bottle of vodka instead.

      The woman at the counter looked at the bottle, then his face. She chuckled.

      “Nervous?” she asked.

      “You have no idea,” he replied. Half the hotel had been rented out for the wedding, so of course, the woman knew about it.

      After she charged the overpriced bottle to his room, he escaped back upstairs and downed the whole thing.

      It did not help.

      He contemplated going back for the vodka but knew that wouldn’t be a good idea, even if it would make him feel better.

      Cinco whined from the bed, and Grayson sank down and petted the Doberman’s head. He rested his snout on Grayson’s thigh. He always knew when Grayson was feeling down and had been the only one Grayson confided his worries in about today.

      Grayson stared out over the stormy waters of Lake Michigan. The waves were higher than normal today. It would make for stunning wedding pictures. But the clouds might also release rain that could ruin them.

      That might not be a bad thing.

      He immediately felt guilty for the thought. He wanted the wedding to go well, not be ruined. He owed Dani that much.

      Cinco whined again, bringing his thoughts back to the inside of his hotel room instead of three hours later on the beach. “Maybe we should go for a run.”

      Cinco perked up, his ears alert and the stump of his tail wagging. Grayson glanced at the clock. He’d been up way too early anyway. Sure, he’d have to shower again, but it would be worth it if the run cleared his head. Not that he expected it to help, but it would at least pass the time.

      He hooked up Cinco’s leash and went down the elevator. As he made his way out the back of the hotel and onto the beach, evidence of wedding set-up was everywhere.

      Dani had been planning her wedding for ages, long before she even met Grayson. Her mom told him that the binder she had that held all her wedding ideas was started the year she turned eight. From then until she turned twelve, she was a bride for Halloween every year, and in high school, she simply switched to the bride of Frankenstein. Dani was unashamed of her obsession. And that was just one of the things he loved about her.

      Grayson didn’t need to look closely at the flowers strung around. He already knew they were white roses with pale purple lilac sprigs. He had spent hours with the florist, Dani reiterating over and over again that they had to be the perfect shade of lavender.

      The chairs had been set up on the beach, white and purple ribbons hanging from them, and a tent was going up next to the chairs.

      Grayson had been concerned about her being overly obsessive when the real wedding planning finally started because he knew how much this meant to her. He had wondered if it would turn her into a different person.

      But he never once saw her lose her temper with anyone. She’d shed a few tears when she found her budget wouldn’t cover the cake she wanted—a seven-tiered monstrosity from a baker she’d been following on Instagram for years. But she found a less expensive local baker and toned down the cake.

      Grayson went behind her back, canceled the order, and paid for the Instagram baker. He couldn’t wait to see her face when she saw it.

      There had been a few other things like that, but Grayson took care of them all. He wasn’t about to let her dream wedding become anything less than she’d imagined. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for her. She was his best friend and had been since their freshman year in college. She deserved the world, and he did everything he could to make sure she got it.

      He wasn’t sure when he’d fallen in love with her. It might’ve been that first night they met when he saw her across the room at one of the frat parties. It might’ve been the nights he spent tutoring her in biology. Though he suspected it was the night he kissed her for the first time.

      He’d never forgotten that night. They’d been a little tipsy from a party and were out walking the campus. It was still early fall and not quite cold. She’d been telling him all about her dream wedding, and he couldn’t help himself. He kissed her.

      Which was stupid really. What young college frat boy kisses a girl who just told him about the wedding she’d been planning since she was eight?

      He had.

      And here he was.

      At the wedding that was exactly the same as she’d always wanted.

      Down to the heavily perfumed lilac sprigs.

      He bounded down the sand with Cinco, eyeing the clouds. This would not bode well for the wedding. After they got farther away from the hotel, Grayson let Cinco off his leash, and he went racing out into Lake Michigan. Grayson hadn’t foreseen that. Though he should’ve.

      He was too distracted by the pain in his stomach and the wedding.

      It would take forever to clean Cinco up. He didn’t have time for that. As it was, he barely had time to get back and get ready.

      He wished the day would stretch on forever and never get to the wedding. Then things would continue on just like they always had.

      Instead, Dani was getting married.

      And he wasn’t the groom.
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      So far, Dani’s wedding day was nothing like she’d imagined. She’d woken up late to a massive headache and an overcast sky that threatened to rain buckets on her beautiful day. She took a couple of Tylenol and a hot shower. She would not let something like a few clouds ruin the day she’d been imagining. She had a backup plan and a backup plan to her backup plan.

      Dani had been planning her wedding since she was eight. By the time she turned fifteen, she knew she wanted it on June twelfth (a day that typically had seventy-five-degree weather and historically no rain) on the beach in Glen Arbor. All of the details were carefully crafted. It should’ve been fairly easy to execute—the planning stages had gone well, thanks to Grayson—but today nothing was going right, and she couldn’t figure out why.

      She sat in her beautiful dress that somehow didn’t look quite right. It was a sleek dress, long and flowing, and her long blond hair was up in a French twist.

      Surrounded by three of her close friends, she worried this day wouldn’t live up to her expectations. Now that it was here, she felt let down. It was the clouds. It had to be the clouds. If it rained, the day would be ruined.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Is she decent?” Grayson asked, and the tightness in her chest relaxed a hair. He could fix this. Well, maybe not the clouds, but at least he’d be able to make her feel better.

      “She looks like she’s about to ball buckets,” Stacy said. “But she’s fully clothed, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Grayson popped in, and Dani turned around, meeting the eyes of her best friend. She supposed she wasn’t very good company at the moment. She’d tried hard to not be a bridezilla since she got engaged, but today she definitely was.

      As the bridesmaids left, Stacy paused and placed a hand on Grayson’s chest, whispering something in his ear. Dani didn’t know what it was, but she didn’t like the way Stacy touched him. Not that Dani had any say over who touched Grayson. Especially after today, but the green-eyed monster always reared its ugly head where Grayson was concerned.

      Grayson looked dashing in his man of honor suit. He’d been there with her through it all, and she didn’t know what she would do without him. He’d been like her big brother all through college and beyond. He was incredibly good-looking, and on more than one occasion, her mom asked why she was with Jeremy instead of Grayson, but she loved Jeremy.

      Besides, she was nowhere near Grayson’s league, and she never would be. So she never let herself have feelings for him. That would only lead to heartbreak. She had made a lot of sacrifices for Jeremy, but they were worth it. She wanted kids, and he didn’t, and she’d resolved herself to that. It was okay because she loved him.

      Jeremy had been a little uncomfortable with Grayson as her man of honor, but he’d gotten used to it. He didn’t like all the wedding planning stuff, and Grayson went with her so Jeremy didn’t have to. They didn’t even bother correcting the vendors when they assumed Grayson was the groom.

      Dani stared at the clouds. Her day was about to be ruined.

      “It’s going to rain,” Dani whined, trying to keep the tears in. Why did there have to be clouds today? It was the one thing that was completely out of her control, but she had researched the weather and found a day that historically never had rain.

      Grayson chuckled. “It might. But if it rains, you have a tent with sidewalls, and no one will get wet.”

      This was true. She’d made sure they were prepared for everything. But still. This was not how she wanted her wedding to go. She didn’t want to be in the tent.

      Dani tried not to stick her lip out and pout. “I want my wedding on the beach with full sun.”

      “And have people drenched in sweat?” Grayson asked.

      “I am wearing prescription-strength deodorant. I really don’t care.” She heard the cattiness in her voice, but Grayson didn’t comment.

      He crouched in front of her. “Listen, Jamie said overcast is better for pictures anyway. And he’s had some photo shoots where it started pouring in the middle of everything, and they’ve been his best ones.”

      She noticed his careful use of language. “I doubt those were weddings.”

      Grayson leveled her with a look. He was good at calling her out on her crap. “Stop pouting. This is your wedding day, and it’ll be perfect. Even if it rains. As long as you don’t freak out. Come on, let’s go make your dreams come true.”

      He held out a hand, and she grasped his. Grayson always knew the right thing to say. She took a deep breath. This was a day she’d remember forever, and she wanted to have good memories of it, not ones where she stressed the whole time. He was right. As usual.

      Dani tucked her arm into Grayson’s. He kissed her on the cheek, and a slight thrill ran up her spine. She ignored it. Today she would become Jeremy’s wife, and she would have to stop mooning over a man she could never have.

      Not only was Grayson her man of honor, but he was also walking her down the aisle. Dani’s father died several years ago. A fact for which she’d been grateful. He had been a cruel and abusive man.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked.

      Dani beamed up at him. “I’ve been ready for this for years.”

      And she had.

      But she still couldn’t help the feeling of dread in her stomach.
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      They walked out onto the beach, and everything was exactly as Dani had envisioned. The lilacs and roses were perfect, and the chairs were all situated just right. Exactly fifty-two guests.  Everybody looked incredible as they stood and waited for her to walk down the aisle. Even the clouds had parted and let the sun out. No rain on the horizon.

      She had been worried for nothing.

      Her dreams were coming true.

      She met Jeremy’s eyes. Her smile widened. There he was, her perfect groom. He didn’t want a big wedding, but he’d been so patient with her. Love swelled in her breast as she stared at him.

      No smile crossed his lips. In fact, he looked a little ill. Her own smile faded, and she swallowed.

      That wasn’t at all how she’d imagined her groom’s face would look when he saw her in her dress for the first time. Tears, a wide smile, unabashed love, but not ill. Dani gripped harder to Grayson’s arm, but he didn’t seem to notice anything.

      She glanced up at Jeremy again, but there was still no smile. He had not wanted to get married. In fact, he’d been clear when they started dating that he’d never get married, but he’d come around. He knew how important this was to her, and she loved him for it. Perhaps that’s all this was. Nerves about marriage. He’d get over it.

      She walked slowly down the aisle. Grayson kissed her cheek and leaned over and whispered in her ear. “See, no rain. I’m a miracle worker.”

      He handed her off to Jeremy, who wouldn’t look her in the eye.

      “Are you okay?” she whispered. She needed him to be. This was their wedding day. They should both be thrilled.

      He shook his head, and Dani’s throat clogged up.

      She took a deep breath and let it out again. This would be okay. All they had to do was make it through the ceremony, and she could get a glass of champagne in his hands. He’d relax, and everything would go as planned. She doubted anyone but her noticed Jeremy’s nervousness, and if they did, well, the groom was supposed to be nervous, right?

      The pastor she’d known her whole life quickly went through his spiel. Dani barely even heard it. Next to her, Jeremy was shaking so badly, she was sure everyone could see. She couldn’t believe he was this nervous. She thought back to the past few days. He hadn’t been acting weird at all. Though she’d barely seen him. She and Grayson had been making sure everything was ready for the wedding.

      Her pastor smiled down at her. “Do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, to love him and cherish him for as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” Dani said without hesitation. She couldn’t believe she was about to be married. A wife.

      “And do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife, to love her and cherish her for as long as you both shall live?”

      Jeremy didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then that long moment became uncomfortable. She tried to meet his eyes, but he was staring at their intertwined hands.

      “Jeremy,” she hissed. “It’s your turn.”

      He finally looked at her with pain behind his baby blues. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.”

      He turned and walked away, down that perfect sandy aisle and back into the hotel beyond. Tears clogged her throat once again, but she didn’t let them out. There was dead silence on the beach, except for the waves, and the sound roared in her ears.

      She didn’t know what to do, where to go, or who to look at. Dani wasn’t a public crier, so tears didn’t run. But how she wanted to scream, yell, and hit something. Her perfect day had just been ruined. Yes, she was going to miss Jeremy. She loved him, but right now she could only muster the energy to be upset by the wedding. If she thought too hard about the future, she’d completely lose it.

      Grayson was at her side in seconds, and he whispered in her ear.

      “Dani bear, I know this is your special day, and I don’t want to see it ruined. Will you let me help you?”

      “What do you mean?” she whispered back, the tightness in her throat lessening. Grayson would help her. He always did. She was so grateful he was here, but she didn’t see what he could possibly do to fix this. Unless he was about to run after Jeremy and make him come back and marry her.

      “Just say yes, and we’ll figure out the details later.” She had no idea how he could be so calm.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He should be long gone, racing after the man she was supposed to marry. Grayson was persuasive. Jeremy would listen to him. He had to. Dani had been waiting too long for today for it to end like this.

      “I know, but people are watching, and if we don’t do this quickly, things will get awkward.”

      “Things are already awkward.” She couldn’t believe she’d just been left at the altar. She really was going to puke. That would make this even better. Instead of beautiful pictures, there would be ones of her alone, with puke all over her dress. How had things gone so wrong, so quickly?

      Grayson squeezed her hand again. “Seriously. Just say yes, and your day will still be salvageable.”

      “Okay, yes, go get him.” She nudged Grayson in the arm and looked to the path Jeremy had taken moments ago.

      Instead of running off, Grayson dropped down on one knee.
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      Grayson had no idea what he was doing. He just knew he couldn’t let that douchebag ruin Dani’s wedding. She had shared with him Jeremy’s hesitation to get married, but Grayson didn’t think the guy would leave her at the altar.

      He didn’t know if Dani would play along or not. If she ran from him, he wouldn’t care. He just wanted to give her the opportunity to have her perfect day. She deserved it. After she’d been there for when his sister died and all those nights he called her, whining about how hard some of his classes were. She was his rock and he wasn’t about to let her down now.

      He looked up into her horrified eyes and spoke from the heart. He didn’t know any other way to do this. He spoke loudly so that everyone else would hear. They had to make this believable. Which wouldn’t be all that hard, considering how he felt about her.

      “Dani, you and I have been best friends a long time. And I’ve loved you for nearly all of those years. You’re my best friend and the one that I want to come home to every night. I know this is unusual, but I’ve kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want to interfere in your relationship with Jeremy. I can’t hold back any longer. I love you, and I want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?”

      A few gasps came from the crowd, and one of the bridesmaids squeed. But Grayson didn’t pay any attention to them. He had eyes only for Dani.

      He spoke from the heart, but she didn’t know that. She probably assumed he was just acting. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was that her wedding wasn’t ruined. And maybe he wasn’t exactly what she wanted—she’d made that clear on numerous occasions, but at least, she’d have her dream wedding.

      But only if she said yes.

      She stared at him for a long moment, and he could see the questions behind her eyes. This wouldn’t work if she tried to make sense of things.

      Finally, she nodded. “Yes. I will marry you.”

      He whooped, stood, and wrapped his arms around her, spinning her in a circle. He whispered in her ear. “We don’t have to sign the marriage certificate. But this way, your big day is still exactly what you want. Well, minus the groom.” He caught a glimpse of the crowd. Dani’s mom had tears running down her cheeks, and a few of Jeremy’s friends were leaving.

      “You make a better groom anyway,” she whispered back, and his heart swelled. “Thank you.”

      He liked the feeling that he could give her things no one else could. He set her down and turned to face the pastor. This was the man who baptized Dani as a baby. Grayson just hoped he’d go for this.

      “Dani, this is highly unusual,” he said, his face concerned.

      She gripped Grayson’s hand. “I know, but Grayson is my best friend. I feel the same way he does about me. I just never admitted it. You’ve seen us. Everyone always assumes we’re a couple. We were just too afraid to admit it to each other for fear of ruining our friendship.”

      “If that’s really what you want.”

      The pastor looked like he wanted to argue but didn’t, and Grayson let out a breath of relief.

      Dani nodded eagerly.

      The pastor didn’t go through all of his speech again. He just skipped straight to the “I dos.”
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