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

      

      I had no issues going to my cousin’s weeklong destination wedding as a single woman . . . until my mother decided to play hardcore matchmaker with a man I could barely tolerate.  The only way to put a crimp in her plans was to, well, find a fake wedding date.

      

      Briggs was that guy – hot, charming, and totally available, and the ruse worked.  Especially when Ben had no qualms kissing me and touching me in a very possessive way—in public and in private. It was hard to remember that our “relationship” was all fake.

      

      It was only supposed to be a temporary thing, a diversion tactic to keep my mother out of my personal life.  But I couldn’t help but wonder if at the end of the week I’d be able to walk away and still keep my heart and emotions intact.
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      “I need those four crème brûlées now,” Louis called to me across the hectic kitchen.

      I bit back a retort as I bent over the stainless steel counter, using a small torch to melt the sugar on top of the creamy desserts. Louis was the head chef of this restaurant and he liked to bark out orders, even though he could clearly see that I was on top of things at my station. It was an ego power-trip, and I was used to it after working here for the past three years.

      Les Plaisir was one of the hottest fine-dining French restaurants in New York City, and I knew that my pastries were a big part of the draw of this place. I always assumed Louis acted so rude to me because he was jealous of that, but I didn’t care. I loved the work. It was my art.

      Once all four of the ramekins in front of me had a nice, crispy top, I nodded to the expediter to take them to my boss. I watched as Louis nodded his approval and the crème brûlées were given to the waitress that was waiting patiently for the desserts.

      It was Sunday evening, which wasn’t the busiest day of the week, but the restaurant never really had a slow day. The kitchen was a chaotic hub, churning out high quality food that brought customers back time and time again. As much as I enjoyed working here, I often found myself fantasizing about opening a little pastry shop, something that I could be proud to call my own.

      “Sage, snap out of it. Are you daydreaming about your vacation already?”

      I glanced over to the prep station to see Rita, the sous chef, grinning at me. She was my closest friend, and the person that had recommended me for this job in the first place. Working with her made the hustle and bustle of this kitchen feel a little less overwhelming. She kept me in a good mood, and I did the same for her.

      “It’s not a vacation,” I told her as I opened the oven and pulled out a tray of multi-colored macarons. I set them on the counter. “It’s a destination wedding. My cousin Faith is getting married next weekend.”

      “Yeah, in a tropical paradise. Sounds like a vacation to me.”

      I smiled. She had a point. I was thrilled to be going to a small Caribbean island for a week. I’d looked up pictures of the place online, and it was all white, sandy beaches and unbelievably clear blue water. I felt more relaxed just thinking about going there.

      “Your vacation doesn’t start until your shift ends in two hours,” Louis barked out, having overheard our conversation. “Until then, maybe you could finish those macarons and get me a chocolate eclair on the fly?”

      I rolled my eyes but headed to the cooler to grab the eclair and the ingredients I would need to whip up a vanilla buttercream for the macaroons. Louis was being a jerk, but he was technically right. My time off hadn’t started yet and as much as I wanted to start my own business, I still worked for this one.

      But for the rest of my shift, I kept thinking about Pompeo Island. I would be there by this time tomorrow, and I couldn’t wait.

      “Do you think your mom’s going to give you a hard time about not having a date?” Rita asked later when Louis was distracted by an incoming order.

      I had just filled my macarons and packed them up to be put in the cooler overnight. Well, all except one. I needed to taste-test them, of course.

      Working as a pastry chef was probably a big part of the reason that I was on the extra-curvy side, but I didn’t care. I loved my sweet treats, and I was comfortable in my own skin. My mother blamed my single status on those few extra pounds, but she was wrong. It wasn’t that I didn’t have options. I just didn’t date unless I felt a spark, which was pretty rare.

      “I can guarantee it, but what’s she going to do?” I said with a shrug. “Once we’re on the island, we’ll be busy with wedding stuff and fun, vacation-y things. She’ll get over it.”

      Rita smirked. “I hope so, for your sake.”

      “If only I had a sibling, then she wouldn’t be so focused on me getting married and having kids.” I sighed, leaning a hip against the counter. “I swear, it’s like her only goal in life is to see me walk down the aisle myself. And Faith’s upcoming wedding is definitely making it worse.”

      Rita chuckled. She’d been my friend long enough to know that my mom had been driving me crazy with this stuff in the last couple of years. I was only twenty-seven years old, but she acted like my time to settle down was running out. I tried to be tolerant because I knew that she just wanted to see me happy, like she was with my dad. But those two were high school sweethearts, and we didn’t all get that lucky.

      “Well, no matter how busy you are, I expect you to bring me back a souvenir,” Rita said, giving me a wink.

      We got back to work as Louis shouted out the next order, and I just hoped that my mom didn’t spend the entire plane ride tomorrow complaining about the fact that I hadn’t had a serious boyfriend since my college days. One way or another, she’d have to eventually accept that you couldn’t force love.
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        * * *

      

      Where in the hell did I put my cell phone charger?

      It was noon and my parents would be here to pick me up any minute. I knew that I should have packed my suitcase when I got home from work last night, but I was exhausted after a ten-hour shift on my feet. I’d stumbled through the door and barely taken the time to strip out of my clothes before falling into bed and sleeping like a rock all night.

      Now, I was rushing around, my hair still wet from a shower, throwing everything into my suitcase that I thought I would need for a week on the island. Swimsuits, sundresses, sandals, sunglasses…

      “A-hah!” I cried out happily as I found my charger on the floor behind my nightstand.

      I was just about ready to go when I heard a knock on the door of my apartment. I knew that it had to be my parents, so I quickly closed the suitcase, zipping it up and dragging it to the door as they knocked again and my father’s voice came from the other side.

      “Sage, open up,” he called out. “We’ve got to get going. I want to get to the airport early.”

      That was just like my dad, always rushing us out the door to arrive early anywhere we were going. The poor man had his hands full with me and my mother. If we had one thing in common, it was a certain lack of organization.

      I rushed to the door and pulled it open, revealing my dad, already dressed in his khaki shorts and Hawaiian-style shirt. With sunglasses perched on the top of his head and Birkenstocks on his feet, he was definitely ready for this trip.

      My mom was beside him, her cell phone pressed to her ear. She gave me a smile and one-armed hug as she walked inside the apartment, still happily chatting with one of her friends.

      “Well, the weather forecast is sunny and warm all week, but I never fully trust a weather prediction,” she said into the phone as she went over to my couch, taking a seat.

      “She’s talking to Julie,” Dad explained.

      I nodded. It made sense. Julie was my mother’s best friend. She was going to the island too. Technically, only the wedding party and family members needed to be on the island for the whole week, but guests were welcome to join early if they wanted. So, Julie and her husband were coming to soak up some sun with my parents.

      I handed Dad my suitcase and went back into my bedroom to stuff a few things into a duffle bag that I could use as a carry-on. Once I had put my makeup, iPad, some extra clothing, and the travel documents I would need into the bag, I went back out into the living room. My dad was gone, so I assumed he took my suitcase out to the car. Mom was still in place on the couch, chatting with Julie. She hadn’t even noticed that I was back in the room.

      “I think it’s going to work perfectly,” she was saying. “Cole will have plenty of opportunities to woo her on the island. Who knows? We may end up as in-laws.”

      My heart sank. No, no, no. She couldn’t be talking about setting me up with Julie’s son, could she?

      I already knew the answer. Of course, she was. I should have seen it coming. Cole had expressed an interest in me before, and she’d been beyond delighted. She thought that we were a match made in heaven, despite the man’s reputation as a player. She seemed to think the label was exaggerated, but I’d known that man my whole life, so I knew that it wasn’t.

      I couldn’t stand him when we were kids because he used to pick on me mercilessly, teasing and taunting to get a rise out of me all the time. Then, we grew up and I just tried to avoid him as much as possible—not always easy when our parents spent so much time together. In the last two years, he’d shifted gears. Now he was openly flirty with me, making his intentions clear. He wanted me.

      Or rather, he wanted what he couldn’t have. I’d always suspected that Cole was only interested in me because his ego couldn’t handle the fact that I had no desire for him. I was a conquest for the arrogant playboy, but it wasn’t going to happen. Ever.

      Mom finished her phone call, and stood, tucking the phone into her purse. As she looked up, she noticed me standing there, glaring at her.

      “Oh,” she jolted, her hand going to her chest as surprise flickered over her face. “You scared me. I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “I know,” I said, not bothering to hide my annoyance. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have heard about your plan to set me up with Cole Higgins. How could you conspire against me like that?”

      “Conspire?” She chuckled, waving her hand dismissively. “Please, Sage, don’t be so dramatic. And don’t eavesdrop. It’s not polite.”

      I ignored the light reprimand, which I knew was her way of deflecting from the real issue. “I’m not interested in Cole, Mom. You know that.”

      “What’s there not to be interested in? He’s handsome and successful. And Julie says that he’s ready to settle down.”

      I highly doubted that. But even if it was true, I wasn’t going to become his little wifey.

      “Just keep an open mind about him,” Mom said. “You know, you’re really lucky that he doesn’t have a problem with that extra weight that you’re carrying around.”

      “Oh, yeah. I feel lucky,” I replied, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      The door of my apartment opened then, putting an end to the conversation, which was probably a good thing. I was already frustrated by my mom’s meddling, and we still had a four-hour plane ride together.

      I resolved to spending the trip playing Candy Crush on my tablet or reading the Stephen King book I’d been meaning to get to for the last month. Anything to keep from arguing with her. I was fine with being single, but as we got into the car and headed for the airport, a part of me wished that I had a boyfriend. At least having one would get her off my back.

      Instead, I was going to spend the next week trying to avoid Cole and his advances.

      So much for a relaxing getaway.
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      I had always been the type of man that liked to stop and smell the roses. It wasn’t always easy during everyday life, juggling a full-time job and family obligations. But here, standing on a sand dune on a tropical island, it would be hard not to be present in the moment and enjoy myself.

      The sun was setting over the water, and I couldn’t seem to pull my eyes away from the spectacular view. I knew that some of the guys in my precinct back home would give me a hard time if they saw me standing around admiring a bunch of pretty colors in the sky, but they weren’t here, so I didn’t give a shit.

      There were some people on the beach even at this time of day—some couples splashing around in the water and kids building sandcastles while their parents started to pack up their beach chairs.

      The sound of the waves and the smell of salt in the air relaxed me and kept me standing there, even though I knew there was a party going on in the hotel behind me. Everyone in the wedding party should have arrived today, and there was a welcome bash for all of us.

      I’d never been a groomsman before, but when my friend Michael asked me to be one, I quickly agreed. It worked out well that he and his fiancée decided to get married in the Caribbean and make it a weeklong affair. I had seven vacation days that needed to be used before the end of the year, and I could definitely use a change of scenery. It had been a long time since I took a break from my demanding job as a New York City police officer.

      I sensed someone approaching from behind me, and the smell of cigarette smoke reached my nose. I turned to see the father of the groom approaching me. I’d known this man pretty much my whole life since my family lived next door to his for my entire childhood. It was the reason that Michael and I were such good friends. He’d always been a part of my life.

      “You hiding out here?” he asked as he stopped beside me. “You’re missing the festivities.”

      “I know. I just figured that I’d take a minute to enjoy the view.”

      “Soaking up some peace and quiet, huh?” He chuckled. “I remember what it was like to have a young child. You’ve got to take advantage of it any time you can.”

      I nodded, thinking about Sam and hoped that he was having a good time at his mother’s house. More than anything, I hoped that she was paying proper attention to him. I knew that Alyssa could sometimes get caught up in her own drama and prioritize that over our son. It was one of her many bad habits that made me worry for my son’s welfare while he was in her care.

      The sun was fully set now and the sky was rapidly darkening. The beach was mostly empty, but the pool area at the hotel just behind us was still full of people.

      “I guess I’ll head inside,” I said, inclining my head back toward the hotel. “You coming?”

      “Not yet,” he replied, holding up his half-finished cigarette.

      I nodded in understanding as he took another puff on the cigarette. Walking toward the hotel, I pulled my room key out of my pocket and used it at the gate to the pool area. Strolling past the swim-up bar and hot tub, I made my way to the entrance to the lobby. The hotel restaurant was to my right, with dinner service in full swing, and to the left was the banquet hall, where the party was being held.

      Heading inside, I saw that the place was packed. The wedding party wasn’t huge, just six of us, other than the bride and groom themselves, but with the addition of Michael and Faith’s families and any friends that decided to come to the island early, it was quite a crowd.

      I headed for the bar. Ignoring the chalkboard menu on the wall that listed a variety of fruity drinks and cocktails, I ordered a bottle of beer. I knew about half the people here, so mingling with the other guests was effortless, and I found myself standing near a table of hors d'oeuvres with Michael a few minutes later.

      “Well, the big day is almost here,” I said, slapping him on the back. “You getting cold feet yet?”

      “Not at all. I can’t wait.”

      His grin was big and sappy. The guy was nuts for his fiancée, and I was surprised to feel a twinge of jealousy about that. I hadn’t given much thought to being in a serious relationship with a woman since things crashed and burned with Alyssa a few years back. The whole experience had left me jaded, but maybe I was ready to move on from it. I wasn’t getting any younger, after all.

      “You picked a hell of a place to tie the knot,” I said after taking a drink of my beer. “This island is great.”

      “That’s all Faith’s doing,” he said, then ducked his head a bit sheepishly. “I’m a little ashamed to admit that I didn’t plan much of this. She did it all. But hey, why would I stand in her way when she’s so great at this kind of thing?”

      As if on cue, the door of the banquet hall opened, and Faith rushed over to greet a man that came inside with a cart loaded up with a karaoke machine, complete with TV monitor and speakers. They made their way to a small platform on the other side of the room that I assumed served as a stage for this kind of thing.

      “You guys, the entertainment is here!” Faith called out to the room at large, and a group of women gathered nearby let out excited squeals. They all descended on the man as he was trying to set up the machine, taking turns looking through his three-ring binder full of songs.

      “Like I said, she’s great at this,” Michael said, and I had to agree with him. The woman knew how to put on a party.

      I turned to the food laid out on the table and grabbed a couple of mini turkey sandwiches. I had just stuffed one into my mouth when a sultry voice started belting out a Lady Gaga tune. I turned my attention back to the stage and saw that there was only one woman standing there now while the others gathered nearby and watched.

      This first karaoke participant blew me away. It wasn’t because she was a great singer. In fact, she was a little pitchy, but it didn’t matter. Her face was lit up like a Christmas tree, happiness shining in her eyes as she swung her hips to the beat of the song that she was singing and hammed it up with hand gestures and even tilted her head back dramatically when she held a long note. She was obviously having a blast, and there was something about her that ignited a fire in my blood.

      My eyes ran freely over her luscious curves on full display in her form-sitting wrap dress. Her long dark hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and my fingers twitched with the urge to tangle through those dark locks and see if they were as soft as they looked. My attraction to her was like a lightning bolt and when the song came to an end, she laughed, making my heart beat triple-time in my chest.

      I felt almost like I was in a daze as I started to make my way over to her, eager to introduce myself to this beauty with a toothy smile and big brown eyes. But before I could even get close, she was walking off the stage and immediately surrounded by a small group of people—not the women that were so excited to sing, but rather two older couples and a man with an almost predatory smile.

      I couldn’t hear what was being discussed among the group, but I could see that she looked uncomfortable. I had a feeling that she didn’t like the conversation they were having, and my instinct was to rescue her from it.

      “Hey, Faith.” I reached out and tapped her shoulder as she walked by. She stopped and looked at me curiously. “Who’s that woman? The one that just sang?”

      I nodded my head in her direction and Faith followed my gaze.

      “Oh, that’s Sage. She’s my cousin and one of the bridesmaids.”

      “Sage,” I repeated, testing the name out. I liked it. I could easily imagine her moaning it in the darkness of my hotel room while she writhed beneath me. “And who is she talking to?”

      Faith studied me for a moment with a piercing gaze that made me feel like she could see right through me. “Why do you ask?”

      I shrugged, making an attempt to be nonchalant. “Just curious.”

      Faith’s smile told me that she didn’t buy that excuse, but she answered my question anyway. “The older couple on the right are her parents, my Aunt Elise and Uncle Joe. The others are just family friends.”

      “And that guy with them?” I asked, more obvious now. “Is that her boyfriend?”
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