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Three days before Erin Bellini’s wedding, her fiancé breaks up with her . . . in an email.


Hurt and embarrassed, she turns to veterinarian Jason Callum, who’s both the best man and the hottest guy she knows. But Jason wants a lot more than just a one-night stand with the woman he’s cared about for years. He’s intent on taking things slow, determined to show Erin what real love can look like.


Suddenly Erin finds herself with feelings she never planned on having again – she just isn’t sure she can trust her instincts. After all, she made a terrible choice with her ex-fiancé.


But Jason intends to convince her that he’s the best man for her, and that what they have together is a true love that will last forever . . .









This one’s for my sister. Because sisters are
secret-keepers, shoulders to cry on and sometimes pains
in your butt, but they always have your back.
They are your forever lifeline in a crisis.
Thanks, Sissy, for everything.
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one


ERIN BELLINI SHOUTED out from her office at Red Moss Vineyards.


“Mom. Have you talked to the caterers?”


Her mother didn’t respond right away. It was her most annoying quality. While she waited, Erin jotted down several things she needed to remind her bridesmaids about. Her two sisters were onsite so she had them covered, but she made a note in her planner for the rest of the bridesmaids.


Erin’s mother, Maureen, made an appearance in Erin’s office. “You don’t need to yell at me, Erin. You could have just sent me a text. And yes, caterers are confirmed. Which I already told you this morning.”


“Right. You did. For some reason I hadn’t checked it off the list. Sorry.” She typed an X in the spreadsheet on her laptop as well as marking it off on the page in her planner. She looked up at her mother. “And my dress is back from alterations, right?”


“It’s in your closet.” Her mom made that face, the one where her lips went straight and her eyes narrowed and you knew you were being scrutinized. “You’re not getting nervous, are you?”


Erin smiled and took in a deep breath to center herself. “I never get nervous. Because I have everything organized. In my planner. In my spreadsheet. In the notes on my phone.”


Her mother smiled. “Right. Yes, well, that’s you, honey. I’m going out to the vineyards to check on your dad. Call if you need me.”


“Okay.”


She should call Owen, her fiancé, to make sure he remembered he had to pick up the tuxes. Or maybe she should call Jason, Owen’s best friend and the best man. Owen was always scattered and busy and he’d likely forget. Thankfully he had her to organize everything for him.


She picked up her phone and found Jason, then pressed the call button.


“Busy here, Erin.”


She shook her head at Jason’s gruff brush-off. They’d grown up together, had known each other forever. “I need you to pick up the tuxes.”


“What?”


“The tuxes, Jason.”


“I’m knee-deep in cow shit right now, Erin. You don’t mean now, do you?”


“No. I mean tomorrow.” She heard mooing. “You delivering babies?”


“Pregnancy checks.”


“Oh. Cool.” Jason was a large animal vet, so he was always on the run. He was part of a practice in town, but he also worked the local ranches.


She was scrolling through her e-mails when she saw one from Owen. Huh. That was odd. Owen never e-mailed her. He either called or texted. She frowned and clicked on it.


“I thought Owen was doing the tux thing,” Jason said.


“Owen is likely up to his elbows in hops or wheat or whatever it is that brewers do. Or he’s making sure the brewery won’t go up in flames without him when we’re on our honeymoon. You know how he is.”


“Fine. I’ll handle it. Anything else?”


“Yeah.” She was trying to concentrate on Owen’s e-mail and forgot she was on the phone with Jason.


“Erin. Anything else?”


Her blood went cold. Everything in her went cold, despite the warm May day.


She read the e-mail again. It was a breakup e-mail. Two days before the wedding, and Owen was breaking up with her.


“In a freaking e-mail? He’s breaking up with me in an e-mail?”


“Who’s breaking up with you?” Jason asked. “Owen is?”


She was getting married in two days. Correction. Apparently she was not getting married, because exactly two days before their wedding Owen had broken up with her. Via e-mail.


She felt dizzy and sick to her stomach. She leaned over and put her head between her legs.


“Erin. Are you there?”


“Did you know about this?” she asked, trying not to faint or throw up.


“Hell no, I didn’t know. Did he call you?”


Erin straightened, the dizziness making her feel as if she’d just downed a bottle of Bellini’s best prosecco in one gulp.


Two days. They were getting married in two days. This had to be a mistake. But as she looked at the e-mail again, the word “mistake” was written in the same sentence as the words, “us getting married.”


“Ahhhhhhhhh!” she screamed, long and loud, then yelled, “That son of a bitch. I will kill him. He broke up with me in an e-mail, Jason.”


“He didn’t,” Jason said. “Are you sure?”


She straightened, shoving her laptop as if that was somehow the same thing as slapping Owen. “Oh, he did. And I’m sure. I can read a damn e-mail, Jason. I gotta go.” She ended the call and stared at her lists, tears pricking her eyes as the future she’d envisioned with Owen dissolved right in front of her.


All because of an e-mail. An e-mail! How could he be so cold?


“I will kill him. I. Will. Kill. Him.”


She was breathing too fast and she knew it. She was going to hyperventilate if she didn’t calm down. She pushed herself out of her chair and forced herself to pace the floor of her office, centering her breathing, holding the tears back, resisting the urge to crumple on the floor and sob like a baby.


How could he do this to her? To them? They were perfect together.


Oh, no. She would not cry. Not over him.


“Who are you going to kill?” Honor asked, running in. “You screamed. What’s wrong?”


Torn between betrayal, hurt and utter fury, she couldn’t even answer her younger sister. She finally managed to find her voice and pointed at her laptop.


“Owen dumped me. In an e-mail!”


Honor gasped. “He did not.” She yelled out the door. “Brenna, get in here now!”


Brenna sauntered in. “What’s up?”


“Owen dumped Erin. In an e-mail, apparently.”


Erin reread the e-mail again, making sure it said what she thought it did. Maybe she’d misinterpreted it.


But, no. There was no misinterpreting “I’m sorry” and “We’re not right for each other” and “We shouldn’t get married.” She felt her sisters’ hands on her shoulders as they leaned over her to read it.


“That son of a bitch,” Brenna said.


“I can’t believe he’d do this,” Honor said. “It just doesn’t seem like Owen at all. Did he say anything to you that sounded like he wanted to back out?”


Erin swiveled around in the office chair to face her sisters. “No, he didn’t say anything to me because apparently he was too busy packing for Aruba. For our honeymoon. He’s taking our honeymoon trip by himself.”


Brenna crossed her arms and narrowed her gaze. Erin felt a little vindicated by the fury in her older sister’s eyes. “I will personally destroy him.”


“You won’t get the chance,” Erin said. “Because I get the pleasure of doing that.”


“Dad might kill him first,” Honor said, looking worried. “Although, knowing Mom’s temper, you might have to hide the kitchen knives.”


Erin stood and started to storm out of the office, but then turned. “Nobody gets to kill him but me.”


Their mother walked in right then, a smile on her beautiful face.


“Who are we killing now?”


Mom was used to the three sisters always plotting someone’s demise. Oh, but she didn’t know how bad this was. This was really bad. This actually felt murder-worthy.


“Owen dumped me, Mom. And he’s already left for Aruba without me.”


Their mother just stared at her, dumbfounded for a few minutes. “What? He did what?”


She took her mother’s hand and led her to the desk, showing her the e-mail Owen had sent. She read it. Then read it again and lifted her head to stare in confusion at Erin.


“This makes no sense, Erin. He loves you.”


Erin snorted. “Apparently not. He said he tried to talk to me but I wouldn’t listen. I don’t even know what he’s talking about, because he most certainly never talked to me about ending our engagement. And the rest of it is all blah blah blah whatever where he didn’t want to hurt my feelings.” She pointed to her laptop, to the life-altering e-mail. “Like that wouldn’t hurt my feelings? He couldn’t even face me, the coward.”


“Are you sure he didn’t talk to you about this?” Honor asked.


“Honor!” Erin said. “Whose side are you on?”


“Yours, of course. I just . . . it’s just that we all know Owen. He’d never hurt you like this.”


Erin waved her hands at her laptop. “He just did.”


Honor sighed and shook her head. “You’re right. I’m sorry, of course you’re right. He’s a terrible person. A coward for not facing you.”


“Bastard coward,” Brenna added. “So now what do we do? Everything’s ordered for the wedding. Flowers, cake, caterer, music. Nothing can be canceled at this late date except the venue here at the vineyard, of course. He couldn’t have gotten his cold feet six months ago?”


At Erin’s stricken look, Brenna added, “Or, never? I mean, who wouldn’t want to marry you? You’re beautiful and talented and smart and any guy would be lucky to have you.”


“Damn right he would,” her mother added.


Erin didn’t understand it. As her mother and sisters talked amongst themselves, she turned to face the window, looking out over the vineyards, rows and rows of grapes growing, promising a prosperous future.


She sighed and went over the past year in her head. Owen had proposed in his apartment. She hadn’t been too surprised because they’d talked about marriage for a year. They’d planned the wedding. Everything had seemed fine.


And sure, she’d been preoccupied with her work here at Red Moss Vineyards, plus all the wedding planning, but Owen had been equally engaged with his work. They were both successful in their jobs. Owen had started up a craft brewery in Oklahoma City. Erin handled the business aspect of the family winery. They were both super busy but they made time for each other.


They’d known each other since they were kids. They’d been in love, dammit. She rubbed her stomach, aching inside at the loss of the future they’d planned together.


She couldn’t pinpoint one time where warning bells had clanged in her head, where she might have stopped and thought that maybe he was having second thoughts.


And now she had a wedding in two days and no groom. And no refunds at this late date, either.


Fury replaced the hurt, pure anger wrapping an icy wall around her shattered heart.


Well, screw that. And screw him, too.


She’d have her revenge. And a party to remember.


She pivoted to face her mother and sisters, lifting her chin in defiance. “We’re going to have the reception without him.”


Her mother shot her head up and stared at Erin. “What?”


“You heard me. Everything has already been paid for. Since we own the winery and the wedding venue, we have the spot reserved. We’ll never get our money back for anything else. So let’s throw one hell of a party here on my non-wedding day.”


Honor came over and put her arm around her. “Oh, honey, don’t you think that’s the last thing you’ll want on the day you were supposed to get married?”


“Maybe. But if he thinks I’m going to cancel, then spend that day crying over him, he’s wrong. Dead wrong.” Erin shrugged. “Let’s party our butts off on my non-wedding day. We’ll call it the Bellini spring party instead. What do you think?”


“I’m in,” Honor said. “Whatever you want, you get, as far as I’m concerned.”


Brenna nodded. “Agreed. It’s your day, Erin. You get to do whatever you want to do. I’m in, too. Mom?”


Their mother sighed. “Wait till your dad hears about this. I’m not convinced he won’t fly to Aruba and personally drag Owen back here to marry you.”


Erin lifted her chin. “I don’t want to ever see him again, let alone marry him.”


It took a few beats for her mother to answer. “Okay, then. We’ll throw the best party this venue has ever seen.”


And Erin would drown her heartbreak in the finest wine the Red Moss Vineyards produced.


It would be one hell of a party.


JASON CALLUM DROVE the dirt road like the fires of hell were on his heels.


He’d tried calling Owen’s number three times. Each time, his phone went directly to voice mail. Owen often turned his phone off when he was working back in the brewing area, but he knew for a fact that his best friend was off work for the next two weeks.


Jason glared at his phone. “Because you’re supposed to be getting married in two days, asshole.”


He tossed his phone on the console of his truck.


He should have never backed off three years ago when Owen said he wanted to ask Erin out.


Then again, it hadn’t been like Jason was going to do it. He and Erin had been friends since they were kids. Just friends.


You like her, dumbass. You’ve always liked her. You just didn’t have the balls to do anything about it.


He gripped the steering wheel, trying to bite back the curse words that wanted to escape from his mouth.


This whole thing was his fault—indirectly, but still his fault.


Three years ago, Jason could have told Owen to back off, that he was interested in Erin. Instead, he’d told Owen to go for it and had swallowed the feelings he’d had for her himself.


Of course, he hadn’t realized how strong those feelings were until he’d had a front-row seat to watch Owen falling in love with Erin.


And who wouldn’t? She was strong-willed and smart and capable and beautiful and the way she laughed could instantly make a guy fall crazy in love.


So what the hell was Owen doing?


He turned down the long drive of the Red Moss Vineyards.


He hoped like hell he’d heard Erin wrong, that this was some kind of colossal mistake. Because his best friend wouldn’t do this to Erin, wouldn’t up and cancel the wedding with only two days to go. That just wasn’t Owen, and Jason knew him probably better than anyone.


He pulled the truck along the side of the main house and got out, brushing off dust and animal hair that clung to his worn jeans. He’d changed out of the boots that he’d been working in and slid into another pair so he wouldn’t track cow shit into the Bellinis’ house. He walked up the wide wood stairs and onto the oversized porch. He knew he didn’t have to knock. He’d known this family for as long as he could remember. He’d played out back with the Bellini girls when they were all kids.


He walked through the front door and followed the sound of Johnny Bellini’s booming voice, some of it in English and some in Italian.


“Dad, you’re not going to kill him,” Honor said.


“Bastardo. He disgraced my daughter. That is just not done.”


Erin rolled her eyes. “I am hardly disgraced. Pissed? Yes. Disgraced, no. And second? By the time I’m done talking to everyone about what he did to me, it’ll be his reputation that’s ruined.”


“Hey,” Jason said, stepping into the room. “I was on the phone with Erin and I heard. I came right over to make sure you were okay.”


His gaze shot to Erin, who looked as upset as he’d ever seen her. Erin was never flustered, never upset, never out of sorts. She was the one sister who always had her shit together.


Today she definitely didn’t have it together. Her dark raven hair was piled high in a crown on top of her head and the pencil she’d stuck into it threatened to topple the entire shebang. Her normally sharp green eyes were clouded, as if she was on the verge of tears.


Jason wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Erin Bellini cry. Not even when he’d pushed her off the slide when they were eight years old. She’d just gotten up, brushed herself off, then calmly walked over and punched him right in the jaw.


He figured that’s when he’d first fallen in love with her.


Now she just looked sad. But damn, she still looked beautiful, and he had no right to think that.


“I’m not okay, Jason.” She walked over to him and leaned against him.


He put his arm around her and held her close. “I’m sorry, Erin.”


He’d do anything he could to take this pain away from her, including kicking the shit out of his best friend.


“Have you heard from him?” she asked.


“No. I tried calling him on my way over and his phone went right to voice mail each time.”


“Damn. Has he said anything to you?”


“About calling off the wedding? No. You know I’d have talked him out of it. What was he thinking?”


She tried to smooth her hair into place, then walked back into the living room. “I don’t know. I wish I could talk to him.”


“No. You will not ever speak to him again,” Johnny said. “I, however, have a lot to say to him.”


“Johnny, calm down,” Maureen said.


“What about his parents?” Honor asked. “Has anyone called them? Aren’t they supposed to drive in tomorrow from Dallas?”


“They are,” Erin said. “I hadn’t even thought about calling them.”


Jason pulled out his phone. “Let me do that. I’ll just step outside.”


The phone call with Owen’s dad was short, but just about as much of a punch to the gut as hearing Erin scream. When he hung up, he saw Erin standing just outside the front door.


“They know?”


He nodded. “But not for long. They just got off the phone with him about an hour ago. They’re in shock, Erin. They didn’t know anything before now, either.”


She walked forward and took a seat on the front step, cradling her arms around her knees. She lifted her gaze to his. “Did he tell them anything about why?”


He took a seat next to her. “Just that he changed his mind, he knew what he was doing was wrong and would make a lot of people unhappy, especially you, and that he flew to Aruba because he needed some distance.”


She sighed, and Jason felt the weight of her sigh as if he carried it himself. “I don’t understand any of this. Why didn’t he just talk to me?”


“I don’t know. Why didn’t he talk to me? I’m his best friend. If he had second thoughts, you’d think he’d want to sound them out with someone. It seems to me like he didn’t talk to anyone. Not you, not me, not his parents. So I don’t get it, either.”


“Yeah, none of this makes sense to me, Jason. Owen and I always talked everything out. I mean, maybe we haven’t done a lot of talking lately, but with the wedding planning, my job, his job, we’ve both been busy.” She swept a stray hair away from her face. “I thought everything was fine. He’d told me he was fine. Clearly he wasn’t. Couldn’t he have said something to me? Like, ‘Hey, Erin, I don’t want to get married’? That would have been a great start.”


Jason read the anguish on her face and he wanted to pull her close, to comfort her. But he also read the tension in her body and knew now wasn’t the time.


Damn. How could his best friend do this to . . . his other best friend?


Erin straightened. “Well, anyway, screw him. I’ve decided we’re still going ahead with the reception.”


“What?”


“You heard me. Everything is paid for and we won’t get our money back if we cancel anything. So we’re going to have one hell of a party.”


“You don’t have to do that, Erin. Everyone will understand if you want to cancel.”


“But see, that’s the thing. I don’t want to. I might not be getting married, but I’ll have the best damn non-wedding reception this town has ever seen. And I’ll expect everyone to be there. Well, not Owen’s family, of course. But everyone else should come. You’ll come, won’t you?”


If there was one thing he was sure of about Erin Bellini, it was her determination. And he could tell from the look on her face that she was determined not to spend this weekend acting like the jilted bride. But there was no way to know how this non-wedding party of hers was going to play out. So he would be by her side. He wasn’t going to be another guy who let her down.


“Hell yeah, I’m coming. And I’ll wear the damn tux, too.”


He got up and held his hand out for her.


She grinned and slipped her hand in his. “Good, because you and I, Jason? We are going to dance Saturday night.”


He was counting on it. Owen may have screwed her over, but Jason was going to make sure that Erin had the best night possible.









CHAPTER
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two


WEARING HER WEDDING dress to the party was definitely out, for obvious reasons. Erin would donate it because though she would get married someday, she’d never wear that dress.


It was a stellar dress, too. It would make some bride very happy.


But it was dead to her now. So was her reception dress. Too bad, because it was a knockout, too. A pale blush-pink, chiffon, knee-length beauty with spaghetti straps, it was tight at the top and flared out at the knee. Perfect for dancing, showed off a little skin, but still—sexy as hell.


She’d bought it to romance her new husband.


Dammit.


She stared into her closet and tapped her foot. Then the sparkle of silver caught her eye and her lips lifted.


She pulled a silver metallic dress out of her closet. The dress was skimpy and short and scandalous and would show off a ton of skin.


Totally inappropriate for a wedding. Then again, this wasn’t a wedding, was it?


She’d feel decadent in it, just the kind of dress she needed tonight. She had a pair of spiky silver heels that would show off her legs. She’d wear it to drink and dance and eat and forget all about Owen.


She stared at the wedding dress hanging over the back of her closet door. For the past two days she hadn’t allowed herself any emotion, any upset over Owen’s sudden change of heart.


But now, she was preparing herself for her non-wedding reception—no, she refused to use the word “wedding” in this event any longer. This was officially called the Bellini Party now.


She sighed and thought of all the sympathetic looks she was going to get tonight, and how now she’d forever be known as “the bride who basically got left at the altar.”


Ugh.


Not that she was concerned too much about that of course. She was a Bellini, and Bellinis were made of strong stock. Her parents had always taught her to be resilient and courageous and never hide from anything.


Tonight she would embrace that wholeheartedly.


She was a fierce, capable woman. She would weather this and come out stronger on the other side.


Her gaze caught the wedding dress again. Without thought, she pulled off her robe and grabbed the dress off the hanger, knowing she shouldn’t, but unable to stop herself. She slipped into the dress, zipped it up as far as she could without help, then slid into the beautiful sparkly shoes she’d bought to go with it. She’d never wear these shoes, either.


She turned and looked at herself in the mirror.


She hadn’t had her hair done in the style she’d rehearsed with her hair stylist. She’d planned on a partial updo, with one lock cascading down her shoulder. She wouldn’t wear her mother’s necklace or her grandmother’s earrings. She wouldn’t face Owen and say the vows she’d written. They were damn good vows, too. She’d taken weeks to write them. Had Owen even bothered to write vows?


Probably not. How long had he known he was going to bail? Days? Weeks?


“Why didn’t you talk to me, Owen?” she said to her reflection. “Why didn’t you tell me you were so unhappy?”


How could she have missed the signs? She was good at reading people.


Apparently, she wasn’t as good as she thought. Because she’d clearly missed one big whopper of a sign in her fiancé.


She inhaled a shaky breath and reached up to calm her erratic heartbeat.


Okay, so tonight she’d be brave and fierce. But right now her heart was broken.


She sank onto the edge of her bed, staring down at her hand, where her sparkling engagement ring mocked her. She pulled the ring off and set it on her nightstand, rubbing the spot where her finger felt suddenly so naked, so exposed and vulnerable.


She tried to push the tears back, but couldn’t, so she allowed them to fall and her heart to open up to all the emotion she’d held inside since she’d first read that e-mail.


Oh, this hurt.


She didn’t think she could feel this much pain, but as she lay on the bed and curled up into a ball, she grabbed Mr. Brown, the teddy bear that had always given her comfort when she was a little girl. She wrapped her arms around him and wished for Mr. Brown to ease her pain.


Not even Mr. Brown could make her feel better. She had thought she could cry it out for a few minutes and be done, but once the waterworks started she couldn’t hold back the floodgates.


This really sucked.


Brenna came in and smoothed her hand over her brow, then laid down next to her, spooning her.


“You have to let it out, honey,” Brenna said. “When a man hurts you like that, the only thing you can do is cry.”


“I don’t want to cry over him,” she managed in between sobs.


“I know.” Brenna smoothed her hand over her hair. “But once you cry all these tears over how much he hurt you, you never have to cry another one over him again.”


She sniffed. “That sounds okay.”


So Brenna held her and Erin cried. Then Honor came in and climbed onto the bed and held her, too. And then Mom came in and laid Erin’s head in her lap and wiped her tears and let her blow her nose, and she cried some more until she gave herself a headache. Until she had no more tears to shed. Not today, anyway.


“Okay, enough. I’m done.” She sat up and her sisters slid off the bed. She took the dress and shoes off and Brenna and her mom put them away. That felt a little bit like closure, anyway. And maybe the crying had helped to release some of the pain.


Honor left the room and came back with some iced tea for all of them. Erin took several long swallows, feeling dehydrated from all the tears.


“Great,” she said, swiping at her eyes with a tissue. “Now I’m going to have puffy eyes for the party tonight.”


“No, you won’t,” Brenna said. “I have a gel mask in the freezer that’ll get rid of that puffiness in no time.”


“You still look pretty,” Honor said, sliding her hand over Erin’s hair.


“You always know the right thing to say,” Erin said. “But honestly, I’m a wreck.”


“All my girls are beautiful, even when you cry,” her mom said. “But Brenna’s right. A mask on your eyes will get rid of the puffiness. And God knows, Erin, you needed to cry it out.”


Erin nodded, then turned to Brenna. “Is that what you did when your marriage to Mitchell ended?”


Brenna nodded. “For days. And days. And then I never cried again. You need to get it out of you, Erin, or you’ll end up breaking down at the grocery store one day. Or the hair salon.”


“I know. And I do feel better now. Still sad, but better.”


“I imagine you’re going to feel sad for a while,” Honor said. “You planned a life with Owen. And he let you down.”


She took a deep breath, then let it out. “No more talking about Owen. Is everything set for the party tonight?”


Her mother nodded. “Everything’s set. Nearly everyone reconfirmed their attendance. Obviously, some of the people Owen works with won’t be attending. And some of his closest friends and his family said they won’t be here.”


Some of Owen’s friends were her friends, too. That one stung, but she understood. It would be awkward on both sides and the only thing she wanted tonight was fun. “That’s fine. I expected that.”


“But Jason’s coming,” Brenna said.


Erin smiled. “He told me he’d be here. I mean, he was my friend before he was Owen’s friend.”


“This much is true,” her mom said. “Anyway, I have to go supervise the table setup. You sure you’re all right?”


She smiled up at her mother. “Fine and ready to party.”


“Good.” Mom leaned over to kiss her cheek. “It’ll get better, cailín leanbh.”


She smiled at her mother calling her “baby girl,” as she often did with her daughters. “Thank you, Mom.”


After her sisters left her room, she got up and went into the bathroom, staring at her tear-streaked face in the mirror.


Her hair was a mess, her eyes were swollen, and she looked just like everyone was going to expect—a bride whose groom had left her.


Well, she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction. She went in search of the mask that Brenna had told her was in the freezer, grabbed it and tried her best to lie still on the bed. But lying still forced her to think, and her head filled with thoughts about getting married and packing for her honeymoon. And walking down the aisle next to her dad, with Owen standing there at the other end waiting to marry her.


She felt the prick of tears again and inhaled. She pulled the mask away long enough to turn on music. Loud, heart-pumping music. To hell with relaxation. She needed something that would keep her brain occupied, that would make her want to sing and would keep her from dwelling on things she couldn’t change.


She moved her head back and forth while she waited for the mask to do its job, and the only thing in her head now was how much fun she was going to have tonight.


So much damn fun.
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JASON FELT STUPID wearing the tux, but if it was what Erin wanted, then that’s what she was going to get. At least her dad was wearing one, too, and so was Finn, a friend of the family who also worked on the vineyard.


The ceremony was supposed to take place outside, followed immediately by an hors d’oeuvres and wine bar near the grapes.


Obviously, there wasn’t going to be a ceremony, but Erin’s dad told him everything else was going to happen just the way they’d arranged it.


“Erin insisted,” Johnny said with a shrug, tugging on the collar of his tux. “At least it’s not a hundred degrees out here.”


“She told me she wanted May because it wouldn’t be too hot yet like it might be in June.”


Johnny laughed, his cheeks puffing up. “Yeah, my girl isn’t the sentimental type. She couldn’t have cared less about that whole June-bride thing. She was just afraid it might rain on her weddin’ day.”


The day had dawned bright and sunny without a cloud in the sky. It would have been a perfect day for a wedding. Too bad his best friend had turned out to be a total dick.


He and Owen were going to have words when he got back from Aruba.


Owen must have left his phone off, because Jason had tried calling him again, and the calls still went straight to voice mail.


Jason took a sip of wine. You can run, buddy, but you can’t hide forever.


He ran into Finn Nolan at the bar. Finn looked even more uncomfortable in his tux than Jason felt.


“How long do we have to wear these suits?” Finn asked.


“Eh, you can suck it up for one night. For Erin.”


“Yeah, I guess so. She’s like my little sister. If I had a sister. Which I don’t. But, you know, if I had sisters, she’d be one.”


Jason laughed. “What time did you start drinking today?”


“Noon. Weddings aren’t my thing. Too much frilly shit and standing around and not nearly enough whiskey.”


“I hear that.” Jason paused. “You have whiskey?”


“Dude, I’m Irish.” He pulled a flask from his coat pocket and handed it over to Jason.


Jason took a swig and let the liquid burn its way down his throat, then screwed the top back on and handed it back to Finn. “Good.”


“Hell yes it’s good. Made it myself.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah. Johnny’s letting me experiment in one of the barns.”


“So now you’ve got a winemaking and whiskey business?”


“Well, I don’t make the wine. I’m just a carpenter and I help Johnny out. The whiskey’s just for fun. And okay, maybe someday. Ya know?”


Finn Nolan had lived here since his senior year of high school. His mom and Maureen Bellini had been friends back in Dublin when they were kids, and when Finn turned eighteen his mom passed away. With no other living relatives, Maureen brought him over to finish his last year of high school and attend college, so he lived with the Bellinis and started working at the vineyards. He and Jason had become friends at school and often hung out together, along with Owen.


“Well, you make some fine whiskey, Finn.”


“Thanks.”


“This is a damn hot mess that Owen got us all into.”


Jason turned to see his other best friend, Clay Henry, also dressed in his tux for tonight. Clay and Jason and Owen had all grown up together, had hung out and gotten in trouble and had one another’s backs for everything.


He didn’t have Owen’s back for this, though.


“Have you talked to him?”


Clay shook his head. “Tried to call him a few times, but all my calls go straight to voice mail. Now his mailbox is full.”


“Same.” Owen was going to have a lot to answer for when he got back home. First, he would have to answer to Erin, of course.


Jason gathered Clay, Finn and a few of the other guys together, determined to make sure that tonight was all about Erin. He also wanted to be sure that the guests didn’t hit her up with comments like “I’m sorry” and “Oh, poor Erin” or pummel her with questions about Owen that she didn’t have answers for. So he told the guys to greet everyone as they came in and make sure they didn’t ask those questions, and just had a good time and enjoyed the food and the music and one another. That way Erin could enjoy tonight.


The Bellinis had done an amazing job of decorating the vineyard, making it look nothing like a wedding and more like a party. Colorful lights were strung all across the front entrance to the vineyard, and the barn was lit up with bright lights and spring flowers. There was seating for plenty of people, and there were bars set up both in the barn and around the vineyard, so people could walk and enjoy the spring weather and still stop and get something to drink.


Music was playing, something lively and entertaining. Definitely nothing romantic, and Jason would bet Honor Bellini had everything to do with that. As the wedding planner, she’d made sure to obliterate anything having to do with a wedding reception so her sister wouldn’t have to even think wedding. She’d done a great job.


Now that the guys were greeting the guests, he planned to hit up one of the bars.


But then he saw Erin walk out of the main house and stopped dead in his tracks.


She wore something silver that sparkled. It was short—sinfully short, showing off magnificent legs that were accented by heels he had no idea how she maneuvered in. Her raven hair was down, long waves falling over her shoulders. And as she walked down the steps, she took his damn breath away.


Owen was the dumbest fucker on the planet for letting Erin get away.


He went over to her and couldn’t help but let his gaze roam over her. From a distance, she blew him away. Up close, the dress was hardly a scrap covering her magnificent body. If she was out to prove a point to her nonexistent fiancé about what he was missing, she was proving it. She looked nothing like a bride tonight. She looked like a seriously sexy single woman who had no intentions of getting married.


And there were a lot of single guys here tonight.


Shit.


“What do you think of the dress?” she asked.


“That’s barely a dress, Erin.”


Her lips lifted. “It covers the vital parts.”


“As long as you don’t move too fast.”


She laughed, and her eyes sparkled in the flicker of torchlight.


“I need champagne,” she said. “Care to escort me to the nearest bar?”


“Happy to.” He held out his arm and they walked toward the barn.


“You look seriously hot in your tux.”


He was sweating in the damn thing, more due to the sight of Erin in her almost-dress than anything else. “Thanks.”


“Thank you for wearing it.”


“Anything for you. I want you to have a good time tonight.”


They made it to the bar and she grabbed a glass of champagne, took a sip, then another. “Oh, I intend to have a very good time tonight.”


And he intended to stay close.


IT HAD TAKEN everything within Erin to muster up the courage to come outside and greet her guests. Fortunately, her sisters had surrounded her, as well as her parents. She’d fully expected to have to do a round of “Oh my God, Erin, what happened?” explanations, along with having to endure hours of “I’m so sorry” and “How could he do that to you,” but, shockingly, no one had said a word other than to tell her she looked beautiful, the vineyard and barn looked amazing and they were happy to be there.


Something was up. She didn’t know what it was, but someone had gotten to all the guests in advance and told them not to say anything to her about Owen. Not that she minded. In fact, she was utterly relieved.


“Where did you get that dress?”


She smiled at her friend Alice Weatherford. Erin and Alice had become fast friends after Alice had been snowbound at their house last winter. And then Alice had fallen in love with Clay Henry, who’d also ended up stuck in the house along with them during the snowstorm. The two of them had had a whirlwind romance, and even though Alice had a matchmaking business in LA, she commuted back and forth between LA and Clay’s neighboring ranch.


“I found it at a shop online, fell madly in love with it and ordered it about six months ago. It fit me perfectly and I’ve been saving it for a special occasion.”


“This is a great occasion to wear it, because you look like a sex-bomb queen lording it over your subjects tonight.”


Sex-bomb queen? That wasn’t her intent, but she appreciated Alice’s take on it. “Ooh, thanks. Now I feel even better.”


Alice laid her hand on Erin’s arm. “You should feel better. It looks like half the town showed up for you. And the place looks incredible. I love the colorful lights. And the barn. And those lobster crostinis were to die for.”


“We had a great caterer.” She’d spent months testing out various caterers to find the best one, trying out various appetizers and main courses to make sure they’d end up with one both she and Owen liked. Of course, Owen didn’t care. He’d told her he just wanted her to be happy.


Am I happy now, Owen? How did that work out?


She brushed the thought aside. Not tonight. Tonight Owen Stone didn’t exist. He might never exist again.


She needed more champagne. Fortunately, they’d thought ahead. No, she’d thought ahead, since she’d done all the planning for this wed— this event, and didn’t want people waiting in line at a single bar, which was why there were several. So she walked to the one only a few feet away and grabbed another glass. So convenient. She wandered around with the glass in her hand and visited with several of her friends, some family members, all who were being so friendly and polite and no doubt wondering what was going to happen now that she and Owen were no longer going to get married.


She knew exactly what was going to happen. She was going to move on with her life and put this all behind her, because what good would it do to dwell on it? She couldn’t change what had happened, and thinking incessantly about it would only make her miserable. Erin didn’t believe in being miserable. She believed in being active and happy and planning for the future. The past didn’t belong in the future. She was busy with the business aspect of both the winery and the weddings at the vineyard, and come Monday, when she wouldn’t be on her honeymoon, she’d go back to being busy again.


Life would go on. And while her heart hurt like crazy right now, eventually it wouldn’t hurt anymore.


Simple, right?


“How’s it going?” Brenna asked, coming up to walk with her.


“It’s going about like I expected it to go, except no one’s asking me any questions.”


“That’s good. Did you see that Joaquin Gonzales brought Amber Redmond as his date tonight?”


Erin’s eyes widened. “He did not.”


“He did. And his ex-girlfriend, Beatrice, is here with Carver Armstrong.”


“Shut the front door.” She’d been so wrapped up in herself she hadn’t even paid attention to the typical party drama, which was always the best thing about a big bash like this.


Joaquin and Beatrice had just broken up last week after two years of dating. So there had to be some serious revenge dating going on tonight.


Brenna slipped her arm in Erin’s. “Let me show you.”


“Okay.” She could use some drama that wasn’t about her.


Brenna led her into the barn and around the side wall. “We’ll stop here. They’re over at tables five and seven.”


Erin’s gaze traveled right over to where Beatrice was currently shooting daggers at Amber so hard that Erin was surprised actual flames weren’t flying out from her eyes. And Joaquin’s shoulders were so tensed up it appeared as if he might climb over his table and leap onto Carver’s.


“I think that maybe Joaquin and Beatrice aren’t over each other yet,” Erin said.


Brenna laughed. “You think? My guess is one of two things will happen. By the end of the night Amber and Carver will end up leaving together and Beatrice and Joaquin will reconcile, or there’s going to be a huge fight.”


Erin’s lips lifted. “The fight would be more entertaining, but probably not the best thing for either couple.”


“And potentially way more expensive for us.”


“True.” Erin looked over at Brenna. “This is just like high school. Beatrice could always get a guy riled up. I don’t know that she’ll ever settle down.”


Brenna nodded. “She does like the drama.”


Erin finished her champagne. “That she does. But she can also be super sweet, so I don’t know. Joaquin’s a hothead, but he’s adorable. Who wouldn’t fall madly in love with those dark brown eyes and that long hair?”


“They are a well-matched couple. I don’t know why they broke up in the first place.”


“Beatrice told me she’s tired of waiting for Joaquin to commit. But you know how she is.”


Brenna nodded. “Impatient. She wants what she wants when she wants it.”


“Yes. So I guess we’ll see what happens.”


Erin hoped her friends would be able to work things out. In the meantime, she was on the hunt for another champagne. Brenna went to check on the wine for dinner.


The champagne had certainly helped to alleviate any jitters Erin had earlier. Now she felt like she was floating on a cloud of numbness, exactly where she wanted to be. She wandered outside to enjoy the fresh air, which was where she noticed Clay and Finn greeting some incoming guests.


That was nice of them. She also noticed them talking to them for a while, as if explaining something, and then her friends nodded and smiled and shook the guys’ hands before wandering down the walkway toward the barn.


Then the realization hit her. Oh. That’s why no one was asking her about Owen. They’d been given a debriefing before being allowed into the party.


Interesting. And she’d bet money she knew who had organized this little greeting party.


“You lost?”


She turned to see Jason standing there. In the torchlight, he looked magnificent. Then again, when didn’t he look that way? He was tall, lean and utterly gorgeous, with raven black hair that was always a little shaggy and in need of a trim. His face was smooth, his jaw angular, and his eyes so dark and mysterious. And those lips, full and extremely kissable. How had she missed how sexy he was?


Because her attention had been focused elsewhere.


She took a quick glance at her left hand, that naked spot on her finger where just yesterday an engagement ring encircled it.


But she was free now. Free to do . . . whomever she wanted, actually.


“I am most definitely not lost.”


Those full lips of his rose into a smile. “Good.”


She tilted her head to the side, motioning to the guys behind her. “You did that?”


“What?”


“Talked the guys into greeting the guests.”


“Oh. Yeah. I thought it would be a nice touch.”


“You also told them to tell everyone not to mention Owen.”


He shrugged. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Erin.”


“Uh-huh. I think you do.” She finished her glass of champagne.


“You know what I think?” He took the glass from her hand, grasped her hand in his and started walking.


“What?”


Before she knew it, they were in the barn, and he placed her empty glass onto the bar, then led her onto the dance floor.


“I think you need to dance.”


He pulled her against him, his body firm, his hand warm against her back as he led her across the floor. She realized she’d never danced with him before. She’d never felt him like this, either, felt the touch of his hand in hers, the way his other hand swept up and down her back, the assured way his feet moved her across the floor.


The music was a love song. She liked it—a guy telling a woman how beautiful she was, and how perfect he was for her. She sank into the lyrics, the way Jason glided her across the floor. Fortunately, there were other people dancing so she didn’t feel like she was on display. She could enjoy the feel of Jason’s arms around her.


This felt new, and a little bit exciting. And something she deserved after what she’d been through the past few days. She lifted her gaze and focused on Jason’s face.


She’d never noticed the way his gaze met hers, with such unabashed . . . heat.


Wow. Being in Jason’s arms had lit a fire under her that she so desperately needed right now.


The song wrapped around her, enveloped her, making her feel things she hadn’t felt in a long time. She realized she’d been invested in her wedding and planning and flowers and dresses, and she’d been running a hundred miles a minute and hadn’t taken any time to even feel excited, to feel any romance. Was that what had gone wrong? Had she pushed the romance aside to become some kind of bridezilla with her own wedding?


The only thing she could remember feeling lately was the utter devastation over being dumped, and sinking into that embarrassment and devastation.


Now, though? Now she felt something here in Jason’s arms and it was damned exciting.


When the song ended, they stayed where they were.


“It’s your night, Erin,” he said, his hand smoothing along the bare skin of her back, making her tingle in places that hadn’t tingled in longer than she could remember. “You can have whatever you want.”


She thought she’d had everything she wanted. She’d been wrong about that. But in this moment, new doors were opening for her, and she planned to walk through them.


“What if I want you?”


His brow arched. “On the dance floor? In front of all these people?”
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