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      Each novella in The Trouble with Weddings Series is full of sweet, insta-love romance, fun, steamy flings, and swoony heroes.  Love is definitely in the air!

      

      Heading to my friends’ destination wedding on a gorgeous island should have been an exciting prospect.  And it was . . . until I realized that me and my ex-boyfriend, Scott, would be in such close proximity for an entire week.

      

      He was my ex for a reason, even if I did still find him so damn tempting—catching him with another woman was something I couldn’t forgive, even if Scott swore there was an explanation for what happened.  And while on the island, he was making it his sole mission to set things right . . . by forcing me to finally listen to his version of advents and making me remember how good things had been between us.

      

      The latter included hot kisses and an even hotter seduction I couldn’t resist.  By the end of our time together, I realize that things weren’t as they seemed, but could I open up my heart to him again and give him one last second chance?
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        Poppy

      

      

      

      “I’m not doing it,” I said, shaking my head. “I am not going to that island for a full week.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glared defiantly at my brother, Ben. We were sitting in a cafe near his apartment in Manhattan, having just eaten lunch together. It was something we did at least once a week now that I was back in the city. I spent the last four years going to college two hours away, and it wasn’t convenient to see each other often since he worked full-time as an EMT here in New York. We were both just so busy, but it was nice to have a chance to reconnect these days.

      At least, it was usually nice. On a day like today, he was driving me crazy.

      Ben shook his head at me, looking amused.

      “You’re not going to miss the wedding,” he replied, his tone of voice suggesting that I was being ridiculous, which just annoyed me even more. “Besides, I’ll be there all week too.”

      “Yeah, because you’re the best man. But I don’t belong there for a whole week. It’s just supposed to be the family members and the wedding party until the day of the ceremony.”

      Ben’s best friend, Michael, was getting married at the end of next week on a gorgeous tropical island, and I had been so excited to go. The only problem was that the plane tickets weren’t cheap and I was living on a tight budget at the moment. As a recent college graduate, I had student loans to worry about. So, when my big brother offered to buy my round trip ticket, I was ecstatic.

      The problem was that he didn’t have me flying to Pompeo Island just for the wedding on Saturday, as I should have been. He had booked my flight to the island for the Monday before the wedding. He’d even gotten me a hotel room for the whole week. I probably should have been grateful, but he didn’t run any of this by me first, and I had my reasons to resist.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” Ben tried to cajole me. “You don’t start your new job until after the wedding, so there’s no reason not to go enjoy yourself in paradise for a few days.”

      He was right about the job, but I wasn’t going to give in that easily. He was being a little too reasonable right now, and I suspected that he was up to something.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You know good and well why I don’t want to be there all week. I know that Scott is a groomsman.”

      “Yeah.” Ben didn’t bother playing dumb. “So what?”

      He had to be joking. Of course, I didn’t want to spend a full week around my ex-boyfriend, the guy that ripped my heart out and stomped on it just a year ago.

      “Don’t you think it might be hard to enjoy myself if I have to be around that jerk the whole time?”

      “Come on, Poppy,” Ben said with a sigh. “Don’t be so hard on the guy.”

      I gaped at him, wondering if he was trying to make me angry. “How can you defend him after what he did to me? He might be your friend, but you’re my brother. That’s more important.”

      “I know that,” he said earnestly. “But Scott swears that it was all a misunderstanding. If you’d just hear him out—”

      “No way.” I stood up, hanging my purse off my shoulder. “I never want to speak to him again.”

      With that, I stormed out of the cafe, leaving Ben behind. I knew I was being a little dramatic—and sticking him with the bill—but I knew my brother well enough to figure out that he was trying to get me to spend time with my ex. He was playing matchmaker.

      I couldn’t understand it. He acted like he was on my side when I found out Scott was cheating on me, but every time the guy came up in conversation, Ben suggested that I just talk to him and try to work it out.

      No thank you.

      One heartbreak was enough for a lifetime. Besides, I would never forgive him for sleeping with another woman, no matter what he had to say. Of all the things that could end a relationship, cheating was probably the worst.

      But I wasn’t going to allow myself to dwell on it forever. Ben wanted me to talk to Scott, but I had a better idea. I’d go to the island for the whole week, and I was going to show him that I was doing fine. Completely over him. It was going to be empowering.

      Yep. Scott Marino could eat his heart out.
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        * * *

      

      The flight to Pompeo Island was a long one, and I was flying on my own. Ben had booked his own flight weeks ago, long before he offered to pay for mine, so he wasn’t able to get me on the same plane.

      That was okay with me. I spent the four hours we were in the air getting to know Stacey, the woman in the seat beside me. She was twenty-four years old, just like me, and meeting some friends on the island for a tropical vacation. A large chunk of the long flight time was spent watching The Princess Bride on her iPad, which I’d never seen before. I found myself swooning over the hero, his loyalty something that I desperately wished I could find in a man. I wanted a grand love that never ended, no matter the time or distance.

      I always was a hopeless romantic. Well, until recently. It was hard not to be jaded after what I’d been through.

      “Don’t forget, I’ll be on the island all week,” I said as we walked through the jetway together, emerging in the airport terminal. We exchanged phone numbers after landing. “So, feel free to text me if you want to get together while we’re here.”

      “I will,” she said, smiling.

      It was comforting to know that I could meet up with someone else if I needed to avoid Scott this week. I was sure that he’d be present at every event and staying on the same floor of the hotel with the rest of the wedding party.

      I parted ways with Stacey at the luggage claim area. I grabbed my pink suitcase on wheels and rolled it over toward the exit. But I couldn’t leave yet. I had to get a car first.

      The car rental area was packed full of people, and I joined one of the four long lines. While waiting, I texted Ben, who was just about to board his own flight. I let him know that I arrived on the island safely like he asked me to before tucking the phone back into my pocket.

      The line in front of me moved a little and as I looked up, I had a clear view ahead. My eyes scanned the line next to mine, just to see if anyone else that I knew connected to the wedding was here. I sucked in a breath as I spotted someone, barely able to believe who I was looking at.

      I knew that Scott would be on the island, I had accepted that, but I had no idea that I would run into him this soon. I had the whole thing planned out. There was a party at the hotel tonight, welcoming all of us to the island, and I was going to show up in a “knock-him-dead” dress that would make him regret ever even looking at another woman. I was going to be cool and calm, a femme fatale.

      I was not counting on running into him when I was such a mess from my hours of travelling. There was nothing impressive about me right now.

      Despite that realization, I couldn’t seem to resist staring at him, taking advantage of the fact that he hadn’t spotted me yet. He was facing away from me, but the angle of his body allowed me to see one side of his face. I hated that I noticed how good he still looked.

      Of course, it had only been a year, so I didn’t exactly expect any big changes in his appearance, but it would have been nice if he’d grown a big, hairy mole or something equally hideous.

      Because I didn’t want to find him attractive anymore, damn it.

      His sharp jaw was clean-shaven, and he still kept his dark hair short. The thin white T-shirt he was wearing showed me that his toned body was still just as impressive as ever.

      There was a woman standing next to him, a brunette with long legs and a slender build. Were they together? Oh God, did he bring a date?

      I wasn’t sure why it didn’t occur to me before now that he might do that, but the idea of it made me want to spend the week drunk just to cope. Or even overdraw my bank account buying a one-way ticket back home. I just couldn’t imagine watching him flaunt another woman in front of me. It would hurt too much.

      I shouldn’t have come alone, but I hadn’t dated anyone since my relationship with Scott ended. I just couldn’t imagine trusting anyone again after his betrayal.

      As if he could feel my eyes on him, Scott turned his head in my direction, and I panicked. Without thinking, I moved to the left, trying to duck behind the large man in front me to avoid being seen.

      But I had a legendary lack of grace, and my foot caught on the corner of my suitcase, sending me sprawling onto the floor with no grace whatsoever. I cringed as I landed, catching myself with my hands so that the only thing injured was my pride.

      My head was ducked, avoiding the eyes of everyone around me. They were all staring, not that I could blame them. I certainly knew how to make a scene. Just the sound of my palms slapping against the tiled floor was loud enough to draw attention.

      In my embarrassment, I forgot about Scott for a few precious seconds. Then, a shadow fell over me. I slowly looked up, not at all surprised to meet Scott’s hazel eyes. There was an amused smirk on his face as he looked down at me, and I groaned, wishing a hole would open up beneath me so that the Earth could just swallow me whole.

      It was going to be a long week.
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      My heart raced as I stared down at her. Poppy Snyder.

      The only woman I had ever loved.

      I knew she’d be here this week. Ben had arranged it, insisting that this was my last chance to set things straight with her since we’d finally be in close proximity. He was certain that forcing us together would provide me an opportunity to win her back.

      I wished I felt that confident. I knew Poppy pretty damn well myself, and she was stubborn as a mule.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, holding out my hand to help her up.

      She didn’t take it, getting to her feet on her own.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Her voice was cold as ice, which was so unlike her. Once she was standing, she straightened her shirt and refused to meet my eyes.

      I hated to see her acting like this. Poppy was always warm and friendly. Her smile drew people in, and her open personality made her likable. I used to joke that she’d never met a stranger, but all those traits were things I’d loved about her.

      The worst part was that I knew I was the reason she was so distant and cold. We’d barely spoken since we split up, but every time I’d tried, she was like this. She didn’t want to have a conversation and definitely wasn’t interested in anything I had to say.

      She hated me.

      It was frustrating as hell.

      I bent down to grab her suitcase, which had fallen over onto its side. Poppy reached out and took the handle out of my hand. Our fingers brushed, and I felt a familiar tingling sensation that I was now unaccustomed to after so much time had passed. Her eyes flew to mine, and I could see that she was startled as she felt it too.

      Then, her mouth thinned into a slash, and she took a step back, taking the suitcase with her. “I got it.”

      “What were you doing when you tripped?” I asked curiously. The line in front of her moved, and we took a few steps forward with it.

      Poppy raised her eyebrows and jerked her chin in the direction of where I’d been standing before. “Shouldn’t you be getting back to your girlfriend now?”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see that she was looking at some woman I didn’t know. I looked back at Poppy and wondered if I was imagining the jealousy I thought I saw in her big brown eyes. It had to be wishful thinking, right?

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      I had tried to date a couple of times, but it was hard when I was still crazy about Poppy. I found myself comparing every woman to her, and no one else measured up. She still felt like my girl, even though I knew she’d strongly disagree with that notion.

      “Well, I’m sure it’s hard for you to settle for just one woman.”

      Her words are scathing, and I couldn’t help feeling defensive. She refused to have a real conversation with me but continued to take jabs like that any time we did interact.

      The line in front of us had been moving steadily and before I could come up with a response that didn’t include the words stubborn or unreasonable, we were at the counter.

      “I’ll help the next person,” the male attendant said, and we both stepped forward at the same time.

      Poppy huffed and put her hands on her hips as she turned to me. “Seriously? This isn’t even your line.”

      “I came over to help you when you fell,” I pointed out.

      “And I don’t need your help. I don’t need anything from you.”

      Yep, frustrating as hell.

      “Can I help who’s next?” The attendant’s eyes darted to the long line behind us, and I knew that we were holding things up.

      I stepped aside and swept my arm out for Poppy. “After you.”

      Now, she glared at me. “Don’t do me any favors. You go first.”

      I didn’t want to argue with her. She was already existing in a state of eternal anger directed at me. Making it worse would just turn this entire week into a disaster before it even began.

      So, I stepped up and pulled out my driver’s license. “I have a car reserved.”

      The attendant turned to his computer, and I saw Poppy shift her weight from one foot to the other out of the corner of my eye. She was biting her lower lip, and old habits made me want to reach over to pull it out from between her teeth and kiss her.

      She’d probably bite me if I attempted it.

      It’s almost worth trying.

      “Okay, Mr. Marino. You’re all set.” The attendant handed over a car key and fob along with a clipboard with paperwork before pointing to an exit nearby. “You have a Ford Fusion waiting in the parking lot through that door. One of the car attendants will go over the vehicle with you and you just have to sign the form acknowledging that there are no issues and that you’ll return it in the same condition.”

      “Got it.” I stepped away from the counter and heard Poppy greet the attendant behind me.

      “Hi!” Poppy said in a suddenly bright and cheery voice. “How are you?”

      “Oh...uh, I’m great,” the man replied. His surprised reaction made me think that he was rarely asked that question. He sounded pleased.

      “Awesome. Can I get an economy car for the next five days?”

      I was a few steps away, but I stopped at her words and looked back. The regretful look on the attendant’s face confirmed what I was worried about. Not having a reservation for a car was a problem.

      “I’m so sorry, but we don’t have any available.”

      Poppy’s brow knit together. “Well...it doesn’t have to be an economy car. Just whatever you have available would be fine.”

      The attendant was already shaking his head before she finished speaking. “You don’t understand. We have nothing available. All of our cars have already been reserved.”

      I headed back to the counter as Poppy’s shoulders slumped.

      “Come with me,” I said impulsively, even as she frowned. “We’re going to the same place anyway, right? The hotel? It makes sense that I take you.”

      I could see the conflict playing out across her face, but what option did she have? I knew that Ben’s flight wouldn’t arrive for another four hours. I doubted there was much of a ride share option on this island.

      “Would you mind moving aside?” the attendant asked. He still sounded regretful. “I have a lot of people waiting.”

      “So, what’s it going to be?” I asked as Poppy shuffled closer to me to get out of the way of other customers. “Are you going to hang out at the airport for hours waiting for Ben just to avoid me?”

      “No, I’m not,” she said, lifting her chin in a gesture that I associated with her headstrong ways. She didn’t give in easily, no matter the circumstances. “I’ll go with you.”

      She said it like she was doing me a favor, and I had to fight a smile that wanted to spread across my face.

      I just shook my head and led us to the door. “You know, some people might try saying something like ‘Thanks for the ride.’”

      She didn’t reply as she followed closely behind me. I found the car quickly and walked around it with the parking lot attendant before signing the paperwork, acknowledging that there was no damage to the vehicle.

      “Are you going to need a second set of keys for your girlfriend?” he asked when he saw Poppy lingering nearby.

      Hearing her called that made my heart sink. I missed her being my girl, and no matter how angry she was with me, I wished that it was still true.

      “No thanks,” Poppy said, flashing him a small smile as she put her suitcase in the backseat.

      I slid into the driver’s seat and adjusted the mirrors while Poppy settled into the seat beside me. The silence was tense as I pulled out onto the road, and I couldn’t stop thinking about Ben’s plan to get us back together.

      Start with small talk.

      That was what he said. He really thought that it was that simple.

      Oh, what the hell. I might as well try it.

      “So...how have you been?” I asked casually. “I hear you’re about to start a new job.”

      “Did Ben tell you that?” she asked, and I knew I’d probably just gotten him into trouble with her.

      “Yeah. He’s really proud of you.” I was at a stoplight so I glanced over to see her expression soften.

      “I landed a job at a big medical center,” she said as she turned to look out her window. “I’m replacing an acupuncturist that just retired.”

      She didn’t offer up any more information, and I cast my mind out for a topic that might be more engaging. I would have rather discussed the issue between us, but I knew her well enough to know that she wasn’t ready for that and I didn’t want to completely alienate her right off the bat.

      “Are you living in the city again?” I asked.

      The big misunderstanding between us never would have happened if she hadn’t been away at college. Not that I blamed her for that. She was getting an education, following her dreams. But I had to work. So, I was in the city, too far away from her. It had been hard, but I was a patient man. I never thought that she’d dump me before I got the chance to be with her more.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      Again, no further engagement. Small talk, my ass.

      What was left to bring up? The weather? I could have stated the obvious about how gorgeous our surroundings were, with the beach running parallel to the road that we were on, but I didn’t see that making her open up.

      The drive to the hotel was short, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Things were uncomfortable inside of the car, but there was still something about being near her that made me feel alive more than I had since she ended our relationship.

      As soon as I pulled up in front of the hotel, I expected her to get out of the car and run away from me. But as she unhooked her seatbelt, she turned to me instead.

      “Listen...why don’t we just make this whole thing easier and try to stay away from each other as much as possible?” she asked, like it was the most reasonable option.

      My heart sank. That wasn’t what I was hoping she’d say. For one brief moment when her eyes met mine, I dared to think that she was going to soften towards me again, just a little.

      “And...thanks for the ride,” she added, getting out of the car.

      I watched her grab her suitcase and head inside while I still sat behind the wheel.

      It was safe to say this plan to get the two of us together was off to a bad start.
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