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            In memory of my grandmother,

Leah Folts Dillon.

            I hope I did you proud.

            Save me a seat at the May-I table.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         It’s only vomit. It’ll come out,” Imani Lewis said with far more confidence than she felt. She dabbed regurgitated kiwi from her vintage Hermès white silk shirt with the last of her emergency wet wipes, waving away the distraught mother’s apology. “What with the bumpy landing and watching dance recitals on my phone, Jasmine got motion sick—used to happen to me all the time as a child.”

         Jasmine’s mom—whose name Imani hadn’t caught in the chaos of entertaining her daughter during the flight from JFK to Buffalo—grimaced as they deplaned.

         “You’re so prepared,” she said, as Imani deposited the vile pile of used wet wipes into a plastic bag she pulled from the left zippered pocket of her purse. “And you’ve been so tolerant with my little bundle of energy.”

         The culprit, a three-year-old who had escaped her own Exorcist-like projectile vomiting without a drop staining her daisy-printed shirt, smiled. She skipped ahead of them on the ramp leading to the airport terminal. Her Princess Tiana backpack acted like a bumper, pinballing her off other passengers.

         “Watch me! I can twirl like those ballerinas, Ms. Imani.” The elfin toddler’s yellow-and-white beaded braids flew out like rays of sunshine as she whipped around in a joyful string of full-body-flinging pirouettes. Whatever she lacked in grace she made up for in vigorous enthusiasm, and Imani’s heart squeezed as it did every time she watched young dancers. Her Tuesday/Thursday volunteer gig at the Bronx Barre Belles was the highlight of her week and probably the only thing she’d miss during this unpaid leave of absence.

         Well, that and the paycheck from her publicist job.

         Her cell phone buzzed like an angry nest of wasps in her purse. She’d turned it back on as they were taxiing, but before the device had synched up, she’d gotten a chestful of vomit. She pulled out her phone and peeked at the display, stumbling in her only pair of Louboutin heels.

         She’d racked up twenty texts during her forty-five-minute flight.

         A glance revealed fifteen were from her number one romance author about some snafu with the book-signing itinerary, four were from her contact at the Florida bookstore asking where their scheduled author was, and one was from the man filling in for her during her leave…wondering where she kept the stapler.

         Then she saw she’d received a voicemail from her boss at Cerulean Books.

         Crap. Trisha never called unless things were seriously off the rails.

         Imani sucked in a breath through her teeth. Dread coiled like a serpent in her guts, constricting her in a way that had become hideously familiar these past few months. Her mind skittered into action, crafting a checklist:

          

            
            □ Call star romance author. Take ownership of any problem, including acts of God.

            □ Resolve itinerary issue.

            □ Call bookstore manager. Grovel until everything is back on track.

            □ Call assistant publicist to see why he isn’t assisting. Tell him where to find stapler. (Note to self: Breathe. Resist urge to tell him where to shove said stapler.)

            □ Craft email re-explaining itinerary, highlighting how EASY it is to follow because it’s color coded, for heaven’s sake!

            □ Delete the snark. Then send email.

            □ Call Trisha to reassure her the issue is resolved. Fend off questions about the promotion to publicity manager she’s offered you. Remind her Wellsville has poor reception. Find polite way to make boss understand that, for a few weeks, communication will be spotty at best. (Note to self: Maybe compare Wellsville to the Bermuda Triangle in terms of cell reception?)

            □ Hang up before boss hears your voice go up at the end like it always does when you stretch the truth.

            □ Call Katie and relax for the summer. (Yay!)

         

         Her inner list maker was interrupted as the toddler grabbed the edge of Imani’s overstuffed purse. Her eyes sparkled and she grinned in expectation.

         “Did you see my good twirling?”

         “Jasmine, she doesn’t have time now,” the mom said, catching hold of her daughter’s hand. “She’s going to visit her grandmother, like we are.”

         Imani blinked at the mention of her grandmother. Her Gigi.

         Releasing her death grip on her phone, Imani dropped it back into her purse. She fixed her face, smiling at the tiny, frenetic ballerina and shoving back the exhaustion from last night’s sleepless, pillow-flipping extravaganza.

         “You are so talented, Jasmine!” Imani bent down to clasp the girl’s hands, still so small you could see tiny dimples instead of knuckles. She formed the girl’s arms into a round hoop in front of her daisy-shirted chest. “Now, pretend like you’re hugging a giant, fluffy panda bear who is so big your fingers can barely touch! Then we have to imagine a string holding you up nice and tall, and then we raise up on our tiptoes and twirl with nice round arms, like this!”

         She spun Jasmine in a pirouette, clapping as the child held the form for three in a row.

         “You’ve got a natural here, Mom,” Imani said to the mother, who gave her a thankful smile as she gathered up her still-spinning daughter and headed toward baggage claim.

         Peeling off to the bathroom, Imani hauled her phone out again. She rapidly scanned the texts and surmised the problem: Leann Bellamy’s limo hadn’t arrived at the Sarasota location to take her to the Tampa signing, forcing the popular romance author to take a cab. That wasn’t typically an emergency; however, the cabbie decided to take the Skyway bridge en route from Sarasota to Tampa, unaware that Leann Bellamy had gephyrophobia—a raging fear of bridges.

         Her star romance writer was currently sitting on the side of some road that led to the Skyway, hopefully still inside the cab. But maybe not.

         Knowing this conversation was going to take a hot minute, she mentally rearranged her to-do list, opting for the most enjoyable task first: calling her best friend.

         Shutting herself in the handicapped stall so she could use the sink in privacy, she hit Kate Sweet’s face in her Favorites menu, then began working on her shirt’s stain.

         “Well, finally! I was beginning to wonder if Gigi decided not to get her knee surgery, or if she’d somehow talked you out of coming. That woman has mad persuasion skills.” Kate’s rapid-fire patter was like a sliver of sunshine in this crap-tastic morning. “But then Drake told me he’d had a call from your boss letting him know you were on your way to go over his book signing and movie cameo trip next week. I knew you’d never dare to ditch both Gigi and my husband!”

         “You know I’d never keep anyone waiting, regardless of their infamous reputation. So sorry, Katie. The flight got delayed with the rain.” Imani dabbed at the splotch of green yuck with a wad of toilet paper and water, grimacing as it did little to fade the stain on her vintage white blouse. Neither did a fierce scrubbing with her emergency Tide pen. Instead, it made the whole section below the pattern of keys printed along the neckline practically transparent over her left nipple. Blowing out a breath, she abandoned the effort, the urgency of her next bunch of calls squeezing her chest. “I’m heading to baggage claim in a sec. I got barfed on during the flight, and then I deplaned in time for a major work crisis, so I’m doing some cleanup. Literally and figuratively.”

         “Oh no!” Kate’s voice wavered between a laugh and a cry of dismay. “Well, take your time, and let me know if I can help. We’re unstoppable when we team up, and although it’s been a while since I broke out the Roy G Biv gel pens, you know I’ve got your list-making back. I’m so glad you’re here, Imani—I can’t wait to catch up and tell you the plans for the gender-reveal-slash-baby-shower tomorrow.”

         Imani smiled at her friend’s enthusiasm. She’d never imagined her busy, event-planning best friend to be the one married and expecting so soon, but Drake Matthews’s charms had evidently proven too hard for Kate to resist.

         “I’m honored you chose me as the baby’s godmother. I saved the reveal envelope with the sonogram results, still closed like you sent it to me. I’ll open it at the party, and we’ll both be surprised on the same day. It’s right in my purse.”

         “Where else would it be but in the Mary Poppins bag?” Kate joked. “And that’s sweet. I’m so happy you’re going to be here for Baby Matthews as Auntie Imani.”

         A warmth spread in Imani’s chest at the name.

         “Aw, really? The baby can call me Auntie?”

         “Well, we’ve lived together on and off for years, so we’re sisters in every way but genetics,” Kate said with the easy, breezy way that only someone who already had siblings could manage. Then Kate gasped. “Oh, I forgot to tell you! The venue I reserved had a plumbing issue, so we’re having the shower at Zander’s studio. He’s got this ceramic thing we can smash after you fill it with the appropriately colored starch for the reveal. I was freaking out when my original place canceled, but this is so much better! You remember Zander, right?”

         At the mention of Drake’s youngest brother, Imani felt her face tingle with pricks of heat, and the cleansing breaths halted in her chest.

         Zander Matthews.

         Yep, she remembered him, all right. He was her first and only one-night stand. Well, technically, it was two nights, two mornings, and one long, glorious afternoon, nine months and twenty-five days ago. But who was counting?

         Kate must’ve assumed her memory had sinkhole-sized gaps, as she quickly supplied details.“He’s the taller, beefier Matthews brother who has the smoldering Jason Momoa vibe that’s broken hearts all over this county. Oh, remember? He’s the guy you did that fun dance with at my wedding—what was it called again?”

         “Bachata.” Imani felt the tension in her guts move up into her chest, constricting the breath there. No. Not so soon! She’d thought she’d at least have a week to tell Kate about her hookup with Zander and, more importantly, explain why she’d kept this secret from her best friend whom she’d confided everything to since elementary school. And Zander—she thought she’d have more time to figure out how to explain why she’d never answered his texts and calls, how the intensity of that weekend had sounded every alarm bell in her heart…

         But she was facing him tomorrow. At his studio. In his element.

         Inhaling, Imani figured she might as well just plunge in. “Yes, I remember him. Listen, I’ve been wanting to tell you something but haven’t known how to—”

         “You can tell me about it in the car,” Kate interrupted, “because I’ve got to pee again. I swear, these next six weeks can’t go by fast enough. I need to meet this child who is making a punching bag out of my bladder! I’ll see you when you get done with baggage claim.”

         “Wait, I need to—” Imani realized Kate had already disconnected. “Damn.”

         She winced, anticipating the confession to come, gazing into the airport bathroom mirror. Before locking up her tiny Bronx apartment this morning, she’d tied her long brown hair back in a low ponytail and taken care with her makeup, going heavy on the concealer. But the dark smudges under her bloodshot brown eyes were like a billboard screaming Insomniac! Her normally olive complexion—a credit to her half-Hungarian heritage—looked pale and washed out, and coupled with the sheer, almost nipple-revealing wet spot on her boob…well, suffice it to say she wouldn’t be ’gramming this look.

         She snagged her favorite red lipstick from her purse and applied it generously. She’d read once that people perceived you as “put together” as long as you had on lipstick.

         She was about to challenge that perception.

         Her best friend was a stickler for details, so she’d notice Imani’s fatigue and maybe go easy on her for keeping such a secret from her for this long. Anyway, it wasn’t like Imani would be spending a lot of time with her two-night flame. They’d see each other for maybe a couple hours? Although Wellsville was a small town, it was big enough to avoid the youngest Matthews brother, if she tried.

         Besides, Zander was all about the casual lifestyle. Her discreet inquiries to Kate after her weekend fling revealed that while he’d dated dozens of women in the past, he was still friends with them post-breakup. She figured he’d moved on from their weekend long ago, which was for the best.

         Imani shrugged off the worry. This trip wasn’t about her. It was about her best friend’s baby shower first, followed by Gigi’s double knee replacement. Then she could relax! Something she hadn’t done in…she couldn’t remember how long.

         She smiled, imagining her leisurely summer. It was worth taking the unpaid leave from work, worth the hit to her pocketbook, and worth putting a bookmark in her career, as long as she got to chill out for a while. She’d bask in the cooler, Western New York summer temps, enjoy the food that was tied to happy memories, sit on Gigi’s front porch, and figure things out.

         Like her life.

         Imani replaced the lipstick and stain-removal pen in her tote, zipping it with finality. Soon she would no longer be worried about puke stains, authors stuck on the roadside, massive career decisions, or wondering if her red lipstick was distracting enough to hide the widening cracks in her armor. She’d be with her best friend in a town from her past, spending all summer with her grandmother—the woman who was the closest genetic relative to the mother she’d lost more than a decade ago.

         It was going to be amazing.

         As she rode the escalator down to baggage claim, Imani multitasked, calling the bookstore to let them know Leann Bellamy was stuck in traffic. Then she dialed Leann’s number as she searched for Kate in the crush of people surrounding the revolving luggage carousel, maneuvering to the front so she could spot her bright-turquoise suitcases. The number for the romance author’s cell rang busy, and Imani juggled with her phone to hang up, just as she spotted her luggage trundling toward her.

         Suddenly, a tall white man whose broad shoulders strained at his fitted T-shirt stepped in front of her, snatching her big bag, along with the smaller matching one, off the belt.

         “Excuse me! Those are mine,” Imani said to the back of the six-foot-five guy.

         Something in the way he moved gave away his identity before he turned to flash her with his sparkling, devil-may-care grin.

         Her jaw dropped.

         It was Zander.

         Zander freaking Matthews.

         He of the hot bachata moves, and the hotter under-the-covers moves, stood in front of her at the Buffalo airport. Kate had been right—if you darkened his dirty blond, surfer-like curls, the guy could be a stand-in for Jason Momoa in Aquaman, as they had the same broad shoulders, bulging biceps, and legs like tree trunks.

         “It’s you,” she breathed.

         “It’s me.” His low voice and sexy smile hit her square in the libido. “The car is parked outside, and Kate’s waiting for you there. You set?”

         Her mind noted with dismay that he was just as scrumptious as he’d been that weekend. It hadn’t been her imagination embellishing his solid frame, the thick, corded muscles that said he did more physical labor than throwing clay in his studio.

         “I—I’ve got everything,” she squeaked, dazed. For two hours, she’d be stuck in a car with the guy she’d slept with and then practically ghosted, plus her best friend who knew nothing about it? Could this be any more awkward?

         Imani followed as Zander hefted her luggage and carried both of her bags on his back, refusing to roll them for some reason known only to him. He stopped shy of the exit’s revolving doors, gesturing to the restrooms.

         “We’ve got time if you need to towel off.” Zander aimed a pointed look at her chest, his expression amused. “So…did you win?”

         Imani blinked. “Did I win?”

         “The wet T-shirt contest. I’m guessing you were a shoo-in for your flight. The other passengers didn’t stand a chance against that lacy bra.”

         Imani scowled, refusing to laugh. “A gentleman would have politely averted his gaze.”

         Zander shrugged, leading the way through the revolving door.

         Was that all he had to say to her? Not “Hi” or “Nice to see you again” but some crack about her wet blouse? Imani’s eyes narrowed as she spoke to his back.

         “A gentleman would have said how nice I looked, even if I’d been puked on by a kid who’d just eaten a sliced kiwi. A gentleman would not—”

         “Let me guess.” Zander’s smile became razor sharp. “A gentleman wouldn’t call out the woman whose only reply to his texts and voicemails following their amazing weekend together was ‘Yeah, that was fun.’ He wouldn’t ask why she’d blocked him from her life without a single conversation. No gentleman would put the woman who’d practically broken his heart in that awkward position. Would he?”

         “Broken your h—” Before Imani could finish, a car beeped behind them. She spun, and her anger was replaced by a spasm of embarrassment as she recognized the driver.

         It was Drake Matthews. Bestselling horror writer and her number one client.

         Next to him, hanging out of the window, waving like a goon, was Kate, his wife and Imani’s best friend.

         Imani forced a smile. “H-hi, Kate. And Drake. It’s good to see you. I didn’t think you’d have the time to pick me up, with your book’s deadline. And you all came. I feel so…special.”

         “I always have time for my publicist.” Drake peered out Kate’s open window, pushing his dark glasses up his nose to give her a warm smile as he gestured to the Prius. “Sorry about the tight squeeze, but Kate’s car is in the shop and my truck doesn’t have a back seat. My brother offered his car as long as I agreed to drive and take him with us to get some wings. Hop in! My wife is dying to talk sex with you and Zander.”

         Imani sucked in a breath.

         Zander chuckled. “That’s my favorite kind of talk. Although I have to say, you’re a little late. Dad had that talk with me twenty-some years ago. But I appreciate the thought.”

         Kate rolled her eyes.

         “Drake, why do you purposely set Zander up like that? No, I want to talk to you about the sex of the baby. I think I’ve changed my mind. I want you two to tell me tonight. But not now—over dinner.” Kate’s green eyes lit up. Her auburn hair had grown longer and more luxurious, and she glowed with pregnant happiness. “I’m dying for some Buffalo wings, and trust me, this restaurant’s homemade blue cheese is Lactaid-worthy.”

         Imani crossed to the car, her face aflame. Apparently, Zander hadn’t told Kate and Drake about their hookup. Yet. Maybe this was karma warning her to come clean to her best friend?

         Kate’s face went from shining to dim, reading something in Imani’s body language.

         “What’s wrong? And why are you soaking wet?”

         Imani’s forehead felt as though it had its own sprinkler system. Brushing away sweat with her free hand, she opened her mouth, unsure of what she was going to say but determined that if her best friend and her famous client were going to hear of her sleeping with Zander, they were going to hear it from her.

         Suddenly, Zander spoke in her ear. “You’re lucky I’m a gentleman.”

         Imani felt Zander’s arm around her shoulder, but before she could say more, he was talking to Kate and opening the back passenger door.

         “Aww, she’s just mad because I pulled her out of the wet T-shirt contest before she could show skin to win.” Zander shoved her bigger bag in, then swept his hand as if sending her into a throne room instead of the squished back seat of his car.

         “I don’t think my suitcases will fit.” She ducked inside, holding her tote on her lap like the little old ladies did on the subway.

         “My car’s like your purse. It holds more than people give it credit for.” Zander tossed her smaller turquoise bag into the trunk and piled in next to her, somehow closing the door. “Told you we’d fit! Let’s get the momma-to-be some wings!”

         Without warning, Zander reached across Imani, tugging the seat belt out from under the suitcase and hooking it over her. He clicked it home, his thick fingers grazing her hips, perilously close to her ass. Zander’s body filled the back seat, and she found herself bending toward him, like a sunflower to the sun. His smell—Irish Spring soap and a hint of something warm and spicy—enveloped her. Despite everything, she breathed in deep, sucking him into her lungs.

         Damn. How did he always smell so freaking good?

         His blue eyes met hers as he fastened his own seat belt. He grinned, as if sensing his effect on her.

         “Buckle up,” he said in a low voice. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Zander settled into the back seat with Imani, who seemed to be pretending he was a cactus, leaning away to avoid brushing shoulders.

         Her cherry lips curved in a forced smile.

         “Thank you so much for taking time out of your workday to pick me up. Had I known I was going to warrant such a…large welcoming party,” she said, glancing sidelong at Zander, her eyes as shimmering and splendid as a new can of chestnut-tinted stain, “I would have ordered an Uber so I didn’t inconvenience anyone.”

         Zander grinned. His plan was working already. “As soon as Kate told me you were flying into town, we decided we should welcome you properly. Can’t have you thinking we don’t care. Because we do.”

         Imani speared him with a glare and then turned to Kate, who was trying to pivot her pregnant body in the passenger seat to look at Imani while she spoke.

         “Zan’s right.” Kate offered her friend a huge smile. “Besides, none of us have seen you, outside of video chats, since the wedding. I can’t believe it’s already been almost a year.”

         “Boggles the mind,” Zander said, determined to needle Imani as payback for leaving him hanging after what he’d thought was the start of a new relationship. But more importantly, getting under her skin was part of his larger plan—the one he’d concocted once he’d heard Imani was spending the summer in Wellsville. He needed to find out whether they were more than one weekend’s fantastic chemistry. And the only way to do that was to spend as much time together as possible. If they weren’t compatible, he’d be able to evict her from his brain, where she’d lived rent-free since his brother’s wedding reception.

         Imani ignored his comment, focusing on her best friend. “Kate, you have to tell me about your last ultrasound! Weren’t you tempted to glance at the monitor? You have such restraint, waiting the whole eight months until your shower…”

         The two women chattered on, and Zander’s eyes met his brother’s in the rearview mirror. While his brother telepathy—something the three Matthews boys called their “bro-lepathy”—wasn’t as strong with Drake as it was with Ryker, it was clear enough for him to know what his oldest brother was asking.

         What in the hell is happening? In Zander’s head, Drake’s voice sounded exactly like his stern, responsible big-bro voice.

         It was a valid question.

         You’d have to have the empathy of a doorknob not to sense the awkward vibe in the back seat. Or, in his sister-in-law’s case, you’d have to be so preoccupied with the task of making a small human, planning the impending gender reveal, and being thrilled your bestie was in town that you were too distracted to notice those stuck in polite purgatory two feet away.

         These thoughts seesawed through Zander’s mind as he met Drake’s gaze in the rearview mirror. He shrugged his shoulders, bro-lepathy for: I have no idea what’s happening. Beats me.

         Some of this was true. But most of it was a lie, and he was pretty sure Drake knew it. His writer’s attention to detail missed damn little, and he read body language as easily as one of his research books. His brother knew he was up to something. He just didn’t know what yet.

         Drake shook his head, bro-lepathy for a mini-lecture that likely sounded something like: Whatever. I hope you know what you’re doing. And you’d better not piss off my publicist, or you’ll have hell to pay from both me and my wife.

         Maybe Drake hadn’t put all those words into his gesture, but he didn’t have to. Zander knew what was at stake—she sat right next to him, her arms crossed over her wet shirt as she listened to Kate update her on every single thing that had happened since they last spoke. Which seemed to be yesterday.

         Zander nodded along, pretending to follow Kate’s plans. But inside, he wasn’t listening.

         He was plotting.

         While Drake didn’t know of Zander’s past with Imani—nobody did, as far as he could tell—his brother had likely guessed he had a thing for his publicist. First, when he’d met her at Drake’s horror-novel launch party two Halloweens ago, they’d ribbed him for his obvious interest. Then, last August, at Kate and Drake’s reception in the swanky Niagara Falls hotel, everyone had remarked how “cute” he and Imani looked together…and then had to abruptly shift to another adjective after watching their impromptu bachata.

         Dancing the bachata was a skill he’d acquired completely by accident. He’d thought he was signing up for a cooking class that exclusively focused on bruschetta, one of his favorite appetizers. He’d put his name in for it at the arts center, hoping that by improving his culinary skills and serving appetizers to his clients before workshops, he’d be adding an even classier vibe to All Fired Up, his ceramics studio chain. It was because he mistook a bachata dancing class for a bruschetta cooking class—and then went through with it for the whole six weeks—that he’d been able to hit the dance floor when the wedding DJ played the Shawn Mendes song “Señorita.”

         Zander remembered that night. He’d been subtly flirting with Imani the whole reception, but Kate’s maid of honor hadn’t been picking up what he’d been throwing down. In the obligatory wedding party dance, she’d been so stiff in his arms during “Unforgettable,” he’d wondered if one of his relatives had already warned Imani against him. It wouldn’t be the first time Mom’s church buddies had cockblocked him with an eligible bachelorette, and he distinctly remembered shrugging off Imani’s disinterest, determined to have a good time at his brother’s wedding regardless.

         Once the DJ started playing pop songs, the previously full dance floor emptied like someone had lobbed a grenade into their midst. Zander saw his new sister-in-law’s face fall as the older guests started checking their watches, trying to figure out if now was the time to make an exit from the hotel’s ballroom. While he didn’t know Kate well, he was certain of one fact: she was an event planner to the core. Her goal was for others to have a good time, and the DJ’s unfortunate choice for the mostly older crowd was like a big ice cube down the back.

         So he’d done his best to save the moment. He sauntered onto the dance floor, took off his coat and tie, unbuttoned the first two buttons of his shirt, and began dancing the bachata by himself. His older relatives clapped and chuckled—they’d given up on lecturing him on his zany life choices long ago. And after being lubed up by the three rounds of toasts, Zander had given up on caring what anyone thought.

         He made “c’mon” gestures to various friends and cousins in the crowd, but they waved him away, laughing. Suddenly, to his surprise, the woman he’d been crushing on since he met her at Drake’s book launch twirled herself into his arms.

         Imani’s fire-engine-red dress flared as she spun into him, stopping as her shoulder grazed his chest. She’d smelled of a zesty, sunshine-bright perfume, and she’d raised an eyebrow in challenge, speaking in a low voice.

         “I’m not sure you can handle this song by yourself.”

         Zander had grinned at Imani’s flushed face. So the straitlaced publicist wanted to let her hair down, did she? Hell, yeah. He was all in for that. He matched the playful expression in her deep brown eyes as he put his hand out for hers.

         “I heard you were a dance teacher on the side. Maybe you’d better help me out? If you can keep up, that is.”

         Her cherry-tinted lips had curved into a smile of wicked delight. “You’re on.”

         What came next was nothing short of miraculous.

         He’d been so startled he’d kept his mouth shut, focusing on the dance, mentally reciting eight counts. It was like guiding a flame around the floor, simultaneously mesmerizing and dangerous. He twirled her into him, his body finding a rhythm with hers so quickly, it was almost as if they’d practiced. After the first few bars, it seemed he could read her intentions in her eyes, which glittered like onyx in the half-lit reception hall.

         By the end of the dance, they both knew where they’d be heading at the end of the night, and what came after in his hotel room…

         The Prius hit a pothole, and Zander was jerked back to the present. Memories swirled through his head, mixing like two paints from opposite sides of the color wheel.

         Suddenly, Kate gripped the seat, using it as leverage to tug herself into the middle console and spear Zander with a green-eyed glare. He’d thought he was keeping his nefarious plan on the down-low and that nobody guessed he wasn’t here to innocently welcome Imani back to town. But he’d underestimated his sister-in-law’s ability to sense when things were off. “You were a chatterbox the entire trip up to get Imani, but you haven’t made a peep these past ten minutes,” Kate said accusatorily as her husband pulled into the parking lot of the wing place, keeping his eyes studiously on the white lines, as if parking the Prius required his complete attention, so he couldn’t possibly come to his youngest brother’s rescue. “What’s wrong? Are you having second thoughts about hosting the gender reveal at your studio tomorrow night?”

         Zander stammered a reply. “N-no, it’s—”

         Kate talked over him, her face screwed up in earnest consternation. “Zander, don’t be offended we named Ryker as the baby’s godparent, along with Imani. You know we adore you! You’ll be the cool Uncle Z who shows the baby how to make pottery, harvest honey, and do axe-throwing tricks so they can win a contest like you.”

         For the first time since the luggage carousel, Imani looked him in the eyes, and he was trapped like a fly in amber. “Wait. You won an axe-throwing contest?”

         Zander couldn’t tell if Imani was impressed or horrified.

         “Only in my age group.” He shrugged, downplaying the axe-throwing, just in case. He wrenched his gaze from those gorgeous chocolate eyes of hers, focusing again on his sister-in-law. “Look, Kate, I’m not offended—”

         “I think you are!” Kate’s voice went up an octave, and her face and neck turned red in magnificent blotches. “I don’t want there to be hard feelings. We felt Ryker needed the title more than you did, you know? Although he’s doing so well with his business, we worry his life is so…empty. Our choice didn’t have anything to do with you or your abilities as a godparent, whatsoever.”

         Zander stuttered over some words until Drake came to his rescue.

         “Kate, honey, I don’t think Zander has hard feelings about that. He’s glad not to be on the hook for parenting in any form.” Drake put the car in park and flashed a smile to dial down any rancor his statement may have caused. “Those were your exact words, weren’t they?”

         Zander winced. Those had been his exact words. Why did his penchant for trying to lighten the mood always come back to bite him in the ass?

         In truth, he had been a little jealous they’d named Ryker over him for godparent, but he understood. Given the choice between him—the guy who made his living partying with strangers as they created ceramic art—and his military hero middle brother, it was an easy decision. Uncle Ryker would take the godparent title as seriously as he had his Marine rank. He’d do whatever the online guide said were his responsibilities as godfather. Probably even take the kid to church.

         In contrast, Uncle Zander would be in charge of supervising the farm animals at the kid’s birthday party or playing with his niece or nephew on the Slip ’N Slide. As if he were only competent enough for the fun shit. Sure, Zander had changed his outlook on life after his own tour of duty—he’d been brutally introduced to how short and precious life was—but that didn’t mean everyone should automatically discount him as a responsible adult.

         Hearing his own words thrown back at him stung.

         He mustered his most casual air, desperate to find something pithy to say that wouldn’t reveal his inner turmoil, when, to his surprise, Imani spoke.

         “Zander would have made a great godparent.” Although her voice was barely above a whisper, her words shocked everyone in the car into silence, including Zander. She didn’t look at him, but instead rubbed at her throat with one hand as she finished her statement. “He’s not upset about that. He’s upset with me. I might as well tell you and get it over with. Zander and I—”

         Zander put a hand on her knee. “Imani, don’t—”

         But Imani squelched his objection with a cascade of words. “—slept together after your wedding in Niagara Falls. It was a one-night thing. Well, two nights. So if he’s offended by anything, it’s that I’ve all but ghosted him ever since.”

         Kate sucked in a breath.

         Drake groaned, slapping his forehead.

         What followed was twenty seconds of awkward silence.

         Finally, Zander mustered a fake hearty laugh.

         “Okay. Now that we’ve exhausted the topic of my feelings…who’s hungry for some wings?”

         Before anyone replied, Imani’s cell rang in a series of piano tones that even Zander recognized from Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake.

         “It’s Leann Bellamy. I’ve got to take this,” she said, before wrestling past her suitcase and jettisoning herself from the car.

         Zander took his time getting out, allowing Drake to help Kate from the car first before exiting the Prius and loitering so everyone could precede him into the restaurant. His mom didn’t raise a fool. If he walked with his brother and sister-in-law, they’d read him the riot act for keeping such a big secret. Time enough for that later. Plus, being the caboose meant he could shamelessly eavesdrop on Imani.

         Her voice was as calm as chamomile tea as she put the author on speakerphone so she could text as they talked. Her thumbs flew over the screen in a frenetic display of technological prowess.

         “Leann, I just got off the plane and saw your messages. I am so very sorry about the car snafu. I’ve contacted the bookstore and said you were stuck in traffic, and I’m texting Brian now to ensure your detailed itinerary is obeyed to the letter for the rest of this book signing tour. I will take care of everything, I promise. Are you okay?”

         “No, I am not okaaaay.” The woman’s voice on speakerphone was so agitated that her syrupy Southern accent stretched her vowels further, making “I” sound like “ah” as she rattled off her tale. “Ah’m freakin’ the fudge out! The limo didn’t come, so ah’m takin’ some rando cab to Tampa, when the man started going toward the ‘new’ Sunshine Skyway Bridge! Imani, do you know why they call it the ‘new’ Sunshine Skyway Bridge?”

         The woman paused in her babble-shout long enough for Imani to speak.

         “No, Leann, I don’t.”

         “Because the original Skyway fell into the fudgin’ ocean!” Leann shouted on the heels of the response. “You’re gonna have to cancel this signin’ and get me somewhere landlocked.”

         Zander felt as if he’d been invited to watch the Wizard of Oz behind the curtain as Imani proceeded to tame her author’s fear, convince the cabbie to make an illegal U-turn onto the other side of the highway leading away from the bridge, and conduct a frantic texted conversation with someone named Brian—whose name she muttered in anger when on mute with her author—all the while smiling at Kate and mouthing, “It’s okay,” whenever her best friend looked her way.

         It was amazing to watch.

         But exhausting.

         Imani finished up with her author, then took the phone off speaker to have a quiet, apology-laced conversation with someone named Trisha as the group stood in line waiting for a table.

         “Does your publicist put out fires of this magnitude on a daily basis?” Zander asked, sidling up to Drake as he pretended to browse the wing T-shirts. Really, he was hiding in the tiny in-restaurant store. Kate had disappeared to use the bathroom, and without Zander as a buffer, Drake was likely to be overrun by fans eager for an autograph from the Knight of Nightmares. Zander positioned himself so he faced the crowd, folding his arms over his chest in his best bodyguard impersonation. “I thought you were her only pain-in-the-ass author.”

         Drake pushed his black glasses up, his expression heavy with disapproval. “Imani has been gobbling up promotions at Cerulean Books like jellybeans these past few years, getting bigger authors and bigger responsibilities. It was only a matter of time before they promoted her to manager. I’ve been damn lucky to work with her, and although I’ll miss her, I can’t hold her back from her dreams.”

         Zander’s eyebrows rose. He cast a glance at Imani, still talking on her cell. Her pale, thin-lipped expression conveyed none of the happiness he’d associate with a woman working toward her dreams.

         Before he could say as much, Kate returned, and a hostess guided them to a table in the back corner—the most private place they could put his famous horror-writer brother so they weren’t accosted all dinner long.

         Imani had finished her call but was busy texting as they sat down and menus were handed out. She looked up long enough to order a glass of water with lemon, and Zander wondered if maybe it had been a blessing she hadn’t returned his call and his texts last year.

         Despite the fact he hadn’t been able to stop thinking of her, maybe it was best that she’d thrown up relationship barriers and kept everything surface level with the “Yeah, that was fun” text she’d sent. Clearly, she was intent on reaching the summit of her industry’s career ladder, whatever that was. And clearly, he’d abandoned that stupid climb years ago, promising himself he’d only expend energy on those things that filled his bliss bucket. He and Imani were like arrows shooting in opposite directions.

         So what was the point of trying for anything more long-term?

         As soon as the server took their orders, Kate pivoted to Imani. She cocked her head to the side, as if contemplating the origin of the universe, and released a bomb. “Why didn’t you tell me you slept with him?”

         Zander snorted and gave a finger wave. “Hi. Um, the ‘him’ you’re referencing is sitting right here.”

         Both Kate and Imani ignored him.

         “I don’t know. I guess I felt it would put you in a weird position?” Imani shrugged, her hand fluttering down to press against her chest before focusing instead on Drake. Her voice was breathy as she spoke. “I’m sorry, Drake. It was unprofessional to…complicate things. I made a reckless decision, and I should have told you both sooner.”

         “N-no, you didn’t…erm, I mean, I don’t need to know about—”

         Kate interrupted. “It’s okay. I mean, I totally get that Zander’s a giant thirst trap.”

         “The giant thirst trap has ears and is still listening,” Zander said, and was again ignored.

         “I just—we’ve been best friends since second grade. I tell you everything.” Kate’s green eyes filled with tears. She grabbed Imani’s hand, holding it between her own. “I’ve been a crap friend, haven’t I? First, I was obsessed about my wedding, then I went off on my honeymoon, and before you know it, I was pregnant…no wonder you didn’t tell me. It’s been all about me-me-me for a year. You probably couldn’t get a word in edgewise!”

         Then, as if the words were a plug in a dam, tears burst from Kate’s eyes, cascading down her face in an impressive stream. She snatched a napkin from the dispenser and leaned against Drake, sobbing.

         Drake wrapped Kate in his arms, tucking her head under his chin as he murmured soothing words in her ear. His amber eyes promised murder and a closed-fist type of conversation with Zander later.

         Imani recoiled as if she’d been slapped. Her hand shook as she patted her best friend’s back. “That’s not true! You’re—you’re amazing, Kate.” Imani’s voice was papery thin. “Please don’t cry. I…can we talk about this later? I’m not…I’m not feeling so well. I can’t breathe. I think I need some air.”

         Imani stood, then stumbled, her hand fanning her pale face, her chest rising and falling as if she’d just finished a 5K and clocked a personal best. Her pupils were tiny pinpricks in her brown eyes, and droplets of sweat beaded on her forehead and the bridge of her nose.

         Zander had seen more than one new Marine recruit—fresh bullet catchers—’coptering in with these same symptoms to know what was coming next.

         A panic attack.

         Acting without thought, Zander shoved his chair back. He pulled Imani to him, and they were halfway to the door to the ladies’ room—him mostly carrying her upright, as if she were a store mannequin—when she looked at him with panic in her eyes.

         “Outside. I—I can’t breathe. I feel dizzy. I need…air!”

         He pivoted from the bathroom, spotting the emergency exit down the service hall. He shoved the bar on the door, ignoring the high-pitched alarm as he barreled out, almost carrying Imani outside. His Marine training kicked in as he used his sneakered heel to slam the emergency door closed behind him, cutting off the alarm as his eyes scanned the restaurant’s back alley. No danger. The paved space was empty but for a plastic crate and a stack of wood pallets.

         “Holy shit, I’m so hot. This shirt…” Imani unbuttoned her sleeves, shoving the white, almost sheer blouse up her arms, fanning her hands at her face and neck. Then she attacked the first three buttons, opening the collar about four inches south of decent.

         Zander rubbed a hand on the back of his neck, then shook his head.

         “It’s the fabric. Silk. That’s what you wear under ski clothes because it holds your body heat.” Making a decision, he pulled off his T-shirt. In one smooth motion, he popped it over her head, yanking it down before she could put her arms inside the proper holes. “Take off your shirt under there and wear mine until you cool down.”

         Imani’s gaze roved over his bare chest and then rapidly away.

         Her flushed cheeks grew darker pink.

         Hmm.

         Maybe she wasn’t as uninterested as she’d seemed? Maybe dating could still be a thing?

         “I have other…shirts in my suitcase,” she protested, gasping like a fish plucked from a lake.

         Zander looked at her with exasperation. “I’m trying to be a gentleman here and get you cooled down so you don’t pass out. Quit being difficult.”

         Her gaze returned to him, and after two more gasping breaths, she unbuttoned the rest of her shirt, and under the cover of his tee, she slipped it off and threaded her arms into his cotton sleeves. “I guess…this is better. To get my shirts…I’d have to get the keys…from Drake and Kate. Dying…is better than facing them.”

         He held out his hand, and to his surprise, she handed him her stained shirt, stumbling slightly in her heels.

         He spotted an overturned blue milk crate some employee had likely used on a recent smoke break, if the cigarette butts littering the ground were any indication. He moved it under the building’s awning and helped Imani to sit on it.

         “Well, you’re not dying, but having a panic attack is one way to end an awkward conversation.” He crouched down, giving her his best grin. Bringing her hands up, he formed them around her mouth, his fingers barely brushing against the smooth skin of her jawline. “Cup your hands like this and breathe into them. Three counts in, hold, then five counts out. You’re hyperventilating.”

         “Is…is that what’s happening?” she asked, her gasping voice muffled behind her hands. “Everything is…crackling in my sinuses, like I just ate…peppermint. Are you sure I’m not having a heart attack?”

         “Do you have any cardiac history?” he asked, and when she shook her head, he continued. “Any pain radiating to your arms, jaw, or neck?”

         “N-no.”

         “I’m no doctor, although my family jokes I’ve taken enough college credits to be one, yet still don’t have a degree.” His self-deprecation earned him a tiny gasping snicker of a laugh. Progress. He smiled in reassurance. “But I don’t think you’re having a heart attack. Just a garden-variety panic attack. Breathe in for three and out for five counts. Do it with me.”

         He counted as they inhaled together, but her exhale was too fast.

         “I don’t have time…for panic attacks,” Imani said, abandoning the calming breaths and throwing up her hands. “I made a fool of myself in front of a dining room…full of strangers. Now I’ll have to call my boss…and confess why I’m resigning from the Drake Matthews team. I hurt…my best friend’s feelings, and to top it off…I ruined this Hermès shirt my Gigi bought me that I wore to surprise her!”

         Her voice grew in volume and desperation with every confession. He ignored her words and focused on the tone.

         Upset. Alone. Overwhelmed.

         Lord knew he’d been all those. More than most people knew, family included.

         What she needed was a little coddling. Some tenderness. Just for now. Then, when this crisis was over, his quest would once again resume to see whether they were compatible beyond one weekend. If not, he’d forever banish her from his thoughts.

         “We need to get your breathing under control—you’re sucking in way more oxygen than your lungs can handle, and you need some of that carbon dioxide. It’s all about balance. Breathe into my hands for a count of three.” He cupped his hands over her face as he counted. Imani made a noise of protest but didn’t speak. To his surprise, she was holding still, letting him minister to her. “And now out for a count of five.”

         Her brown eyes gazed into his, wide and trusting, while her hand came up to steady his hands cupped over her mouth as he counted out the series four more times.

         “It’s working,” she whispered on the exhale. “It felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest…but it’s starting to ease.”

         “You have a stressful job. It happens. When I was in Afghanistan, we saw it all the time. You just need a break from your stress.” He shrugged, ducking his head to look into her eyes to show her, with the power of his gaze, that it was okay. She was okay. “And you didn’t embarrass yourself. As for the Drake situation, he doesn’t care that you slept with me.”

         Imani gave him a dubious look, her muffled voice doubtful.

         “I don’t know about that—”

         “I do. He’s my brother. Oh, don’t get me wrong. The dude is going to ream me up one side and down the other about how I took advantage of you that weekend—”

         “It wasn’t like that.”

         “Yeah, I know. I was there. Remember?” He grinned to soften the words. “If I recall, you took advantage of me. Seven times, to be exact.”

         She swatted at him, her hand connecting playfully with his bare shoulder, then stalling there. Her thumb moved in a tiny circle. It was as if his nerve endings caught fire, and he clenched his jaw against the tidal wave of physical and emotional sensations at her touch.

         “Zander, I—”

         “Shh. Breathe in for three counts.” He cut off her apology for that weekend, not ready to rip off that scab yet. She dropped her hand, and he was able to focus once more. “As for your shirt, when we get to Wellsville, you take it over to Ray’s Dry Cleaners in the plaza by the McDonald’s. Tell him I sent you. He’s a miracle worker with stains. If anyone can get puke out of your shirt, it’ll be—”

         The door flew open, and the alarm shrieked again. Kate stuck her head out, followed by her belly. Her green eyes scanned the scene, saw Zander’s hands cupped around Imani’s face. He scrambled to stand, feeling somehow guilty, as if he and Imani had been caught doing something naughty.

         “Imani, are you okay?” Kate asked.

         “She was feeling a little overheated,” Zander said, hoping to help deflect attention from Imani.

         It worked. His sister-in-law glared at him.

         “Why are you half-naked?”

         Zander put on what his brothers jokingly referred to as his “smoldering smile” and reached for his wallet. He gave Kate everything he had—forty bucks.

         “Can you do me a favor?” he asked, leaving Imani’s side, holding out the bills with as much suave charm as he could muster. “I need you to find me an XL shirt. I gave Imani mine because hers was too hot and had vomit on it.”

         He held Imani’s shirt up as evidence of his good deeds. Kate’s green eyes narrowed. Then she snatched the money from his hand.

         “Fine. But Imani is coming with me.”

         “B-but why am I taking your shirt?” Imani asked. “Shouldn’t Kate get me a shirt, and I can give you yours back?”

         To Zander’s surprise, it was Kate who nixed the idea.

         “It’s quicker if I just grab Zander a shirt, then we can all sit down and eat. I’m freaking starving!” she growled, ushering her best friend into the restaurant. Then, before closing the emergency door, she gave Zander one last glare. “I’ll be right back.”

         True to her word, Kate was back in five minutes.

         Zander tried to act chill, as if it were totally normal to be shirtless in the alley of a wing house. He cranked the wattage of his smile.

         “Thanks, Kate.”

         “I don’t know what you’re up to, Zander Matthews, but Imani is not in town for you, and she is not your plaything. And if you hurt her, I’ll gut you.” Kate tossed a plastic bag at him then smiled sweetly. “Here’s your extra-large shirt. See you inside.”

         He caught the bag one-handed, and as the emergency door clanked shut, he pulled out the shirt.

         It was a women’s XL.

         It was bright pink.

         And it had rhinestones on the front.

         He shrugged, tossing it over his shoulder as he plopped Imani’s dirty blouse into the now-empty plastic bag. Kate thought she was giving him a little payback for her best friend, did she? Well, he could pull off a tight, pink rhinestone shirt. No sweat.

         Plus, giving Imani his tee was brilliant. She’d want to return it…which meant she couldn’t hide from him in Wellsville. He’d have at least one more chance to determine if they had a future together, or if he could sweep her forever from his mind.

         He tugged the shirt over his head with effort. Shoving his melon through the opening was a bit like he imagined the birth canal might be—a tight squeeze that mashed his nose against his face and made him claustrophobic until he was finally expelled on the other side. With considerable effort, he dragged it over his chest, bits of those sparkly crystals scratching his skin until he yanked the fabric down to his belly button. It lay against him like a spandex half-shirt, with a good four inches of his stomach exposed.

         His happy trail was on full display under the pink fabric.

         It was almost worse than being shirtless.

         He rolled his neck to the right, then to the left, popping the vertebrae as if readying for a grueling workout. Then he pushed in the bar on the restaurant’s reflective glass door…and paused, squinting at his reflection.

         “What the…” He dropped his chin to his chest to read the upside-down sparkly words next to a perverted picture of a chicken wing. Drake was going to wet himself when he spotted this shirt, and God help him if he sent a picture to Ryker. His middle brother would never, ever let him live down the fact he’d appeared in public like this. He groaned. “Well played, Kate. Well played.”

         Taking one of those calming breaths for himself, he opened the door, resigning himself to his fate. He crossed the restaurant, ignoring the titters as diners read his shirt and pointed. When he got to the table, neither his brother nor Kate bothered to hide their grins.

         He gave them a sour look.

         Imani turned. Her face was beautifully composed, her red lipstick reapplied, the terrified look in her eyes gone. His blue shirt hung loosely on her frame, and she’d spiraled one side of it into one of those tiny knots girls tied in oversized shirts to make them more formfitting. Then, she smiled at him.

         Genuinely smiled at him.

         Suddenly, he didn’t care if he was wearing a pink mini-shirt with an obscene saying and a chicken wing that looked like a dick on the front. It was worth it for that one smile.

         Damn.

         He’d better recalibrate his plan, or this woman was going to break his heart.

         Again.
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