
  
    [image: The Trouble With Weddings]
  


  
    
      THE TROUBLE WITH WEDDINGS

      THE COMPLETE COLLECTION

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        KAYLEE MONROE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © Kaylee Monroe, September 2022

      Cover Design by Y’all That Graphic

      All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locals, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Tempting the Best Man]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEMPTING THE BEST MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      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!

      

      I didn’t mean to fall asleep against a gorgeous stranger during the plane ride to the destination wedding where I was the maid of honor. And I didn’t mean to drool on him, either, even if he did think it was cute.

      

      I thought I’d never see him again when we disembarked the plane and went our separate ways . . . until I was introduced to Ben, the best man, at the island resort who was single, available, and a complete Adonis.

      

      After a recent painful break-up, the last thing I was looking for was anything serious.  But a vacation fling with Ben was too tempting to resist . . . until our hot, sultry nights together started turning into more and I started to catch feelings.

      

      Then, I discovered the secret Ben was keeping from me, and it was a big one, a deal breaker for sure.  And one I wasn’t sure I could forgive.
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      “So, where are you heading?”

      I looked up from my Long Island iced tea, which I’d been staring into while my mind was a million miles away, and saw the bartender waiting patiently for my answer as he wiped out cocktail glasses with a clean white towel.

      There was only one other person in the airport pub, and it was a man in a business suit at the other end of the long bar, sipping on his whiskey and watching the baseball game highlights on the flat screen TV mounted on the wall.

      When I came in here, I was glad to see that it was so empty, convinced that it was in my best interest not to be social while I drowned my sorrows. But now that the bartender had started the conversation, I found that I wanted to talk to someone about what was going on with me. And who better to do that with than an impartial stranger?

      “Pompeo Island,” I said, lifting my drink and taking a long sip. “I’m going to a wedding.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

      He must have picked up on my less than festive mood. I’d have to try to be cheerier when I reached my destination.

      “Sure. It’s great,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “My best friend is getting married, and I’m thrilled for her.”

      That part was true. I adored Faith, and I was so delighted for her that I cried happy tears when she asked me to be maid of honor. The problem was that I didn’t expect to be dumped just three months before the wedding. Now, I had to spend five days at a destination wedding surrounded by romance and love and watching a blissfully elated couple that I was simultaneously happy for and jealous of.

      Hence, the drinking. I figured I should get an early start here at the airport since the festivities were going to begin as soon as the plane landed on the island. A little alcoholic buzz would do me some good.

      “If I’m honest,” I continued, “I’m not looking forward to being reminded of my hopelessly single status for the entire week.”

      I really didn’t want to talk about my ex, Aiden. It was bad enough that I was still thinking about him, when I should probably have been long over the breakup. But I was having a hard time letting it go, and I knew why.

      We were coworkers. Not only did I have to see him at the elementary school where we were both teachers every day, but he’d almost immediately started dating another coworker of ours. So, I constantly had to watch them fawn over each other, obviously ridiculously happy. I was sure that their behavior had nothing to do with hurting me, but that was what happened anyway.

      Now, school was out for the summer, and I just wanted to forget about love for a couple of months and give my bruised heart time to heal. But that wasn’t going to happen with the wedding going on.

      On that thought, I finished off my drink.

      “You know, sometimes it’s fun to be a single person at a wedding,” the bartender pointed out, taking my empty glass. “You can always meet somebody there. Maybe more than one somebody, if you catch my drift.” He grinned.

      I didn’t like the idea of a vacation hook up. It just wasn’t my thing, but before I could tell him that, a voice came over the speaker, announcing the boarding of my flight.

      “That’s me,” I said, standing from the bar stool.

      My head swam for a moment, the full effect of the two strong drinks I had hitting me at once. But I managed to grab my carry-on bag from the stool beside me and headed toward the gate. I just needed to get settled in my seat, and I’d be fine.

      I boarded the plane, passing first class and finding my assigned seat in economy. There were two seats next to each other in this row, and I was next to the window, which I preferred. I shoved my carry-on bag under the seat in front of me and buckled the seatbelt before turning to the window and lifting the cover, allowing bright sunlight to stream in.

      I pulled out my phone to text Faith, knowing that she’d want confirmation that I was on schedule. Planning a wedding was an overwhelming experience, and while she was nowhere near bridezilla status, she was dealing with a lot of stress while trying to pull off a destination wedding experience that would make everyone happy. Hopefully, it would all be worth it in the end when she was married to the love of her life at the end of a perfect week.

      I was reading her reply on my phone when I felt movement beside me. Someone took the other seat, and I lifted my eyes to look at him, only to freeze and openly gape. The man that settled into the seat right next to me might have been the most gorgeous guy I’d ever seen.

      His dark blonde hair was thick and a bit disheveled, and he had a sharp jawline. Full lips and a straight nose reminded me of a Greek statue’s chiseled features and when I looked into his deep brown eyes, my breath literally caught in my throat.

      Holy crap. This guy could stop traffic.

      “Hi,” he said, his voice deep and friendly. “I’m Ben.”

      He held out a hand and I noticed the way the sleeves of his T-shirt stretched over his bicep. The man was ripped. I took his warm hand, feeling calloused fingertips. An electric tingle travelled up my arm, and I suppressed a shiver.

      “Tatum,” I said, surprised that I could remember my name at all. “Tatum Graves.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Tatum.”  He grinned, the full wattage smile making my stomach flutter with awareness. “You know, that name means ‘bringer of joy.’”

      I couldn’t help scoffing. If only this guy knew what a hot mess I was. “I wish that was true,” I mumbled.

      He released my hand, and I had a crazy feeling of regret. I wanted to keep the contact. Hell, I wanted to feel those rough hands caress all over my body.

      Yikes. Yep, I was officially losing my mind. One hot guy sat next to me, and I was already thinking about what it would be like to do the horizontal tango with him. It was probably the alcohol influencing my libido, but that wasn’t going to stop me from ordering a drink as soon as we were in the air. Horny or not, with this gorgeous man sitting beside me, I was feeling slightly less bummed about my single status than I had since I was dumped.

      The flight attendants made their announcements, and I leaned back in my seat, yawning from boredom. Ben was completely alert, I noticed. He gave the two women his full attention as they went over the emergency exits and a whole list of other rules and information that I hoped we wouldn’t really need to know.

      I didn’t get the chance to fly as often as I’d like since travelling was so expensive, and I didn’t always have the money on my teacher’s salary, but I had never been afraid of being in an airplane. I knew the statistics, and that it was much more dangerous to drive a car.

      But as the plane started taxiing along the runway, I realized that my seatmate didn’t feel the same way. Ben didn’t say a word, but as the plane picked up speed, the engines getting louder, his hands gripped the armrests so hard that his knuckles turned white. He kept his eyes on the back of the seat in front of him, and took slow, deep breaths. I could see the veins in his neck sticking out, but as curious as I was about his reaction, I didn’t say anything about any of it.

      In fact, I looked away, trying to give this stranger as much privacy as possible while sitting mere inches apart. I didn’t want to bruise the guy’s ego by staring at him while he struggled through take off. I turned my attention to the window, watching as the nearby trees at the edge of the airport’s property became a blur of green and brown while the plane picked up even more speed. Then, we were in the air, the ground falling away as I watched, my face practically pressed up against the glass.

      It was exhilarating. In a matter of minutes, we were up in the air with clouds on all sides. When I finally turned away from the window, I saw that Ben was starting to relax, loosening his grip on the armrests as tension eased out of his rigid body.

      “You okay?” I asked, hoping that it didn’t offend him that I was asking. I knew that some men could be sensitive about showing weakness, especially to women. But Ben just gave me a tight smile.

      “I just hate taking off and landing,” he said, rolling his shoulders. My eyes caught the way his taut muscles moved beneath his clothing, and I swallowed hard. “For some reason, I feel my stomach drop every time and sweat breaks out on my forehead. I guess my body just knows that it’s not natural to fight gravity like that.”

      I chuckled. “Well, you won’t have to deal with it again until we land in four hours.”

      The flight attendant was working her way down the aisle, and she reached us at that moment. “Can I get you guys a drink?” she asked, handing over small bags of pretzels.

      “I’ll take a gin and tonic,” I said, hoping to keep myself a little tipsy until I got to the island. I was still feeling the lingering effects of my drinks at the bar, but that nice, floaty feeling was going to wear off soon.

      She handed over two bottles—one gin and one tonic water—and a little plastic cup of ice. Pulling down the tray table on the back of the seat in front of me, I got to work pouring the entirety of my gin into the glass and topping it off with the tonic water while Ben ordered himself a can of soda. Using the straw to stir my drink, I gave it a sip. It was strong, which was exactly what I wanted.

      Ben took a book out of his carry-on, and I turned my attention back to the window. There wasn’t much to see, but my thoughts weren’t on the clouds anyway. I was thinking about my bleak future, wondering if I’d ever find a man that loved me, for me. Would I ever get married myself? Have kids? Or was I a hopeless case?

      My drink was gone before I knew it, and I realized that I’d officially crossed the threshold from tipsy to drunk. Resting my forehead against the cool glass of the window, I sighed. My eyelids were suddenly starting to feel heavy and I didn’t have the will to stay awake.

      Wrapping my arms around my midsection, I felt myself relax and eventually succumbed to the bliss of deep sleep.
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      I couldn't concentrate on my book. It was a mystery novel that I’d been saving to read on this long flight since buying it a week ago. I should have been engrossed in a classic whodunit tale by now.

      The problem was the woman in the seat next to me. Well, problem was probably the wrong word. She was just a hell of a distraction.

      She fell asleep early in the flight, her face pressed up against the window. I didn’t realize she was out at first, but when the flight attendant came around for our trash, Tatum didn’t hand over her empty cup, so I did it for her.

      Then, she shifted her position, turning over until her head landed on my shoulder. I stiffened at first, not sure what to do. My eyes ran over her face, taking in her ivory skin and those long eyelashes that brushed her high cheekbones. She was beautiful. I noticed it the moment I sat down and got a look at those big hazel eyes and the long dark blonde waves that fell past her shoulders. She was wearing red lipstick that drew my gaze to her lips and caused my cock to jerk in my pants as my imagination went down a very dirty path.

      Now, as I stared at her, those lips parted and she started to speak. Her eyes were still closed, so I was pretty sure that she was still asleep.

      “...Aiden,” she mumbled.

      I frowned. She was travelling alone, so who was Aiden?

      “No, don’t…” she continued, frowning in her sleep.

      I looked down at her again and saw that her V-neck top had shifted and was leaving little to the imagination when it came to her cleavage. The swells of her breasts were visible, and I felt a hot blast of desire.

      “Why can’t I make love work?” she murmured, and I would have found her chattiness while sleeping funny if she didn’t sound so upset. There was pain in her voice. “What’s wrong with me?”

      Not a damn thing from my perspective. That would be my answer to her question. As far as I could tell, she was a total catch.

      Someone walked along the middle aisle, and I glanced up to see a middle-aged man staring at Tatum’s chest as he passed. A surge of annoyance flared through me. Suddenly, I didn’t like what was on display one bit.

      Careful not to jostle her too much, I grabbed my carry-on bag from the floor and pulled out my tablet first, then a sweatshirt that I stuffed in there this morning, just in case it was cold on the plane. I laid it over Tatum like a blanket, and she shifted in her sleep again, nuzzling further into me. I could feel her warm breath fan out over my neck.

      A half-smile lifted my lips as I connected my tablet to the in-flight Wi-Fi and checked my email. I had two new messages, and I opened the first one. It was a confirmation email about the venue for the bachelor party I was planning. As best man for my friend Michael’s wedding, it was my job to make sure that I showed him and the rest of the groomsmen a good time on the island. It was going to be a blast.

      The other email was from a woman named Amy, but I didn’t open it. The subject line said: We need to talk. I knew that whatever she wanted to say was just going to ruin my good mood, and that was the last thing I wanted.

      The fasten seatbelt sign turned on as I put the tablet away, and I reached over to put up the table tray in front of Tatum. The pilot came over the intercom system to announce that we were starting our descent, and I made sure to avoid looking out the window that Tatum had left open. I knew from experience that seeing the ground come closer so rapidly would just make my anxiety worse.

      I wasn’t sure why I told Tatum the truth about the effect that taking off and landing had on me. I’d never told anyone about it before. But she was so nice, with no judgement in her eyes, that I felt compelled to be honest with her.

      As the plane tilted downward, I couldn’t keep myself from tensing up. My stomach flipped, and I grabbed onto the armrest. All I could do was breathe deeply and wait for the nerves to pass once the wheels were firmly on the ground.

      Then, there was a gasp and Tatum suddenly jerked awake, looking around in confusion. I didn’t know if the plane’s change in trajectory woke her up, or if it was my own bunched up muscles making her uncomfortable, but it didn’t matter. It provided a distraction from the reaction I was having to the landing as her disorientation passed and she looked horrified.

      She wiped away a little drool from the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand, and looked down at my shirt, where she’d left a little wet spot on my shoulder. Her eyes widened, and I thought that she looked adorable as her cheeks reddened in embarrassment.

      “Oh my god, did I drool on you?” she asked, completely mortified. “I-I’m so sorry.”

      I chuckled. I couldn’t help it, but apparently that was the wrong reaction because she huffed indignantly.

      “It’s not funny and I don’t appreciate you laughing at me,” she said, her tone a bit miffed. “I just had a few drinks and it made me sleepy…”

      “Does alcohol make you talk in your sleep too, or does that happen all the time?”

      She paled, her eyes widening in dismay. “I... talked in my sleep? Oh no. What did I say?”

      “I’m afraid that’s going to stay my secret.” I winked at her.

      I wasn’t sure why I didn’t tell her what I heard. Maybe it was because she seemed so upset when she mumbled those words about her troubled love life. I instinctively knew that she’d be even more embarrassed if she knew that I’d been privy to something so personal.

      She frowned at me, but I just grinned. Then, the plane touched down and it occurred to me that it was the least anxious I’d ever felt during a plane’s descent.

      “Thanks for keeping my mind off the landing,” I said as she glanced down and realized she was covered up in a sweatshirt that was probably three sizes too big for her thin frame.

      “Is this yours?” she asked, pulling it off and straightening her shirt underneath so that less skin and cleavage was showing.

      “Yeah. I, uh...thought you might be cold.”

      That sounded better than admitting that I had been jealous of others seeing down her shirt. And I wasn’t sure that I could stop looking myself unless she was covered up. I’d just met this woman and I already had a disturbing lack of self-control when it came to her.

      “Oh, well, thanks,” she said softly, appreciatively. “Here you go.”

      She handed over the sweatshirt, and our fingers brushed. I felt the heavy weight of my cock in my pants at the simple contact.

      Then, it was time to disembark the plane. Tatum avoided eye contact with me, which I assumed was because she was still self-conscious about falling asleep on me and drooling. I didn’t try to keep the conversation going as we stood and made our way off the plane, sure that my amusement would just make her more upset.

      Still, as we walked out into the airport, I knew that I couldn’t let her leave without any idea of whether or not I would ever see her again.

      “Will you be on the island long?” I asked, as we approached the baggage claim area side-by-side. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      Tatum grabbed her suitcase off the revolving belt and gave me a small, almost regretful smile. “I’m afraid I’ll be too busy for that. But it was nice to meet you, Ben. Enjoy your vacation.”

      She turned and walked away while I waited for my own suitcase to drop from the chute. I watched her go, my eyes drawn to the swing of her hips, and wondered just what that meant.
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      The Island was more beautiful than any place I’d ever been. Living in New York, I was used to spending my days surrounded by metal and concrete. There were millions of people and cars everywhere I looked. But here, there were sandy beaches, bright sunshine, palm trees, and the endless ocean.

      I was sitting in the passenger seat of Faith’s rental car as she drove us toward the hotel where the whole bridal party was going to be staying for the rest of the week, and I couldn’t stop staring out the window in awe. This island was the kind of place you would see on the front of a postcard. It was a paradise.

      I wasn’t expecting Faith to personally pick me up at the airport, since she had so much going on, but I was glad she did. Seeing a familiar and friendly face right away made traveling alone feel less intimidating.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Faith said, and I pulled my eyes away from the amazing view to look at her. She was wearing a huge grin, and I could almost feel the happiness radiating off her. “How was the flight?”

      I groaned. “Well, I managed to make a complete fool of myself,” I told her, thinking of Ben. “I was sitting next to this unbelievably hot guy. I mean, he could be a model or something, and I managed to pass out on his shoulder and drool all over him.”

      Faith laughed. “Leave it to you to embarrass yourself like that.”

      “Hey!” I shoved her arm playfully.

      “I’m driving, doofus,” she pointed out.

      I shrugged. “Anyway, I’m just glad that I’ll never have to see the guy again. At least my humiliation ends on that plane.”

      “You’re so dramatic,” Faith said as she pulled up to the hotel. “He probably thought it was cute.”

      I really doubted that, but I didn’t argue with her. Turning my attention to the hotel, I was surprised at how huge it was. It was located right on the beach and towered over the others nearby. Looking up, I saw a white exterior and row after row of windows. A man in a red and gold uniform came out through the glass doors and approached the driver’s side door of the car. We both got out of the vehicle so he could park it in the underground garage.

      But before we went inside, Faith pulled me to a stop, her expression growing serious. “Listen, before we go in, I wanted to ask...how are you doing?”

      I knew she was referring to my unexpected break-up with Aiden. “I’m fine,” I said, my voice sounding more confident than I felt.

      I didn’t want the bride to spend all evening worrying about me. There was a welcome party this evening since all the members of the wedding party should have arrived on the island today—a fun celebration that was going to kick off the week’s activities.

      “You can tell me if you’re not,” Faith said, her gaze searching mine. “I know that Aiden really pulled the rug out from under you and it’s got to be hard—”

      “Faith, you don’t have to worry about me,” I insisted, especially when my best friend had her hands full with wedding preparations. “I promise.”

      She looked at me for a moment longer, biting her lip and studying me as if she were trying to discover a lie in my eyes. Finally, she nodded and stepped back and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. My stupid heartache was not going to get in the way of Faith’s happiness. I wouldn’t allow it.

      “Okay, then let’s go get ready for a party!” She opened the door for the both of us, and led me to the check-in desk.

      Once I was handed a key, we went up to the eighth floor. The entire bridal party was on this floor, so Faith followed me until I was inside, then took off for her own room just down the hall.

      I tossed my suitcase and carry-on bag onto the king-sized bed and looked around. It was a basic hotel room with a kitchenette containing a mini refrigerator, microwave, and coffee pot. The bedroom was just a bed and dresser with a flat screen TV mounted on the wall. The curtains on the window were pulled closed and I headed straight for it, yanking them open and checking out the view. I could see for miles along the beach. The water was a deep blue and the sky was full of fluffy white clouds.

      I could have stood there just looking at this paradise for a while, but I had a party to get ready for. I headed into the bathroom and stripped out of my clothes. The shower was refreshing after a day of travel, and I dressed in a white maxi dress with big red flowers printed all over the fabric. I braided my long blonde hair and put on my signature red lipstick. Standing in front of the mirror, I had to admit that I looked good.

      The party was taking place at the hotel, in a banquet room on the ground floor. As I waited for the elevator, I was joined by the handsome groom-to-be, Michael.

      “Where’s Faith?” I asked, looking around, expecting her to be heading down the hall to join him before the elevator arrived.

      “She went downstairs about ten minutes ago, eager to make sure that everything is set up the way she’d requested,” he said with a rueful shake of his head. “She couldn’t even wait for me to get dressed.”

      He chuckled and I could see the love he had for Faith in his eyes. It was a beautiful thing.

      I’d known Michael even longer than I’d known Faith. He was my first boyfriend back in high school, when we were just fifteen years old. Our first date was mini-golf, which seemed really cute looking back on it. The relationship was short-lived and took place thirteen years ago, so it really was ancient history. I’d considered him my good friend for a long time now, and I was so glad when he and Faith found each other. I couldn’t have come up with a better match if I tried.

      “Well, let’s not keep her waiting,” I said as the elevator doors slid open and we walked inside.

      As we started the ride down, Michael cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Listen, I’m glad I have the chance to talk to you alone. How are you—”

      I held up a hand to cut him off. “Oh God, please don’t ask me if I’m okay because of Aiden.”

      “Faith already took care of that, huh?” he guessed with a grin.

      I groaned. “Yes, and I don’t want to feel like everyone is looking at the poor, fragile, single girl all week, so let’s just pretend this conversation never happened, okay?”

      Michael nodded curtly. “You got it. But you should know, all the bridesmaids are single, so you shouldn’t feel self-conscious about that.”

      I doubted that they were having their emotional health questioned every ten minutes like I was, but I appreciated his attempts to make me feel better.

      When we walked into the banquet hall, it looked like we were the last to arrive. I knew that it wasn’t just the wedding party here. There were also family members and other close friends that were going to be here for the activities leading up to the actual wedding. The banquet hall seemed to be full of people, and I recognized a lot of familiar faces, but not everyone.

      There was a long table set up with appetizers and that was the first place I went, hungry after my long flight. My next stop would be the bar on the other side of the room. I wanted something strong and sweet that fit the island vibe. If it had an umbrella in it and fresh fruit, even better.

      “Tatum, there you are,” Faith said, appearing at my side. “Come here, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

      I turned, licking barbecue sauce off my finger from a chicken wing that I had just eaten. “Who?”

      Faith gestured to the gorgeous man standing behind her, “This is Michael’s best man, Ben.”

      I froze, unable to fully believe what I was seeing as Ben stepped forward. It was the man from the plane. This couldn’t be real. I thought that I was never going to see him again. I had hoped I wouldn’t after I’d fallen asleep and drooled on him. My eyes were wide, like a deer caught in headlights, and I couldn’t think of what to say as Ben flashed me a smirk.

      “So, this is what you meant when you said you’d be busy,” he said, amusement making his brown eyes shine.

      “You two know each other?” Faith asked, surprise in her voice as she glanced between the two of us.

      “I had the privilege of sitting next to Tatum on the plane ride here,” he explained, since I’d been rendered completely mute.

      I watched as Faith’s eyes grew as wide as saucers as she realized what that meant. I was just cursing my bad luck as I stood there, trying to grasp what was happening myself. I was going to see this sexy man every single day while on the island. There was no escaping it.

      “Wow,” Faith said, not even trying to disguise the laughter in her voice. “Small world, isn’t it?”

      “Faith! Your grandmother just arrived,” Faith’s mom called out from near the entrance of the room, beckoning her over.

      “Oh, I better go,” she said, her eyes meeting mine.

      I didn’t want to be left with Ben, but I nodded to let her know that it was no big deal. I didn’t need her to stick around. She was the life of this party, after all.

      When we were finally alone, Ben stepped closer to me, and I felt my heart quicken.

      “You have a little food on your face…” he gestured to his own cheek.

      My heart lurched. Jesus, was there no escaping embarrassing encounters with this man?

      I used my napkin to swipe at my cheek, pulling it away to find more barbecue sauce. Great. Real classy.

      Ben grabbed a small plate and piled on a few Swedish meatballs and stuffed mushrooms. “You know, I thought it would be more difficult than this to track you down, even on a small island like this.”

      He was perfectly relaxed as he spoke, letting me know that this heavy, awkward feeling was all one-sided.

      “Why would you want to do that?” I asked.

      His sexy smile just got wider. “I just so happen to like girls that talk in their sleep.”

      I visibly winced. “I wish you’d tell me what I said.”

      Actually, I wasn’t sure if I did want to know. It would probably just bring along more mortification. God, I was such a hot mess.

      “Some things are better left a mystery,” he replied, and I couldn’t tell if he was making fun of me or not.

      “Tatum, I’ve been looking all over for you,” Sage, Faith’s cousin and one of the bridesmaids, came rushing over. She stopped in front of us, eyeing how close Ben and I were standing. The look in her eyes was full of surprise. “Is this your date for the week?”

      “No,” I replied quickly. “No date for me.”

      Ben looked at me curiously before introducing himself. “I’m Ben, Michael’s best man.”

      “Oh wow, this is perfect,” Sage said, excitement infusing her voice. “I was just coming over to tell Tatum that the women in the wedding party are going on a wine tour tomorrow in the late afternoon. I guess the island has a couple of great wineries. But we haven’t found a designated driver yet. I know Michael doesn’t have anything planned for the men until the next day, so would you be willing to help us out?”

      “I’m sure that Ben would rather explore the island a bit—” I started, but he cut me off.

      “Actually, I have no other plans and I’d be happy to do it.”

      “Great! I’ll go tell Faith.” Sage scampered away, and I frowned.

      I wasn’t thrilled about having Ben tag along. It wasn’t just that I was embarrassed by what happened on the plane or even getting caught having food on my face. I was an adult, I’d get over those faux pas.

      Truth be told, the real reason that I was reluctant to spend a lot of time around this Adonis of a man was because I found myself so attracted to him—and the feeling seemed to be mutual. Just having him near brought my body completely to life in ways I hadn’t felt in what seemed like forever.

      The awareness was both exhilarating and nerve-wracking, and considering how things with Aiden had crashed and burned so spectacularly, I wasn’t sure I was ready to open myself up to another potential heartache.

      “Don’t worry,” Ben said once we were standing alone again, a sexy grin back in place. “You’ll be safe. I’m a great driver.”

      Did he really think that was the reason I was unhappy? “I’m sure you are,” I said, deciding that it was time to head to the bar.

      I took a step in that direction as Michael approached Ben, and I was relieved he wouldn’t be following me. If I could keep my distance for the rest of the night, I wouldn’t have to figure out how to deal with my attraction to him until tomorrow.
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      The welcome party ran late, so by the time I woke up the next morning, I only had a half hour left to get breakfast in the hotel restaurant before the cut-off time for guests to eat.

      Yanking on the first pair of jeans and a T-shirt that I found in my suitcase, I brushed my teeth then ran my hand through my disheveled blonde hair to get it off my face before rushing downstairs.

      The restaurant was in a room at the back of the hotel, the walls made up of nothing but windows that allowed for a hell of a view of the beach on all sides. There were round wooden tables all around the room, and I recognized some familiar faces seated there, including Michael and my sister Poppy, who were sitting together. He was working on a plate full of bacon and eggs, but there was no food in front of her.

      As I approached, I caught a bit of their conversation.

      “You’ve got to think about rearranging the seating chart and moving me,” Poppy was saying, seemingly upset. “Come on, it can’t be that hard to swap me out with someone else.”

      “Is it really that big of a deal?” Michael asked with a frown.

      “Yes!” she insisted. “I don’t want to sit next to him for the whole reception.”

      “I’ll look into it and see what I can do.” Michael sighed as I pulled out a chair at the table and took a seat. “But no promises considering everything is already planned.”

      “Fine,” Poppy said, getting up and walking away.

      “Good morning to you too, sis!” I called out after her, and she turned back only long enough to roll her eyes at me.

      I chuckled, used to her theatrics. “She’s always been a bit of a drama queen, hasn’t she?” I said, picking up the menu on the table and scanning it.

      “I’m finding out that it’s just a part of planning a wedding,” Michael said with a shrug. “Sometimes it’s dealing with coordinating photographers and caterers, and sometimes it’s dealing with guest’s demands when they accidentally get a look at the seating chart for the reception and aren’t happy about the arrangements.”

      I thought about last night. When the party was winding down, Faith and Michael went up to their rooms while Poppy and I swept through the area to make sure that nothing was left behind. She’d found Faith’s purse and took it up to her. She must have seen the seating chart then.

      “Sounds like a pain in the ass,” I said honestly. I couldn’t imagine trying to make everyone happy. “But are you at least getting excited about getting married?”

      Michael’s face lit up. “I really am. This feels like a new chapter in my life, the best one yet. Faith’s the one, and I can’t wait until I can call her my wife.”

      The waiter came over then, and I ordered a stack of pancakes and some black coffee, but my mind lingered on Michael’s words. I wished I could relate to that feeling of love and devotion. I’d never felt like that about a woman, not even Amy, and we’d been in a pretty serious relationship for a while.

      Feeling a prickling awareness rush over my skin, I glanced toward the entrance of the restaurant to see Tatum walking in. Her eyes were on me, but as soon as I turned my head in her direction, she quickly looked away. I watched as she took a seat with the woman that had asked me to be the designated driver to the wineries later today. I didn’t catch her name, but I knew that she was a bridesmaid.

      “How well do you know the maid of honor?” I casually asked Michael, hoping to glean some interesting information about her from my friend.

      He looked up from his plate, swallowing the scrambled eggs in his mouth before replying. “Tatum? I’ve known her forever. We went to school together. Hell, I even dated her back in the day.”

      I couldn’t help feeling disappointed at his words. I was a big believer in the bro code. I would never date a friend’s ex. “Ahh, gotcha.”

      “Why do you ask?” Michael continued, his curious gaze meeting mine. “Are you interested in her?”

      “I don’t know,” I said nonchalantly, nodding a thank you at the waiter as he delivered my coffee. “She’s cute. I met her on the plane yesterday.”

      Michael grinned. “Well, if you want her, I say go for it.”

      “Really?” I asked after taking a sip of my coffee. “You wouldn’t care?”

      “Dude, I’m getting married to the love of my life,” Michael said with a laugh. “It’s more than fine if you date Tatum. Besides, we were together so long ago that I’m not even sure it counts. We’re just friends now.”

      I couldn’t suppress my grin. I was happy to hear him say that, because despite her prickly demeanor, I was drawn to her in a way that I didn’t think I could just ignore. I wanted to explore that attraction and see if there was a real connection there.
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      Later that afternoon, I waited in front of the hotel with Faith, Tatum, two bridesmaids, my sister, and two other close friends of Faith. I wasn’t sure how they were all going to fit in the vehicle, but when the valet pulled up in the big SUV that Michael rented for the week, I knew that it wouldn’t be a problem.

      It was black with a built-in navigational system and third-row seating. I got in behind the wheel, hoping that Tatum would end up in the passenger seat beside me, but she climbed in the very back with Faith instead. I ended up next to Poppy, who insisted on messing with the radio the whole time, driving me a little crazy when she refused to just pick a station and stick with it.

      Younger siblings could be such a pain in the ass sometimes.

      There were only three wineries on the list of places to go, but they weren’t quick stops. Faith had arranged for vineyard tours, wine tastings, and complimentary snacks. I obviously wasn’t drinking, but they didn’t make me wait in the car. I was able to walk the gourds of the wineries with them, taking in the beautiful sights and breathing in air so fresh and clear that it made me feel lighter somehow.

      I also took every opportunity that I could get to talk to Tatum. I had the feeling that she was trying to avoid me, but I wasn’t going to make that easy for her. At the first winery, I caught up with her after we’d been shown the grape vines and the processing shed where they made and bottled the wine. We were walking back toward the winery itself when we ended up next to each other at the back of the group.

      “So, you know what I find interesting,” I said, and she whipped around to see me beside her, immediately looking flustered.

      “Uh, what?” she asked, her tongue darting out to skim across her bottom lip.

      My gaze dropped to her lush mouth, before refocusing on her eyes again. “Last night, that bridesmaid that told you about this winery tour—”

      “Sage,” Tatum said, supplying the woman’s name.

      “Okay, Sage. She seemed surprised when she thought that I might be your date. Why is that?”

      “You’re asking me to explain someone else’s thought process?” she asked, but she didn’t make eye contact.

      I had a feeling that her love life was off limits, but I could work with that. Frankly, I didn’t want to talk about my past love life either, which was . . . messy.

      “Fair enough,” I said, letting it go for now. “Then, why not tell me something about yourself?”

      She gave me a curious side-eye as she slipped her hands into the front pockets of her shorts. “Okay . . . what do you want to know?”

      “Your job,” I said, slowing and matching my steps to hers so we remained side by side.

      “I’m an elementary school teacher,” she replied easily, that guard of hers dropping a bit. “Fifth grade.”

      A light breeze blew, tugging a few wispy strands of hair from her ponytail, which she quickly swiped away from her cheek before I could do it for her. “And you enjoy that?”

      She arched a brow at me. “I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t.”

      “Well, that’s easy to say, but there are a lot of people out there stuck in a job they hate for one reason or another.”

      “Fair enough,” she repeated my earlier words with a cheeky grin.

      I liked her smile, it made me feel even lighter than breathing in the fresh island air.

      “I happen to love teaching,” she went on, sharing more than I’d anticipated, all without me having to pull it out of her, which I took as a positive sign. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. When I was a kid, I used to watch my teachers and think, that’s what I want to do when I grow up.”

      “You must really like kids.” I couldn’t imagine being surrounded by so many prepubescent boys and girls, all at once.

      “Who doesn’t?”

      I laughed, before pointing out, “Again, lots of people.”

      “Okay, smarty-pants,” she teased, visibly more relaxed with me and our conversation. “What about you? What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m an EMT.”

      She gave me a playful look. “And are you one of those people that are stuck in a job you hate or…”

      “No, I like it,” I said honestly. “It’s not easy. Some days, it’s damn hard, but there’s a sense of accomplishment and pride that comes along with it, you know? I like knowing that what I do makes a difference in people’s lives.”

      Tatum looked at me for a long moment, and I saw a warmth in her eyes that made me want to reach out and hold her hand, anything to connect us, but I didn’t know if it would be well received. She was keeping distance between us for some reason that I didn’t understand, but there was definitely chemistry here.

      Going back inside, we were led to a sampling room in the winery, and I helped myself to a free soda, a perk of being a designated driver, while the others sampled the wine, talking amongst themselves about what might be best to serve at the rehearsal dinner and wedding. Of course, they didn’t make a decision because there were two other wineries to see. I felt like I was driving all over the island, escorting a group of women that just got rowdier as the afternoon turned to evening.

      I didn’t get a chance to talk to Tatum much at the second winery, but they did have a nice spread of complimentary food. They had created a charcuterie board, and I eagerly helped myself.

      “So, are you single or what?”

      I looked up after popping a slice of pepperoni into my mouth to see that the woman talking to me was Marlee, who’d been introduced to me as an old childhood friend of Faith’s.

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, seeing that Sage and the other single bridesmaid were standing behind her, snickering. They were all looking flushed, and I realized that they were drinking a lot of wine. It was a good thing I was here to keep an eye on them. “I’m single. Why do you ask?”

      “We were talking about men, and we were curious about you.”

      “I think Ben’s eye is already on someone else, ladies,” Faith’s voice cut in from beside me, and I glanced over to see her wink at me. “But don’t worry, love is in the air this week.”

      I wondered if Michael told her about my conversation with him this morning about Tatum. Probably. They were about to be husband and wife, they probably talked about everything.

      I didn’t really mind, but I didn’t want her to say anything to Tatum about my interest before I had the chance. I looked over at her, standing out of hearing range and slowly sipping from a glass of white wine, shuddering before placing it down with a look of disgust on her face that made me want to laugh.

      It turned out that Faith didn’t say anything to Tatum, but she did use her power as the bride to insist that the seating arrangement in the SUV changed. Tatum was sitting next to me as we headed to our third and final stop. I was able to chat with her about her interests and her life back in the city as I drove. Conversation flowed naturally between us, and I felt like I was getting to know her well already. She was a fascinating woman that loved the rooftop garden at her apartment building and started each day with a morning run. She was a big fan of action movies and mystery novels, which was something that we had in common.

      When we arrived at the third winery, I expected that we would only be inside because the sun had just gone down, and it seemed like a bad idea to have everyone outside in the dark. But it turned out that Faith’s forethought and organizational skills were on point, and she had arranged more than just a casual tasting here. This winery offered a dinner with a selection of wines with each course. We were outside, but instead of a tour of the ground, we were set up at a long table that had been cut out of the trunk of a tree, sanded down and finished. As one long piece, it was stunning, and I could appreciate the effort that had been put into creating it.

      We all sat around it, and I made sure that I was next to Tatum. It wasn’t difficult, and I was starting to get the feeling that the other women were in on it, at least a little. I’d take all the help I could get.

      Our chairs were so close together at the table that our thighs kept brushing against each other, and I couldn’t stop thinking about running my fingers up her thigh, already completely exposed in her shorts.

      The food was a chicken breast with a sauce that we were told was made from one of their signature white wines with rice and asparagus. I wasn’t expecting to be fed a delicious meal, and by the time we were done eating, I was more than glad I had agreed to do this. The women started to discuss the wines, arguing in a mostly light-hearted way about which options they had today that would be best for the wedding.

      I noticed that Tatum hadn’t finished any of her glasses, while some others had drunk all of it in the name of taste-testing. Now that I thought about it, she hadn’t been drinking as much as anyone else today. I wondered why she held herself back. I knew from her drinking on the plane and at the party last night that she enjoyed alcohol.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked her in a low voice so that I wouldn’t be interrupting the discussion going on around us. “You haven’t been drinking much wine.”

      “I’ve tasted everything.”

      “Did you like any of it?”

      “Yeah, but...I guess I just want to keep my wits about myself.”

      I tipped my head curiously. “What do you mean?”

      “My judgement. It needs to be clear today.”

      There was something suggestive in her eyes, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was doing this because of me. Maybe it was an arrogant thought, but I suspected that she didn’t trust herself to be drunk around me.

      It ended up being a blessing as we got back to the hotel. Tatum was just a little tipsy, while the rest of the women were drunk. Even Faith had gotten carried away at the last location and was stumbling down the hallway. There was a lot of laughter, and loud talking that I was slightly worried would get us in trouble with the hotel staff, but I knew that the bridal party had rented out all the rooms on this floor, so I figured it would be okay.

      Tatum’s less inebriated state allowed her to help me get all six of the other women safely back to their rooms. Then, it was her turn. She tried to brush me off when I said I was going to walk her to her room, but I insisted. Mine was just a few doors down, anyway.

      As we stopped outside her door, I felt my cock twitch in my pants. God, I wanted to kiss her. This was the most alone that we’d ever been together, but it wasn’t nearly enough. I realized it wouldn’t be enough until I had her naked and writhing beneath me. The dirty image in my mind made my desire for her increase exponentially.

      She looked up at me, and I reached out to brush a loose strand of hair off her face that had come out of her ponytail, tucking it behind her ear and letting my fingers skim her flushed cheek. The air between us was charged, and I couldn’t look away from her hazel eyes. They captured me.

      Her lips parted as she sucked in a shaky breath, and I was sure that she wanted this as much as I did. The attraction and chemistry was undeniable. I started to lower my head, but I didn’t even get close to those red lips before she stepped back, shaking her head at me.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, almost breathlessly, as if she were forcing herself to say the words. “I . . . I can’t do this.”

      “Why not?” I asked, unable to stop the disappointment coursing through me.

      “I’m just not ready for a vacation hookup,” she said, turning away and sticking her key card into the door before glancing back at me, a flicker of what looked to be regret in her eyes. “Goodnight, Ben.”

      She stepped into her room, then the door closed in my face.

      Well, hell, that didn’t exactly go the way I wanted.
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      Walking away from Ben last night was way harder than it should have been. I avoided getting drunk during the winery tours just to keep that from being an issue, but I didn’t account for his effect on my sober mind and body. It was crazy to even consider allowing myself to fall into his big, strong arms. My heart was still way too fragile for that—wasn’t it?

      Even as I asked myself that question, I realized that my chest no longer tightened painfully when I thought about Aiden. And really, why should it when he’d honestly been such a jerk about the break up? Why was I giving him so much power over my emotional well being when he’d moved on without a thought about me, or us? And even if he did come crawling back, it wasn’t as if I’d give him a second chance.

      My thoughts drifted back to Ben, who’d been so sweet last night, making sure that every single woman got back to their beds safely, including me. And honestly, that king-sized bed felt way too lonely after he almost kissed me. It made falling asleep difficult, and I slept in this morning. I even skipped my usual morning run.

      I missed breakfast, too, but I had a protein bar in my carry-on and a coffee maker in my room. There was nothing on the schedule of events for today, so I took my time getting ready for the day, lingering over my morning coffee and taking a long shower. Then, I watched a little TV and scrolled through my social media pages. I wanted to treat this trip as a vacation and relaxation was a big part of that. I was going to take full advantage of my down time.

      When I got dressed for the day, I pulled on my new bikini—the one I bought specifically for this island getaway—and covered it with a pair of shorts and a tank top. My hair went up into a messy bun at the top of my head and I put on some sunscreen before tossing a towel and a romance novel into my beach bag.

      I knew that Faith was spending the day with her family and fiancé, so it didn’t surprise me when I finally emerged from my room and didn’t find many people around. It looked like I was going to have to explore the island on my own today, which was fine. I didn’t mind doing my own thing.

      I ended up in the hotel restaurant for lunch since it was nearly noon. I had just ordered a turkey sandwich when Sage joined me. She took a seat beside me at the table, letting out a small sigh and looking generally put out.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “Just another argument with my mother,” she said, picking at the corner of her menu absently.

      I knew that Sage and her mother, Faith’s Aunt Wendy, butted heads a lot. Faith always liked to joke that it was because they were so much alike, not that she’d ever tell Sage that.

      “I just don’t understand what the obsession is with my love life.”

      I understood where she was coming from. I was just a couple of years away from turning thirty, and my mom had been dropping some not-so-subtle hints lately about wanting grandkids. A part of me wondered who was more upset when Aiden dumped me: her or me. It was a lot of pressure.

      “At least she cares, right?” I asked, trying to put a positive spin on it.

      “A little too much,” Sage commented. “And now I have to go spend the day with her and the rest of the wacky Seymour clan. Thank God that Faith will be there, she keeps me sane at these things.”

      I smiled. I knew that Faith and Sage were close. As cousins of roughly the same age with no siblings, they grew up together and were more like sisters.

      “What are your plans for the day?” Sage asked. “Do you want to join us?”

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but I don’t want to intrude on your family time. I think I’ll just go check out the island, and maybe soak up some sun on the beach.”

      The waitress came then and delivered my sandwich. Sage ordered one for herself and the two of us chatted about the wedding while we ate. When we were done, we went our separate ways. I left the hotel on foot, walking toward the beach, while she went to meet up with her family.

      The beach was full of people, and I walked along the sand until I found a relatively empty spot. Opening my bag, I stripped out of my shorts and tank top, stuffing the clothing inside along with my sandals. The sand was hot, so I hurried toward the water on my tiptoes, sighing in relief when I reached the wet sand, my toes sinking into it. I continued until I was waist deep in the ocean with the slight waves rushing over me.

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. I’d always loved the ocean. The salty smell of the air, the sound of the lapping waves, the feeling of floating suspended in the water. It made me feel peaceful.

      After a while, I walked back to my bag, stopping along the way to pick up a small pretty shell that I wanted to take home with me as a souvenir. When I reached my bag, I dug around inside and spread my towel out on the sand. Laying on my stomach, I wore my sunglasses as I started to read my book, soon getting swept away in the fictional world in which the paranormal romance was based.

      It was late afternoon when the sound of kids’ laughter reached my ears, and I glanced over to see a group of four kids—three boys and one girl—bopping a beach ball back and forth nearby. They all looked so much alike that they had to be related, and I spotted a small group of adults keeping an eye on the kids from their beach chairs nearby.

      As I watched, they lost control of the ball and it came my way, landing in the sand beside me. I sat up and picked up the ball, tossing it back to them.

      “Hey, do you wanna play with us?” the little girl asked, and I wondered if she just wanted another girl in the game.

      “Sure,” I said, walking over.

      I didn’t expect joining them to be as much fun as it turned out to be. The kids were energetic and dramatic in a way that all kids tended to be. I learned that they were two sets of siblings and cousins, on vacation with their parents. The girl was the youngest of the group at just eight years old, and she was possibly the sweetest little girl I’d ever met. That was saying something, since I was a fifth grade teacher.

      As I bopped the ball around with the kids, I couldn’t help wondering if I’d ever have my own. I wasn’t lying to Sage this morning when I told her that my mom had been talking about grandkids more and more lately, but that wasn’t the only reason that it was on my mind. I’d always wanted to be a mom. The problem was that my love life had never been stable enough for it. I tended to always fall for the wrong guy and my relationships didn’t last long. I didn’t want to be stuck with a loser or a jerk in my life—and my child’s life—forever.

      I’d never really considered raising a child on my own. In my mind, the ideal situation would be to find true love and a happy marriage before starting a family, but I was starting to wonder if that was going to happen. I would rather have been a single mom than never having kids at all. I knew that I had a few years before I really needed to start figuring all this out, but I already knew that if I didn’t settle down eventually, I would go to a sperm bank.

      Suddenly, I felt a tingle run down my spine as the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood up, my body telling me that I was being watched. I turned and locked eyes with Ben, who was standing nearby, not even pretending that he wasn’t watching me.

      He looked amazingly hot in his low-slung swim trunks, his well-toned torso on full display. He had a red star tattooed on his pec, which gave him a sexy, bad-boy look. I couldn’t stop myself from staring at him, my eyes tracing the hard lines of his body, from the sinewy muscles of his arms and shoulders to his broad chest and the ridges between his six-pack abs.

      Who knew that men were really built this way?

      I was distracted enough to lose track of the game until the beach ball collided with my head. The kids all laughed, and I gave them a smile as I scooped it up and tossed it back.

      “I’m going to step away, guys. Thanks for playing with me,” I said. The little girl ran over and gave me a hug around the waist that made my heart pitter-patter.

      When she let go and ran back to the other kids, I went over to Ben, who was still watching me, the corner of his mouth hitched up in a smile. I knew that I should probably be offended as his gaze blatantly swept over me, taking in all the bare skin I had on display in my bikini, but hadn’t I just been doing the same thing to him?

      Warmth seemed to spread through me everywhere that his eyes landed, the intensity of his stare feeling almost like a physical touch and I bit my lip as arousal stirred in my gut.  This time, I didn’t try and stop or ignore the sensation.

      “Are you following me?” I teased with a grin when I reached him. I noticed that he was holding a white T-shirt in one fisted hand.

      He laughed, the sexy sound doing more provocative things to my body. “You know that you’re not the only one that likes the beach, right?”

      “Okay, you’ve got a point. Are you here by yourself?” I wasn’t sure why I was asking that.

      “Not anymore,” he said, giving me an easy going smile as he canted his head to the side. “You want to go for a walk with me?”

      I knew that I should have said no. I had told myself to stay away from this guy as much as possible to avoid the temptation he created in me. But I wasn’t strong enough to fight it. Or maybe I just didn’t want to any longer.

      “Sure,” I said.

      I grabbed my bag and pulled on my shorts and tank top, feeling like it would be best to at least be covered up if I was going to be around this man. He waited patiently, and we headed off down the beach, walking right along the water’s edge. We didn’t say much at first, but the silence wasn’t uncomfortable. I was enjoying his company without feeling the need to make small talk.

      I noticed that some of the women that we passed paused to watch us, openly checking Ben out. I couldn’t really blame them, but I still didn’t like it—and I certainly had no right to the jealousy that surged through me.

      Ben noticed the annoyed look on my face as I stared at a woman that stopped in her tracks to run her eyes over him greedily. He chuckled and slowed down as he pulled his shirt on.

      “Is that better?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied stubbornly.

      I cast my eyes out over the water. There was no way I was going to admit that I was jealous—not when I’d been the one to stop things with him last night, when I could have had that entire sinful body all to myself.

      About a half a mile from the hotel, we came to a boardwalk. Walking along the wooden slats, we passed a man painting at an easel and a small cart selling fresh cotton candy. There was an arcade full of kids and a gift shop. Finally, we came upon a restaurant.

      The sign above the door read Water’s Edge Eatery.

      “What do you think?” Ben asked. “There’s no set plans for dinner this evening with the wedding party. Do you want to grab a bite to eat?”

      My stomach growled, and I realized that it had been a while since my light lunch with Sage. Sitting down for a meal together felt a little too much like a date, but I was hungry…

      “Come on,” he coaxed. “My treat.”

      That made it feel even more like a date, but I knew that I didn’t have it in me to resist, especially not with the smell of fried foods drifting from the restaurant kitchen.

      Ben grabbed my hand, pulling me inside before I could talk myself out of a free meal. The restaurant was decorated exactly as I would have expected for a place right on the beach. There were paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling and nautical decor. There was a long bar lined with stools and seating scattered around the room. There was a tiny stage at one end of the room, and I wondered what it was used for since it was way too small for a band. There were only two occupied tables and one man sitting at the bar, writing in a notebook as he ate his burger and fries.

      “Hi guys!” a cheerful woman called out to us from behind the bar, where she was mixing a drink in a shaker. “Take a seat anywhere, and I’ll be right with you.”

      We ended up at a table by the window. There was a small flyer on the wall that advertised karaoke every Friday night, which answered my question about the stage. There were menus already on the tables, and I looked one over. There was a lot of seafood and some basic pub food. Oh, and plenty of beer.

      “Welcome to the Water’s Edge,” the woman from behind the bar arrived at the table with a bright smile. She was wearing a bright dress covered in big, colorful flowers and there were flowers braided into her brown hair. She was wearing a ring on every finger and had tanned skin. “I’m Freya, and I’ll be your waitress. Can I get you guys started with drinks?”

      I ordered a classic margarita while Ben asked for a beer. When Freya went behind the bar to make drinks, I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “You know, I was starting to wonder if you drink at all.”

      He shrugged. “Occasionally. I went through quite a party phase in college while I was in a fraternity, and I got pretty burned out on being a sloppy drunk and hung over all the time. I guess I got it out of my system back then.”

      “A frat boy?” My brows lifted. “You’re just full of surprises.”

      Freya came back with the drinks and took our food orders. I expected her to leave to put them in, but she lingered.

      “So, is this a couple’s vacation?” she asked, eyeing the two of us.

      “Why do you ask that?” I asked, curiously.

      “I have a sense about these things,” she said, winking at Ben.

      I waited for him to tell her she was wrong, but he didn’t.

      “We’re here for our friends’ wedding,” I told her.

      “Oh, well, you know what they say about weddings. They’re a great place to fall in love.”

      I had no idea how to reply to that, but it seemed that Freya was done as she left us. I looked at Ben and chuckled awkwardly.

      “Kind of eccentric, isn’t she?”

      He just sipped his beer and nodded, and I had to wonder if he agreed with her statement.
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      The food at Water’s Edge Eatery was delicious, and the place couldn’t have had a better location, right there on the beach. I could hear the ocean from the table inside. The sun was setting over the water, painting the sky in shades of orange, blue, and gold that were reflected by the ocean. It was Mother Nature at her finest, but I only had eyes for Tatum.

      The chemistry between us was strong as ever, and I knew that she was feeling it too—and even seemed more receptive to the attraction than when I’d left her at her hotel room last evening. It was clear in the way her gaze lingered on me and her own body language was easy to read. I wondered if she even realized that she was leaning closer to me across the table, smiling more freely, and even talked more animatedly during our various conversations.

      “What do you say about dessert?” Freya asked when she came to pick up our empty plates. “We have some great options.”

      She pointed to the small booklet on the table with a dessert menu.

      “Let’s share one,” I suggested.

      Tatum placed a hand on her stomach, as if to indicate she was full. “I don’t know—”

      “Cheesecake?” I said before she could finish.

      I could tell that I had struck gold by the look on her face and the way her eyes lit up. I turned to Freya with a triumphant grin.

      “One cheesecake with two forks please.”

      “Are you always so bossy?” Tatum asked playfully once Freya left to retrieve our dessert.

      I shrugged. “My sister seems to think so.”

      “That’s Poppy, right?” she guessed. “Yesterday was the first time that I met her, but she seems nice.”

      “Sure, she’s nice,” I drawled with some affection. “Stubborn as a mule, though.”

      Tatum laughed, the sound light and carefree. “I always wanted a sister. Instead, I have a much younger brother.”

      “How much younger?” I asked curiously.

      “Twelve years. He just turned sixteen.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “Yeah, we’re not exactly close,” she explained. “There’s just too much of an age gap.”

      Freya returned with the cheesecake, topped with glazed strawberries. I picked up one of the forks. Tatum did the same, but before she had a chance to use it, I was holding mine out to her with buttery crust, creamy filling, and sweet strawberries speared on it.

      She hesitated for only a second before opening her mouth and allowing me to feed her the bite.

      Her hazel eyes darkened as she looked at me while wrapping her lips around the fork. Then, she closed her eyes and moaned at the taste, before darting her tongue out to catch a bit of the sticky glaze on her bottom lip.

      Jesus. The moment was so erotically charged that I had to force myself to stay in place. All I wanted to do was stand up, drag her across the table, and kiss her—then take her back to my hotel room and make her moan my name while I was deep inside of her.

      I gently took away her fork and took turns eating the cheesecake and giving her bites, which only increased the sexual tension building between us. By the time we were done with dessert and paid the bill, it was fully dark outside. We’d taken our time over dinner, and I was ready to head back to the hotel.

      Before we went, though, there was something that I had to do. I couldn’t wait a moment longer.

      When we stepped out of the restaurant and onto the boardwalk, I pulled her into my arms until she was flush against me. Grabbing her hair, I pulled just enough to make her head tilt back. She gasped softly, but didn’t resist, clinging to my arms and parting her lips as her eyes met mine.

      I could see the undiluted desire shimmering there, and it gave me all the encouragement I needed to press my lips to hers the way that I’d wanted to since we met on the plane. A shiver ran down my spine, and I slid my tongue inside of her mouth, getting my first sweet taste of her—so seductive and intoxicating I wanted so much more.

      By the time I pulled back, she was breathless, and I felt a swelling of satisfaction at the knowledge that I had that effect on her.  That she clearly wanted me, as much as I desired her.

      “I’ve wanted to do that since we met,” I told her, my voice low and husky.

      Tatum licked her lips but took a step back, that hesitance returning once again. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

      I was sure enough for the both of us, but didn’t push the issue. I wanted Tatum, but only on her terms, whatever they may be.

      “Let’s head back to the hotel before it gets too late,” I suggested, no innuendo in my words whatsoever.

      She let me hold her hand on the walk back, and I intertwined our fingers. We stayed in the sand, but didn’t stroll through the water this time. There was light coming from the hotels and buildings nearby, as well as the bright moon that was mirrored in the water.

      We didn’t talk, and I knew that Tatum was debating with herself inside. I didn’t know what exactly was holding her back from our attraction, but I wasn’t going to pressure her. She had to want it as much as I did, and it had to be her choice. No regrets.

      So, by the time we reached the hotel, I’d made a decision. I pulled one of the two room keys that I’d been given out of my wallet while we rode up the elevator to the eighth floor. We stepped out, and I gently grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop since our rooms were in opposite directions.

      “Here.” I pressed my key card into the palm of her hand. “I’m in 108. Come to my room if you want to put aside your doubts and have the best sex of your life. I’ll be waiting for you.”

      She gaped at me, and I took the opportunity to kiss her again. It was rough, deep, and thorough, but short. Then, I forced myself to walk away, my erection throbbing with every step I put between us.
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      My mind was whirling. I knew that we were working up to this, of course. I’d have to have been an idiot to not see, or feel, the signs. But what threw me for a loop was that Ben put the ball in my court. He left it up to me to decide if this happened instead of talking me into it like most guys would have.

      I respected the way he’d handled the situation, but I didn’t know what I wanted to do. First, I went to my own room, but I kept glancing back as I walked down the hall, watching Ben until he reached his own room, then disappeared inside.

      The first thing I did was strip off my clothing in the bathroom. I loved spending time on the beach, but sand got everywhere. I stepped into the shower, running it hot while relaxing under the stream of water. My skin felt overly sensitive after the longing that Ben ignited inside of me, and I briefly considered slipping my fingers between my legs and pleasuring myself to take the edge off.

      But I knew it wouldn’t be nearly as good as the real thing. As I got out, I pulled on my robe, my hard nipples poking through the thick fabric.

      Screw it.

      I was smart enough to know that I was putting off the inevitable. It had been months since I had sex at all, or even felt so desired, and now I was being promised the best sex of my life. Was I really going to let my fear of another heartbreak hold me back?

      Not tonight, I decided.  I was done letting Aiden rule my thoughts or emotions.  In just a couple of days, Ben had helped me start to move past my hurt without even trying. Just by being kind, and fun, and a great listener. He was already a hell of a distraction, and if nothing else, I could enjoy a few sexy times with him while we were on the island.

      A vacation fling was exactly what I needed to get my mojo back, and I couldn’t think of a hotter, sexier man to do that with.

      Not bothering to get dressed, I grabbed the key he’d given me and slipped out in the hall wearing just my robe. No one was around, but I moved quickly, not wanting anyone from the wedding party to see me, or where I was headed. My bare feet made no sound on the carpeted floor as I walked along. I stopped outside his door and gathered my courage. I took a deep breath, slid the key card through the lock, and opened the door.

      It was dark inside, but the bathroom light was on, and he’d left the door cracked enough to allow a faint light to spill into the bedroom. So, I could clearly see Ben as he sat up in the bed, his bare torso on display. I closed the door behind me, and he pulled the blankets off of himself. My mouth went dry as I stared at his naked body, and the fact that his cock was already hard.

      Oh. My. God.

      His shaft was long and thick, and I could feel my heart hammering against my ribcage as he reached down and started to stroke himself, keeping his eyes locked on me as he did so, as if daring me to come closer. It was like an erotic dance, with graceful movement and a pulsing beat between my legs in response. It all felt surreal as I walked closer to the bed as if I was in a trance. When I reached the side of the bed, a drop of precome appeared at the tip of Ben’s cock, which he smeared over the head with his thumb. It was the most breathtakingly erotic thing I’d ever seen.

      “Take off your robe,” he commanded, and I didn’t hesitate to comply.

      Loosening the tie at my waist, I slipped the garment off my shoulders, letting it fall to the ground around my feet. I was completely naked in front of him, and my skin felt tight in the cool room.

      Ben moved so suddenly that I didn’t see it coming. His arms reached out and grabbed me, pulling me onto the bed. He flipped our positions until I was on my back beneath him while he hovered over me, and then his lips were on mine again, silently demanding submission while I parted my thighs, letting his big body move between them. My hands ran down his muscular back as he trailed his warm, damp lips along my jawline and down the side of my throat, nipping the sensitive skin between my neck and shoulder.

      One of his big hands found my breast, and he squeezed it, running his thumb over my hardened nipple before giving the peak a light pinch. I gripped his biceps, groaning as my body was flooded with sensation. I could barely catch my breath— he seemed to be everywhere. His warmth, his touch, his heated, masculine scent…

      My hips undulated, and with him positioned between my legs, I felt his erection rub along my wet slit in a slow, teasing stroke. God, I desperately wanted to feel his cock inside my body, filling me up. I wanted everything he was willing to give me.

      But Ben was taking his time with me in a way that no man ever had. He kissed down my chest until he reached my other breast, his tongue swirling around my nipple before he pulled it into his mouth and sucked, hard.

      I arched my back and grabbed his hair, holding onto the soft strands as he lavished my breast. When he was done, he pulled back and blew softly over the wet flesh, making it harden even further. The sensation was almost painful.

      “Oh God, Ben,” I said, my voice frantic. “I want you so badly…”

      “You’ll get exactly what you’re looking for, baby,” he assured me, his voice a low, seductive murmur. “But first, I need to taste that sweet honey between your thighs.”

      I could only gasp as he moved further down my body. His hands went to the inside of my thighs, spreading me wider, and I felt so vulnerable as he gazed at my pussy. I had gotten a Brazilian wax for the first time a couple of days before leaving for the island, wanting to try something new instead of shaving. Now, I was glad that I did.

      “So smooth and wet,” Ben said huskily, his eyes burning with lust as he looked up at me. “Such a pretty pussy for me to eat.”

      His dirty words served to heighten my desire, and something inside of me clenched with need. Ben buried his face between my legs, extending his tongue and giving me a long lick from my entrance to my clit, lapping up my juices.

      I let out a strangled sound of raw pleasure and held onto the sheets on either side of my body as he got serious about exploring my pussy with his tongue. There was nothing timid or hesitant about his oral seduction. He acted like he was starved for me, and that had to be the hottest thing I’d ever experienced in my life.

      My eyes were closed and I was panting, lost in the bliss swirling low in my belly.  I’d never been shown so much attention before, and I couldn’t believe that I’d been missing out on this for so long. When he slipped two fingers deep inside of me, I was overcome with so much pleasure that I thought I’d come apart at the seams.

      And then I did.

      “Yes, Ben...yes.”

      He kept thrusting his fingers in and out of me as I rode out my mind-bending orgasm and when those deep pulses ebbed, he replaced those fingers with his tongue. Apparently, he really meant it when he said he wanted to taste me.

      I panted for breath. I was a complete mess. My climax was overwhelming and powerful, but I wanted more. I needed it. There was a deep ache inside of me that needed to be filled.

      Ben rose up between my legs, grabbing a condom that he had waiting on the nightstand already—he’d either been confident or hopeful that I’d change my mind. I watched as he ripped it open and rolled it onto his erection. He lined himself up at my entrance, and I quivered all over again.

      When he slowly pushed his hips forward, the head of him stretching me wide, he held my gaze. I could see a warm affection there that stole my breath. I forced myself to relax as he entered me slowly, inch by glorious inch.

      I was so full, and the pleasure of it rushed over me in waves. Ben leaned forward, bracing himself with his arms on either side of my body as he sank all the way inside. I reached up and held onto his shoulders as he pulled back and drove forward again. And again. And…oh God, again.

      Every time he thrust, he seemed to push deeper, and I lost more and more of myself in the ecstasy of it all. My fingers were digging into his sinewy muscles, probably leaving marks, and I received a strange satisfaction from that knowledge. I liked knowing that I was marking him in some way because I felt like he was leaving his mark on me as well. I couldn’t see myself being the same after tonight with Ben.

      My second orgasm started to build inside of my body, energy born of need and heat that shattered me when I came hard, my core tightening around his cock. I screamed his name, not even caring that someone in the rooms next door might hear. I couldn’t focus on that right now. I couldn’t focus on anything except this man and the pleasure that he was giving me. It was too good, and all-consuming.

      Then, with a grunt of satisfaction, he was right there with me, his hard muscles bunching as he pistoned into me more rapidly than before. It drew out my own climax so that the two of us were coming together.

      He made a sound similar to a growl that rumbled in his chest, and it was fitting, because this was the most animalistic sex I’d ever experienced.

      I was pretty sure I’d been ruined for other men, and I didn’t care one bit.
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      I collapsed on the bed beside Tatum, pausing only long enough to toss the condom in the trash can nearby before I laid on my back and pulled her close. She was tucked into my side, with her head resting on my shoulder. I breathed in the heady scent of her shampoo, rosemary and mint.

      The sex was amazing, and I was exhausted, with a bone-deep gratification that made my legs feel weak. I hadn’t had sex in a while, and Tatum was so tight and sweet, being inside of her had been sheer heaven. Now, completely content, I just wanted to relax with her in my arms and sleep.

      But it wasn’t long before I felt her move away from me. I had already closed my eyes and started to lightly doze, but my eyelids snapped open as Tatum sat up at the edge of the bed. The light from the bathroom allowed me to make out her naked form, all sensual curves and smooth skin.

      She was a goddess. One that was currently getting out of my bed.

      I sat up with a frown. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      She glanced over her bare shoulder at me, her face still beautifully flushed from the orgasms I’d given her. “I need to get back to my room before I fall asleep.”
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