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For all the ladies who have had
their hearts broken standing at the altar.
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SLOANE


“Oh dear Lord.” Elijah blinked up at me. “You’re joking, right?”


I snort-laughed and raised my hand to get my brother Will’s attention. “Nope. This is what we’re stuck with.”


My brother walked over. He wiped his hands on a bar towel and slung it over his shoulder. “What do you want now, Peaty?”


I rolled my eyes. “I’ll take another margarita, and Elijah here will have …” I looked over and waited for my best friend and work partner in crime to fill in the blank. But he was too busy drooling over Will. I shook my head. “He’ll have a margarita, too. But frosty ones this time, not on the rocks.”


“Frosty.” Will huffed. “Two pains in the asses coming right up.”


Elijah pushed up from his seat and leaned over the bar to watch Will walk away. “Are you sure he’s not gay?”


“He screwed half my female friends in high school, married his college sweetheart, and has a daughter.” I motioned toward my brother. “Besides, how can you even think that? He’s wearing a brown shirt, black pants, and green Crocs.”


Elijah’s nose wrinkled. “That is pretty bad. But I could overlook it with that jawline.”


I chuckled.


“Why does he call you Peaty, anyway?”


“Because he’s annoying. When I was little, I used to get really nervous when the teacher would call on me in class. I developed a habit of repeating the question back before answering, which somehow soothed me. Will and my other brother, Travis, found out and started calling me Repeat. It morphed into Peaty over the years.”


“Hot and funny. Exactly my type. What a shame.” Elijah scooped a few cashews from the small bowl on the bar and tossed one into the air, his mouth open. The nut smacked his cheek and fell to the floor.


“Do you think maybe we’re being pranked?” I motioned to the papers spread out on the bar—our last-minute assignment for this evening. “How can a bride really pick these dresses?”


“Dresses? What about the fascinators? We’re not in England, and this isn’t a garden wedding. I think maybe you’re right and someone is screwing with us.”


I looked at the time on my phone. “Damn. It’s already four. We have to get on the road soon or we’re going to be late. Tell Will I went to the back to change when he comes with our drinks. I’m going to pull a Superman in the supply closet. It’s bigger than the bathroom, and I don’t want to accidentally dip my dress in toilet water like I did last month.”


“Okay. But when it’s my turn to get dressed, don’t tell him I’m back there.” Elijah winked. “I want him to walk in on me naked.”


I slipped on one of the standard LBDs I always wore to the weddings we covered and paired it with sparkly silver stilettos. After, I fixed my makeup and sprayed my hair upside down in an attempt to give it some volume. When I came out, Elijah’s head was bent back in laughter, while Will stood on the other side of the bar with a devious smile.


This can’t be good. “Whatever he told you”—I tossed my duffle bag on the barstool—“it’s a complete lie. Don’t believe him.”


Elijah laughed. “So when you were seven, you didn’t give out wedding invitations to everyone you knew so they could come watch you marry the family dog? And the dog didn’t spend the entire ceremony trying to hump your back?”


I scowled at Will. “That only happened because this jerk pretended to wish me luck and rubbed peanut butter on the back of my dress. Buddy was obsessed with peanut butter. If someone opened a jar, he’d hump a couch pillow.”


Elijah continued to cackle. Too bad that incident hadn’t soured me on my obsession with weddings. It could have saved a lot of heartache, and maybe right now I’d be a real journalist instead of a writer for Bride magazine.


“Go get changed, Elijah.” I pointed to my brother. “And you, go back to being flattered by attention from seventeen-year-old girls who flirt with you so you’ll accept their cousin’s ID that says they’re twenty-nine.”


“Jeez,” Will said. “Someone’s cranky.”


“Cranky? Why would I be cranky? Because I’m going to yet another wedding I don’t feel like going to on a Saturday night?”


“You’re on your period, aren’t you?”


My eyes flared wide. “Go away, Will.”


My brother meant no harm. This was who we were—busting chops was our love language. But I was a little cranky this afternoon. Or maybe I’d been that way for the last six months. I used to love my job. Getting dressed up and going to extravagant weddings and writing about them for a living? Dishing out advice to my more than 1.5 million bride-to-be followers on social media? It was my dream job, one I’d wished for even before I was old enough to plan an elegant backyard wedding with two-year-old Buddy the dog. I’d been obsessed with weddings since I was a little girl. Maybe even addicted—wedding movies, wedding dresses, wedding venues—heck, I’d had the readings for my future ceremony picked out since I was ten. My parents lived a fairy-tale life, and I believed I would get my own happily ever after. I lived for it. Dumb. I know that now. But the day I’d gotten engaged had been the happiest day of my life. Then my big day came and … I was left standing alone at the altar. Jilted.


And after that, my love of all things wedding turned sour. Like milk left out on a ninety-degree day, it curdled. Not to mention, the very next day, my original groom had died—Buddy. He’d been twenty-one, an age most dogs don’t even get close to, so it wasn’t a surprise, but seriously? The day after I’d been left at the altar?


Elijah came out from the back room, looking as dapper as usual. While I preferred to wear a simple black dress and blend in when we were working, that wasn’t his style—not by a mile. This week, he wore a navy plaid suit, which had tapered pants with a break two inches above the ankle, and burgundy velvet shoes. Anything simpler wouldn’t coordinate with his platinum-blond hair and Korean heritage. Few men could pull off the style, but Elijah’s confidence could make anything work. I swallowed back bitterness and forced a smile. “You’re going to outshine the groom in that getup.”


He smiled. “Don’t I always?”
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Two hours later, we walked into the bridal suite at Chateau L’Amour. Elijah stopped abruptly. “Last chance,” he said. “Please tell me someone is screwing with us and they’re really filming a period-piece movie or something here.”


I grimaced as I spotted one of the bridesmaids. The woman looked like she’d just stepped out of Gone with the Wind with a giant hoopskirt. It was even worse in person than in the photos we’d received in advance for designer credits. “Maybe she’s one of those champagne greeters. You know, where they wear a big, full skirt that holds a hundred glasses of champagne.”


“Do you see any champagne?”


“No, but … let’s be optimistic.” Just as I finished that sentence, two more women walked in, wearing identical dresses.


Elijah elbowed me. “Guess they have three champagne greeters.”


I sighed. Great. It was hard enough for me to write glowing articles about tasteful weddings these days. “We’ll have to focus on the bride.”


He chuckled. “Who do you think picked out those monstrosities? I’ll bet you these ladies look like they stepped out of Vogue compared to her.”


He had a point. “Doesn’t matter how bad it is; we have to remember, this assignment came from Hayes himself. So it needs to look stunning in the magazine. And Ted Hayes Jr. is apparently in the wedding party, so make sure you get a good picture of the big boss’s son.”


Elijah and I had originally been assigned another wedding this evening, but that bride had to have emergency surgery, so the event had been postponed. Instead, the CEO of the conglomerate that owned our magazine had stepped in with a replacement. Apparently the groom was a friend of his family or something. So my write-up and Elijah’s photos needed to be glowing.


Elijah nodded. “Damn. Yeah, okay.”


A woman wearing a black vest and a frazzled smile walked over. She looked down at the equipment bag Elijah carried. “Are you the videographer team?”


I shook my head. “We’re with Bride magazine. We’re covering the wedding for an upcoming spread.”


“Oh.” She frowned. “The videographer should’ve been here already. The bride is … impatient.” She extended a hand. “I’m Claire, one of the two bridal attendants. If you need anything, just let me know.”


“Would you mind pointing us to the bridal suite?”


“Of course. Follow me. I’ll show you the way.”


When we entered, a half-dozen bridesmaids floated around in a posh room, but I didn’t see the guest of honor. “Is the bride around?” I asked. “I’d like to introduce myself and make sure it’s okay to snap some pre-wedding photos of the ladies getting ready.”


“She’s—”


“Are you freaking kidding me?” a woman shrieked from the other room. “This cannot be happening to me!”


Claire leaned in and whispered. “That’s the bride now.”


The way she was screaming, I thought the worst. “Did … the groom call off the wedding?”


Claire shook her head. “No, she probably broke a nail.”


Wonderful.


A door at the back of the room flew open, and Bridezilla marched out. Her hair and makeup were done and a sparkling tiara sat atop her head, but from the neck down she was still in pajamas. “Who’s going next?” She looked around the room and pointed to a bridesmaid. “You! Take off your dress and go get sprayed.”


“Sprayed?” I whispered to the attendant. “What’s going on?”


“The maid of honor flew in last night. She lives in Florida. Apparently, Piper had a fit when she saw her because her friend looks too tan. She thinks it will make the rest of the bridal party look sickly in the pictures. The ladies in the wedding party all received texts late last night to show up two hours early today. Piper hired a person to come give them all spray tans. Said it was mandatory.”


I felt my eyes widen. “You’re joking?”


“Nope.” The bridal attendant offered a weary smile. “I have to go find a place to get ice chips. She doesn’t like cubes. Excuse me for a few minutes. Good luck with the bride.”


Elijah and I looked at each other.


“Self-serve cocktail hour?” he said.


“You read my mind, friend.”


We slipped out of the suite and made our way to the lobby to find the maître d’. “Hello. I’m Sloane Carrick, a writer for Bride magazine, and this is my associate, Elijah Kim. He’s a photographer. Has anyone let you know we’ll be covering today’s wedding for the magazine?”


The maître d’ stood taller and smiled. “Yes, we’re thrilled to have you here at the Chateau. I’m Leonard Frommer. What can I do to get you settled in?”


“We were hoping to shoot some photos of wherever the cocktail hour will take place, before anyone arrives.”


“Of course. Right this way.”


Leonard escorted us down a long hall that connected two buildings. As we crossed over from one to the next, a man stepped out of a hidden hallway, walking in the opposite direction. I stopped myself from crashing into him, but barely, and the abrupt halt on these tall heels caused me to wobble.


The man grabbed my shoulders, saving me from falling. “Whoa.”


“Shoot. Sorry. I didn’t see you.”


The man did a quick sweep over my face and smiled. “I definitely see you.”


Holy eyes. Are those things real? I blinked a few times. The color was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Azure, maybe? Like the color of the Caribbean Sea from a plane, but these babies were offset by the thickest black lashes. I was so distracted by their beauty, I didn’t even break my stare to see what the rest of him looked like.


“Sloane …” Elijah slowed and looked back at me. “You coming?”


“Yeah, sorry.” I gazed into those blue eyes once more. “Sorry again.”


In a complete daze, I walked around the man and continued behind Elijah. After a few steps, I couldn’t help myself, I looked back. The guy hadn’t moved. He just stood watching me with a crooked smile. Unfortunately, ten feet later we made a right turn, so the show ended. I caught up to Elijah. “Did you see that guy’s eyes?”


“No. Why?”


I shook my head. I’d sworn off men six months ago and wasn’t going to let a pretty set of peepers get me off track. “Forget it. Not important.”


At the end of the hall, a set of double doors opened to a beautiful solarium. Soaring glass ceilings and tropical plants made it feel like we were outside, yet we were in comfy air-conditioning. The maître d’ gave us a quick tour and left us to shoot some photos on our own. As soon as the door shut behind him, Elijah and I made a beeline to one of the bars set up all around the room.


Elijah stepped behind it and took out two glasses. “Ma’am? What can I get for you? Just so you know, we’ll be serving orange-stained bridesmaids for an appetizer and pickled bride for dinner. So you might want to order accordingly.”


I laughed. “I’ll take a shot of tequila.”


“Excellent choice. Coming right up.”


I glanced around the beautiful room. Cream linens and massive, deep-purple flower arrangements covered each table. Hydrangeas, like I’d chosen for my wedding, too.


Elijah poured a shot and slid it over to my side of the rolling bar. “Stop doing that.”


“What?”


“Thinking about your wedding.”


I sighed. “I wish it were that easy.”


“You’ll get your day. And it’ll be with someone who deserves you next time. Josh was too boring and ordinary anyway.”


I smiled sadly. “Thank you for saying that.”


“And he won’t have a needle dick. You deserve an ankle spanker.”


In the weeks after my wedding, I’d drowned my sorrows in tequila. Too much alcohol was like truth serum for me, and I now regretted a lot of things I’d told people—I’d shared some of the things Josh had said to me with my protective, police-officer oldest brother, Travis, for one. But I didn’t regret getting drunk with Elijah and telling him Josh had a skinny dick. Childish, I know. Yet it made me smile every time he brought it up.


Elijah knocked back two shots to my one. He was better at holding his liquor than me. After, he snapped some photos of the beautiful cocktail-hour room and we headed back to Bridezilla. She seemed even more frantic and hateful than when we’d stepped out fifteen minutes ago, except the alcohol made me care less. When she stopped berating whoever she was on the phone with, I figured I’d get the introductions out of the way.


“Hi. Excuse me. I’m Sloane Carrick from Bride magazine, and this is—”


She cut me off. “What size are you?”


“Umm … A six usually, I guess. Why?”


Her eyes lit up. “Oh, thank God! I need you to go get dressed.”


I looked down. “I … am dressed?”


“Not in that boring thing. In a bridesmaid’s dress.”
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SLOANE


“I cannot believe I’m doing this.”


Grinning from ear to ear, Elijah snapped another pic of me. “I’m going to have blackmail ammunition for years to come.”


I scowled. “Stop taking my picture. It’s bad enough Bridezilla talked me into wearing this thing. I don’t want evidence of it anywhere.”


“Evidence? Sweetheart, the whole world is going to see you in that once the photos are published in the magazine.”


My eyes widened. “Absolutely not. We are not going to be publishing a full bridal-party picture.”


“How can we not?”


“We’ve done it before. Not intentionally, but the Waddington wedding we covered—the one in East Hampton at the winery with the big metal sculpture out front? We published photos of the bridal party and groomsmen separately.”


“Yes, but wouldn’t you still be in the bridal-party photos?”


“Not when you’re in control of the photos. Make sure you get some without me.”


I looked at my reflection in the mirror. How the hell had this happened? One minute the bride was bitching because one of her bridesmaids couldn’t make it—the audacity of the woman whose mother had a massive heart attack this morning and was now on life support. “Doesn’t she know I can’t have an uneven number of bridesmaids and groomsmen?” the bride had shrieked. “It will ruin the wedding!”


I had never met a more self-absorbed person in my life. This was supposed to be one of her closest friends, and she’d had a family crisis, but it didn’t even register. I know brides get caught up in things. Heck, I had when I was planning my wedding. I’d lost sleep over my future mother-in-law buying a dress that didn’t coordinate with my colors. But really, who the hell cared what the woman wore, as long as she was happy with it? Still, something about putting on a white dress built for a fantasy makes us want the whole fantasy—down to every last stupid detail.


God …I stepped closer to the mirror and examined the thing on my head. I’d always loved fascinators, thought they were so elegant and classy. But this deep-purple sculpture sticking up from my hair? Maybe, maybe a runway model who was nine feet tall could pull it off if she had on a super-plain dress and the hat was the focal point of the outfit. But that was not the case here. I looked down at the dress and shook my head. So, so bad. And I couldn’t even think about how this shade of purple clashed with my auburn hair.


My eyes shifted from my reflection to the man standing behind me. Elijah was still grinning like a loon.


“She’s not even fucking British!” I lamented.


He chuckled. “That’s the least of your problems, babe.”


I really, really didn’t want to leave the bridal suite like this. But the next thing I knew, the door whooshed open. Bridezilla didn’t even have the courtesy to knock after she’d sent me in here to change.


“Oh thank God!” she said again. “Caroline is a little more petite than you, so it fit nicer, but it’s better than nothing. Could you possibly try to stuff your boobs in a little more? They look like they want to spill out.”


My eyes bulged. Bridezilla didn’t even notice. Then again, I was so consumed with this hideous farce of an outfit that I didn’t immediately realize that she herself had finally gotten dressed. You know the saying, every bride is beautiful? Well, whoever said that was just being kind. It’s not true—not when they’re five-foot-nothing and wearing eight layers of tulle. It looked like Piper was trying to smuggle a full class of five-year-old ballerinas through airport security. Though at least she didn’t have to wear this awful fascinator.


Bridezilla grabbed my arm. “What is that stuck to the back of your arm? A nicotine patch?” She held up both hands, shaking them. “That needs to come off.”


“It’s an insulin pump. I’m diabetic.”


“Oh. I guess it has to stay, then?”


“Why yes, it does. I’m funny about keeping upright and not passing out.” This woman was unbelievable. I stared at her in shock. How could someone have such terrible manners? She noticed and mistook my flabbergasted expression for one of awe.


Piper did a twirl. “Gorgeous, right?” she said. “It’s one of a kind.”


“I’ll say,” Elijah mumbled behind me.


“It’s … special.” I smiled.


Claire, the bridal attendant, knocked on the open door. Her eyes widened when she saw me.


“I was somehow persuaded into filling in for one of the bridesmaids,” I offered.


“Yes,” Piper said. “It wasn’t a hard sell after I mentioned my daddy is best friends with the owner of the magazine she works for.”


I was not a violent person, but I felt like punching this woman. Claire looked at me sympathetically before turning to the bride. “All of the ladies are done with their spray tans. We have about thirty minutes until the ceremony starts, if you want to begin with pictures. The photographer is waiting.”


I’d almost forgotten about the spray tans—thankfully my brothers and I had inherited a bar from my Irish father but gotten our ability to tan easily from my Italian mother, so I’d been excused from the mandatory skin painting.


Piper’s eyes dropped to my boobs and she sighed. “We’ll have to reorder the girls so you’re at the end, farthest from me. I don’t want to look flat.”
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“Claire, you are my new best friend.”


I didn’t normally drink much at work events, but when Claire passed me a shot of tequila—my second in an hour—there was no way in hell I could refuse it. The clear liquid knocked back smooth, sliding gracefully down my esophagus and igniting a warm sensation in my belly. The pre-wedding bridesmaid photoshoot had been painful. Piper had barked orders, but luckily, Bridezilla had needed a bathroom break. When she left, I made sure Elijah snapped a bunch of candids of the ladies standing around and laughing without me, because one of those would be what we used in the magazine.


I couldn’t wait to get out of this costume. Not only was it hideous, it was hot as hell, and the fascinator had been secured with a mound of bobby pins that were pulling my hair. At least it wouldn’t be too long now. Once the ceremony was over, we’d move on to full bridal-party pictures, and then I could get changed. Maybe I’d get drunk tonight. Lord knows I’d already put in my pound of flesh for the magazine today.


The maître d’ walked out to the lawn where we’d been taking pictures and told everyone it was time for the ceremony to start. I followed at the rear of the group as we shuffled down another long hallway, feeling even more uncomfortable without Elijah. But he’d had to go set up to take pictures of the bride coming down the aisle.


When we arrived outside the chapel, a gaggle of groomsmen was already lined up and waiting. It was one thing to look ridiculous when everyone around you also looked that way, but entirely another when you had to go out in public. My eyes jumped from one tuxedo-clad man to the next. A few were nice looking, and most seemed about my age. But when I got to the last man in line, I nearly gasped. It was the gorgeous, azure-eyed guy from earlier. I stood a little taller, momentarily forgetting what the heck I was wearing. Kelly, the friendliest of the bridesmaids, turned to me. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”


“Okay.”


She steered me down the line of groomsmen. The first guy was Matthew, the second was Harding. The third she introduced as Ted, so I made a little more effort for him. Maybe if the opportunity presented itself, I’d chat him up a little. It never hurt to be friendly to the big boss’s family. Eventually, we got to the end of the line and stopped in front of the azure eyes. My enthusiasm for the event perked up a whole lot more.


“And this is Wilder. Your partner for the ceremony.” She wagged a finger at him. “Be nice.”


He smirked. “I’m always nice, love.”


Ooh …Those eyes came with a British accent.


Bridezilla beckoned for Kelly, so she excused herself, leaving me and the azure eyes alone.


The groomsman, whose name was apparently Wilder, gave me the once-over. His eyes dropped down to take in my dress, then raised to the top of my head, where the fascinator that looked more like mangled horns sat protruding from my skull.


“You had on a different dress earlier. So the accident must’ve happened recently then?”


“Accident?”


He smirked and motioned to the fascinator. “I’m assuming there’s a giant wound under there, since you thought it was a good idea to put that dress on instead.”
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SLOANE


“Are you joking?” My hands flew to my hips. “Who insults someone they just met like that?”


“Actually I was.” He grinned. “Joking, I mean.”


“Well, it wasn’t very funny. Do you think I want to be wearing this … this …” My arms flailed around. “Costume?”


The maître d’ walked over. His eyes flashed down the hall and back. I suspected he was looking for the bride. “Is everything alright over here?” he whispered.


“Fine.”


He gestured to the door. “People are waiting for the ceremony to start. The walls are thin.”


I took a deep breath and nodded. “Of course. Sorry.”


My eyes slanted to the guy standing next to me, my partner, it seemed. He still wore a shit-eating grin and looked pretty proud of himself. But while I continued to scowl, I took a moment to check out the rest of his face, since I hadn’t been able to move past his eyes earlier. Square jaw, defined cheekbones, flawless tanned skin—I wasn’t sure if Bridezilla made the men get spray tans, but his coloring was too golden bronze to have come from anything other than genetics. Not to mention, he was tall—a weakness of mine—with broad shoulders and … I inhaled. Damn, the fucker smells good, too.


I’d been so busy checking him out, I hadn’t realized he’d watched me do it. When my eyes met his again, he raised a brow. “Like what you see?”


Ugh. Cocky and rude. I plastered on a fake smile. “Yes, what a shame something so pleasant doesn’t come with a matching personality.”


Instead of being insulted, his smile widened. If he enjoyed being offended, maybe we were going to get along after all, because I was even more cranky now.


Wilder extended his hand. “Where did you come from, Sloane?”


For some silly reason, I hesitated to put my hand in his. Though the reason became obvious when I did. My body jolted to life. Oh Lord. For six months I haven’t felt a thing, and this guy floats my boat? Between the way he looked and his cocky grin, I was certain he made heaps of boats float.


Heaps? Did I really just think heaps? What, was I suddenly British now, too?


Wilder lifted my hand to his lips and kissed it. This time the jolt fanned out a little lower … I cleared my throat. “I’m filling in for a bridesmaid who had an emergency.”


“Must be my lucky day then.”


“Yes, lucky for you, the mother of a dear friend of the bride is currently on life support.”


“Are you always this sassy?”


“Only when the first thing out of the other person’s mouth is an insult.”


He again lifted his eyes to my head. “Is that your natural hair color?”


Hair not hehr. “How come only some of the things you say sound British?”


“Because I’m American. Well, technically I have dual citizenship. But I’ve lived in London for the last decade.”


He still had my hand in his. I pointed my eyes down to it. “Are you going to let go?”


He smiled and laced his fingers with mine. “Maybe later. I wouldn’t want you to run away again, like you did earlier.”


“I wasn’t running away. I had somewhere to be.”


“And now …” He squeezed our joined fingers. “You’re here. So I’ll hold on to this.”


As cocky and rude as he was, there was something oddly endearing about him. I wasn’t sure what it could be. Maybe it was just the hint of an accent that did it.


“Are you friends with the bride or groom?” I asked.


“The hole in my head would have to be bigger than the one in yours for me to be friends with Piper. Aiden is a mate of mine from college. I don’t know how he tolerates her.”


“How do you know I’m not friends with Piper?”


“Because you obviously have good taste. You find me attractive.”


I burst out laughing. “Full of yourself much?”


“Perhaps. But I call ’em like I see ’em.”


“You’re much more attractive when you don’t speak.” I wiggled my hand from his grasp and looked around. “Wonder if they have any hand sanitizer around here.”


Just then, music started playing from behind the doors, silencing our game of insults. A few minutes later, I walked down the aisle on the arm of Azure Eyes. As we took the mandatory stuttered steps, I looked around the beautiful room—filled with flowers and people dressed to the nines—and wondered, What the hell ever made me love weddings so much? How I could have thought this staged ruse was magical?


Halfway down the aisle, my eyes met Elijah’s. His brows nearly hit his hairline when he noticed the man next to me. His surprise gave way to a smirk, and he gave me a secret thumbs-up. Only apparently it wasn’t so secret.


Wilder leaned over and whispered, “Your friend approves.”


I spoke through a sugary smile. “Bite me.”


He chuckled. “Later for that, love.”
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“Would you like to dance?”


Two long hours later, I was back in my black dress, sitting at a table with a bunch of strangers. I looked up to find Wilder’s sparkling eyes.


“No, thanks.” I looked away.


Undeterred, he took Elijah’s empty seat next to me. “Do you suck at dancing?”


I shook my head. “Does anything positive ever come out of your mouth? In the sum total of five minutes we’ve conversed, you’ve insulted the way I looked in a dress, asked me if I dyed my hair, and now you want to know if I suck at dancing?”


“I didn’t insult the way you looked in the dress. I said the dress was horrible, which it was. You would look good in anything.”


I cupped my ear. “Was that … a compliment?”


“I would’ve given you another if you’d let me. I asked about your hair color because it’s beautiful.”


“But only beautiful if it’s natural?”


He smiled. “Is the guy you’re with your boyfriend?”


“What business is that of yours?”


“I have a lot of bad habits, but hitting on women who are in a relationship isn’t one of them.”


I arched a brow. “So this is you hitting on me? I think you might need a lesson on what women want.”


“That I definitely do not need.” He took my hand, stood, and dragged me to my feet. “Dance with me, beautiful.”


God, was I so big a sucker that one beautiful was going to erase all the insults? No. No, I’m not. No matter how much my body lit up from being close to the guy. “I’m going to pass.”


“Let me buy you a drink?”


“The drinks are free.”


“Two then?”


I couldn’t help but laugh. “One drink. But only because my date disappeared a half hour ago with a man who is prettier than me, so I’m bored.”


“Good to know.” He again laced his fingers with mine and led us to one of the bars.


“What would you like to drink?”


“Just water, thanks.”


“Why not something with alcohol?”


“Because I’m technically working.”


Wilder’s brows drew together. “Working?”


“I’m covering the wedding for a magazine.”


“Which one?”


“Bride.”


“Oh.”


“Don’t worry, I probably won’t mention the rude groomsman in my article. I tend to focus on the bride and groom. Or at least on the details of the wedding like the flowers, venue, and dresses.”


He paused. “You’re going to write about the dresses?”


I laughed. “You’re right. On second thought, maybe the rude groomsman would be better.”


“What do you normally drink, when you’re not working?”


“Tequila.”


“Have you ever tried a siesta?”


“Two parts tequila, half part each Campari, grapefruit juice, lime, and simple syrup.”


He nodded. “Is it your go-to or something?”


I shook my head. “No, I’m more of a tequila-soda drinker than a sweet-drink girl. I prefer my sugar in the form of cupcakes or cookies. But my family owns a bar. I worked there all through high school and college, and somehow I’m still there a few days a week.”


Wilder nodded. He turned to the bartender and ordered a gin and tonic and a tequila soda.


I took it when he passed the glass to me. “That’s not what I asked for.”


“I know.”


“So why is it in my hand then?”


“I decided you’re done with work for today.”


“Is that right? You decided?”


He sipped his drink. “Yep.”


“And what gives you that right? To decide anything for me?”


“I think you deserve it after being bullied into wearing a dress you didn’t want to wear and tolerating me as a partner.”


“How do you know Piper bullied me?”


“She does it to everyone. How do you think she got my poor buddy Aiden to the altar?”


“Why does your friend let her bully him?”


Wilder shrugged. “Hell if I know. I guess he’s into that sort of thing—a woman who bosses him around all the time.”


“And you’re not?”


His eyes caught with mine, and the corners of his lips twisted up. “I’m okay with a bossy woman. But there are definitely times I prefer to do the bossing.”


I think he might’ve been right about that hole in my head, because his tone made my body feel a little flushed. There was no doubt what he’d been referring to, at least not in my dirty mind. Needing to cool off, I sucked back some of my drink—a little too much since I’d forgotten he’d ordered me tequila. The mix was more tequila than soda, too. A few more sips and it reactivated the buzz I’d caught earlier.


“So what made you move to London?” I asked.


“My father’s from here, but my mother’s originally from Cambridge. They’re divorced. She got sick when I was in my last year of college, and she moved back to be near her family in England. I have a half brother there, so after she passed away, I took a job in London to be closer to him. Been there ever since.”


“I’m sorry.”


He nodded and looked away. “Tell me about this job of yours that requires you to dress up in hideous gowns and tolerate someone like Piper.”


I smiled. “It doesn’t require it. But Piper’s family is close with the head of the company that owns the magazine I work for, so I thought I should be amenable when she demanded it. I usually just attend the event and write about it for the magazine. We cover one wedding a month with a six-page story. Elijah, the guy with me, is the photographer. We’re sort of a team. I also run the magazine’s social media and YouTube channel, so our jobs go hand in hand.”


“I guess you should be lucky she didn’t paint you orange.”


I covered my smile with my hand. “They did look orange when they went outside for the pictures, didn’t they?”


“With those purple dresses, it was like ten Violet Beauregardes who ate Oompa Loompas.”


I laughed. “Your honesty is amusing when it’s not directed at me.”


His eyes dropped to my lips. “I like it when you smile.”


My guard was slipping down too fast for my liking, so I rounded the conversation back to work. “Sometimes I use a quote from a guest in my write-up. Would you like to give me one?”


He smiled. “That’s probably not a good idea if your boss is a friend of the bride’s family.”


“True.”


“Is your boss a jerk or something that you felt like you had to go the extra mile for the bride?”


“No, at least not that I know of. He’s more of my boss’s boss’s boss. I don’t really know him, other than to find him a little intimidating because of who he is and the way he talks. He’s very direct.”


Wilder smiled. “I know the type.” He held out a hand. “Dance with me?”


The tequila had gone to my head, so I figured why not? I gulped back the rest of my glass and set it on the bar. “Fuck it. Okay.”


He chuckled. “Don’t sound so excited.”


Wilder led me out to the dance floor. He took one of my hands in his, wrapped the other around my waist, and tugged me close. I looked up at him.


“What?”


“The polite thing to do when you dance with someone you barely know is to leave room for Jesus.”


His lip twitched. “What?”


“I went to an all-girls Catholic school. A few times a year we had these dances where we could invite boys, and that’s what the chaperones would say if they noticed our bodies touching—leave room for Jesus.”


He smiled. “Well, I’m cutting Jesus out of this one. You feel too good to leave an inch.”


That might be the first thing we’d agreed on. Wilder’s body felt pretty damn amazing. Not surprisingly, he knew how to dance. The way he held me was bold, and his steps kept perfect time with the music, leaving my brain to think about other things he’d probably be good at. He had me in such a tight clutch, I had to crane my neck to pull back enough to look at him while I spoke. “When do you fly back to England?”


“The day after tomorrow. Will you miss me?”


“About as much as you’ll miss me.”


He smiled. “So heaps then.”


Heaps.


He twirled us around. “Tell me, Sloane. What would you be doing tonight if you weren’t here working?”


“I’d probably be helping my brothers at the bar.”


“Not out with a boyfriend?”


I frowned. “Not anymore.”


“It sounds like there’s a story there.”


“Isn’t there always?”


“I suppose.”


I didn’t want to share that story, so I pushed the question back at him. “What would you be doing?”


“Lately? Scouring the streets looking for my little brother who sneaks out.”


I hadn’t expected him to say that. But it made me smile. “I have two older brothers. They came looking for me a few times.”


His face was hopeful. “You learned your lesson?”


“I learned I didn’t get caught as easily if I snuck my boyfriend in, rather than sneaking out to meet them.”


Wilder frowned. “Great.”


I laughed. “How old is your brother?”


“Fifteen going on twenty-five.”


“I have a fourteen-year-old niece. I get it.”


Elijah came onto the dance floor. “Hey. Do you have the—” He did a double take when he got a close-up look at Wilder. “Wow. Now I get what you meant about those eyes.”


Wilder smirked. “Discussing my appearance with your friend, are you?”


I ignored his comment and spoke to Elijah. “What were you going to ask me?”


“Oh. Do you have the coat check ticket they gave you when they stored my camera equipment?”


“It’s in my purse. Why?”


“I need something out of my bag.” I noticed the cute guy he’d been talking to earlier waiting anxiously at the edge of the dance floor. I was a little afraid to ask what he needed.


“I’ll grab it for you.” I pulled away from Wilder, but he firmed his grip.


“Is your purse on the table?” he asked.


“Yes.”


Wilder lifted his chin to Elijah. “Grab it yourself, will you, mate?”


Elijah’s eyes sparkled. “No problem.” He wiggled his fingers and rushed off in a hurry.


“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked Wilder.


“Dancing.”


“You can’t tell someone it’s okay to go in my purse.”


“Is it filled with secrets?”


“No. But that’s not the point.”


He shrugged. “Okay. So what is the point?”


“You just—that’s rude. It’s my purse.”


Wilder looked me in the eyes. “I wasn’t ready to let go of you.”


I was annoyed, yet oddly flattered. And tipsy now, too. And … I really liked the way it felt when he held me. Which meant I needed to put some distance between us—make room for Jesus and my sanity. I shook my head, wiggling out of his hold. “I need another drink.”


“I’ll go with you.”


“I don’t need an escort.”


“A drinking buddy?”


I hesitated.


“Do you know anyone else here except for me and the lovely bride?”


“No, but—”


Wilder released his hold around my waist, only to slip his hand into mine and tug. “Come on. One drink. I’ll be on my best behavior.”


I hadn’t been sure it was a good idea to have one drink with this man.


Which meant two was a terrible idea.


And that third we had, that was the one that landed me in the coat closet …
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WILDER


“Thanks, mate. You’re a lifesaver.”


The waiter counted out the cash I’d handed him. “No problem. You ever want to pay three hundred bucks for a cupcake again, I’m your guy.” He stuffed a few of the bills into his front pocket. “Oh, and if you happen to run into the chef who made these, you paid two hundred for them, not three.”


I chuckled and shook my head—the same head that I was pretty sure I needed to get checked after what I’d just shelled out for a freaking cupcake. Though it was still warm, and smelled pretty delicious, too. I should’ve negotiated a little extra for being fresh out of the oven.


I glanced across the room to Sloane’s table. Her seat was empty, as was her friend’s, so I took a lap around the ballroom. There was no sign of her anywhere, but I did find Elijah.


“Hey. Have you seen Sloane around?”


“She’s looking for the woman who works the coat check. No one was there. I told her I’d meet her out front in a few minutes. I want to say goodbye to someone before we get out of here.”


“A waiter that sort of looks like Jared Leto?”


Elijah’s eyes lit up. “He does look like him, doesn’t he?”


I thumbed behind me. “Just went into the kitchen a minute ago. Door’s over there.”


“Thanks.”


He started to walk away, but I reached out and stopped him. “Think you can take your time saying goodbye and give me a few extra minutes with Sloane?”


Elijah grinned. “Absolutely. Go get ’er, cowboy.”


I hurried to the coat check room. When I got there, the door was cracked open. I found Sloane inside alone, riffling through coats. Her back was to me, so I slipped in and quietly shut the door behind me. She turned when she heard the metal clank, and her eyes widened before dropping to the cupcake I was holding.


“Oh my God.” She lifted her hand and covered her smile. “I cannot believe you found one.”


“You said the only thing that could make you kiss me was a cupcake.”


“That was because I assumed there weren’t any to be found.”


I grinned. “Well then you underestimated how bad I want that kiss.” I held the cupcake up. “I believe the deal was a kiss for a cupcake with chocolate frosting. What do I get for one that’s still warm?”


Her tongue peeked out and ran along her top lip. “It’s really still warm?”


“Fresh out of the oven.”


“But … but … we’re in the coat closet.”


“I know.” I grinned and took a few steps toward her. “That’s a bonus. I won’t have to share the moment with spectators.”


Sloane had tried to cover up her reactions to my small touches all night—when I held her close to dance, when I accidentally brushed my nose along her cheek … But now, with just the two of us in a confined space, she had nowhere to hide. Her cheeks flushed, and her chest heaved up and down. Seeing the effect I had on her was such a damn turn-on. It was a good thing I wasn’t going in search of someone to make me a cupcake now, or I might’ve emptied my bank account to get one.


I took another step closer and held out the cupcake. “Taste?”


She stared at it for a few heartbeats. It looked like she was debating her next move, and I hoped that move wasn’t her bolting past me and running out of here. For some reason, I really wanted her to enjoy the cupcake, even if I didn’t wind up getting that kiss. I would’ve spent the money just to watch her eat it. Eventually, she leaned forward, stuck out her tongue, and licked a long, seductive line of frosting from the top. As she took the cream into her mouth, her eyes closed, and she made a noise that was a cross between a groan of happiness and one of pain.


Jesus Christ. At this rate, I wasn’t going to be able to hide what was happening in my pants when I walked out of here. If I could even walk out of here. I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed to touch her. So I tossed the cupcake over my shoulder and closed the distance between us. Wrapping my hands around her cheeks, I pulled her to me and planted my lips over hers. She made that sexy groaning sound again, and I swear, it shot straight down to my balls. Slow went out the window after that. I reached around and grabbed her ass, lifting as I backed her up against the wall. I nipped at her bottom lip, begging for her to open. Our tongues eagerly collided, and the hint of sweet frosting mixed with her was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted. Though a taste wasn’t nearly enough. I wanted to devour every inch of her silky skin and leave marks where everyone could see. I felt like a teenager with a raging hard-on, unable to control myself. We groped and grabbed, nipped and sucked for a long time.


Until Sloane suddenly pulled back. It was so abrupt, I thought I’d done something wrong. At least until I followed her wide-eyed line of sight over my shoulder and realized we were no longer alone. Someone had come into the coat closet. And that someone was the mother of the bride, and she did not look too happy.
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