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            Chapter One

         

         Sinclair Buchanan stood at the center of the banquet room at the Holly Grove Island Resort and glanced around, her chin propped on her fist. The frosted sea glass, seashells, and stunning photos of Holly Grove Island Beach, located in the Outer Banks, incorporated in the hotel’s decor created the perfect subtle beach vibe. She’d kicked the theme up a notch with streamers, swaths of fabric in coral, soft blue, and a brilliant turquoise, and beach-themed centerpieces for the tables.

         The space looked good, but Sinclair needed it to be perfect.

         They were celebrating the recent engagement of her two closest friends: Dakota Jones and Dexter Roberts. It’d taken seventeen long years, an inadvertent scandal, the revelation of long-held secrets, and a veritable miracle for the former high school sweethearts to find their way back to each other. But now that they had, Sinclair couldn’t be happier.

         The momentous occasion required a proper celebration, so Sinclair had insisted on throwing an engagement party for her friends. Dexter’s and Dakota’s families had been a huge help, especially Dexter’s younger sister Emerie. But tonight, she wanted the families to enjoy their evening while she and the resort’s staff handled everything. All Sinclair needed to do was ensure that they stuck to her carefully laid-out schedule.

         Early arrivals definitely weren’t on that list.

         Still, Sinclair put on her biggest smile—honed during nearly two decades of participating in beauty pageants—and hugged Emerie; Dexter’s mother, Ms. Marilyn; Dakota’s father, retired police chief Oliver Jones; and his new bride, Lila Gayle, the beloved owner of the town’s café.

         “What’re y’all doing here so early?” Sinclair gently scolded in her sweetest southern belle intonation. She propped one fist on her hip. “The party doesn’t begin for another hour.”

         “Thought you might need a hand with some of the last-minute details,” Oliver said.

         “We know you said you didn’t need any help, sweetheart, but there must be something we can do,” Ms. Marilyn added, glancing around.

         “Told you.” Emerie grinned. “Sinclair Buchanan doesn’t leave anything to chance.”

         “No, ma’am, I do not,” Sinclair said proudly. She clutched the black, leather-bound planner that contained her entire life: appointments, task and goal lists, and everything she needed to remember for tonight’s party. “We’re all set. So grab a drink from the bar, relax, and enjoy yourselves. I’ve got everything under control.”

         Sinclair’s phone chimed with a video call from her mother. She excused herself to answer it. Her parents were in DC visiting her older sister Leanne and her husband Michael, who’d just had their third child.

         “Hey, Mama.” Sinclair smiled. “How are Leanne and the baby?”

         “Your sister is a pro at this point.” Her mother laughed, raking her fingers through her silvery white hair—a striking contrast to her olive skin, inherited from Sin’s Italian grandmother. “And as for your new niece.” She flipped her cell phone camera so Sinclair could see the sleeping infant her mother held in her arms. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”

         “She is,” Sinclair acknowledged with a smile. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

         The adorable infant with tight, sleek curls plastered to her little head was even cuter than she’d been the last three times her mother had video called.

         “But Dex and Dakota’s engagement party is in an hour, so—”

         “Right, I forgot.” Her mother adjusted the phone so her face filled the screen again, her blue eyes sparkling. “Send Dexter and Dakota my love. And congratulate Oliver again. He must be so very happy that his baby girl is finally getting married.”

         No hints there.

         “I will, Mama. Now you have to see what I’ve done with the space.” Sinclair showed her mother the centerpieces she’d painstakingly designed and assembled. Gauzy, turquoise fabric was draped over the centers of the tables and topped with table runners made of twigs. White candles, perched above turquoise pearls floating in water in a glass container, were centered in a goldfish bowl filled with sand and a variety of beautiful seashells.

         “That’s gorgeous, honey. You have such an eye for design,” her mother said. “If you ever get tired of selling real estate, I know you’d do well if you went back into interior design. Especially if you moved somewhere like DC.”

         “Thanks, Mama, but I happen to love my job,” Sinclair said. “Now, let me show you what I’ve done with—”

         “Maybe once your little party is over, you could drive down here to DC and spend a few days with us. Hold this adorable little one yourself. And according to your sister, Michael has some very handsome, very available colleagues at his lobbying firm.”

         And there it was. The only thing left was for her mother to remind her that…

         “You’re not getting any younger, sweetheart.”

         Sinclair counted to ten in her head. A coping mechanism she’d developed to deal with the guilt her mother laid on her so masterfully since her mother’s heart attack more than a decade ago. It’d been the single most terrifying moment of Sinclair’s life. So despite Terri Buchanan’s gift for making Sinclair want to scream, she wouldn’t risk stressing out her easily excitable mother. Instead, she held her tongue and reminded herself how grateful she was to still have her mom when Dakota had lost hers to cancer six years ago.

         It didn’t mean she couldn’t dish out a little well-deserved sass, though.

         “I’m well aware of the status of my geriatric eggs, Mother. Thank you very much.” Sinclair turned up her southern twang just a notch. Something that irked her mother—a former English teacher and school principal. “And hard pass on Mikey’s lobbyist friends. Leanne tried to fix me up with one of them last time I visited. The man talked about himself, his bank account, his Ferrari, and his house in Barbados the entire time. I couldn’t get a word in edgewise.”

         “You’re missing the point, sweetheart,” Terri said calmly. “Because all I’m hearing is that he checks off several items on your husband wish list.”

         “Mother!” Sinclair glanced around the room, thankful Dakota’s and Dexter’s families were too far away to overhear the conversation. “We agreed never to talk about that list.”

         Her mother had inadvertently seen the list Sinclair had scribbled in the back of her planner a few years ago. She’d written the list after consuming an entire bottle of pink Moscato and listening to a playlist of relationship-gone-wrong country music songs following a particularly devastating breakup. Terri Buchanan had been on a mission to find Sinclair the perfect husband ever since.

         Her mother was right. Mr. Ferrari came close to checking off all of the financial components on the checklist. But he lacked the all-important characteristics: kindness, compassion, thoughtfulness, and being both family oriented and involved in the community.

         Maybe Sinclair was swinging for the fences, but she wanted what she wanted. She made no apology for that.

         Sin held on to the list, drafted during her pink Moscato-tinted breakup haze, because it was a powerful reminder. Trying to tame the quintessential bad boy was an exciting diversion. But never again would she make the mistake of giving her heart to a man who didn’t have serious potential as a life partner.

         She’d wasted five years of her dating life on a man who would never grow up or settle down. Yet, within a year of their breakup, Teddy did, in fact, settle down with a woman Sinclair had once considered a close friend.

         Her ex and former friend were still married and living in Wilmington. Earlier that year, they, too, had welcomed their third child.

         Message received.

         Sinclair would never waste her time on a man like that again. The kind of guy who was charming and loads of laughs, but never took anything seriously.

         “Agreed is a strong word.” Her mother kissed Sinclair’s sleeping niece’s forehead. “I think I recall promising to try not to mention the list again.”

         “Terri, leave Sinclair alone.” Her father’s deep baritone voice made her heart swell. “Let her live her life the way she wants.”

         Her mother had shifted the screen toward her dad. He smiled at her, his white teeth gleaming against his dark brown skin. His Afro was cut lower and had grown a bit thinner on top.

         “Thanks, Daddy.” Sinclair smiled.

         “We know how busy you must be setting up for the party. So we’ll talk to you later. Love you, baby girl.”

         “Love y’all.” Sin blew a kiss before ending the call.

         Sinclair sucked in a deep breath and glanced around the room. She was thrilled for Dakota; she really was. But after nearly two decades away from Holly Grove Island, her friend had returned, and they’d quickly renewed their close friendship. Would their relationship become distant after her friend’s marriage, the way her and Leanne’s relationship had after her sister had gotten married and moved away?

         Sin tried not to think about it. Or about the small piece of her that was the tiniest bit envious that her friends had found their happily-ever-after when hers was clearly MIA.

         Dexter’s and Dakota’s families broke into raucous laughter over at the bar. Sin straightened her slumped shoulders and swallowed back the hint of sadness that had crept over her.

         Control what you can.

         It had been her mother’s mantra when Sinclair was on the pageant circuit, where she and Dakota had met as kids. She’d learned the fine art of holding her head high and smiling even when her world was on fire. She could certainly get over a tiny bout of self-pity. Tonight’s theme was love and family. She would focus on that and save the pity party for another day.

         Sinclair stood tall and broadened her smile. Then she busied herself with something she could control. Ensuring that tonight’s party went off without a hitch.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “There really is no need for all this fuss. Land sakes, it’s just a trifling little cold and a touch of bronchitis,” Garrett Davenport’s grandmother griped as he handed her another cup of tea with honey and lemon. He laid one of her crocheted throw blankets over her lap. “You’re acting like I need to lay out my last will and testament. Spoiler alert: I spent all my money on the younger men I’ve encountered during my international travels.” Annamae Davenport shifted her eyebrows up and down and smirked.

         “Seriously, Gram? I’m glad you’re enjoying your life, but I don’t need to hear about it with that level of detail.” Rett shook his head.

         “I didn’t give you any details.” She grinned like the Cheshire Cat, then took a sip of her tea. “I save the good stuff for my girlfriends when we meet up at the senior center.”

         His grandmother’s giggles sent her into another coughing fit. She pulled the blanket up over her chest and settled against the wingback chair a few feet from a small woodstove, which was older than he was. In fact, it might’ve even been older than his grandmother, who still had smooth, golden-brown skin at the age of eighty-two.

         Mama Mae, a barely five-foot sprite, was as strong and independent a woman as he’d ever met. Though never short on opinions and incredibly direct, she was also loving and supportive. Yet, she didn’t pull punches. Because, as she often said, “Ain’t nobody got time for that.”

         While he admired her independence, Rett wished his grandmother would let him know when she needed him. Today he’d returned to town for the engagement party of his cousin Dexter, who also happened to be his best friend, and found Mama Mae working in her raised garden bed despite a hacking cough.

         He’d insisted that she get in the house, take a hot bath, then get to bed.

         She’d insisted that the planting had to be done that day. It was supposed to rain for the next three days, and those tomatoes, cucumbers, lettuce, and pole beans weren’t going to plant themselves.

         The only way he’d been able to get her to go inside was to promise to plant the three flats of vegetables himself. Once he’d planted everything according to Mama Mae’s strict instructions, Rett had taken a long, hot shower to soothe his aching muscles.

         He was exhausted, but there was no rest for the weary. He had an engagement party to attend, which had begun a half hour ago.

         “You’re sure you’ll be all right?” He eased into the chair opposite his grandmother. “I can stay, if you need me. Dex and Dakota would understand.”

         “I’ll be fine, but thank you, sweetheart.” Mama Mae smiled. “And, Rett, I hope you realize how much I appreciate everything you do for me.”

         “You know I do.” He squeezed her hand. “And you know you mean the world to me.”

         “You’re such a sweetheart.” Mama Mae’s eyes shone. “A thoughtful, loving man like you shouldn’t still be alone.”

         Rett groaned quietly. “I’m fine with things the way they are.”

         “Maybe you are now. But what happens when you decide in five or ten years that you want a family, and all your little swimmers done dried up?”

         “Gram! No.” Rett cringed, mortified. “We are not talking about the viability of my swimmers. Ever.”

         Growing up, he’d been able to talk to his grandmother about nearly anything. But this was a conversation he refused to have even with her.

         “Fine. Then you’d better get moving. You’re the best man. Don’t bode well for you to be showing up late to the engagement party. And don’t worry. I’ll be fine,” she added, with the cluck of her tongue before he could ask if she was sure.

         Rett lumbered to his feet. “Can I bring you anything back?”

         “Leftovers. Especially cake.” She grinned. “With lots of icing.”

         Garrett made his way to his car and settled behind the wheel of the triple black 1969 GTO 400 four-speed that had once belonged to his grandfather. He’d spent the past few years restoring the car, and it was pristine. He turned the key, and the engine roared.

         The party would be in full swing by now, but hopefully no one would notice he was a little late. Especially not the self-appointed mistress of ceremony.

         Sinclair Buchanan.

         Garrett groaned quietly. That name still filled him with equal parts fury and lust.

         Did Sinclair still look good enough to eat, as she had when he’d last seen her five years ago?

         It didn’t matter, because this time he wouldn’t give Sinclair Buchanan a second glance, no matter how fine she looked. An annoying, high-maintenance drama queen like Sinclair Buchanan was bad news. Besides, his pride was still bruised from their last encounter.

         One he tried to forget, yet found himself reminiscing over…often.

         Garrett pulled out of the driveway of his grandmother’s house on Hummingbird Way and headed toward the new Holly Grove Island Resort, where Dexter was the director of operations.

         Rett wasn’t a fan of long-term commitment. He’d seldom seen it work out in his family. Still, he was happy for Dex and Dakota. Dex was a loyal friend who’d always had his back. So Rett was glad to see his cousin get his much-deserved happy ending.

         Garrett found a spot in the parking lot, then headed inside, following the balloons and signage to the banquet room. He opened the door and quietly slipped inside, but he was immediately hailed by Nick Washington.

         So much for an inconspicuous entrance.

         “What’s up, Rett?” Nick gestured to a nearby seat. “You should sit with us.”

         Nick was a few years younger than Rett, but he’d gotten to know him because Nick was friends with Dexter, whom he worked for at the resort. He was also Dexter’s younger sister Emerie’s best friend. Rett liked Nick, but he didn’t buy the whole thing about him and Em just being friends. But as long as Em was happy with the arrangement, he’d keep his opinions to himself.

         The volume of Nick’s voice, the looseness of his limbs, and that damn goofy grin indicated he’d made his fair share of trips to the open bar. Rett planned to head there himself. He could use a stiff drink before he saw…

         “Garrett Davenport, how very nice of you to finally show up.” Sinclair sashayed toward him, clutching a clear clipboard decorated with a colorful floral design.

         Sinclair assessed him with disdain, flecks of green and gold dancing in those large hazel eyes he’d been mesmerized by from the first moment he’d laid eyes on them in high school. She pursed her glossy pink lips, her nostrils flaring, and planted a fist on one curvy hip.

         The bossy little she-devil was infuriating, attitudish, and fucking gorgeous. And she damn well knew it.

         Her floral, sleeveless dress showed off her toned arms and sculpted shoulders—a feature he’d never noticed on a woman before, let alone been attracted to. The hem of the flirty little skirt grazed her midthigh, accentuating her tawny brown skin, a shade that landed smack between her father’s dark brown skin and her mother’s olive skin tone.

         Sinclair flipped her hair, a deep, rich brown highlighted with ribbons of honey blond, over one shoulder and ran her manicured nails through the waterfall of shoulder-length waves. Her gaze bored into him, and if looks could kill, he’d be lying on the floor stone cold.

         “You do realize you’re an hour late to your own best friend’s engagement party.” She leaned into him, speaking in a harsh whisper that only he could hear. “You sure you gon’ be able to show up for the wedding on time?”

         Her nasally voice reminded him of Whitley Gilbert’s from A Different World. And just a few minutes into the conversation, she’d already intimated that he was an unreliable slacker. Rett clenched his jaw. Yet, as annoyed as he was, he couldn’t help noticing how hot Sin looked tonight.

         “Sorry I’m late,” Rett finally managed. He shoved his hands, balled into fists, into his pockets. “Something came up.”

         Sinclair’s gaze dropped to the placket in front of his zipper momentarily. Her eyes widened and her cheeks and forehead flushed. She quickly returned her attention to the clipboard.

         Maybe he wasn’t the only one who couldn’t forget their previous encounter.

         “It’s always some excuse with you, Rett.” Sinclair wrapped her arms around the clipboard, clutching it to her chest. Her eyes didn’t quite meet his.

         Was she clutching the clipboard because he made her nervous? Or was she shielding her body’s reaction after shamelessly ogling him two minutes into their conversation?

         It didn’t matter. Because Sinclair Buchanan was as irritating now as she’d been when they’d been forced to hang out together while Dexter and Dakota had dated in high school. She seemed to hate him on sight back then. But he hadn’t helped matters when he’d tried to talk his cousin out of getting serious with Sin’s best friend.

         When Dex had suddenly ended things with Dakota the Christmas after he’d left for college, Sinclair had confronted Rett outside his grandmother’s house. She’d been as mad as a hornet and had cussed him out six ways to Sunday—sure he’d been behind the breakup.

         He hadn’t been. But he hadn’t bothered telling her so. Besides, as distraught as she’d been, he’d doubted Sinclair would’ve believed a single word he’d said.

         Since Dexter and Dakota’s reconciliation, Sinclair must surely have learned the truth: he had nothing to do with Dexter and Dakota’s breakup back then. In fact, he’d been as shocked by it as anyone. But evidently, it didn’t matter, because Sinclair clearly still wasn’t a fan. Though she certainly had been that night in his hotel room, given the enthusiasm with which she’d called his name and the marks she’d left on his back.

         “It’s not an excuse, Sin. I planned to be here on time, but I was sidetracked by—”

         “Didn’t think you were going to make it.” Dexter approached, holding Dakota’s hand.

         The two of them looked ridiculously happy, and Rett felt a slight twinge of envy.

         “And miss your engagement party?” Rett slapped palms and clasped hands with Dex. “No way, cuz. Been waiting half my life to see you finally tie the knot with this beautiful lady.” He turned toward his cousin’s soon-to-be better half. “Congrats, Dakota.”

         “Thank you, Rett.” Dakota’s grin lit her brown eyes. She gave him a big hug. “And for the record, I knew you’d be here tonight. It was these two who were sweating it.” She gestured toward Dex and Sinclair, then glanced around the room. “Mama Mae didn’t come with you?”

         “She’s sick and didn’t much appreciate me fussing over her,” Rett said.

         “But you did anyway.” Dakota smiled. “The relationship you two have is adorable.”

         “’Cause Mama Mae is the only woman who can get him to behave,” Sinclair muttered as she scanned her clipboard. When they all turned to look at her, Sin looked up and shrugged. “What? You know it’s true.”

         “Be nice, Sin.” Dakota pointed a finger at her best friend. “You promised you two would get along.”

         “Fine.” She flashed Rett a dead-eyed smile and turned up the Whitley Gilbert singsong southern belle voice. “We are so very glad that you could join us this evening, Garrett. I was just about to ask the staff to take the food away. So please make yourself a plate.” She batted her long, thick eyelashes. “In fact, why don’t I escort you to the buffet?”

         Dexter and Dakota snickered, and Rett couldn’t help chuckling to himself.

         That was as warm a greeting as he could expect from the former beauty queen, who now employed that same charm in her job as one of the island’s top real estate agents. Evidently, she reserved that charm for people not named Rett Davenport.

         Sinclair turned and walked toward the buffet, indicating that he should come with. He did, captivated by the subtle sway of her hips as he followed in the wake of her soft, delicate scent. All of it taking him back to that night they’d shared in Raleigh five years ago.

         Yes, he’d been an immature jerk to Sinclair in high school. She clearly still held a grudge and had no intentions of letting him forget it. Despite the night they’d shared.

         Fine. Because he wasn’t here for Sinclair. He was here for Dexter and Dakota. For them, he’d tolerate Ms. Thing. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t have a little fun with her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Sinclair set her clipboard on the buffet and picked up a plate and a set of silverware. She thrust both toward Garrett as he stared at her blankly. “You didn’t think I was going to make your plate for you, too, did you?”

         Rett shifted his dark gaze from hers and accepted the items. He turned toward the buffet. “What’s on the menu?”

         Sinclair waved a hand toward the row of warming trays. “Stuffed mushrooms, deviled eggs, a mouth-watering lasagna, spicy, delicious meatballs, and shrimp kebabs. On the dessert table, there’s champagne punch, mini berry tartlets, chocolate mousse, and, of course, Dakota’s favorite—lemon meringue pie.”

         When Sinclair returned her attention to Garrett, his dark eyes were filled with heat and longing. A shudder rippled down her spine. She shifted her gaze from his and swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry.

         Why did those mischievous dark eyes and full, smirking lips get her every single time? Rett was tall and handsome. His smooth dark brown skin looked flawless. His low-cut hair, neat lineup, and freshly trimmed beard looked like he’d just stepped out of a barber’s chair. The navy blazer and navy pants he wore hung on his large frame like they were made for it. His white shirt hugged his broad chest. And he smelled like soap.

         Sinclair clutched her trusty clipboard like a shield, protecting her from the sizzling heat of Garrett Davenport’s stare. His hungry look turned her insides to molten lava. And the moment Garrett had raked his eyes over her, she’d regretted wearing a dress made of such thin, gauzy material and skipping the padded bra.

         “I’ll give you time to eat. Then maybe we can get back on schedule. I put a lot of effort into planning the perfect night for Dakota and Dexter. You’ve completely ruined my agenda.”

         “Sorry about that, Sin.” Rett sounded sincere. He set his plate down and shoved his hands in his pockets again. This time, she willed her eyes not to drop to where the fabric stretched across the front of his pants, offering a hint of what lay beneath.

         At least, she’d learned from her earlier mistake.

         Who knew that her big-headed nemesis would turn out to be so heartbreakingly handsome, thick-thighed, and luscious-looking? It honestly wasn’t fair.

         The way Rett had teased and tormented her in high school, she would’ve expected him to have scales, grown horns and a tail, and be wielding a pitchfork.

         “The delay couldn’t be helped. But you’ve done an amazing job tonight. Everything looks terrific, and everyone seems happy. Maybe you could just re—”

         “Don’t you dare tell me to relax, Garrett Davenport.” Sinclair shook a finger at him.

         A man telling her to relax was one of her ultimate pet peeves. As if she were a hysterical “little lady” who needed some big, strong man to come along and handle everything for her.

         No thanks.

         She could handle just about any situation herself just fine. Sin just needed the ridiculously handsome and annoyingly smug Garrett Davenport to do the bare minimum as the best man. Why couldn’t he have the decency to be on time for the party she’d spent the past few weeks planning?

         Because he was selfish, self-centered, and never took anything seriously. That’s why. Why would she expect anything more?

         One moment, she was dreamily taking him in. The next, he’d open his mouth and say something that would inevitably take her out of the fantasy of Garrett Davenport and bring her back to the reality of him.

         “All I’m saying is you seem stressed. You put so much pressure on yourself to make things perfect.” Garrett glanced around the room. “From where I’m standing, you’ve done just that, so cut yourself some slack.”

         That was surprisingly nice of him to say.

         “Thank you.” Sinclair frowned warily. Given their antagonistic history, where she’d given as good as she’d gotten, she felt more comfortable when they were at odds than when Rett was being complimentary. Kind words coming from those sensual lips felt like a Trojan horse meant to catch her off guard. “But I should check on the guests and get ready for the next activity.”

         He lightly grasped her wrist and leaned in close. His clean, crisp scent triggered memories of that night in Raleigh that she regretted immensely, yet frequently fantasized about.

         A mischievous grin lit his dark eyes. “You look gorgeous, Sin. And you smell incredible.”

         Sin’s breath hitched, and her wrist tingled beneath Rett’s touch. He’d whispered those words in her ear five years ago when he’d brashly suggested that he could help her work out the stress she was feeling prior to their big real estate test.

         She’d elbowed him in the gut and told Rett Davenport exactly where he could stick his offer. But later that night, after a couple of drinks to build her courage, Sinclair had shown up at Rett’s hotel room and taken him up on the offer.

         And it had been amazing.

         No way. No how. Just…no. Don’t you dare think about it.

         Sin thanked him for the compliment, then pulled free of his grip and walked away.

         Hooking up with Rett again would be a disaster—no matter how amazing the man happened to be in bed.

         An hour in the sack and you’ll never get your self-respect back.

         She could still hear her grandmother’s save-yourself-for-marriage speech in her head.

         Sinclair loved her grandmother, but she didn’t share her views. Women should be empowered to make their own choices. And yet, when it came to Garrett Davenport, maybe her grandmother had been spot-on.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Rett’s eyes followed Sinclair as she hurried away from him, as if that luscious, curvy ass of hers were on fire. Despite the hell she’d given him for being late, there was obviously still something brewing quietly between them.

         He could feel it, and it was evident she could, too. The dilation of her pupils. The way her breathing became shallow. The pretty flush across the bridge of her adorable nose and cheeks. Then there was his personal favorite: the way those nipples, which he remembered with precise detail—had poked through the thin fabric of her dress.

         Sinclair was gorgeous. And she smelled as enticing as she had that night. Like hibiscus flowers and coconut, mixed with a healthy dose of sunshine and the salt water of the beach. In a word, Sinclair had smelled like home.

         The heat in her eyes when she’d glared at him was unmistakable. He imagined she’d seen the same in his.

         Garrett loaded food onto his plate. He’d hardly eaten all day, and working in the garden had made him ravenous.

         He glanced over at Sin and couldn’t help remembering the softness of her bare skin and the taste of her warm mouth. How she’d whispered, then screamed, his name. Rett shut his eyes against the shudder of pleasure that rolled down his spine. He groaned quietly.

         Food wasn’t the only thing he was ravenous for tonight.

         His night with Sin had been incredible. The connection they’d shared was one he’d begun to think himself incapable of. It wasn’t just physical: two people having a little fun. It felt…deeply meaningful, in a way he couldn’t quite explain and still didn’t fully understand. Despite all of the reasons why he knew they should never hook up again, Rett needed to know if the depth of their connection that night had been an anomaly.

         He wasn’t looking to settle down. After spending the past several years in Charlotte, he was a top producer for his real estate brokerage. But a friend had asked him to consider relocating to Charleston to join his team there. He’d grown restless in Charlotte, and Evan’s offer seemed like an exciting opportunity in a fun, vibrant city. So he wasn’t looking to get into a long-term relationship that would keep him there on Holly Grove Island.

         Besides, Sinclair Buchanan was a spoiled beauty queen. He didn’t do high-maintenance, and he didn’t do drama. So he should be glad Sin had slunk away while he’d gone to the bathroom that night. That she hadn’t even bothered to say good night. What had happened between them was a one-time thing. Just like any other one-night stand.

         Only it wasn’t just another hookup. It was Sinclair. The girl he’d spent his teenage years fantasizing about. The girl who’d considered herself far too good for someone like him. And maybe she’d been right.

         She’d made it clear she wanted nothing more to do with him and begged him to stay quiet about their little tryst. Just as she’d implored him not to tell anyone about their heated argument that had turned into a make-out session when they were teens.

         “Sweetheart, you made it.” The voice of his mother, Ellen Ramos, startled him from his daze.

         “Hey, Ma.” Rett leaned down, allowing his mother, who was nearly a foot shorter than his height of six three, to wrap her arms around his neck and kiss his cheek.

         His mother, who was approaching sixty, was gorgeous. Her skin was supple and glowing, and there were only a few fine lines beneath her eyes. She’d traded the bob she’d worn most of her life for a smart pixie cut, and she’d allowed her hair to go all gray. It was a good look on her. The color gleamed against her dark brown skin.

         “I’m glad you made it, Rett. Your mamá was worried you wouldn’t make it.” Hector Ramos, his stepfather, slipped an arm around his mother’s waist and pulled her closer.

         The man was husky and stout. He stood about half a foot taller than his mother. She leaned her head against Hector’s shoulder. The two of them had been married for nearly twenty-five years and they were still very much in love.

         It had made him sick to his eleven-year-old stomach to see them so happy together when Hector had shown up in their lives. He’d been missing his dad and was still angry that his mother had ended their marriage.

         When Hector and his mother had eloped, his dreams of his parents reuniting had been crushed. The following year, when he was thirteen, his father had been killed in a motorcycle crash. Rett had been devastated, and he’d blamed his mother. Because if his father had still been with them, she would never have allowed him to get that motorcycle, and he would’ve still been alive.

         He’d been awful to Hector and to his mother. And eventually, he’d asked to move in with Mama Mae—his paternal grandmother. It’d broken his mother’s heart, but at his grandmother’s behest, his mother agreed to let him go live with her.

         He realized now he’d been an ass. It wasn’t his mother or Hector’s fault that his father’s bad choices had finally caught up with him. But mending his relationship with his mother and stepfather was still a work in progress. And he wasn’t close to his younger sister, Isabel, who was now twenty-two.

         “I stopped by and checked on Mama Mae before I came here. Ended up planting her entire spring garden.” Rett kept piling food on his plate.

         His mother laughed. Something she hadn’t done much when his parents were together. “Sounds like Mama Mae. She’s all right though, right?”

         “Got a nasty cold.” Garrett grabbed another plate. He was starving.

         “Still eating folks out of house and home, huh, son?” Hector chuckled.

         Fifteen years ago, Rett would’ve taken offense to Hector’s use of the word son.

         You’re not my father, and you never will be.

         Words he’d hurled at the man more times than he could count. Over the years, he’d gone from being Hector to his mother’s husband to his stepfather. Rett could still remember the first time he’d introduced Hector to someone as his stepfather ten years ago. The man had grinned, his eyes filled with tears, and he’d bear-hugged Rett.

         Which, of course, made him feel like the shitty stepson he’d always been. Hector had started calling him son soon afterward. It’d bothered Rett back then, but he’d let it slide. It was the least he could do for the man who’d finally made his mom happy. And over time, Hector’s use of the word stung far less.

         Garrett patted his stomach. “Didn’t get a chance to eat earlier. Let’s just say I’m making up for it.”

         Hector saw Chief Jones and made his way over to speak to him, leaving Rett alone with his mother.

         “Looks like you’ve run out of hands,” his mom noted. “Why don’t I make your dessert plate for you?”

         “Thanks.” Rett picked up the plate he’d made earlier. He was juggling both plates and his silverware. He glanced around the room. “Where’s Izzy?”

         “She had to work today, but she’ll be here as soon as she can.”

         “Good.” He followed his mother as she put his favorites on the plate, not bothering to ask what he did or didn’t want.

         “Speaking of good…I saw you talking to Sinclair.” She grinned. “You two seemed to be involved in an intense conversation. But intense in a good way.” She set down the plate, grabbed a glass, and ladled champagne punch into it.

         He ignored his mother’s insinuation. “She was riding me about being late.”

         “Sounds like Sinclair.” His mom laughed. “The woman knows exactly what she wants and when she wants it.” She glanced over to where Sin was deep in conversation with Dakota and Dexter. There was a hint of admiration in his mother’s dark eyes. “I’m glad Sinclair insisted on throwing this party. I’ve never seen my nephew happier than he is right now. A love like that should be celebrated.” She turned toward Rett, holding his dessert plate, his glass, and a few napkins. “Hopefully, it’ll be your turn soon.” Her gaze drifted back toward Sinclair, whose melodious laughter he could hear all the way from the other side of the room.

         “What? No. Mom…seriously. Sinclair? Believe me, I’m not the beauty queen’s type. I think she’s looking for a man who owns an island and a fleet of yachts or some shit like that.”

         “Language, Garrett Aurelius Davenport.” His mother elbowed his ribs without spilling a single crumb from his dessert plate.

         “Ow!” His mother’s pointy elbows were deadly. “But we both know it’s true.”

         “Maybe.” His mother shot another glance at Sinclair and sighed wistfully, like she was window-shopping for a future daughter-in-law. “Or maybe she only thinks that’s what she wants. I would never have expected that Hector would be my soul mate, but he is. And I’ve never been happier. Now that the two of you get along so well, it’s taken the contentment in our relationship to a whole ’nother level.”

         Translation: Your selfish behavior as a teenager ruined our happiness.

         He felt badly about that. Still. Not missing his monthly dinner date with her and Hector since he’d been back in North Carolina was his penance for robbing them of some of their marital bliss back then.

         “Where are you sitting?” his mother asked.

         He glanced over to where his friends were seated, then back at his mother. There was a hint of hopefulness in her eyes.

         “Got room for me at your table?”

         His mother’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Always, baby.”

         Her heartfelt words warmed his chest and reminded him how grateful he was that they had mended old wounds.

         Rett followed his mother to her table to eat with her, Hector, and Izzy, whenever she arrived. But when he glanced over to where Dex and Dakota stood, his eyes met Sinclair’s.

         Sin quickly dropped her gaze and studied her clipboard before turning and walking away, nearly crashing into a server.

         Rett chuckled. His mother’s words about Hector being her unexpected soul mate replayed in his head.

         Me and Sinclair as a couple?

         Never. Gonna. Happen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sinclair was exhausted but thrilled the night had gone so well. No thanks to Dexter’s best man. Garrett had waltzed in late, hadn’t sat at the designated wedding party table, and had been walking around the place like he was Holly Grove Island’s favorite prodigal son.

         Rett was charming and gregarious. And it appeared that all had been forgiven for his past sins as a moody teen who’d acted out after his mother’s remarriage and the death of his father. Sin was happy Rett had shed his reputation as the town troublemaker. She honestly wished she could let go of their ugly past, too. But she couldn’t forget how he’d teased her about her deep, Eastern Carolina accent and called her a pampered princess or Little Miss Perfect.

         He’d ridiculed her for taking her roles on the beauty pageant circuit, the cheerleading squad, and as class president so seriously. Things that were important to her. That made her who she was. And yes, she’d teased Rett pretty savagely and said some awful things to him, too. But when he’d said she was like an empty candy shell—sweet and beautiful on the outside but without a heart or a soul—those words had hurt more than anything anyone had ever said to her.

         Sinclair had pretended she couldn’t possibly care less about his teasing. But Rett’s words had pierced the wall she’d carefully constructed around her heart. She was angry with herself for still caring what Rett Davenport thought of her, but even now his words stung whenever she recalled them.

         Sin sighed. She and Rett were both here to celebrate Dex and Dakota’s love story—two decades in the making. That was all that mattered. She needed to let go of the resentment she was harboring toward Rett and the fiery attraction that filled her body with heat whenever their eyes met.

         Dexter and Dakota stood over in the corner, deep in conversation, his arms looped around her waist as she glanced up at him. For a quick, painful moment, Sinclair envied the kind of love her friends had. The kind of love that had eluded her.

         Her mother and sister had accused her of being too picky since her failed, long-term relationship with Teddy.

         Maybe she was.

         She wanted the magic and chemistry of love and attraction, but wouldn’t settle for a man who didn’t fit into her grand plan of one day running a real estate agency with her name on the sign. And she certainly couldn’t abide a man who lived aimlessly with no plan of his own. Rett Davenport fit squarely in that final bucket.

         The man had done a plethora of jobs, lived in several states, and from what she’d heard, been through countless women. He was the kind of man who could write his life plan on a quarterly calendar because he never thought beyond that.

         Sin enjoyed having fun as much as the next woman. But she had a plan for her life and career. Rett Davenport didn’t fit into either.

         Still, she couldn’t keep her eyes off the man. He was too handsome for his own good, and he practically oozed charm.

         Sin glanced over at Rett as he made his way toward one of the servers—a gorgeous, voluptuous brunette who could easily be a pinup model. Rett cornered the woman and flashed his megawatt grin.

         The woman tossed her hair over one shoulder and giggled at something Rett said. Sinclair tightened her grip on the clipboard, her blood boiling. The server was being paid to take care of the guests. Not to cuddle up to Rett. He handed the woman a piece of paper and she nodded, a wide smile spreading across her face. Then she turned and walked away.

         Sinclair rolled her eyes. Rett Davenport would never change. Not that it mattered to her. If the man wanted to continue being a pathetic skirt chaser well into his thirties, so be it.

         “Sinclair, we need to chat,” Dakota said as she and Dexter approached, both of them smiling. “Could you meet us in the conference room down the hall?”

         “Sure thing, hon. I’ll be there in ten.” Sin’s mind buzzed. What was so urgent?

         Sinclair searched the crowd for Dexter’s sister, Emerie.

         “Em, sweetie, would you be a doll and keep an eye on things for me for maybe a half hour? I’ve gotta take a quick meeting,” Sin said.

         “You’re putting me in charge?” Em grinned, accepting the clipboard Sin handed her. The younger woman propped her chin on her fist and rolled her eyes upward. “Hmm…should I bring in male strippers or should we do body shots?”

         “Emerie Roberts, don’t you dare…” Sin frowned when Em went into a fit of laughter.

         “I’m just messing with you, Sin.” Em draped an arm over her shoulder. “You’ve done an amazing job tonight. You can trust me to keep the party on track. We’ll save the male dancers for the bachelorette party.” She winked.

         Now that was a plan Sin could get behind.

         Sin retrieved her planner and headed for the conference room, where Dexter sat with his arm looped around Dakota, seated beside him.

         “So what’s this…” Sin froze. A knot tightened in her gut and a lump formed in her throat.

         Garrett was seated across from Dakota and Dexter, and the three of them were staring at her. Sin cleared her throat and slid into a chair across from the couple, leaving an open space between her and Garrett. She tried to ignore the uneasy feeling that slid over her the moment she realized Rett was included in their little impromptu meeting.

         “What’s going on, you two? Is everything all right?” she asked.

         “Everything is fine, Sin,” Dexter assured her. “But there’s been a change of plans.”

         “What kind of change? Did you decide to go with the beach ceremony after all?” Sinclair glanced between Dakota and Dexter.

         “Dex just learned of a cancellation here at the resort, so we’ve secured the earlier date,” Dakota said.

         They’d have a little less time to work with. No problem.

         Sinclair opened her planner and pulled out her expensive fountain pen. “How far up are we moving the wedding? Next spring instead of next summer?”

         “We booked a date seven weeks from today.”

         “I can work with seven months. A fall wedding would be lovely.” Sinclair turned her calendar to November.

         “I’m pretty sure Dakota just said seven weeks, Sin,” Rett said.

         Her attention snapped to his. Then she turned to her friends. “You’re getting married in seven weeks?”

         “Yes, but don’t panic. We’re going to scale our plans back. Keep things basic.” Dakota leaned into Dexter. “I don’t need a big, lavish wedding. We just want to get married surrounded by the people we love.”

         It was touching that Dexter and Dakota were focused on what was important. But Sinclair had helped Dakota plan her wedding. She knew exactly what her friend wanted, and it certainly wasn’t “basic.”

         What had prompted this change of heart?

         “That’s really sweet,” Sin said carefully. “But what about all of the plans we made for your dream wedding?”

         There was a flash of sadness on her friend’s face. A micro expression gone so quickly Sinclair almost missed it.

         Dakota did want the elaborate cake and custom bridal gowns. None of which were an option in seven weeks.

         “Like I said, none of that is really important.” Dakota’s expression faltered a bit.

         Dexter seemed to sense Dakota’s sadness, too. He kissed her temple and whispered something in her ear. She offered a forced smile and nodded in response.

         Sinclair stood, her arms folded. She stared between them. “Okay, you two. What’s really going on?”

         Dakota and Dexter looked at each other, then laughed. Dakota nodded again.

         “We’re pregnant.” A huge grin split Dexter’s face.

         “Oh my God, that’s amazing.” Sinclair pressed her fingers to her lips. Her eyes stung with tears of joy for her friends. “I’m ecstatic for you. But why didn’t you just say so?”

         “It’s still really early.” Dakota placed a protective hand over her belly. “I’ll be thirty-five when the baby is born, so this is considered a high-risk pregnancy. We wanted to wait until I’m in my second trimester before we got everyone’s hopes up.”

         Sin understood her friends’ hesitance. Still, she was a little hurt that they hadn’t shared their happy news with her sooner.

         “And you’d like to be married before the baby arrives,” Garrett said. “No problem. We’ll do whatever it takes to make this wedding happen in seven weeks.”

         “We?” Sinclair raised a brow. The man hadn’t lifted a finger to make this engagement party happen. All he’d done was float in when it suited him and eaten his weight in appetizers. Now, suddenly we were going to make sure this wedding happened in a month and a half?

         Yeah. Sure, sporty.

         “I’d better get on the plans for your bachelor party.” Garrett rubbed his bearded chin.

         He hadn’t had the beard when they were in Raleigh, and Sin wondered how it would feel.

         She cringed, angry with herself for entertaining the thought—even for a moment.

         Stay focused, girl. Stay focused.

         “With the abbreviated timeline, we’d prefer not to have separate bachelor and bachelorette parties,” Dexter said.

         “No bachelor party?” Garrett looked heartbroken. “Honestly, it’s no big deal. I could plan it in a day or two.”

         “I know,” Dex said. “But even before we learned about the baby, we’d been thinking it would be nice to do a joint bachelor and bachelorette party. Something family-friendly the entire town could attend.”

         Family-friendly? Now Sin was heartbroken. So much for the penis-shaped cookies she’d planned to bake.

         “Are you two sure about this? Because I agree with Rett.” Now there’s something you don’t hear every day. “I know you have a shortened timeline, but we could plan your bachelor and bachelorette parties pretty quickly.”

         “I realize you’re both disappointed,” Dakota said. “But we’re counting on you to work together on this.” Her best friend’s eyes pleaded as she glanced between Sinclair and Garrett.

         “Of course.” Sinclair slumped into her seat.

         “Whatever you want,” Garrett promised. “We’ll make it happen.”

         “Thank you, Rett.” Dakota sounded relieved. “Now, I really have to pee. Dexter will bring you up to speed with the new wedding date. Excuse me.”

         Garrett’s phone buzzed. He pulled it from inside his suit jacket and looked at the screen.

         Sinclair couldn’t help looking at it, too. The name Nat and the smiling face of a gorgeous younger woman filled the screen. Sin felt a twinge of something. Jealousy maybe?

         No, that would be ridiculous. She had no claim on Rett Davenport. What she felt was annoyance. Couldn’t the man ever stay on task?

         “I need to take this call.” Garrett followed Dakota out of the conference room, closing the door behind him.

         Dexter tapped his fingers on the table. “Sin, I’m sorry we didn’t tell you about the baby earlier, but—”

         “It’s okay, but there’s something else I’d like to talk to you about.”

         “Okay. Shoot.”

         “You know Dakota isn’t being straight with you about not wanting any of the frills she’d planned for her wedding, right?”

         Dexter sighed heavily and rubbed his chin. “Yeah, I caught that just now, too. Kind of took me by surprise because it was Kota’s idea to move the wedding up rather than wait until after the baby is born. She seemed completely on board with the idea then.”

         “I think it just dawned on her what she’s giving up,” Sin said. “But maybe she doesn’t have to.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “I mean I’ll do whatever it takes to give my friend some version of her dream wedding.” A plan was forming in Sin’s head. It would require a little ingenuity and a whole lot of hustle, but with some help, she could make this happen.

         “You’re a good friend, Sin. I appreciate what you’re offering, but Dakota and I couldn’t possibly ask you to take this on.”

         “You didn’t ask, I’m offering. In fact, I insist. And I’m sure your mom and sister and Ms. Lila would be happy to help.”

         “Count me in, too.” Garrett slid into his seat. “Whatever you need, I’ve got you.”

         “I can handle this.” Sin shot Rett a look of irritation. “Besides, after tonight, you’ll be back in Charlotte.”

         “Actually, I thought I’d stay in town for a bit,” Garrett said. “That’d give us plenty of time to game-plan this wedding.”

         “That means a lot to us,” Dexter said. “But are you sure you two will be able to—”

         “We’ll be fine. Right, Sin?” Garrett glanced over at her.

         “Of course.” Sin sat taller and forced a smile. “Now, let’s get down to details.”

         Sin jotted down notes and formulated a plan in her head. She’d ensure that her best friend had her dream wedding, even if it meant partnering up with The Devil Davenport to make it happen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Rett was dead on his feet and could think of nothing he wanted more than to go back to Mama Mae’s place and crash in his old bedroom.

         It was late, and just about everyone had left, including Dexter and Dakota.

         His aunt Marilyn and cousin Emerie had planned to stay and help wrap up, but he’d insisted they go home. Like it or not, he and Sinclair were a team now. So he’d help Sinclair finish up anything the staff wasn’t handling.

         “I’ve got it, Rett. You should go now,” Sinclair said as he approached. “Your new friend is probably getting off soon.”

         “My new friend?”

         What the hell is Sinclair talking about?

         “Here’s everything you asked for.” Melissa, the server he’d spoken to earlier, approached. She handed him a large bag, packed with leftovers. “I piled on the icing for your grandmother and added a little something extra for you.” She winked.

         “Thank you, Melissa.” Rett flashed a grateful smile. In his business, it was important to remember names. He reached into his pocket and slipped her a twenty. “My grandmother is gonna love you for this.”

         A seductive smile slid across the woman’s mouth, and she sank her teeth into her full lower lip. She raked her fingers through her glossy hair, flipping it over her shoulder. Then she gave him an adorable little wave. “Well, good night.”

         “Good night, Melissa.” Rett curbed his smile. Polite, but not inviting. Under any other circumstance, this woman would be his type. But tonight, he was too exhausted to flirt with anyone.

         After a long, awkward pause, Melissa walked away.

         When he turned around, Sinclair stared at him, blinking.

         “What…you thought I—”

         “I saw you talking to her earlier,” Sin said. “I assumed—”

         “Have you been watching me all night?” He raised a brow, amused.

         “I happened to see you cornering the poor girl. I had to make sure nothing…untoward was going on. Doesn’t constitute—”

         “Stalking?” he offered.

         “Me? Stalking you? In your dreams, Rett Davenport.” Sin folded her arms, clearly insulted. “I do not stalk people.”

         Her outrage was amusing bordering on adorable. But he managed to keep a straight face.

         “Hmm.” Rett’s gaze lingered on Sinclair, taking in the way the light danced off the flecks of gold and green in her hazel eyes, her sensuous lips, and the curve of her throat. Tracing all of the places his lips had once been. He sighed quietly, hating that he couldn’t seem to stop reliving the night they’d spent together. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

         Sin narrowed her gaze at him, then gathered her leather planner under one arm. She slipped her designer bag on the opposite shoulder, then balanced an overflowing box on her hip.

         “Let me grab that.” Rett had to practically wrestle the box from her.

         Sin muttered her thanks, then stooped to pull out several boxes stowed beneath a table.

         “You were going to carry all of this to your car yourself rather than asking for help?”

         Rett admired an independent woman; he really did. But this woman was stubborn and defiant just for the hell of it. He would’ve thought that the beauty queen would’ve gotten a kick out of having him schlep around her crap. But no, not Sinclair I’ll-do-it-my-damn-self Buchanan.

         “There were no luggage carts, so—”

         “I’ll find one.” Rett put a hand on the soft, smooth skin of Sin’s bare shoulder, halting her progress toward the door. He set the box on the table. “Just give me a minute, all right?”

         She offered a reluctant nod and sat on the edge of the table.

         Rett retrieved a luggage cart from a guest who’d just returned it to the lobby. He rolled it into the ballroom. “We got lucky.”

         “Fantastic.” Sinclair hung her bag on a hook. “Now that I have this, I can handle the rest myself.” She squatted to load one of the boxes onto the cart.

         Rett stooped beside her, trying his best not to concentrate on how amazing Sinclair smelled. “I want to help, Sin.”

         “Thanks, Rett.” Sin flashed a hint of a smile.

         Is the ice princess thawing a little?

         He must’ve done something right. But it was too early to celebrate.

         They loaded everything onto the cart. Then he pushed it toward the automatic glass doors, with Sin trailing behind him.

         “Where’s your car?” he asked once they’d exited the glass doors into the chilly night air.

         “My SUV is over there.”

         The salty sea breeze coming off the Atlantic Ocean swirled, whipping Sin’s hair across her face and billowing her dress. She wrapped her arms around herself and bowed her head, shielding her face from the wind.

         The early spring temperature had dropped considerably in the Outer Banks since the sun had set, and the air was cold and crisp. The wind knifed through the fabric of his pants and jacket, chilling him.

         Sinclair shivered in her thin, sleeveless dress. Her nose and cheeks had turned an angry shade of red.

         “Where’s your jacket?” Garrett scolded.

         “In the SUV.” She rubbed her arms, pebbled with chill bumps. “I’ll be fine, I—”

         He removed his suit jacket and draped it over her shoulders, pulling it closed.

         “Thank you.” Sin looked stunned by his act of chivalry. Her tone had softened. “But I’m the one who didn’t bring my jacket in. You shouldn’t suffer because of my poor judgment.”

         “You wouldn’t let me buy you lunch or dinner in Raleigh.” Garrett stepped closer, shielding her body from the wind at his back. “But what if, just this once, you let me be the gentleman, huh?”

         Rett’s eyes were drawn to the movement of the muscles of Sin’s throat as she swallowed. Heat radiated in his chest, and time seemed to slow. As the cold winds swirled around them, the warmth between them seemed to grow.

         “Then maybe you’d like to pull up the Lexus so we can load it.” Sin held out her keys, her breath visible in the chilly air.

         Garrett raised an eyebrow, his arms folded. “You trust me to drive your car?”

         “SUV,” she corrected. “And it’s like ten feet. If you can’t manage that, I’mma need to call the DMV and suggest they consider revoking your license.”

         “Point made.” Garrett accepted the keys. “Still, I’m counting this as a win.”

         “Do whatever makes you happy.” Sin pulled the jacket around her tightly. “But it’s freezing out here, so would you mind doing it just a teensy bit faster?”

         “Yes, ma’am. You should wait inside where it’s warmer.”

         To his surprise, Sinclair didn’t object. She hurried inside and stood beneath the heat vent.

         Garrett jogged over to the black Lexus SUV and hopped inside. He pulled up to the main entrance. Then he loaded the boxes in the rear hatch, as Sin requested.

         “The leather seats are warm now,” Rett said.

         Sinclair approached the vehicle and pulled his jacket around her. The innocuous motion triggered something in his chest. He helped Sin into the SUV.

         “Your jacket.” Sin started to remove the garment.

         Rett held up a hand. “We’ll be seeing a lot of each other the next few weeks. I’ll get it next time.”

         “Thank you.” Sin settled his jacket on her shoulders again. “Are you staying at your mom’s?”

         “No. I’m headed back to Mama Mae’s. I noticed a few projects at the house that could use some attention.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, trying not to shiver despite the frigid wind slicing through him.

         “Your grandmother lives in a prime area. If she puts some money into the place, I could get her top dollar for it,” Sin said.

         “As could I. Real estate agent too, remember.” He jabbed a thumb to his chest.

         “I’m sure you know your territory well.” Her eyes danced with amusement. “But around here, I’m the queen. I’ve even been dabbling in design whenever my clients require renovations. I throw it in as an extra service, but it nets a bigger payday for both of us so…win-win.”

         Sin opened her planner and handed him a business card. “Let Mama Mae know I’d be happy to come by and look at the place, if she ever considers selling it.”

         He studied the fancy, embossed gold script lettering against the black card that was so very Sinclair. He shoved it into his pocket.

         “Good to know,” Rett said. “In the meantime, I’ll probably stay through the week. So maybe we can meet in a couple of days to game-plan the wedding and this joint bachelor/bachelorette event.” He grimaced.

         Sin broke into laughter. “I’m not thrilled about this coed party either. I had some raunchy games and pastries in mind. Definitely not family-friendly.”

         Rett chuckled, too. But the image of the beauty queen handing out dick-shaped éclairs sent him to a place it was best they didn’t go. Rett tried to clear his head of the memories running rampant through his mind.

         He didn’t speak. Hell, he could hardly breathe thinking of that night. Sin seemed to mistake his silence for unwillingness.

         “I realize wedding planning isn’t your thing. And since we’re no longer doing a traditional bachelor party, why don’t you just let me take care of the wedding planning and the prewedding party? If we need to consult, we can do a video conference.”

         “This isn’t a question of your capability, Sin. I want to be involved. And I’m not taking no for an answer.”

         Did he want to play amateur wedding planner with the beauty queen? Hell no. But this was the bare minimum he could do to repay Dexter for always having his back and for being the voice of reason during those times when Rett’s life had gone to a dark place.

         He was in this thing, and Sinclair would just have to deal with it. It was seven weeks. They’d survive.

         Sinclair sighed quietly. “Where’d you park?”

         “Out back.” He pointed in the distance.

         “Get in. I’ll take you to your car.”

         Garrett trotted around the black SUV and climbed inside. He directed her to where the GTO was parked. She pulled beside it.

         “That is a beautiful car. But those older cars take a while to heat up. I’ll wait while it does, if you want.” Sin shrugged.

         “Thanks.” Rett tried not to sound shocked by her offer. He hopped out and started his car, the engine roaring to life. Then he got back inside Sin’s Lexus.

         There were a few moments of awkward silence before Sin finally turned to him, half of her face lit by the overhead lighting in the parking lot. “If you’re still in town on Wednesday, we could meet for lunch. One p.m. at Lila’s Café?”

         He rubbed his freezing hands together and nodded. “I’ll meet you there at one.”

         “And don’t be late.” Sin raised a brow.

         “No, ma’am.” Rett couldn’t help smiling. Maybe working together for the next few weeks wouldn’t be as bad as he feared. And while he didn’t expect that they’d suddenly become best friends, he at least hoped they could be cordial. After all, their best friends were getting married and having a kid. They’d be seeing a lot more of each other.

         “Thanks again for your help tonight,” Sin said.

         “My pleasure.” His gaze was drawn to the lush lower lip Sin was nibbling on. For the briefest moment, he entertained the possibility of leaning across the console and capturing those pouty lips in a kiss.

         But his brain reminded him that kissing Sin was an incredibly bad idea.

         She’d either throat punch him or they’d end up back at her place. Neither scenario would be good. Which was why it was probably best if he took his leave. Now.

         “Let me know you got home all right,” he said.

         “I’ll be fine.”

         “Then indulge me. Otherwise, I’ll be worried. And if I have to come over there in my pajamas to check on you, just know I’m gonna be pissed.” Rett was only half joking.

         “Fine. I’ll call you. Good night.”

         Rett said good night, then climbed into the idling GTO as Sinclair drove off. He sighed and leaned back against the headrest.

         He should’ve let Sin handle this wedding stuff. But he couldn’t pass up the chance to work closely with the hazel-eyed firecracker who’d been living rent-free in his brain since their night together. Maybe spending more time with Sinclair would cure him of this persistent attraction to the one woman he should be avoiding.

         Yet, as he drove toward Mama Mae’s, he was already anticipating seeing Sin again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Sinclair checked the time on her phone again as the couple she’d already shown five houses to this week bickered over whether or not the home with a shared pool would suffice.

         She’d already played referee for this couple on three other “debates” today. Quite frankly, she was losing interest in this sale. Not that she hadn’t navigated the muddy waters with indecisive couples with wildly different tastes before. But today her patience was running thin.

         She and Rett were meeting at Lila’s Café in less than an hour, and the Murphys hadn’t even made it inside the house. After she’d lambasted Rett about being late to the engagement party, she could hardly arrive late to their first planning meeting.

         Time to play referee again.

         Sin put on her broadest smile. “Why don’t we tour the house first? If you both hate it, we can move on. Or perhaps you’ll find it’s worth the shared pool situation.”

         The man’s taut jaw softened, as did the woman’s shoulders. He smiled at his wife, and she responded in kind. The man took his wife’s hand and they followed Sin into the house.

         After giving the Murphys a tour of the spacious first floor, Sin sent them to explore the upper level for themselves. She was banking on them being floored by the view of the ocean from the primary bedroom upstairs.

         She picked up her phone and pulled up Garrett’s contact. His smiling face appeared beside his name, and there was a subtle fluttering in her belly. Sinclair sank her teeth into her lower lip and tucked her hair behind one ear.

         Sin could still hear Garrett’s sultry voice when she’d called to let him know she’d gotten home safely. The gravelly, half-asleep sound of his already deep voice sent waves of want down her spine. She found herself wondering whether Garrett slept naked. Something she hadn’t hung around long enough to discover during their imprudent tryst five years ago.

         Honestly, she felt badly about slinking out of Rett’s room while he was in the bathroom without so much as a Thank you, sir. You completely rocked my world. She’d often berated herself for succumbing to curiosity and sleeping with Rett. But she was honestly more ashamed of how she’d bounced afterward without saying goodbye.

         She’d panicked, suddenly feeling vulnerable about having put herself in such a compromising position with Rett—the boy who’d teased her in high school. So she’d gotten dressed and fled the scene of the “crime” as quickly as she could, hoping they’d both just forget the incident and never speak of it again.

         She’d been kinder to the plumber who’d fixed her clogged drain than she had to the man who could run a clinic on how to lay the pipe. Sin closed her eyes briefly in response to an involuntary shudder. Garrett Davenport was amazing in bed. The man could teach a master class on how to please a woman. Repeatedly.

         Sinclair drew in a deep breath, then released it. If she was this worked up just thinking about Garrett’s voice, perhaps calling him wasn’t the best move. She’d text instead.

         
            Caught up with indecisive clients. Might be a little late. See you at Lila’s Café as soon as I can get there. Sorry.

         

         She slipped the phone back into her skirt pocket, determined not to stare at the screen, awaiting those three little dots that indicated he was typing his response. She wasn’t fifteen and Rett wasn’t her boyfriend. They had mutual friends and one ill-advised sexual encounter. And it had been sex—just sex—and nothing more.

         Still, when she heard the alert that she’d received a text message, she snatched the phone from her pocket and read it.

         
            No rush. Whenever you get there is fine. It’ll give me a chance to catch up with Ms. Lila. But thanks for the heads-up.

         

         A slight wave of disappointment ran through her and she wasn’t sure why. What had she expected him to say? That he’d be awaiting her arrival with bated breath?

         Seriously, girl. Pull it together.

         Maybe it was her best friend’s impending wedding and unexpected good news that had made her regard Rett more warmly than she normally would. Or maybe it was because Garrett Davenport had shown up at that engagement party looking like a tall glass of sweet tea on the hottest day of summer, and a sister was parched.

         Her dating life was a tumbleweed-littered ghost town in the desert. Thankfully, her career and her best friend’s return to the island had kept her too busy to dwell on the fact that her lady bits were turning to dust.

         “Oh my God!”

         Mrs. Murphy’s squeal of pleasure brought Sin back to the present. They’d obviously just seen the view.

         Sinclair smiled. This house might be the one after all. Thankfully, she was better at finding the perfect home for her clients than she was at finding the perfect match for herself.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Rett opened the glass door with LILA’S CAFÉ written on it and stepped inside the diner where he’d spent so much of his time as a kid. The aromas of buttermilk fried chicken, chicken-fried steak, creamy mashed potatoes, and mouth-watering gravy practically wrapped themselves around him, inviting him to sit for a spell.

         “Garrett! I was hoping you’d stop by.” Lila Gayle wiped her hands on a towel tucked in the waist of her apron. “We barely had a chance to say hello at the party.”

         She greeted him with the same welcoming grin and warm hug that had made him feel at home there as a teenager. A godsend when he’d been struggling after his mother’s remarriage and the death of his dad.

         Ms. Lila had taken pity on him and eventually given him a job there as a busboy. She’d even overlooked the fact that he ate his weight in free food.

         “Good to see you, Ms. Lila.” Rett grinned. Ms. Lila and Dakota’s dad were like two giddy teenagers in love, despite being in their sixties, and he was happy for both of them. “Congrats again to you and Chief Jones. I can’t think of two people who deserve a second shot at love more.”

         “That’s sweet of you, love.” The British ex-pat’s accent deepened, and her cheeks flushed. She grabbed a menu. “Table for one?”

         “Actually, I’m meeting Sinclair. She’s running a little late.”

         His face warmed in response to the older woman’s hiked brow and knowing expression.

         “You and Sinclair, huh?” Lila Gayle grabbed a second menu. She made her way to a booth at the back of the café. The booth that had always been preferred by teenage lovers when he was in high school because it offered the most privacy.

         “We’re going over plans for this prewedding event Dex and Dakota want. That’s all,” he clarified. “So we won’t require the lovers booth.”

         Secret hookups no one else knows about don’t count.

         “I’ve never called it that, darlin’.” Lila Gayle shrugged innocently. Her sparkling blue eyes danced as she tried to hold back a grin. “You did. The reason I brought you back here is because I thought it would be quieter. But if you’d prefer to sit elsewhere—”

         “No, this is fine. The plans are kind of a surprise, so maybe it is best if we sit back here.”

         “Let Oliver and I know how we can help.” Ms. Lila smiled softly. “We’re so excited about Dakota and Dex making a life together in her childhood home. It’s nice to know that the next generation will know that house was always filled with love.”

         Had she guessed Dakota was expecting? Either way, he’d committed to keeping his mouth shut, so he would.

         “I’ve missed your cooking, Ms. Lila. What’re the specials today?”

         She rattled them off, then went to greet a small group that entered the café.

         Rett pulled his phone from his pocket and set it on the table. No new messages from Sinclair. He’d keep himself occupied by going over some real estate listings for a client. During his seven years in real estate, he’d always worked solo, and he’d done well. But at the request of his broker-in-charge, he’d been mentoring Natalie—a young agent who’d been struggling—and they’d formed an informal partnership.

         She was showing his listings and handling anything his clients might need while he was away. And Rett shared new leads with her, mostly referrals from past clients.

         He typed a few quick emails on his phone and sipped the cherry lemonade Ms. Lila set in front of him without him having to ask for it. And because she was Ms. Lila, who’d been like a second mother to him, she’d brought him a small dish of shepherd’s pie, in case he was hungry while he waited.

         Nearly a half hour after their meeting time, he heard the distinct twang of Sin’s voice as she greeted Ms. Lila and was directed to his booth.

         He set down his phone, standing as Sin approached. Despite his faults, he was still a born-and-bred southern boy. His grandmother would be disappointed if he didn’t stand when a lady joined him at the table.

         “Sorry I’m late.” Sin sounded frazzled. She tucked a few strands of her honey-blond highlights behind one ear. “I’ve been showing beach houses to a couple from Ohio. I was beginning to doubt whether I could find a place that suited them both.”

         “But you did.” Rett smiled. It wasn’t a question. He could see the excitement in her eyes.

         “Got the contract in my hot little hands.” She tapped her designer bag and did a little wiggle of her hips that made him swallow hard.

         “Congrats, Sinclair. We should consider this a celebration, as well as a planning meeting.” He gestured toward the other side of the booth. “Have a seat.”

         She slid into the booth, and he did, too.

         “Hope you didn’t hurry on my account, Sin. I could’ve kept myself busy a bit longer, or we could’ve rescheduled.”

         “I make it a point to respect other people’s time,” she said. “But once the Murphys agreed they wanted to put in an offer, there was no way I was letting those two out of that house until they’d signed the contract. I sent it to the listing agent from my phone.”

         “I would’ve done the same.”

         “Thanks for understanding. Now, let’s eat. I’m starving.” Sin picked up her menu.

         They placed their orders. Country-fried steak, homemade mac and cheese, and fried green tomatoes for him. Black-eyed peas, fried green tomatoes, and a cucumber salad for her.

         “Where do we begin? With the wedding or the prewedding party?” Rett sipped his lemonade. “Is that what we’re calling this bachelor/bachelorette party? ’Cause it’s a hell of a lot easier to say.”

         “Works for me.” The sunlight danced off the flecks of gold and green in Sin’s eyes. “As to which event takes precedence, I’d like to think we can walk and chew gum. Given the time frame we’re working with, we don’t have much choice.”

         Sin pulled out her leather planner and opened it to a page with Dakota and Dexter’s Wedding written in fancy, colorful script. Sin uncapped her pricey fountain pen.

         She glanced over at him. “It’s the wedding folks remember, so I’m going to ensure that my best friend gets her dream wedding.”

         “We’ve only got a few weeks to make that happen,” Rett said.

         It was a tall order, but if anyone could pull it off, it was the fierce, former class president seated across from him. Sin had taken her duties seriously, managing every fundraiser, charity drive, and event like a drill sergeant. She might leave a trail of folks cursing the day she was born in her wake; but Rett had no doubt Sinclair Buchanan would get the job done. He just hoped they’d both survive the next several weeks.

         “It’s six and a half weeks at this point.” Sin turned to a calendar in her book. “Every day, every hour, counts.”

         Damn. There she was again giving him that scolding schoolteacher vibe. And he was totally into it. Yep, there was definitely something wrong with him. Maybe he had a fever.

         “Okay, we’ve got six and a half weeks.” Rett shrugged. “Where do we begin?”

         A devious smile spread across Sinclair’s face. “Why, Garrett, I’m so glad you asked.”
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