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      For Ivy.

      Because you read everything first

      with unbridled enthusiasm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia

      I did not go to my college roommate’s wedding looking for love. Or even like.

      But Tyler Marino was the cutest groomsman in literal history. He somehow had this boy-next-door charm combined with a killer sexiness that quickly had me reconsidering my whole not-looking-for-love status. Well, almost.

      I couldn’t completely surrender.

      But I was at least down for a little harmless flirting.

      Harmless . . . and delicious.

      Tyler leaned toward me, our plates from the rehearsal dinner already cleared away, his words tickling my ear. “I’ll bet you ten bucks Isaac makes a joke about black licorice,” he whispered.

      I looked to where Isaac stood at the head of the table, thanking us all for being there, staring adoringly into Rosie’s eyes. The sight made my heart contract the tiniest bit. I wasn’t looking for love right now, but the way Isaac looked at Rosie drove home just how much I wanted it eventually.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Licorice? Why?”

      “They have this constant battle going. He likes it. She doesn’t. It’s turned into this big thing at work, everyone choosing sides.”

      The second Rosie had told me she was marrying Isaac Bishop—the YouTube star she’d crushed on all the way through college—I’d immediately started researching, wanting to know as much as possible about the family she was marrying into. Rosie and I had drifted a little since graduation, but we’d been roommates for four years. Even though we didn’t talk every day, I still loved her as much as I loved my four obnoxious brothers. I’d worried she’d been swept up in the drama of having actually met Isaac and was making a mistake. There was no way he was as good a guy as he appeared to be online.

      I’d been wrong. Isaac was every bit as good. And I’d never seen Rosie happier. Most of the wedding party, at least on Isaac’s side, were people he worked with at Random I, including Tyler. It was easy to sense the bond they all shared, the easy camaraderie.

      “ . . . just not as good as black licorice,” Isaac said. I only caught the tail end of his joke, but a soft chuckle sounded around the room. Tyler leaned in again. “Called it.”

      Oh, the goosebumps this man gave me.

      I could have kissed Rosie for pairing us together for our walk down the aisle.

      Or maybe I could just kiss Tyler. The way we’d been flirting all night, a little noncommittal make-out felt entirely possible.

      I wouldn’t put it past Rosie to play matchmaker, but honestly, it was probably our heights that paired us together for the wedding ceremony. At five foot nine flat-footed, heels often sent me towering over guys of average height. But Tyler wasn’t average height. He had to be close to six foot four, maybe even six-five. He wore it well. There was nothing gangly about Tyler.

      After Isaac finished his speech, everyone started to stand and gather their things. “Big plans for the night?” Tyler asked as I pushed in my chair.

      “A night in with the girls,” I said. “Rosie’s request.”

      “Same.”

      “Aw, you’re having a girls night, too? How sweet.”

      “Very funny.” Tyler gave me a sheepish grin. “Is it too forward for me to say I’ll probably be thinking about you the entire time?”

      My heart swooped down to touch my toes. “Made that much of an impression, have I?”

      He chuckled. “You have no idea.”

      Rosie passed behind Tyler and caught my gaze, and her eyebrows immediately went up, a question clear in her expression.

      I wiped the grin from my face, my eyes darting from Rosie to Tyler and back again. Rosie’s eyes narrowed. She’d always been able to read me better than anyone.

      “Uh-oh.” I gestured to Rosie with a tilt of my head. “I think someone’s on to us.”

      Tyler’s eyes never left mine. “I like that you just said there’s an us.”

      I pressed my palms to my heating cheeks. This man. “Tyler Marino, you hardly know me.”

      “True,” he said. “But I know I’d like to get to know you.”

      Rosie appeared between us. “Hi, guys,” she said pointedly. “How are things going?”

      I took a step away from Tyler, suddenly needing the distance. For a moment, the tension simmering between us felt less like flirting and more like . . . fate. “We were just saying goodnight,” I said.

      Tyler pushed his hands into the pockets of his dark suit pants. His tie was loose, the top few buttons of his shirt open, his jacket slung over his arm. If I’d been keeping score, he would have gotten double points for the slightly undone look. “The dinner was great, Rosie,” he said, his eyes still on me. He took a step backward. “Goodnight, Olivia.”

      As we watched his retreating form, Rosie reached out and squeezed my hand. “Um, what was that?”

      I shook my head. Fireworks. Lightning. I lifted my shoulder in a casual shrug. “What was what?”

      Rosie rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. Don’t even try to deny it. There are some serious sparks between you and Tyler.” She tilted her head, her expression shrewd. “You like him.”

      “I don’t like him. Why are we talking about this right now? You’re hours away from getting married.”

      “Which only means I’m tired of all the attention. You know how I feel about the spotlight. Indulge me for two seconds and help me keep my mind off the fact that tomorrow I’ll put on the fanciest dress I’ve ever worn and let people stare at me for four hours.”

      We moved toward the door of the downtown Charleston restaurant where Rosie and Isaac had held their rehearsal dinner.

      “Tyler is really great,” Rosie said, clearly unwilling to let the subject go. “I’d love it if you liked him.”

      “He’s adorable,” I finally admitted. “But we’re just flirting. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “It could. Charleston isn’t that far away from North Carolina. And he’s perfect for you. I know you both really well. You should trust me on this.”

      I did trust Rosie. Almost more than I trusted anyone. But the Olivia that Rosie knew well was not the Olivia I had the luxury of being. Not anymore.

      Undergrad Olivia was impulsive. Spontaneous. A social butterfly who only managed to maintain the grade point average my volleyball scholarship required through a religious devotion to alarms on my phone and a dedicated consumption of energy drinks.

      But that Olivia was long gone. Sometimes I missed her.

      We paused on the street outside the restaurant and waited while Marley, Rosie’s cousin and maid-of-honor, pulled her car around. Her SUV was just big enough for Rosie and all her bridesmaids to pile in for the ride back to the hotel where we’d stay for the next two nights. “Just think about it,” Rosie said, lifting her eyebrows playfully. “It could be fun.”

      I had no doubt it would be fun.

      But I had too much on my mind to get wrapped up in a relationship, especially one that would have to be long distance, no matter how sparkly the chemistry between us. My focus for the next six months had to be my family’s farm and event center. Nestled deep in the Blue Ridge Mountains, Stonebrook’s rolling hills full of apple orchards and vineyards had been an idyllic place to grow up. We’d all loved it—me and my four older brothers—but I was the one who had always dreamed of running it.

      I’d thought I had plenty of time to graduate and assume my place next to Dad, but then he’d had a stroke a month before I finished my MBA, forcing him into early retirement. My oldest brother, Perry, had stepped up to help run things while I finished school, but it was always understood that as soon as I graduated, the job would be mine.

      That had always been the plan.

      Or so I’d thought.

      Weeks after I’d finished my degree and moved back home, Perry was still around. Admittedly, Dad’s continued recovery complicated everything. Dad couldn’t be in charge of the farm; his speech and mobility were both still impaired, and Perry insisted he was still needed. But why? I was capable, willing. Why not let me take over when everyone knew how long I’d been planning on the job?

      It was hard to argue about it when Dad was still sick. It felt crass to debate who should officially replace him when he’d hardly been ready to give up the job in the first place. My energy was better channeled into proving to Perry that I could handle it. That he could go back to his consulting business and rest easy having left me in charge.

      If I had any hope of keeping what little ground I’d already gained, I had to be serious now.

      Fun and spontaneous Olivia might have thrown caution out the window and jumped into a relationship no matter the risk or outcome.

      But fun and spontaneous Olivia couldn’t manage an enterprise as large as Stonebrook. Or so I assumed. What else could explain why Perry was so resistant to leave?

      Whatever his motivation, one thing was clear: flitting away every other weekend to see a boyfriend in Charleston would not help my cause.

      “You know what’s on the line at Stonebrook,” I finally said, shaking my head. “A long-distance boyfriend will only look like a big fat distraction.”

      “Who said anything about a boyfriend? Liv, what happened to you? What happened to living in the moment?”

      I’d tried that. And apparently earned myself a reputation that screamed liability instead of responsibility. In my mind, it didn’t make sense. So I was one to live in the moment. I was passionate, maybe sometimes a little impulsive. But I always got the job done. I didn’t juggle collegiate athletics and make the dean’s list because I was irresponsible. But I guess my family saw me differently.

      Rosie bumped my shoulder with hers. “Why not just see what happens?”

      Marley pulled up to the curb and honked her horn, and Rosie climbed into the passenger seat while the rest of us tumbled into the back.

      My phone buzzed in my bag seconds after I’d settled into my seat. I pulled up my notifications to find a text from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hello. Just wanted to confirm that I am, actually, still thinking about you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Another message immediately popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Got your number from Rosie. Hope you don’t mind.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Rosie!” I yelled to the front of the SUV. “You gave him my number?”

      “Of course,” she said simply.

      “Who, Tyler?” Marley asked. She made a noise somewhere in between a growl and a moan. “He can have my number,” she said. “He can have my anything he wants.”

      I laughed with everyone else even as I pondered Rosie’s advice.

      Maybe, just this once, I could have a little fun.

      After all, my dad was not at Rosie’s wedding.

      Nor were any of my brothers.

      In fact, there wasn’t anyone around, outside of Rosie and her parents, who knew anything about me.

      I could be as un-serious as I wanted to be. At least for a couple of days.

      I grabbed my phone and used my camera to check my appearance, pulling my red hair forward so the loose waves cascaded over my shoulder. I took a quick selfie, my expression thoughtful, and texted it to Tyler.

      
        
          
            
              
        Olivia

      

      
        Likewise. This is my “I’m thinking of you” face.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        You . . . have no idea how happy you just made me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        I aim to please. So where are all the guys hanging out?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tyler

      

      
        Back at Isaac’s. You?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        At the Francis Marion Hotel.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        Oh fun. That place is good and haunted. Have a nice night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        WHAT. You’re kidding.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        I mean, I’ve never seen the ghost. But my sister says she has.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        I can’t decide if I want you to tell me this story or not.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        No. You have to tell me. I can’t not know now that you brought it up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        You’re welcome. ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      The little winking emoji after his text made me grin. I loved a good ghost story. But mostly I just loved that our conversation was flowing so easily.

      Isaac’s twin sister, Dani, sat beside me in the back seat. She nudged me with her shoulder. “What are you grinning about?” she asked.

      My cheeks flushed, even though I had no reason to hide anything from her. “Um, Tyler is telling me ghost stories. He says our hotel is haunted.”

      “What?” Marley asked from the front seat. “I am not staying in a haunted hotel.”

      “You’ve been staying in a haunted hotel,” Rosie said. “We stayed there last night.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know then. Is it legit haunted?”

      Dani shrugged. “I’ve heard the story, but I can’t remember what it is. It looks like Tyler’s filling Olivia in.”

      “Okay,” I said, leaning forward. “He just sent it. I’ll read it out loud.” I cleared my throat. “Ned Cohen was a Yankee who fell in love with a Southern belle during the war. But because of their opposing political views, her father didn’t approve and forbade Ned from ever seeing the woman he loved again. He was so heartbroken, he threw himself out of a tenth story window at the Francis Marion, plunging to his death on King Street.”

      “Dang,” Dani said.

      “His ghost still wanders the halls of the hotel, leaving windows open, rustling curtains, lurking in quiet hallways,” I finished.

      “Oh, good grief. I’m out,” Marley said. “Sorry, Rosie. I love you but I can’t stay for your wedding.”

      I chuckled as I texted Tyler back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Olivia

      

      
        Well done. You have sufficiently ruined the night for all of us.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        Or . . . guaranteed that you’ll need the distraction of texting me all night long.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        You are terrible.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        Or brilliant.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Gotta go kill Alex at Grand Theft Auto. Better double check your windows when you get to the hotel. I hope you aren’t staying on the tenth floor.

      

      

      

      

      

      “What else did Tyler say?” Marley asked.

      “Nothing about the ghost,” I said. “Only that he’s going to play Grand Theft Auto with Alex.”

      Dani barked out a laugh beside me. “That is actually scarier than the idea of a ghost in our hotel.”

      I grinned. I didn’t know Rosie’s soon-to-be brother and sister-in-law well, but from what I’d seen of Dani’s buttoned-up accountant husband, he wasn’t exactly the video-game-playing type.

      Back at the hotel—we were, in fact, staying on the tenth floor and did double check our windows—it took all my concentration not to text Tyler all night long. It was slightly easier to keep my wits about me via text, without the visceral magnetism of his presence, and he quickly revealed himself to be utterly charming. And funny. And self-deprecating in a way that didn’t seem like he was fishing for compliments. He was just . . . real.

      But Rosie deserved my undivided attention on the eve of her wedding, so I pulled myself away after an hour of volleying messages back and forth.

      I didn’t text Tyler again until just after two a.m. when everyone else was asleep.

      
        
          
            
              
        Olivia

      

      
        TYLER MARINO. I keep hearing footsteps in the hallway, and it is all. your. fault.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wasn’t actually scared.

      I was . . . maybe a little bit scared.

      I hadn’t expected him to message me back so when my phone vibrated with an incoming text, I nearly jumped out of my skin. Hands trembling, I pulled up his message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tyler

      

      
        If it matters, I’ve heard he’s a very friendly ghost.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        Not helping.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        Sorry Ned’s keeping you up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        What’s your excuse?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        I already told you. Can’t stop thinking about a particular bridesmaid.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Olivia

      

      
        You are shameless.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tyler

      

      
        Nah. Just honest. Goodnight, Olivia.

      

      

      

      

      

      Twelve hours before, I would have listed a dozen reasons why I wasn’t looking for a relationship. And they were good ones. Perfectly practical and legitimate reasons.

      But that didn’t stop me from falling asleep counting down the seconds until I would see Tyler at the wedding the following day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We met at the back of the hall, ushered into place by Jake, the very attentive and surprisingly chill wedding planner. I glanced down at the Kelly-green sneakers Tyler wore with his dove gray suit, a perfect color match to his skinny tie and my dress. The groomsmen all wore Converse—the most Rosie thing about the entire wedding. I’d half-expected her to put the bridesmaids in sneakers too, but we’d ended up with chunky heels the same color as our dresses—a decision likely influenced by Dani, who was an accomplished fashion designer. I was just grateful Rosie had chosen green. I couldn’t ask for a more complimentary color with my red hair and fair skin.

      “Nice shoes,” I whispered to Tyler, nudging him with my elbow.

      He lifted one foot. “They’re very Rosie.” He cocked an eyebrow. “You get any sleep last night?”

      “Eventually. No thanks to you.”

      He only grinned as Jake shushed us and motioned us forward. Just before we started our trek down the aisle, Tyler leaned close, his breath brushing across the bare skin on my neck and shoulder. “You’re gorgeous in that dress, Liv,” he whispered just beside my ear.

      Goosebumps erupted across my skin and my breath caught in my throat. He’d called me Liv instead of Olivia. It’s what Rosie and her parents called me, so it wasn’t all that surprising. And yet, on Tyler’s lips, the nickname felt personal. Almost . . . intimate.

      “And . . . go,” Jake whispered to us.

      I looped my arm around Tyler’s and gripped my bouquet a little tighter. At the end of the aisle, Tyler grabbed my hand as I dropped it from his arm and gave it a quick squeeze before we parted and took our places on either side of the church. Once we were in place, his gaze stayed on me, a knowing glint in his eyes, his lips lifted in a sexy half-smile. Had it been anyone but Rosie walking down the aisle, I might not have been able to pull my gaze away from Tyler’s roguish expression.

      As Rosie began her approach, it was Isaac who captured my attention. From where I stood, I could see his face as he watched his bride walk toward him.

      What I wouldn’t give to have someone look at me like that.

      My eyes darted to Tyler long enough to see his earlier confidence and swagger morph into something else entirely as he watched Rosie take Isaac’s arm. It wasn’t jealousy, exactly. More like longing for what Isaac and Rosie had, an echo of the desire pricking my own heart.

      I looked Tyler’s way one more time, not at all surprised to catch him staring right at me, his dark brown eyes warm with an unspoken invitation.

      A pulse of guilt throbbed in my midsection.

      That was not the look of a man hoping to enjoy a little harmless flirtation.

      I dismissed my worry as the officiant began the ceremony.

      Tyler was a grown man. He knew I didn’t live in Charleston and that hadn’t stopped him from expressing his interest. Maybe he was fine with something temporary, same as me.

      The longer I held his gaze, the more certain I became.

      What Tyler was really longing for . . . was me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler

      “She’s cute.”

      I followed Alex’s gaze to where Olivia stood in front of a massive live oak tree, its swooping branches dripping with Spanish moss. She stood between Rosie and Dani, smiling wide as the wedding photographer took shot after shot of the bride and her attendants.

      “Yeah. She is.”

      I shrugged out of my suit coat and draped it over a branch of another live oak, this one only marginally smaller than the one the photographer had chosen as the perfect backdrop for the wedding photos. I appreciated her eye; nothing said Lowcountry more than live oak trees. The setting would always remind Rosie and Isaac of the sprawling Charleston gardens they’d booked for the ceremony. As a bonus, they provided enough shade to combat the late May heat. Since I was no longer needed for photos, I rolled my shirtsleeves up to my elbows. The weather wasn’t that bad—a lucky break since the wedding was outdoors—but it was still warm enough to make the double layers of a suit feel stifling.

      Alex hoisted one of his twins higher on his hip. Isaac and Dani’s parents had done their best to keep the twins corralled while the wedding party finished up pictures, but Alex’s daughter, Coco, had toddled over anyway, clearly preferring to stay in her dad’s arms.

      “She’s from Kansas, right? Does she still live there?” Alex asked, his gaze still on Olivia.

      I shook my head. “She went to college in Kansas on a volleyball scholarship, but she’s from North Carolina. Just outside of Asheville.”

      His eyebrows rose. “That’s not too far away, man.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why does everyone keep telling me that? I know where North Carolina is.”

      Alex smiled. “Just making conversation.”

      Sure he was. If by making conversation, he meant matchmaking.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate having friends who cared about me. I’d been working with Isaac on his YouTube channel, Random I, for over a decade, and I’d known him and Dani since elementary school. Isaac and Rosie, Dani and Alex, they felt more like family than coworkers, or even friends. But their attempts to set me up had only gotten more blatant lately. Not all that surprising since everyone in our immediate circle of friends was married.

      Coco reached for my tie, launching herself from her dad’s arms into mine.

      “You want my tie, huh?” I said, bouncing Coco in my arms. “What’s up with that? Your dad is wearing one just like it.”

      A shriek sounded somewhere over my shoulder and Alex turned, a panicked look overtaking his previously calm expression. “That’s Ellison. Can you keep her a sec? Let me go see if he’s okay.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t spent a ton of time with Alex and Dani’s twins, but they’d been around the studio enough for me to know that Coco was definitely the easier baby.

      “Found yourself a new friend?” Olivia said, stopping beside me. The photographer had finished, and everyone was moving back toward the large reception tent where the wedding guests were already having cocktails. A tiny thrill of victory pulsed through me; the second Olivia had a choice about her whereabouts, she’d chosen me. And her timing was perfect. I wasn’t above shamelessly using a baby to enhance my charm.

      “This is Coco,” I said, shifting so she could face Olivia.

      “One of Dani and Alex’s twins, right?” Olivia straightened the hem of Coco’s dress—a miniature replica of what the bridesmaids wore.

      I nodded. “Alex brings them to work every once in a while.” Coco reached up and squished my cheeks between her hands. “We’re friends,” I said, my voice muddled by the pressure. I made a funny face at Coco, and she giggled.

      Olivia smiled. “I can see that.”

      I grabbed my jacket, and we started walking toward the reception tent with everyone else.

      “It must be nice working with so many friends.”

      A familiar feeling snaked across my conscience, like an itch I couldn’t quite scratch. It was amazing. So why had I been thinking about doing something else?

      I should be happy. Content. And yet, lately I felt like I’d been spending a lot of time watching—even more, filming—Isaac live his life without doing much living on my own.

      Trouble was, I couldn’t imagine what doing something else would even look like. I’d been working with Isaac since we were sixteen.

      Dani approached before I could respond, extending her arms to take Coco. “I should have known she would find her way into your arms,” she said. “I think Coco has a crush.”

      Olivia reached out and took one of Coco’s hands, bouncing it gently. “What do you say, Coco? Want to draw straws for him?” She shot me a playful look, her smile wide, her meaning clear in her eyes.

      Warmth spread through my chest at her words. This incredible woman was somehow into me. It hardly seemed possible.

      Dani laughed in response. “Oh, I think Coco can bow out this round.” She took a step backward, tosssing me a knowing glance. “Y’all have fun.”

      I offered Olivia my arm and escorted her to the long table we shared with the rest of the wedding party. Isaac looked at me from his place next to Rosie and smirked, his head lifting in acknowledgment.

      “I think my friends would appreciate us making a formal announcement of our engagement by the end of the night,” I said to Olivia as I pulled her chair out for her.

      She grinned. “Rosie was pretty relentless last night. She and Isaac must really love you.”

      “That is true,” I said. “They do.”

      She narrowed her gaze as she settled into her seat. “I think they may be on to something.”

      Another pulse of desire filled my chest. What was seriously happening? “Do you flirt like this with everyone?”

      “No,” she said without a sliver of hesitation. “Do you?”

      I held her gaze. “No.”

      The air sizzled and crackled between us until the servers arrived with our dinner, momentarily dispelling the mounting tension.

      “So there’s something you should know about me before this goes any further,” Olivia said as we started to eat. Her tone was playful, her eyes sparkling in the soft light.

      “Okay. Lay it on me,” I said.

      She eyed me cautiously. “I am the only girl in my family, and I have four very loyal, very protective older brothers.”

      My eyebrows went up and I cleared my throat. “Four, huh?”

      She nodded, her expression serious. “Two are pro football players, one is a cage fighter, and the last one is a prison guard.”

      My fork froze over my plate. “You’re kidding.”

      She grinned and bit her lip. “Yes. But your expression just then was absolutely priceless.”

      “Very funny.”

      “It’s the least you deserve after filling my head with ghost stories last night.” She pulled her hair over her shoulder, and I was momentarily distracted by the deep copper color, the way her freckles popped when it was next to her cheek.

      “I really do have four brothers though,” she said.

      I moved my gaze back to her eyes. “Yeah?”

      “Yes. But they’re perfectly normal guys.”

      “Tell me about them.”

      She squared her shoulders. “Okay. Perry is the oldest. He’s got an MBA like me. Except he’s boring and very serious about everything. Not like me. Then there’s Lennox. He’s a chef in Charlotte. He’s adorable and so fun, but you have a sister, right?” She pointedly raised her eyebrows. “They shouldn’t meet.”

      “Good to know. Where do you fit in the lineup?”

      “I’m the youngest.”

      “Oh, so they probably are a little protective.” I only had one younger sister, Darcy, and I definitely felt a responsibility to look out for her.

      “Yeah, but they aren’t obnoxious about it. They hover, and sometimes they judge, but they don’t meddle too much.”

      I hoped that’s how Darcy felt about me.

      “After Lennox comes Brody. He’s a high school science teacher. He’s got this amazing engineering brain, and we all thought he was going to be a rocket scientist, but he loves teaching, so that’s where he ended up.”

      “I love that.” Really what I loved was that she completely lit up when she talked about her family.

      “All right, for this next one, you have to promise not to freak out,” Olivia said.

      “Okay.” I drew out the word, unsure what about her brothers could possibly make me freak out.

      “I don’t usually tell people he’s my brother because they get all weird. I at least wait until the fifth or sixth date.”

      “Wow. We’re on the fast track, then?”

      She grinned. “What can I say? I like you, Tyler Marino.”

      She had no idea what she was doing to me. If I’d had any doubt about Olivia’s interest before, those doubts were completely vanquished now. Not that I minded. I couldn’t get enough of her. Green eyes made more intense by the green of her dress. Freckles across her bare shoulders and chest. She was stunning. Captivating. Almost . . . intoxicating.

      “My last brother? The one just up from me?” she said. “He’s Flint Hawthorne.”

      I nearly choked on my water. “What, like, the Flint Hawthorne?”

      She nodded, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “Please don’t be weird about it. I promise he’s just a normal guy.”

      Sure. If normal was being the biggest star in Hollywood. I’d just watched him in a movie the weekend before.

      “He’s actually kind of a dork when you get to know him,” she said.

      I nodded. “I’m . . . not sure I believe that. But I promise I won’t be weird about it.” I put down my water glass and shifted my chair so we more fully faced each other.

      “What else can you tell me? Tell me about your home.”

      It was the right request to make. She talked until the meal was over and people started moving to the dance floor. About her family’s farm and growing up surrounded by apple trees and strawberry fields and goats. About her parents. About how much she loved hiking and being outside.

      It had been clear from minute one that we had good physical chemistry. But aside from that, I liked the way she laughed. The way her eyes sparked with passion when she talked about the people she loved or the different facets of her family’s business. It wasn’t just a farm. It was also an event center, with a store and a catering kitchen and a dozen other things I wasn’t sure I fully understood, but it was obvious she loved it. Lived for it, even.

      “Okay. I’ve been talking a very long time,” Olivia said. “I want you to tell me three things I might not guess about you.” She shifted forward in her chair so we sat knee to knee. She propped her elbow on the table and leaned her head against her hand, her focus completely on me.

      For years, my job had been to frame Isaac in a way that narrowed everyone’s focus to him. I wasn’t used to being the center of attention—not like this. She zeroed in on me like there wasn’t anyone else around. I resisted the urge to grab her by the shoulders, ask her if she felt the connection as intensely as I did. I had never felt so seen in the company of a woman—especially one I’d only just met.

      I pursed my lips in thought. “Three things. I don’t know. I’m more of a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guy, Liv.”

      “I like it when you call me Liv,” she said, leaning forward. “Just try. It can be anything.”

      I scratched my chin, trying to think of something someone might not guess. “Okay,” I finally said. “I’m really close to my sister.”

      Olivia nodded. “Tell me about her.”

      “Her name is Darcy. She’s three years younger than me. Our parents divorced when we were teenagers, which didn’t do much for our relationship with our parents, but it made us really close.”

      “Does she live around here?”

      “Downtown. She was a history major, so she does historical walking tours around the peninsula, but she’s also big into flowers. Window boxes. Arranging. I don’t understand it all, but that’s what she’d really like to be doing. Anyway. We talk every day. That generally surprises people.”

      “I love that. I would say I’m close to my brothers, but I don’t talk to any of them every day. I would probably talk to Flint every day if his schedule wasn’t so stupid.”

      I nodded along, proud of myself that I didn’t react when she mentioned her immensely famous brother again. I understood better than some what it was like to have your existence defined by your connection to someone famous. I’d seen the way people treated me differently when they learned Isaac Bishop was my boss. And he wasn’t half as well-known as Flint.

      She reached for my hand, her thumb tracing circles along the edge of my palm. “Okay. Two more things. I love Darcy already, by the way. She sounds fabulous.”

      I nodded. “She’d like you.”

      Something flickered across Olivia’s expression, and she leaned back just slightly, as if to put a little distance between us, physically and figuratively. But then she smiled and leaned back in so quickly, I almost wondered if I’d imagined it.

      “Second thing,” she prompted.

      “I’m always hungry.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You and every other man.”

      “No, it’s more than that. I consume twice the calories that most of my friends do. Like, we just had a huge dinner, and I could probably go kill a burger and fries without flinching.”

      She reached over and patted my midsection. “Where do you put it all?”

      “My mother’s been asking me that question for years. Fast metabolism, I guess.”

      “Are you picky? Or do you just eat everything?”

      “I have preferences for sure, but generally, I’ll eat anything. Except olives. And black licorice.”

      She grinned. “One more thing.”

      I leaned forward, dropping my elbows to my knees, and flipped my hand over so my fingers intertwined with hers. “I . . . do not . . . have a girlfriend.”

      She pulled her hand away with a laugh. “That’s something I wouldn’t guess, huh?”

      Her retreat stung the tiniest bit, but the smile on her face was still open and warm. I sat up, looking down my body as if to justify my claim. “Well, I mean . . .” It wasn’t a move I’d typically make. It sounded more like something Isaac would say. But Olivia made me bold. Confident.

      She held my gaze for a long moment, then stood abruptly. “Let’s go dance.”

      She didn’t wait for me; instead, she weaved her way through the tables to the dance floor in the center of the tent. She turned to face me, motioning for me to join her.

      I shook my head, unsure what to make of her. She was obviously into me, but I was beginning to get the sense that she wasn’t looking for anything serious.

      A beat of disappointment pinged in my chest.

      I wasn’t a one-night stand kind of guy. Especially not with one of Rosie’s best friends. Rosie meant too much for me to be careless with someone she cared about.

      But I could dance.

      The chance to hold Olivia in my arms, even for one night, was too good to pass up.
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      Tyler was not making it easy.

      I’d been so positive I could keep things casual. Enjoy his company with no strings attached, then walk away without any regrets.

      But he just smelled so good. And his height made dancing with him so much . . . better. Easier than with other guys.

      Then there was the way he held me. With confidence, but also tenderness. I’d danced with men who held me like they were claiming me in some sort of Neanderthalic ritual. Woman. Mine. Grrgh.

      But Tyler was different. Not even remotely possessive, though he obviously enjoyed having me in his arms.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” he whispered after we finished a slow dance. “I need some air.”

      I nodded, leading him off the dance floor and out into the gardens surrounding the reception tent. The temperature had dropped enough that the night was pleasantly cool. Not as cool as it would be in the mountains, but nothing ever truly compared to North Carolina-mountain weather.

      We followed a gravel path that wound lazily through the gardens, stopping at a little stone bench at the edge of the Ashley River. The bright moon overhead reflected off the glassy surface of the water.

      “I’m almost tempted to swim,” I said. “It looks so peaceful.”

      Tyler chuckled knowingly. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      My eyebrows went up. “Why not?”

      He shifted, moving his body so he stood directly behind me, and placed his hands on my arms, turning me just slightly. He pointed over my shoulder. “You see that log right there at the edge of the water? Next to the tree branch that’s curving downward?”

      I nodded.

      “Watch it for a second,” he said. He kept his hands on my arms, his chest pressed up against my back.

      The closeness almost made it impossible for me to focus, but I stared at the water, wondering why I needed to stare at a log, of all things.

      And then it moved. Turned slowly and swam toward us, two eyes glinting in the moonlight.

      I gasped. “That’s a . . .?”

      “A gator?” Tyler asked, humor in his voice. “Yep.”

      I took a small step backward, and Tyler moved with me, tightening his grip on my arms. “It won’t get out of the water, will it?” It couldn’t be more than ten, twelve feet away, though it was possible the darkness was obscuring my depth perception.

      “It won’t,” Tyler said, his voice calm enough that I trusted him. “It doesn’t want to mess with you any more than you want to mess with it.” His breath brushed across my ear, ruffling the tendrils of hair that had fallen loose. “But I wouldn’t get any closer.”

      I turned and pressed my hands against his chest while his arms slid down and clasped together at the small of my back. “Funny how different things are only a few hours away from home. I mean, the French Broad River runs right through our property,” I said, enjoying the feel of his arms around me. “I swam in it all the time growing up. The most threatening thing living in a mountain river is a crawdad. Do you just swim in pools when you live down here?”

      His shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Or the ocean.”

      “Oh, great. You just swap the alligators for sharks. Sounds fantastic.”

      He chuckled. “Sharks aren’t near as troublesome as the gators.”

      I patted his chest. “I’ll stick to my mountain lakes and streams, thank you.”

      “I’ve been to Asheville a time or two,” he said softly. “Great food.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That is what you would notice, isn’t it?”

      I smiled. “If I came up now, that’s not all I’d notice.”

      Oh, he was good. Too good. Good enough that I could easily imagine myself coming back to these arms over and over again. Which was an entirely impractical thought. He had a great job working with his best friends. And I had Stonebrook. I’d never leave Stonebrook. Not when I was finally close to fulfilling my dream of running it.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t pretend, just for one night, that things might be different. That Tyler wasn’t completely wrong for me, that a relationship between us wasn’t wholly impractical.

      My hands slid across Tyler’s chest to his arms, where I wrapped my fingers around his biceps. “Can I kiss you, Tyler Marino?” It was something undergrad Olivia would have asked. Impulsive. Prone to ignore consequences. It was thrilling to be her again. At least for a moment.

      Tyler leaned down, his nose brushing against mine. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      The kiss was tentative at first, but it only took a moment for it to explode with the pent-up tension that had been building between us all night. I’d never felt such sharp, immediate attraction. Never felt so connected to someone. It was almost overwhelming enough to scare me, but I pushed my fears aside and leaned into the kiss.

      Because there was nothing at stake.

      Tomorrow morning, I would say goodbye to Tyler and go back to my life at Stonebrook.

      Tyler turned his head, his lips parting in subtle invitation, and pulled me just a tiny bit closer. He tasted like salt and strawberries and desire. A tiny whimper escaped from my throat as his hand slid up my back, tracing the skin at the top of my dress before pressing flat against my bare shoulder blade. He was very good at this. Not in a particularly polished or practiced way. I had been kissed by men who had a lot of experience—who kissed like they were driving a very expensive car, every move choreographed and intentional. This wasn’t anything like that. It was more instinctive. Not quite frenzied, but intense on a level I’d never experienced before.

      Tyler’s lips moved to the curve of my jaw, then continued down to the soft skin just below my earlobe. I could hardly breathe as I leaned back, exposing more of my neck, my hands gripping firmly to his forearms. Without him there to anchor me, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stay standing.

      The line of kisses continued down across my shoulder in the most exquisite kind of torture. Sure my skin was going to burst into flame at any moment, I captured his face in my hands and pulled his lips back to mine for a quick kiss before I released him, finally putting some distance between us.

      “We should . . .” I took a breath. We should . . . I didn’t know what we should do. Whatever it was, I wanted to have a clear head before we did it.

      “Come on,” Tyler said, grabbing my hand. We headed back up the path but veered left toward the parking lot before we reached the reception.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We aren’t leaving, I promise,” he said, calming the tiny flare of uncertainty that had sparked in my chest. I trusted Tyler. Weirdly so since I’d only known him a couple of days. But that didn’t mean I was ready to climb into his car and drive off into the sunset.

      We stopped at a dark, boxy jeep. Tyler pulled his keys out of his pocket, finally relinquishing my hand before opening the hatch, the faint interior light illuminating the space around us. He pulled out a thick blanket and handed it to me. “Hold this a sec,” he said as he dug farther into the trunk. He draped a pair of binoculars over his neck then pulled out what looked like a sheet of smiley face stickers. “Green or blue?” he asked, holding them up.

      I wrinkled my brows. “You want to give me a sticker?”

      “It’s for the mosquitos,” he said. “They’ve probably sprayed everywhere around the reception tent, but if we’re anywhere near the river, they’ll get pretty bad. This will help repel them.”

      I nodded. “Oh, got it. Green, then.”

      He smiled. “To match your eyes.” He peeled off a green sticker and pressed it onto the back of my hand then put a blue one on the front pocket of his shirt. I grinned at the sight. It made him look a little more like an adorable kindergarten teacher than a sexy groomsman.

      “What do you think?” Tyler said, smirking, his dark eyes flashing in the faint light.

      Amend that thought. A sexy kindergarten teacher. Definitely still sexy.

      “You’re adorable.”

      He closed the hatch of his Jeep and locked it.

      “What are the binoculars for?”

      “There’s supposed to be a meteor shower tonight,” he said. “If we get far enough away from the reception lights, we might be able to see something.”

      We passed back through the reception tent long enough to grab Tyler’s jacket and my purse before we wound up on a gently sloping hillside on the opposite side of the river. We crossed a covered bridge which I imagined was perfectly picturesque in the daylight and found a quiet spot beside a grove of azaleas, their white blooms shining in the moonlight.

      “It’s beautiful here,” I said as I helped Tyler spread out the blanket.

      “Most of the time,” he said. “August and September are brutal enough heat-wise, you don’t care whether it’s pretty or not.”

      “It gets hot sometimes in the mountains, but it always cools down at night. That helps, I think. And I don’t think it’s quite as humid.” I dropped onto the blanket next to him, close enough that our arms touched. We leaned back, side by side, and stared into the night sky. The longer I looked at the stars, the more I could see.

      “That’s Cassiopeia,” he said, pointing. “See how it looks like an upside-down chair? And over there is Ursa Major.”

      “The big dipper,” I said, following his gaze. “I used to do a little star gazing with my dad.” I reached for the binoculars. “That’s Mars, right? The orangey one?” I aimed the binoculars and adjusted their focus until the edges of the planet sharpened. It wasn’t as good as the telescope I’d used with my dad by any stretch, but it still made it look slightly more like a planet and less like a star. “Here, look. It’s pretty clear.” I handed him the binoculars, then leaned closer so my head brushed up against his arm. While he looked, a pair of shooting stars darted across the sky.

      “I saw one!” I said with a gasp, grabbing his elbow. The movement jostled his arms and bumped the binoculars into his face.

      “Oof,” he said, shifting the binoculars away and reaching for his nose.

      “Oh no, are you okay?” I pushed up on my elbow, looking down at him. I reached out a hand in sympathy, hoping I hadn’t done any real damage. His face was too pretty to mess up.

      He caught my hand and pressed it against his chest. “It was just a bump. It’s fine.”

      I relaxed back onto the blanket but left my hand on his chest, feeling the thump, thump of his heart through the soft cotton of his dress shirt. There was something intensely comforting about his heartbeat—a striking reminder of his solid warmth and presence next to me.

      A sudden pulse of longing swelled up inside me. I didn’t want to leave him in the morning. I didn’t want to leave him at all.

      “Have you only ever worked for Isaac?” I asked tentatively.

      “Since I was sixteen.”

      I pressed my fingertips into his chest, suddenly wondering if the skin beneath was as soft as his shirt. Softer, probably.

      “Have you ever thought about doing anything else?”

      It was a stupid question. Because I shouldn’t care about the answer. I couldn’t care about the answer. Tyler Marino was not the man for me. But lying on a blanket under the stars, the heavy South Carolina humidity liquefying my limbs and softening the edges of my resolve, I did care. Desperately.

      “I’ve thought about it,” Tyler finally said. “But I’m not sure what I would do. The only thing I have to recommend me is my experience. That could get me a job somewhere else doing what I’m doing now, but then, why leave, you know? If I left, it would have to be for something really different.”

      There was a hint of longing in his voice, like maybe he wished there was something different.

      “Do you like what you do?” I asked. “Filming?”

      “Sure,” he said. “I like the challenges it presents. Trying to capture just the right shot in ways that will tell the best story.”

      “We use videographers at Stonebrook all the time,” I said. “For weddings, reunions, retreats, that sort of thing.” That probably wasn’t different enough from what he was doing now to sound very enticing.

      Tyler stilled. “Really?” He rolled to his side and propped himself up on his elbow, and I did the same so that we faced each other.

      I nodded. “Sure. We could totally use you if you ever find yourself in North Carolina.”

      He wouldn’t. He’d be crazy to leave the job he had. His friends. His home. His sister.

      Still, it was fun to imagine that he would.

      He leaned forward, his lips hovering just over mine. “As long as you’re in North Carolina, that’s a very tempting prospect.”

      His kiss was tender at first but then sharpened, his desire rising to match mine.

      I could get lost in this man’s kisses.

      We talked for the rest of the night. About our jobs. Our families. Our past dating lives.

      And we kissed. Talked and kissed. And kissed some more.

      Ignored the cheers from across the river as Isaac and Rosie left the party. Ignored the sounds of cars starting and driving away. Even ignored the sounds of the birds as they began their early-morning chirping. It wasn’t until the sun crested the horizon, waking the world in a shimmer of gold and pink, that we decided it was time to go.
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