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Emerie Roberts sank onto her beach blanket at Holly Grove Island’s annual New Year’s Eve Bonfire. The flames licked high, waving in the gentle breeze and casting their orange glow over the native islanders and a smattering of tourists gathered around the fire.


“What’s with the face, sugar plum?” Sinclair Buchanan nudged Em’s shoulder. Sin’s East Carolina accent got a bit twangier with each celebratory drink. “You look like someone done kidnapped your dog and stole your man.”


Em didn’t have either, but she got the point of Sin’s colorful statement.


She’d been mesmerized by bonfires from the first time she’d seen one. And there was something special about spending the day at the beach in the dead of the mild, coastal North Carolina winter. She got to hang out with her friends, family, and neighbors. They played games, and sometimes the town would show a movie. There were fun sing-alongs. Then there was all the delicious food. Everyone in town had their own special New Year’s Eve Bonfire recipe, and they always brought enough to share.


As a teenager, she and her friends would spend the evening stargazing, playing truth or dare, and imagining what their futures would be like. Her friends spent the evening talking about and flirting with the boys, but Em was a tomboy who was more interested in playing ball with the guys than kissing one.


The New Year’s Eve Bonfire had always been the highlight of her year, but tonight, she couldn’t muster her usual enthusiasm.


“I’m fine.” Emerie forced a smile, hoping to dispel the growing concern on Sinclair’s face. Her gaze drifted toward where her longtime best friend, Nicholas Washington, was chatting up some tourist.


Nick was an exec at the local resort and a talented drummer. He was smart, handsome, and Holly Grove Island’s resident playboy. He seemed to have eyes for every pretty, single girl who’d graced the island—except for her. To Nick, she would always be one of the guys.


“So this is about our discussion on Christmas Eve.” Sin lowered her voice, her gaze following Em’s. “You still haven’t told Nick how you really feel about him?”


“Shh!” Em hushed her friend, glancing around to see if anyone might’ve overheard.


“I’ll take that as a no.” Sin heaved a sigh. “You said you were going to talk to him.”


“I said I’d think about talking to him,” Em reminded her. “And for the past week, I haven’t been able to think of much else.”


“Listen here, Emerie Roberts…” Sin burrowed her red plastic cup in the sand, then held Em’s hands in hers. “You are so sweet and kind. You go out of your way to take care of the people you love: family, friends, neighbors. I admire that about you, Em. But it’s time you do something for yourself. So think about this and answer honestly… what is it that you want, sweet pea?”


The sting of tears pricking Em’s eyes came on suddenly. She swallowed hard, refusing to let them fall.


She was the last unmarried member of her high school friend group. Something Em had become increasingly aware of with each engagement party, wedding, baby shower, and christening.


Em leveled her gaze with Sin’s—who patiently awaited her response. She held up the other woman’s hand, her engagement ring sparkling in the moonlight.


“I want what you and Rett have.” Em nodded toward her cousin, who was Sin’s fiancé. “And what Dex and Dakota have.” She indicated her oldest brother and his wife, who was Sin’s best friend. It was something she’d been afraid to admit, even to herself. But a part of her was glad she had Sin to confide in. Sinclair wasn’t just a friend. Em regarded her and Dakota as older sisters. “I’m the only person on this island who isn’t moving forward with their life. I’m stuck in this holding pattern, spinning my wheels.”


“That isn’t true.” Sin squeezed Em’s hand, her voice filled with compassion. “You’ve come a long way, too. You made a major career change and started your own business. And your clientele is growing.”


“True.” Em had worked in accounting at a factory off-island where she’d dreaded every single minute of her day inside her windowless office. Two years ago, she’d started picking up freelance graphic design jobs—utilizing the discipline she’d minored in and truly had a passion for. Six months ago, the business had grown enough that she’d quit her job and become a full-time entrepreneur.


“You took a calculated risk with your career. And you’re much happier now because you had the courage to go after what you wanted.”


“True,” Em said again.


Her brows furrowed as Nick flashed the effortless smile that no single woman in his orbit could seem to resist. Miss Ohio or Michigan, or wherever it was he’d said she was from, giggled and tossed her blond box braids over one shoulder.


“So tell Nick how you feel about him,” Sin urged. “Yes, the conversation will be uncomfortable. And I understand that the possibility of things changing between you two is probably terrifying. But bottling up your feelings for Nick isn’t healthy, hon.”


“What if I tell Nick, and he doesn’t feel the way I do?” She’d posed the same question to Sin a week ago. Unsurprisingly, Sin’s response hadn’t changed.


“Then at least you’ll know, and you can move on. Besides, as my granny always said, ‘Closed mouths don’t get fed.’ So put on your big-girl panties and tell that man how you feel. Now. Or you will always regret not doing it.”


Em inhaled deeply. Sin was right. What if Miss Midwest was the woman who finally persuaded Nick Washington to settle down? She would be devastated that she hadn’t been brave enough to shoot her shot.


“I can’t win if I’m not in the race, right?” Em mumbled more to herself than Sin.


“Damn straight.” Sin raised her red cup, then took a sip.


“Okay. I’ll talk to Nick. Tonight.”


“Thattagirl!” Sinclair hugged her tight.


Em leaned into it, needing the reassurance.


“Everything okay?” Rett ambled over.


Her cousin was cool and laid-back. The perfect complement to Sin’s fiery, high-energy personality. One of the many reasons they were so perfect for each other.


“Everything is fine. Em and I were just having a little girl talk.” Sin extended her free hand. “Help a girl up?”


Rett pulled Sin to her feet and into his arms. She rewarded him with a tender kiss.


“I love you two, but you’re annoyingly adorable,” Em grumbled, and they both laughed.


“Sorry?” Rett shrugged.


“You’re blocking my view of the bonfire with your PDA; go enjoy your soon-to-be-wedded bliss on your own beach blanket,” Em teased.


Rett grinned. “Love you, kid.”


“Love you, too, cuz.” Em grinned as they walked away, hand in hand.


Rett and Sin had been mortal enemies with secret crushes on each other back when their best friends—Dexter and Dakota—had dated in high school. While helping to plan the couple’s wedding earlier that year, they’d gotten to truly know each other, and they’d fallen in love.


Em was at the Christmas Eve party last week when Rett proposed to Sin and gifted her with a fur baby—an adorable black-and-white Havapoo puppy named Stella. She was happy for them. Still, she couldn’t help wishing that her happy ending was at least on the horizon.


Em folded her arms and placed them atop her knees as she stared into the bonfire, replaying her conversation with Sinclair.


What if I tell Nick and he doesn’t feel the way I do?


Then at least you’ll know. And you can move on.


But moving on seemed more frightening than holding on to her unrequited feelings for Nick—an agony to which she’d become accustomed.


“Hey, Em, what’s wrong?” Nick settled onto the blanket beside her, his dark eyes narrowing with concern. He draped an arm over her shoulders, as he had so many times before, oblivious to his effect on her.


Her temperature rose as the warmth of his skin penetrated hers through their light jackets. Her heart beat faster as she inhaled Nick’s familiar, subtle citrus and cedarwood scent. His wide shoulders and broad chest shielded Em from the chilly breeze blowing off the Atlantic Ocean.


“You’re not yourself tonight. You’re usually hoisting the cornhole trophy by now, but I haven’t seen you pick up a beanbag once. You weren’t even into the sing-along, which you love. And I’m pretty sure you’ve only had one plate tonight, so something is definitely wrong.”


“Who are you, my mother?” Em groused, her eyes squeezing shut involuntarily as she settled against her best friend, her skin on fire and her pulse racing. “Maybe I’m just tired. Did you consider that?”


Em opened her eyes, turning to look at him. Big mistake.


Bathed in the soft moonlight and the glow of the raging fire, the man looked like a freaking god with his cocoa-brown skin; soulful, dark eyes that managed to be both warm and mysterious; and a half smile that always hinted at mischief or some tightly held secret. All he lacked was a thunderbolt or maybe the Tesseract, if Thor and Loki weren’t using them.


“C’mon, Em.” Nick’s dark eyes glinted. His voice was a low, sensual whisper that sent a shiver down her spine and created a shudder in a place she was trying really hard not to think about right now. “I know when something’s up with you. Might as well spill it because you know I’ll figure it out.”


True.


From their meeting as kids, he seemed to understand her in a way no one else did. Even when she’d been reluctant to express how she was feeling about something, Nick had always been so perceptive. He’d been there through everything from mean girls teasing her because she was a tomboy to her first crush and every relationship that had crashed and burned since. He’d been there through the rough patches in her parents’ marriage and their eventual divorce.


So how was it that Nick managed to know her so well, yet seemed clueless about her falling for him?


She’d realized that she was attracted to her best friend during their vacation together in Mexico five years ago. But she’d moved back to Holly Grove Island, and he’d lived in Los Angeles at the time. It had seemed best to ignore her perplexing new feelings for Nick.


But they were now in their thirties, living in the same city for the first time since college. They spent most of their free time hanging out together. So it was getting harder to ignore the romantic feelings she’d developed for her childhood friend.


Nothing about Nick’s demeanor suggested he felt the same.


“C’mon, Em. Whatever it is… you can tell me.” Nick leaned in, his face inches from hers. His warm breath, carrying a hint of whiskey and some sort of pie, mingled with the cool, crisp sea air, creating steam. “If someone upset you, point him out. You know I’ve got you.”


A pained smile curved Emerie’s lips. She and Nick had met when Dexter and Dakota brought them along on their date to see an animated children’s film. She was Dex’s little sister. Nick was Dakota’s next-door neighbor, whom she looked after when his parents were away on business. They became friends instantly, and despite Em already having three older brothers, Nick assumed the role of her protector.


They’d attended college on opposite coasts. Yet, Nick had been ready to hop on a plane or drive across the country anytime she needed him. She was a grown woman fully capable of taking care of herself. Yet, Nick’s sense of protectiveness hadn’t waned.


“It’s not like that.” Em stared into the fire. “So don’t go breaking out the boxing gloves, Baby Creed.”


“But it is something.” Nick didn’t address the Creed movie reference, which he always found irritating.


Was it her fault Nick looked like Michael B. Jordan’s long-lost cousin?


“So what’s going on with you tonight? The bonfire is your favorite event of the year.”


Em drew in a deep breath, her eyes squeezing shut. Her heart pounded as Sin’s words echoed in her head.


Then at least you’ll know.


“No one has done anything to upset me, Nick.” Em wrapped her arms around her knees. “It’s just…” The sound of rushing blood filled her ears, dampening the sound of the swirling wind and the waves crashing against the shore of Holly Grove Island Beach. “I like someone, and I’m not sure how they feel about me.”


“You’re wondering if you should say something first.” Nick rubbed his whiskered chin and nodded knowingly.


“Something like that.” Em waved and smiled at Marcus and Elliot: two locals heading back inside Blaze of Glory.


“But it’s neither of those guys, right?” Nick tipped his chin by way of greeting but didn’t smile at either of them. “Because Marcus is a dick and Elliot is a mama’s boy.”


“You’re terrible, Nick.”


He’d always been able to make her laugh when she was uneasy about something. From a bad case of nerves before the fifth-grade spelling bee to a near-meltdown before a big client presentation two weeks ago, Nick could always get her to relax and reset.


“Maybe, but I didn’t hear you say I was wrong about them.” Nick stretched out on Em’s blanket. “So please tell me it’s neither of those knuckleheads.”


“It isn’t.”


“Okay. But it is someone.” Nick propped himself up, one elbow on the blanket, as he glanced up at her. “Is it Derrick? Or Paul down at the garage? Wait…” He bolted upright and frowned. “You realize Blaze is way too old for you, right?”


“No, he isn’t. He’s like forty-five.”


“And you’re thirty-one,” Nick noted. “Don’t get me wrong, Blaze is a great guy. He’d give you the shirt off his back. But—”


“It’s not Blaze or Derrick or Paul, all right?” Em huffed. She turned to face her friend, her heart thudding in her chest and her hands trembling. “It’s you, all right?”


“Me?” Nick’s eyes went wide, and he poked a thumb to his chest as he whispered the word. He stared at her as if he was awaiting the punchline of a poorly delivered joke. When she didn’t respond, Nick rubbed his forehead and cleared his throat. “Oh.”


Not the response I was hoping for.


This confession of love was an absolute disaster. She should say something, but she wasn’t quite sure what. It was too early to claim it’d been an April Fools’ joke.


The few torturous seconds in which neither of them spoke felt like millennia. Heat spread through Em’s chest and filled her cheeks. Her breathing was quick and shallow.


Was this what a panic attack was like?


It felt like a whale had washed ashore and rolled onto her chest. She focused on the sounds of the waves hitting the shore, the laughter of their friends and neighbors, and the crackling of the fire as it consumed the wood.


She’d finally admitted her feelings for Nick. There was no turning back. She’d been surprised by her initial attraction to her best friend. Maybe Nick needed to sort through his feelings for her, too.


“Yes, you, Nick.” Emerie forced her eyes to meet his and struggled to keep her lips from quivering and her hands from shaking. “You really haven’t ever thought of me that way?”


Nick winced, his brows furrowing.


Em knew her friend well, too. The apology in his expression was a clear negative response.


Her stomach twisted in knots, and her cheeks stung with embarrassment.


“Em, you’re my best friend. You know how much you mean to me. That I would do anything for you. But…”


“But you’re not into me like that.” Em whispered the words beneath her breath, saying them more to herself than to him. She swallowed hard and nodded. “I get it.”


“You’re beautiful, fun, amazing. Any guy would be lucky to have you.” Nick squeezed her arm.


“Any guy but you, right?” Em blinked back the tears that burned her eyes. She sniffled. “Roger that.”


“There are a lot of things I do well, Em. Being in a serious relationship isn’t one of them. The friendship we have… We can’t risk losing that. I can’t risk losing you.” Nick pointed at himself, then at her. “You’re the smart, sensible one, Em. So deep down, you know what I’m saying is true.” He nudged her shoulder.


The temperature seemed at least ten degrees colder. Em shivered in response to the sudden chill deep in her bones.


Don’t freak out. Just play it cool.


“You’re right. Of course.” She forced a smile. “It was the alcohol talking. Let’s just pretend this conversation never happened.”


“That’s probably best,” Nick agreed.


His phone vibrated, as it so often did with text messages or phone calls. It seemed like the perfect cue for her to take her leave. Em climbed to her feet and dusted the sand off the back of her jeans. “I’m gonna head inside, chat up Blaze, and get another drink. Can I get you anything?”


“I’m good. Thanks,” Nick said.


Em headed toward Blaze of Glory, eager to end the painfully awkward conversation that would forever make things weird between them.


“Em!”


She stopped, then turned around.


Nick was standing. His handsome features were marred with worry. “We’re good, right?”


“That whole weird, awkward conversation never really happened, right?” Em shrugged. “So why wouldn’t we be?”


“Right.” Nick tilted his head. “And you won’t do anything… impulsive tonight?”


“A sensible girl like me?” Em asked incredulously. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. You should go find Miss Ohio. I’m pretty sure she’s looking for you.”


Em hurried toward the bar. She needed a strong drink, the comfort of sinfully decadent carbs, and to forget what had just happened between her and Nick.


Why on earth had she listened to Sinclair?
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Nick stood on the beach watching his friend—who was in full flight mode—scramble across the beach like that perfect ass of hers was on fire.


Nick cursed under his breath, their conversation replaying in his head as he considered the dozen ways he could’ve better handled the painfully awkward situation.


He’d botched things with Em, and he wasn’t sure how to fix it. Em was upset and embarrassed, and he hated that he’d been the one to hurt her.


Nick’s first impulse was to go after Em and assure her this was no big deal and it wouldn’t affect their friendship. But that would be thoughtless, not to mention absolute bullshit.


If overthinking was a sport, his best friend would be an Olympic gold medalist. There was no way Emerie Roberts had admitted to having feelings for him without thinking through the consequences more times than she could count. Therefore, her confession was a big fucking deal. And they both knew it.


It had taken guts for Em to make that admission.


It would be disingenuous of him to pretend it hadn’t already changed the dynamic between them. But Em was his closest friend. They’d find a way to work through it. Because they’d always been honest with each other.


So why had he lied to Em, saying he’d never thought of them together?


Nick squeezed his eyes shut and tried to calmly think through the best way to handle this. He felt like shit for hurting Em and for lying to her for the first time in his memory.


Of course he was attracted to Em. There was something incredibly sexy about the woman, despite the fact that she went out of her way to not look sexy in a traditional sense.


Em lived in either shorts or a series of comfy leggings—all of them black or a bold print with a black background. She wore the things until they damn near disintegrated. The inner thighs were threadbare, and the fabric over the knees was thin. On a “special occasion,” like tonight, she’d wear a pair of jeans. A well-worn T-shirt and a pair of Converses completed her look. The majority of her fashion budget was spent on kicks. Em was a first-class sneaker head.


Still, anything Emerie wore clung to her toned, athletic body, highlighting each of its assets. Lean, strong arms and shoulders. Firm, perky breasts that weren’t especially small or particularly large. Just the perfect mouthful. Strong, toned thighs. A firm, curvy ass honed over two decades of track, tennis, and beach volleyball. And she was infinitely confident in her body regardless of what she was wearing.


When Nick moved back home, he’d quickly learned to employ a series of Jedi mind tricks to avoid thinking of Em in a sexual way. Because despite his physical attraction to her, there were too many variables at play.


What if she was less adventurous in bed than he was? What if one or both of them got bored with the relationship? What if they were simply better as friends? What would happen to their friendship then?


So despite the fact that he’d imagined taking his friend to bed more than he’d care to admit, gambling with their friendship would be too big a risk. One that could destroy the relationship that was most important to him.


Instead, Nick forced himself to look past the incredibly enticing wrapper and focus on the core of who Em was and all the reasons she was and would always be his best friend. As long as he didn’t fuck things up. And there was no quicker way to torpedo a perfectly good friendship than by trying to add love into the mix. He should know; he’d tried it twice.


He’d dated a friend in college, and it had ended badly. They made great friends but terrible lovers. There was the sexual incompatibility, the sudden clinginess, and the jealousy of his friends—male and female. When he suggested they go back to being friends, she’d been devastated, and he’d felt like a jerk. Needless to say, the friendship hadn’t survived.


Years later, he was the drummer for the house band at a club in LA. His friendship with the lead vocalist progressed into a romantic relationship, and he’d fallen hard for the woman who was ten years older. She got her dream gig with an emerging rock band and abruptly ended the relationship before moving to New York. Nick had been gutted. He’d honestly never known heartbreak like that.


He’d promised himself that he would never date another close friend. He was supposed to be older and wiser now. So he wouldn’t repeat the same mistake. He couldn’t afford to this time. His friendship with Em and their circle of friends—which included much of her family—meant the world to him.


They’d met when he was struggling with his parents being busy and away so much. He’d been grumpy and withdrawn. Sometimes, he’d acted out, getting in trouble in school. And he’d been determined not to enjoy the theater outing Dakota had taken him on. But then his surrogate big sister had introduced him to Emerie Roberts.


There had been something so sweet and compassionate about her—even as a little girl. He’d practically scowled at her when they’d been introduced. But while they were standing in the concession line, Em had given him the biggest smile and hugged him tight, taking him by surprise. Before he could pull out of the hug, she’d whispered that she’d be sad, too, if she ever had to leave all her friends and family behind.


There was something cathartic… almost enchanting… about that hug. He felt seen—his pain acknowledged in a way that wasn’t condescending. The suffocating anger and resentment he’d held on to for so long had slowly dissipated… like a deflated balloon. He could breathe again for the first time since they’d moved to the island.


When she’d finally released him from the hug, Em had said she was sorry he’d lost all his friends back home, but that she’d like to be his friend. Still stunned, he’d accepted her offer. They’d been best friends ever since.


Nick rubbed his forehead and sighed.


Em needed some time and space. He couldn’t bear the thought of her at the bar, crying in her beer while she chatted up some random tourist. But he definitely wasn’t the person she’d want to see right now.


“Hey, Nick. Have you seen, Em?” Kassandra Montgomery asked. The shy, sweet program director of Holly Grove Island’s aquarium and arboretum approached. Her singsong voice always made it sound like she was apologizing for one thing or another.


Kassie was Em’s closest female friend. The two women had known each other since middle school but became close while Nick was living in LA.


He’d once teased Kass about trying to steal his best friend, and the woman had actually apologized. Maybe humor wasn’t Kass’s strong suit, but she’d been a good friend to Em, and she was the perfect person for this situation. If he asked Sinclair or Dakota to check on Em, they’d ply him with forty questions about what he’d done to upset her.


“Em just headed inside the bar. She’s a bit… upset,” he said. “Would you mind going to check on her?”


“Oh no!” Kassie pushed her glasses up her nose. “I mean… yes, of course, I’ll check on Em. I’ll go look for her now.”


“Thank you.” Nick breathed a sigh of relief as he gazed toward Blaze of Glory. Several people were seated at the tables on the restaurant’s back deck or going in or out of the place. Em wasn’t among them.


“Wait… why can’t you check on Em?” Kass folded her arms. “What did you do?”


Nick groaned quietly and lowered his head. “I didn’t do anything… exactly. But I’m probably not the person she wants to see right now. Could you just do me a solid and check on Em?”


“Of course.” Kassie gave him a suspicious stare.


“Great. Could you text me and let me know that she’s okay? Please?” Nick cleared his throat, realizing that his voice had taken on a pleading tone.


Kassie pulled out her phone and added a new contact before handing it to him. “Fine. Type your number in there. I’ll let you know when I’ve found her and if she’s okay. I won’t provide any details beyond that unless Em asks me to.”


Sweet little Kassie wasn’t a pushover after all. Good for her.


“Thanks, Kass. I appreciate this.” Nick typed his number and name into Kassie’s phone, then handed it back to her.


“I’m doing this for Em.” Kassie shoved her phone into her back pocket. “But you’re welcome.” She headed toward Blaze of Glory. “I’ll text you when I’ve found our girl.”


Nick shoved a hand through his short curls and sighed. He wanted to believe that one day soon what happened tonight would feel like the distant past, and they’d joke about it over a beer while watching a game.


But the growing uneasiness in the pit of his stomach indicated otherwise.
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Em sat at a wobbly table in a dark corner of the bar and wolfed down a mound of fries drowned in cheese, bacon, pulled pork, and jalapeños. She grabbed the table just as a couple was leaving to join the bonfire. She’d hardly eaten tonight, and now she was making up for it.


“Emerie! Nick sent me in here to check on you. Are you all right?” Kassie stood over her table, her dark hair pulled back into a low ponytail.


“I thought you said you weren’t in the mood to go out tonight,” Em mumbled through a mouthful of fries.


“I thought about what you said.” Kassie shrugged, plopping onto the seat across from Em. “You’re right. I need to get out more and live a little. Even my parents went out tonight. They’re at that pricey New Year’s Eve party hosted by the resort. But you didn’t answer my question. What did Nick say to send you face-first into a tower of fries, and how badly do I need to hurt him?”


They both laughed. Sweet, mild-mannered Kassie Montgomery wouldn’t hurt a fly. But Emerie appreciated the support. Em’s laughter gave way to tears. She brushed them from her cheeks, which were stinging with the heat of embarrassment.


“Oh, sweetie.” Kassie placed a gentle hand on Em’s arm. “Seriously, hon, what’s wrong?”


“Not really in the mood to talk about it.” Em stuffed a few more fries in her mouth.


“Prefer to eat your feelings instead?” Kassie raised an eyebrow and stole a few fries from Em’s plate. “Hmm… feelings are delicious.”


Em’s mouth curved in a half smile at her friend’s attempt to cheer her up. She huffed, wiping her hands on a napkin. “I should just go home.”


“Before the countdown begins in”—Kassie looked down at her fitness wearable—“twenty minutes?” Kassie looked alarmed. “You look forward to the countdown every year.”


Em considered her friend’s words. She hadn’t missed a New Year’s Eve countdown on Holly Grove Island Beach since she was a kid. Was she really going to break her streak because she was behaving like a temperamental child who hadn’t gotten what she wanted?


“You’re right. I can’t leave before midnight.” Em sniffled, then forced a smile. “I’m being silly about this.”


God bless her sweet friend. Kassie didn’t ask what this was—even though the question burned behind her big, brown, soulful eyes.


“Can I get you two anything else?” Blaze, the owner of Blaze of Glory, asked as he loaded plates from another table onto a tray. The older man was handsome with his freckles and the head of coppery-red hair that had earned him the nickname Blaze.


“Two Long Island iced teas, please?” Em said before Kassie could say no thanks.


“Sure thing, Cupcake.” Blaze winked, then made his way through the crowd.


He’d been calling her that since she was about fourteen and had accidentally walked directly into him one day when he was in town on leave from the Marines. She’d been holding one of the most delicious cupcakes she’d ever eaten, and it got smashed all over his fatigues.


Blaze had been calling her Cupcake ever since. More so whenever they’d found themselves in competition. Like when they ended up on opposing teams at one town event or another.


“I need to text Nick.” Kass pulled her cell phone from her back pocket.


“Why?” Panic gripped Em’s chest.


“He’s the one who sent me looking for you.” Kassie typed out a message. “I’ll let him know you’re okay…” She glanced up from her phone. “Unless there’s something else you’d prefer that I say.”


“No. That’s good.” Why had it sent her into a panic thinking there might be something between her friend and Nick? He clearly didn’t have feelings for her. “I just didn’t realize that you and Nick had each other’s cell numbers.”


“Relax, bestie.” Kassie could barely hide her amusement. “Nick and I exchanged numbers just now so I could let him know you’re okay. Once I send the message, I’ll delete his number, if you’d like.”


“No. I don’t… I mean… why would I care?”


“Maybe because you’re clearly in love with the man,” Kassie said.


“Shh!” Em shushed one of her friends for the second time that night. “Can we please not broadcast it to the entire town?”


Gossip rolled through Holly Grove Island quicker than a forest fire could consume a stand of trees during a drought. Em preferred being a consumer of town gossip to being the subject of it. The last thing she needed was for Nick’s rejection to become the first headline of the new year.


“Here you go, Cupcake. Two Long Island iced teas.” Blaze set them on the table and waved Em off when she reached for her credit card. “This round is on the house.”


He tapped the table and gave her what she was pretty sure was a look of pity.


Emerie glared at her friend.


“Sorry.” Kassie sipped her Long Island iced tea. “But at least we scored free drinks.”


“Well, there is that.” Em sipped her drink, too. Blaze had been generous with the vodka, rum, gin, and tequila. So maybe the humiliation of him knowing she had a thing for her best friend was a fair trade-off.


“Is that what this is about? Did you finally tell Nick how you feel about him?”


“Seriously, did everyone in town know except for Nick?” Em asked.


Kassie shrugged and sipped more of her drink, then nibbled on a few fries.


“It’s a quarter till midnight, folks!” Blaze barked, tapping his watch. “Last call before we close the bar down until after the fireworks.”


Blaze could be a grumpy smart-ass, but he was good to his employees. Every year, he closed the bar down during the countdown and fireworks so his staff could enjoy the town traditions, too.


“C’mon. We don’t want to miss the fireworks.” Emerie stood, slipping her arm through Kassie’s when her friend stood, too. They made their way toward the bonfire. “We’ll talk about my disastrous night over brunch tomorrow.”


“Another chance to eat and drink our feelings?” Kassie teased. “I’m here for it.”


“Perfect.”


“Emerie! Kassie!” Em’s cousin Isabel—Garrett’s younger sister—hugged each of them excitedly. “The countdown is starting soon.”


“Then we should get out there before it begins.” Em widened her smile, hoping Izzy wouldn’t notice her red-rimmed eyes.


The three of them laughed and chatted, warming themselves around the bonfire. They joined everyone in counting down to the new year, then celebrated with hugs and a sip of their drinks.


Em’s gaze was drawn to where Dexter, Dakota, Rett, and Sinclair stood. The high school friends—one couple married with a young daughter, the other engaged—were among the many couples who greeted the new year by sharing a kiss. Both couples had gotten their well-deserved happy endings, and Em was thrilled for them.


So why did her joy for them evoke a deep, gnawing sadness for herself?


Maybe because she was heading into another new year with no prospect of finding the kind of bliss Dex and Rett had.


It wasn’t that she felt incomplete without a partner. But watching her friends and family find happiness in relationships and start families made Em realize she wanted that, too. And she wanted it with Nick.


Em glanced over to where her lifelong best friend stood. Nick stared in her direction, his eyes filled with concern. His mouth curved in a soft smile, and he mouthed the words “Happy New Year.”


“Happy New…” Before Em could finish the words, Miss Ohio stepped in front of Nick and kissed him as she presumably wished him a Happy New Year.


Em’s face was hot, and her heart ached. She shifted her gaze to where Sin and Rett stood together. Rett’s arms were wrapped around Sin’s waist from behind as he nuzzled her neck and Sin giggled, looking happier than Emerie had ever seen her.


Maybe taking Sin’s advice to talk to Nick had backfired. But her admonition to get it together and go for what she wanted was solid advice.


Em wanted love and meaningful companionship. A soulmate. Someone she could plan a life and start a family with. If Nick wasn’t her soulmate, she would find the man who was.


The perfect guy wouldn’t just land in her lap. She had to be proactive about finding him and about creating the life she wanted for herself.


Emerie stared at the raging bonfire and made a promise to herself. This time next year, she’d be standing here with the man she could see having a future with.


That was the objective. Now she needed a plan to make it happen.















Chapter Three
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Emerie took her first bite of the crisp, fluffy Belgian waffles with warm peach syrup at The Foxhole’s annual New Year’s Day brunch. She murmured with pleasure, then nibbled on a strip of delicious, perfectly crisp bacon. The combination was so good, Em was pretty sure she was humming.


“I’m glad that you’re feeling much better today.” Kassie grinned, then shoveled a forkful of pancakes drenched in homemade blueberry syrup into her mouth.


“Me, too.” Em smiled broadly before slicing into her fried egg.


Last night had been devastating. And though today had started out rough, she’d gone to bed in the wee hours of the morning with clarity and an actionable plan. Her chest felt lighter, and she was clearer about her goals for her personal life than she’d ever been.


“I was worried about you at the bonfire last night,” Kass admitted, a pained frown on her beautiful face. “So was Nick.”


Em’s shoulders stiffened at the mention of her best friend’s name. She dropped her fork onto her plate with a loud clang that drew the attention of nearby diners.


She cleared her throat, picked up her fork, and resumed eating. “I appreciate your concern. But I’m fine now.”


“Fine enough to talk about what happened last night?” Kassie stabbed a sausage link.


Emerie sighed quietly. She looked forward to sharing her exciting new life plan with her friend. But first, she needed to level with Kassie about what had prompted it.


“Last night, I told Nick I like him as more than a friend.” Em shoveled more waffles into her mouth.


“You’ve always insisted that you and Nick were just friends. When did that change?”


“You mean when did I actually fall for my best friend, or when did I stop lying to myself about it?” Em asked.


“Both.” Kassie’s kind smile eased the tension that knotted Emerie’s shoulders.


“You’ve been spending too much time around me. You’re a lot more direct now.”


“Thank you.” Kassie batted her eyelashes and grinned. She pointed at Em with her fork. “Now stop stalling. When did you first realize that you’d fallen for Nick?”


“When we vacationed together in Tulum a few years before he returned to town.” Em shoved food around her plate with her fork.


“That was when he’d broken up with his girlfriend or something and had already paid for the trip, right?”


Em nodded. “It was an incredible trip. We explored the Mayan ruins, then laid out on the sand at Playa Ruinas, this beautiful beach at the foot of the cliff where El Castillo—the largest of the ruins—is perched. We swam in the crystal-clear, aquamarine waters of the Caribbean Sea. Nick taught me the basics of surfing. We explored the town and had some amazing meals at the best little hole-in-the-wall restaurants recommended by locals.”


“Sounds enchanting and very romantic,” Kassie said.


“It was.” A smile spread across Em’s face as she recalled their time in Mexico. It had been her first and only trip out of the country.


“At night, we’d share this king-size bed in the room he’d booked. We’d lie awake all night talking and laughing. I looked over at him at like two in the morning the last night we were there and… I just knew things had changed for me. That I didn’t just see Nick as a friend.”


Em squeezed her eyes shut briefly, and it felt like she was back in Tulum on that humid night, the windows open and the wind rustling the curtains.


“There was a moment when I thought Nick was going to kiss me… but then he didn’t.” Em shrugged.


“Why didn’t you kiss him?” Kassie asked.


It was a question she’d asked herself many times.


How different might their lives have been if she’d found the courage to kiss Nick that night in Tulum?


“He’d just broken up with his girlfriend. We were literally on the vacation he’d planned to surprise her with.” Em nibbled on a piece of bacon. “The timing was terrible. Besides, Nick was living out west then, and I was here on the island. Neither of us is the long-distance type.”


“But Nick’s been back for a while now. Why haven’t you said anything since his return?”


“Nick hasn’t been in many serious relationships. But I’m pretty sure he was in love with Aliza. When she suddenly ended things, he was heartbroken. Since then, he seems determined not to let anyone in. I’ve been hurt before, too. So I figured that Nick needed to process things in his own way before he’d be ready to get serious with anyone again.”


“Is that the only thing that kept you from speaking up?” Kassie asked the question as if she already knew the answer.


Em frowned. She both loved and hated that her friends knew her so well.


“I’m the polar opposite of the glamorous, runway-worthy women Nick dates.” Em sipped her mimosa.


“You’re a toned, athletic, sporty girl. But you are not the opposite of glamorous.” Kassie jabbed her fork in Em’s direction, indignant on her behalf. “Why are you comparing yourself to those women anyway? Nick clearly adores you.”


“I know he does.” Em’s chest ached all over again. “But he’s never looked at me the way he looks at them.” She sniffled, determined not to shed another tear over Nick Washington. “I buried my feelings because I didn’t want to risk what happened last night.”


“What did happen last night?” Kassie’s voice was soft.


Em’s stomach knotted as she recounted the details of her failed confession. When she was done, she ordered another round of mimosas.


“I’m sorry, Em.” Kassie squeezed her wrist. “But I’m also really proud of you. It was brave of you to confess your feelings to Nick.”


“Thanks.” Em dabbed the corners of her eyes with a napkin. “But I wish I hadn’t. Then things wouldn’t be weird between us now.”


“Is that why you’ve been ignoring his calls?” Kassie nodded to Em’s phone, which was buzzing with another call from Nick.


He’d called once last night and twice that morning. She wasn’t ignoring his calls because she was angry at him. Last night had been humiliating. She wasn’t ready to face her friend yet. Not even via a phone call.


“Nick was really worried about you,” Kassie said. “I know you wish things had turned out differently. But last night was tough for him, too.”


Em glanced up from her mimosa and frowned. She’d been so consumed with her own disappointment and misery, she hadn’t considered how the conversation might’ve impacted Nick.


“I hadn’t thought about that.” She set her glass down and folded her arms on the table. “But he seemed to recover quickly enough with Miss Ohio.”


“As I recall, she kissed him,” Kassie noted. “But that didn’t stop him from stealing glances at you the rest of the evening or texting me to ask that I make sure you got home okay.”


“That isn’t helping me not be in love with Nick.”


Nick’s protective nature was one of the many things she adored about him.


“Right. Sorry.” Kassie sipped her mimosa. “So what happens now? I realize that things are awkward right now, but you can’t ignore Nick forever.”


“I know.” Em stared at the phone she’d ignored moments earlier. “We’ll work through it. We always do.” She tried to sound more confident than she felt. “But instead of pining over Nick, I’m making a concerted effort to get over him.”


“I applaud your determination to move on rather than dwelling on it.” Kassie set down her glass and folded her arms on the table, too. “But it’s okay to give yourself the time and space to feel however you feel. And to mourn the loss of the dream you’ve been holding on to.”


“Being with Nick was the who of my dream,” Em said. “But the what… being in a loving, committed relationship with someone who adores me as much as I do them and eventually starting a family together… I can still have that.”


“Of course you can.” Kassie squeezed her wrist again. “One day, the perfect guy will come along.”


“Or… instead of waiting for him to find me, what if I make the effort to find him?”


“You’re going to search for this perfect guy?” Kassie’s eyes widened. “How? Please tell me you’re not planning to put up a billboard ad.”


“Maybe that’ll be step eight… if it comes to that.” Em burst into laughter when her friend’s jaw dropped. “I’m joking, Kass. Relax. I won’t do anything outrageous. But I’ve wasted so much time hoping and waiting for someone else to take action. It’s the exact opposite of how I’d behave on the tennis court or in my business. I need to be as proactive about my love life as I am in all other aspects of my life.”


“I understand wanting to feel more empowered.” Kassie frowned, likely lamenting her own love life, which she referred to as nonexistent. “But if you’re not really over Nick—”


“What choice do I have?” Em shrugged. “It’s like that movie He’s Just Not That Into You. Sometimes, you just need to cut your losses and move on.”


Em didn’t miss the irony of referencing a movie she and Nick had watched together many times to explain why she needed to move on from her feelings for him.


At this point, her life felt more and more like a cosmic joke.


“Agreed, and I fully support this plan. But there’s no need to rush it.”


“Actually, there is.” Em smiled, and her brunch companion regarded her warily. “Because by the time New Year’s Eve rolls around again, I plan to be at that bonfire with the man of my dreams.”


“You’re putting a timetable on this?” Kassie looked increasingly worried about her friend’s state of mind. “And you don’t think this is a rash response to Nick’s rejection?”


Em couldn’t blame Kassie for her reaction. If it was the other way around, she would be worried, too. But this wasn’t an impulsive decision. It was a logical, well-thought-out plan that Em had stayed up most of the night carefully designing.


She’d spent three hours online reading articles written by romance gurus and listening to their YouTube chats. She’d taken notes from what she’d considered to be the most feasible advice. Then she’d spent another hour devising the perfect seven-step plan.


“Last night was… devastating,” Em admitted. “But it was also enlightening and freeing.”


This seemed to pique Kassie’s interest. “Freeing? How?”


“Now I can let go of my misplaced fantasies about a future with Nick. Instead, I’ll take action based on my reality,” Emerie said. “I spent my twenties believing the right guy would eventually come along. Then I spent the past few years believing Nick was that guy. But I was wrong. I’m thirty-one. So if I want to have children before I’m forty, I can’t passively meander through my life anymore. We’re on this earth for a finite amount of time,” Emerie noted. “I can’t afford to waste any more of it. It’s time I take control of my life.” Em’s shoulders sank a little in response to the quizzical expression on her friend’s face. “You think I’m losing it.”


“Not at all.” Kassie smiled encouragingly. “I admire you for going after what you want. And I’d like to help.”


“Good. Because I could use the support.” Em was grateful for Kassie’s reassurance. All night, she’d been vacillating between whether her mission to find Mr. Right was epically brave or pathetically sad.


“So let’s hear about this…”


“Seven-step plan.” Emerie pulled a notebook from her designer backpack. The bag had been a concession to her mother. An upgrade from the sling backpack she used to tote her things around in, if she bothered with a bag at all.


“All right. Let’s hear about this Soulmate Project of yours.” Kassie dug into the glazed fruit tart that looked so perfect Em had almost questioned if it was real.


“The Soulmate Project! I love that.” Em pulled out a pen and scribbled the name across the top of her notes. “We’re definitely using that. See, you’re being helpful already.”
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