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It was the bridal party from hell. The gold leaf, crystal chandeliers, and acres of Italian marble of the Grand Terrace Ballroom couldn’t dress up the fact that a hot mess was currently in progress. From her vantage point on the upper balcony that ringed the hotel’s sunken ballroom, Frankie could see it all.


The groomsmen, in their Armani and Brioni, were overgrown frat boys destined to spend their lives reliving their prep school glory days. Their trust funds were cushy enough to buy their way out of any real trouble.


The bridesmaids were worse. All working on landing husband number two—or three in Taffany’s case. They were on the prowl for men who came with a favorable prenup and a yacht in Saint Tropez.


To Frankie, it was a literal circus. But there wasn’t much she wouldn’t do for the bride, including standing up for her best friend in a three-ring mess of a $350,000 wedding. Pru and Chip were the golden couple of the Upper West Side. College sweethearts who had found their way back to each other. And Frankie was more than happy to be a part of their extravagantly special big day.


If this engagement party was any indicator of how fabulous the destination wedding would be, Frankie wasn’t sure how a poor, sarcastic girl from Brooklyn with big hair would fare amongst the who’s who in Barbados. But for Pru, she’d give it her best shot.


Besides, it gave her a chance to ogle the best man in person. She snagged a champagne glass from a passing tray, winking at the server who joined her against the balustrade. She eyed Aiden Kilbourn across the room. Impeccable, aloof, and painfully beautiful.


“I can’t believe we got this gig,” Jana, the server hissed. “I never in a million years thought I’d see Manhattan’s Most Eligible Bachelor in person, let alone serve him champagne!”


“Don’t spill anything on him, Jan,” Frankie cautioned.


“You mean ‘don’t pull a Frankie.’” Jana smirked.


Frankie lifted a shoulder. “The guy grabbed my ass. What was I supposed to do, not drop a tray of canapés on his lap?”


“You’re my hero,” Jana sighed.


“Yeah, yeah. Get back down there before they start sobering up. And tell Hansen to maybe migrate away from the ladies’ room. He’s not getting any phone numbers tonight.”


Jana tossed her a mock salute. “On it, boss.”


Frankie watched Jana nimbly skip down the stairs, tray aloft. As soon as Pru and Chip had announced their engagement, she’d snapped up a second job with a catering company, knowing the cost of doing business with the privileged. She wasn’t about to let Pru pay for her bridesmaid dress or her plane tickets, though the offer was there. Frankie was determined to hang with the socialites just this once without being a charity case, even if it bankrupted her.


She ran a hand over her two seasons-old Marchessa that she and Pru had found at an upscale consignment shop in the Village. It was hard to find couture that fit her curves. Pru and the rest of the bridesmaids were nymphy waifs. All blonde, all thin, all B-cups. Well, except for Cressida. Her double Ds spilled out of her size zero Marc Jacobs. Either the woman was blessed with incredible genetics, or they weren’t real. But without getting a handful, Frankie couldn’t tell for sure.


Speaking of good genes, she turned her attention back to the man in the white tuxedo jacket. He had a hand in his pocket in that effortlessly casual stance that the rich were born with.


At forty, Aiden was Manhattan’s unicorn bachelor. Never married—just a rotating cast of arm candy, the longest of which had lasted nearly three whole months. He rarely smiled, unlike the rest of the cast of characters who pasted on their phony “great to see you” grins. It looked as though he was perhaps as uncomfortable as she was in the thick of things.


Pruitt waved to Frankie from the center of the throng. Maid of honor duty engaged. Frankie pasted on a smile of her own before taking to the stairs to join the party. She wove her way between gold cushioned chairs and ivory linen-draped cocktail tables. It’s funny how good the wealthy smelled. All subtle, rich scents as if it emanated from their pores.


“You look amazing, Frankie,” Pru told her, dropping the double kiss on the cheeks and squeezing her hand.


“Me? Have you looked in a mirror tonight? You look like a high-fashion model pretending to be at an engagement shoot.”


“Good enough to eat,” Chip, the golden groom, said swooping in to kiss his bride-to-be.


They glowed at each other, and Frankie felt like she was intruding. “Well, I should get back—”


“Uh-uh. Not until you meet Aiden,” Pru said, dragging her attention away from Chip. On cue, Chip waved at the man.


“That’s okay. I can meet him at the ceremony,” Frankie said.


“Frankie doesn’t like high-society people,” Pru stage whispered to Chip.


Chip slid an affectionate arm around Frankie’s shoulders. “Good thing she made an exception for us, seeing as we’re classy as fuck.”


Franchesca laughed. “You should have put that on your wedding invitations.”


Hansen the server approached with a tray of beef crostini, and Chip snatched one off the tray. He popped it into his mouth, eyes rolling back in his head. “Ummm. Frankie, we owe you for the catering recommendation. Delicious.”


Frankie gave Hansen a nod in the direction of where Pru’s father was glowering in the corner. The man hadn’t gotten over the fact that Chipper Randolph III had unceremoniously dumped his little girl in the months after college graduation when she’d been expecting a ring. But he was picking up the bill for this shindig, and Frankie was determined to make sure his stomach was full to prevent any hangry outbursts.


“Chip. Pru.” The voice was a full octave deeper than Chip’s. Smooth, cultured. Frankie considered asking him to read the grocery list she had stashed in her hand-me-down clutch just so she could listen to him pronounce edamame.


“Aiden!” The good breeding kicked in automatically, and Chip turned to his best friend to make the introductions. “Frankie, this is Aiden Kilbourn, my best man. Aiden, this is Franchesca Baranski, the maid of honor.”


“Frankie,” Aiden said, extending his hand. “That’s an interesting name.”


Frankie gripped and shook. “We’ve got a Taffany and a Davenport in the bridal party, and I’m the one with an interesting name?”


His already cool expression chilled a few degrees. Obviously, he wasn’t used to being educated by an underling. “I was merely making an observation.”


“You were pre-judging,” she countered.


“Sometimes a judgment begs to be made.”


She was still holding his hand. Annoyance had her tightening her grip. He returned the squeeze, and Frankie dropped his hand unceremoniously.


“So, Aiden,” Pru began brightly. “I met Franchesca my first semester at NYU. She’s brilliant—full-ride scholarship—and she graduated a semester early with a 4.0. Franchesca works part-time for a nonprofit while pursuing her MBA.”


Frankie shot daggers at Pru. She didn’t need her best friend trying to talk her up to a snobbish ass.


“Aiden is COO of his family’s business. Mergers and acquisitions,” Chip supplied. “I don’t remember his GPA from Yale. But it wasn’t as good as yours, Frankie.”


She was about to excuse herself and track down another tray of champagne when the DJ changed it up. The first beats of “Uptown Funk” brought half of Manhattan’s elite rushing to the dance floor like someone had announced the new Birkin bag was available.


Pru’s hand clamped down on her arm. “It’s our song!” she squealed. “Let’s go!”


Frankie allowed Pru to tow her toward the dance floor. They slid seamlessly into their choreographed dance crafted two years earlier after one of Frankie’s moderately disappointing breakups. They’d polished off two entire pizzas with three bottles of wine and spent the rest of the evening choreographing the perfect ass shaker.


“I couldn’t tell if you two were fighting or flirting,” Pru yelled over the music.


“Flirting? You’re joking, right? I’m way out of his league.”
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Aiden had a headache by the time he’d crossed the marble lobby of the Regency Hotel, one of the bride’s family’s holdings. And he knew an evening spent in the company of the Brat Pack of groomsmen and a few dozen people looking to marry him off, secure his investment, or beg some free advice would only make it worse.


But it was the price he paid for privilege. He handed the empty champagne flute to a passing server and wished for scotch. But drinking away his headache wouldn’t do anyone any favors tonight.


“How about Margeaux?” Chip asked, jerking his chin in the direction of the model tall, waif-slim blonde. She wore a gold gown with a slit practically to her chin. She was ruthlessly styled, hair perfect, makeup impeccable. She never ate or smiled in public.


“How about not on your life? She looks like the equivalent of an ice cube in bed.” Since Chip had found his lasting happiness with Pruitt, he’d made it his mission to drag his best friend Aiden along with him for the ride.


“Yeah, she’s horrible,” Chip agreed. “But Pru was her maid of honor so…” he winced. “I’m going to do you a favor and skip over Taffany.”


“Thanks,” Aiden said dryly. The woman rebranded herself as Taffany after a second cousin named her baby Tiffany. She was the quintessential party girl. A week didn’t go by when she wasn’t plastered across the gossip blogs flashing her crotch in dresses short enough to be shirts and falling out of rock stars’ SUVs in front of clubs.


“How about Cressida?” Chip offered, pointing his glass at yet another blonde. This one’s breasts couldn’t be bothered to stay within the confines of her couture corset. The rest of her was a tan skeleton. She was frowning fiercely and pacing in a short six-foot radius as she yelled into her cellphone in German.


“She seems nice,” Aiden observed sarcastically.


“She seems like she’d cut your balls off and then ransom you for them,” Chip said cheerfully.


“How about Frankie?” Aiden asked, warming to the game. His gaze flicked to her on the dance floor. Her hair was dark, thick, heavy with curls. Her body was lushly curved as highlighted by the simple gold slip gown she wore. Her wide mouth was curved in a generous smile as she laughed at something Pruitt said.


“Oh, she’s too good for you,” Chip said. “She’s smart and sarcastic. She’d be too much work for you.”


“I see what you’re doing,” Aiden said. He flagged down a server and ordered a Macallan. One wouldn’t hurt. One might take the edge off a bit.


“What am I doing? I’m trying to save you from a woman who clearly isn’t your type.”


“What’s my type?” Aiden asked, already regretting it.


“Tall, painfully thin. Doesn’t smile or speak too much. Someone looking to add you to her bedroom portfolio to make her more attractive to the next potential husband.”


“That’s not necessarily my type,” Aiden argued. “That’s just who doesn’t take offense to the arrangement.”


“Frankie would take offense,” Chip predicted. “But I think she might also make you regret temporary. She’s a hell of a girl, Aiden.”


Aiden watched the woman in question as she shimmied and strutted in unison with Pruitt. She moved like a goddess, tempting mortals with her sinful body. In his experience, women tended to highlight their appeal either across the dining table or in the bedroom. And Franchesca was all bedroom.


He turned his back on the dance floor.


“When are you going to give up on dragging me into monogamous bliss?” he asked Chip.


His friend grinned. “When you find someone who makes you feel the way I do about Pru.”


“I’m a Kilbourn. We’re not capable of feelings. Only beneficial mergers.”


“That’s a sad statement to make,” Chip said, slapping him on the shoulder. The server, a slip of a girl with a navy streak in her dark hair, hurried to his side. A glass of scotch clutched in her hand.


“Here you go, Mr. Kilbourn,” she said in a breathless whisper.


“Thank you… Jana,” he said, eyes flicking to her name tag.


Her mouth dropped open, and she backed away with stars in her eyes.


“See. Why don’t you work some of that charm on Frankie?”


“I’m not interested in something that…”


“Fun? Smart? Sexy?” Chip supplied.


“Flashy,” Aiden corrected. “She dances like she’s got experience on the pole. And she’d probably take that as a compliment.”


“No. She wouldn’t,” a husky voice behind him announced.


Fuck.


Chip, ever the tension diffuser, slapped an innocent grin on his face. “Frankie! Aiden didn’t see you there,” he said pointedly.


“Aiden doesn’t seem like the type to notice much of anyone under a certain tax bracket. Why waste his time?” Franchesca announced.


She didn’t hesitate to make eye contact. No, she used those blue-green eyes to bore holes into him. He’d been an ass. Usually he was much more careful about voicing his opinions in venues where they could be overheard, misconstrued. He blamed the headache, the three glasses of champagne on an empty stomach.


“Pru asked if you’d get her a drink and save her from the Danby twins. They’ve got her cornered by the stairs.” Frankie pointed to the opposite end of the room.


“If you two will excuse me, I’ve got to go rescue my fiancée. No bloodshed,” Chip ordered, pointing a stern finger at Frankie.


“No promises,” she called after him. She turned back to him, eyes flashing with temper. “Well, if you’ll excuse me— which I don’t give a flying fuck if you do—I don’t want to spend my evening looking at you.”


She dismissed him, turning on her heel and whipping that curtain of hair over her shoulder.


“Hang on,” he said it quietly, fingers closing around her wrist.


“Hands off, Kilbourn, or you’ll be Deadbourn by the time I’m done with you.”


He released her but stepped into her path. “Let me apologize.”


“Let you?” Franchesca crossed her arms over her chest. “Look, I’m sure you’re used to talking to servants and underlings, but a word of advice? Don’t demand that someone listen to your shit show of an apology. Got it?”


The headache was throbbing behind his eyes. No one talked to him that way. Not even his oldest friends.


“Please allow me to apologize,” he said, his jaw clenching. He cupped her elbow in his hand and guided her toward an alcove behind a heavy gold curtain.


The darkness made the pain in his head ease just a bit, and he pinched the bridge of his nose, willing the rest of it away.


“How about I save us both some time?” Franchesca suggested. “You don’t bother apologizing because we both know you meant to be a dick, and I won’t bother pretending to forgive you because I don’t give a shit what you think about me. Fair enough?”


There was a cream-colored settee covered in silk, and Aiden sat. The dull throb was making his stomach roll. “Look. I’m not putting my best foot forward, and for that I apologize.”


“Future reference again? ‘I apologize’ doesn’t come across as sincerely as ‘I’m sorry.’ You got a headache?”


The change in subject had his head spinning. He closed his eyes. Nodded.


“Migraine?” she prodded.


He shrugged. “Maybe.”


She mumbled to herself, and he opened his eyes to watch her dig through her clutch. “Here,” she said, offering him two pills. “Prescription.”


“You get them, too?”


“No, but Pru does when she’s stressed. I didn’t want her muddling through her engagement party wanting to puke.”


“That’s very kind and prepared of you.”


“I’m the maid of honor. It’s my job. Now take them like a good little boy.”


He lifted his glass, but she stopped him with a hand on his wrist. “Don’t be a dumbass. Alcohol makes it worse.” She took the glass from him and stuck her head out of the curtain. He heard her give a little whistle, and in a moment, she was thanking someone by name and handing him a glass of ice water.


“You know the catering staff?” he asked, making conversation while he washed down the tablets.


“I am the catering staff. Second job. It’s my night off.” She said it as if she were daring him to find fault with that. “You want me to call you an Uber?” she offered suddenly.


“I have a car downstairs.”


“Of course you do.”


“Why are you being nice to me?” Aiden rubbed a hand over his temple.


“Maybe I’m doing it to rub your face in the fact that you’re an ass. And maybe I gave you two birth control pills instead of headache meds just to watch you suffer.”


“Maybe I’d deserve it.”


The curtain twitched, and the server with the blue hair poked her head in. “Here’s the soda,” she whispered. Her eyes widened when she spotted him, and she backed out of the alcove.


“I make her nervous,” Aiden observed when the server left.


“It’s a good thing you’re good-looking and rich because you definitely don’t have the personality thing going for you. Here, drink this. The caffeine will help.”


He drank it down and rested his head against the back of the settee. “Thanks.” She was taking care of him after he suggested that she had experience as a stripper. He was an asshole and wondered when that transformation had become complete.


She took the glass from him. “Stay until it kicks in,” she ordered and turned for the curtain.


“Where are you going?”


“Back to the party so I can shake my stripper ass at all those eligible bachelors.”


“I’m sorry I’ll miss it.”


“Shut up, Kilbourn.”
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The plane dropped like a stone onto the runway, and the violently applied brakes had everyone in coach jerking forward and back. Frankie couldn’t see much of the tropical paradise outside the window from her middle seat vantage. She was crammed in between a guy who smelled like he hadn’t showered in four days and a little old man who had fallen asleep at twenty thousand feet and slept on her shoulder for an hour.


She had to pee and could have killed for a roast beef sandwich, but at least the flight was over and she only had to fight her way through customs and immigration now. In an hour— two tops—she’d have her toes in the white powdery sand, a drink in her hand, and that sandwich.


Frankie waited for the elderly narcoleptic to stand and then wriggled out into the aisle behind him to help him with his carry-on.


She lugged her own carry-on with her, thankful that Pru had insisted on flying the bridesmaid dresses down on her father’s plane. The rest of the wedding party had arrived on private planes they’d chartered together.


She waddled down the aisle toward the ever-smiling flight crew and the humid breeze. Frankie stepped out onto the rolling staircase and slid her sunglasses on. Eighty-three degrees with a beautiful, balmy breeze. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. Even though her hair had just doubled in volume.


She followed the rest of the passengers onto the tarmac and into the long, low building of Grantley Adams International Airport. The line zig-zagged its way between the ropes. Anxious travelers ready to see paradise thumbed over the screens of their phones. But Frankie was content to people watch. The residency line for immigration was short and brutally efficient as Bajan passport holders were welcomed home. To her right was the expedited line where travelers with Louis Vuitton luggage and oversized sun hats were guided through the process by resort staff dispatched to collect them.


Frankie’s line crawled along at a snail’s pace as harried parents tried to juggle official questions and cranky toddlers and young backpackers zoned out on their phones, needing a prod forward every time the line moved.


One such backpacker caught her eye and gave her a smile. “Hi there,” he said softly, pushing a shock of blond hair off his forehead.


Oh, sweet baby Jesus, he was Australian.


“Hi,” she returned.


“Come here often?”


She laughed.


“Can I buy you a drink?” he teased.


“If you can find a bartender in here, yes, you can buy me a drink.”


The line moved and the woman behind him—in a sun visor with flowers on the brim and a Hawaiian shirt—prodded him forward.


“See you around,” he winked.


They caught up again when the lines froze at exactly the right place.


“We meet again. It must be fate.”


“Oh, you’re good. I bet that wouldn’t work as well without your accent,” Frankie told him.


“I like yours,” he confessed.


Boca Raton Grandma gave the Aussie another push. “Sorry, honey. But I got a frozen margarita waitin’ on me,” she said to Frankie as they passed.


Frankie’s immigration officer was an unsmiling girl in her early twenties with YouTube tutorial-level makeup. “Have a nice stay,” she said, shoving Frankie’s passport through the slot in the Plexiglass. Her tone implied she didn’t give a damn whether Frankie’s stay was nice or not. But dealing with three plane loads of grumpy tourists would do that to a person.


Frankie pushed on past baggage claim. With Pru bringing her bridesmaid dress, she’d been able to shove everything else she needed into her carry-on and saved the checked bag fee. A small victory in what had been a year of hemorrhaging money. The two bridal showers, the girls-only engagement party, engagement party, the pre-emptive bachelorette party, and now the destination wedding. She should have taken a third job. But a few more weeks with the caterer, and she’d have the credit card paid off and could stop spending money like it magically appeared replenished in her wallet every morning.


Customs was much faster. A quick scan of her bag, and she was pointed toward the exit. Her phone started ringing in the beach bag she’d dual-purposed as a purse.


“Hey, Ma.”


“Oh thank, God! I thought you were dead.” May Baranski was nothing if not dramatic.


“Not dead, Ma. Just in paradise.” The automatic doors parted and she walked into the heat. It was a covered area rife with tourists who looked lost and cab drivers who looked like buzzards circling carrion.


“Why didn’t you call me when you landed? You said you’d call me.” Her mother had infused normal protective instincts with steroids until she was convinced that all of her children were in constant mortal danger or worse—destined to remain single and childless while the rest of her friends became nanas and grammas.


“I literally just walked through customs, Ma. They don’t let you chit chat on your cell phones while you’re in there.”


Her mother scoffed. The idea that anyone could keep her from a safety report on one of her children was ridiculous to May.


“Tell me all about your flight.” It wasn’t a question. It was a demand. Frankie blamed herself. She liked her parents, liked talking to them, and somehow that had evolved into almost daily calls “just to check in” or “catch up.” Hell, half the time she was the one doing the dialing. Her mom was a fount of information on old neighborhood and family gossip.


“It was crowded and long,” Frankie said, squinting at the taxi sign. It listed island destinations and their rates, but she needed to check what parish the resort was in again.


“Your father and I went to the Florida Keys for our honeymoon forty-one years ago,” May announced. “Is it as nice as the Keys?”


Frankie had never been to the Florida Keys, nor had she seen anything of Barbados beyond the tarmac and the cab line. “I’m sure the Keys are beautiful,” she told her mother. “Look, Ma. I gotta go. Can I call you tomorrow?”


“Why? What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong. I have to grab a cab.”


“Why didn’t Pru send a car for you?” her mother squawked. “You’re just going to get in a car with a stranger?”


“A driver Pru sent would still be a stranger.” Frankie made the point in vain.


“I forbid you to get mugged or molested!”


Frankie bumped into someone and turned to apologize.


“There you are. I was worried that we were star-crossed lovers, destined never to meet again.” The Australian was adjusting the backpack she’d nearly knocked off his shoulder.


“I gotta go, Ma.”


“What now?”


“There’s a cute guy looking at me.”


The Aussie grinned.


“Hang up and flirt with him! Come back engaged!” Her mother disconnected the call to start planning the overdue wedding of her only daughter.


“Sorry,” Frankie said with a soft smile. “I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing.”


“You can bump into me anytime you want.” He wasn’t devastatingly handsome. Not like Satan-in-a-Suit Kilbourn. But he was cute and charming and very, very tan. His hair was a bleached-out blond that was in need of a cut. His clothes were wrinkled and comfortable.


“Tell me you’re an Australian surfer,” Frankie sighed. It had been a while since she’d had a second-party-induced orgasm. She’d been lazy in the dating field, and working two jobs hadn’t left her much time for naked fun. Maybe a tropical fling with a sexy surfer would cure her sex blahs?


“As a matter of fact, I am. Tell me you’re into Australian surfers and that we can share a cab so I can charm my way into a date.”


Frankie laughed. Easy, charming, funny. Perfect.


She lowered her lashes. “I’ve never had an Australian surfer before, so I can’t vouch for my preferences in the area.”


His blue eyes, the same color as the sea they’d flown over, widened in appreciation. “Where are you staying?”


“Rockley Sands Resort.”


“Bugger me.” His face fell. “That’s north of Bridgetown. I’m on the other side of the island.”


“Franchesca.”


A good stiff breeze could have knocked Frankie over. It had to be a mirage. She was certain of it. That was not Aiden Kilbourn leaning against a Jeep in shorts and a sexy short-sleeved button down. Boat shoes and Ray-bans. His beard looked a little scruffier than the last time she’d seen him.


“What the f—”


“I take it you’re Franchesca?” the Aussie asked.


“Yeah, but… we’re not together.”


Aiden straightened from the fender and crossed to her. “Let’s go.” He reached for her bag.


Instinctively, Frankie snatched it out of his reach. “I’m taking a cab,” she insisted.


“No, you’re not.”


“Aiden, I told Pru I’d take a cab.”


“And I told her I’d pick you up.”


“Franchesca, it was lovely meeting you, but I’ve got to go,” the Aussie said, backing away.


“Oh, but…”


“Maybe I’ll see you around the island.” He blew her a kiss, dropped a “mate” in Aiden’s direction, and sauntered off in search of a cab.


“Damnit, Aiden. I didn’t even get to give him my number.”


“Pity.” He hefted her bag into the back of the Jeep and secured it with a tie down strap.


“So, what’s this? You’re doing your good deed for the day and giving a poor stripper a ride?” she shot back.


“I already apologized for that.”


“And it was touchingly heartfelt,” Frankie reminded him.


“Get in the damn car.”
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Aiden waited until she was belted in before pulling out onto the main road. He hadn’t exactly told Pruitt that he’d be picking Franchesca up. He’d overheard her talking about the maid of honor’s arrival time the night before. He’d flown down with them to keep an eye on Chip. He’d screwed up Chip and Pruitt’s happiness once before and wasn’t going to let anything happen to them the second time around.


Besides, it gave him an excuse to spend some time alone with Franchesca. He’d thought of her—a lot—since the engagement party. She was… interesting. And damned if her headache cure hadn’t worked like a charm.


He needed to do something about those headaches, about the root of them. And he’d decided to use this trip as planning time. Plotting time. It was long past time he did something about the mess.


“Did you have a good flight?” he asked.


“Great. Would have been better if I could have gotten surfer guy’s number.”


“That’s your type?”


“Ah ah ah!” she pointed a finger at him. “You of all people don’t get to comment on my type.”


“Me of all people?” he asked, stepping on the gas to go around the roundabout.


Frankie grabbed on to the handle mounted on the dashboard but didn’t tell him to slow down.


“If we flipped back through some of your latest conquests, we’d see one blonde skeleton after another shopping and smiling and getting her picture taken.”


It was the truth. But that’s what Manhattan had to offer. Hundreds of well-to-do socialites that looked alike, acted alike, and had the same goals in life.


“Conquests. Is that what Hang Ten back there would have been?”


“Shut up.”


Aiden slowed abruptly to slip around a pick-up truck stopping at a roadside coconut stand. He drove rarely in Manhattan and had been delighted to find that traffic laws were more suggestions than actual laws on the island. It took him back to his racing days. The one time in his life that he’d ever really felt carefree.


“Jesus, Aide,” Frankie said, gripping the handle as they entered the next roundabout.


The nickname, freely given, felt strange to him… warm, familiar. “Welcome to Barbados,” he offered, slipping out the other side of the traffic circle.


She let go of the handle to harness her hair that was blowing wildly in all directions. She coiled it on top of her head and secured it with an elastic band. He let his gaze travel down her body. The pink tank top and white cotton shorts showed off the lovely olive tone of her legs. She had Mediter-ranean in her lineage. He’d bet money on it. No blonde skeleton was Franchesca Baranski.


“Eyes on the road, buddy,” she said dryly.


“I was just wondering if it was casual day.”


“This is the one and only outfit of the whole trip that didn’t have to be coordinated with the bridesmonsters, and you won’t ruin my enjoyment of it.”


“Coordinating outfits?” He was so glad he wasn’t a woman.


“Price you pay for having friends,” Frankie said. “But I’m sure you wouldn’t know anything about that.”


And that was why Aiden kept his circle small. Miniscule really. He wasn’t social, didn’t enjoy attention or parties. He liked making money, rising to a challenge, finding the most creative solution to obstinate obstacles.


“Wow. Look at that water.” She pointed an unpolished finger to their left and leaned closer to him to get a better view. The highway paralleled the turquoise of the Caribbean Sea. He caught the scent of her hair, something exotic, spiced. And for one glorious second, the image of Frankie naked and sprawled across his bed materialized, unbidden in his mind’s eye.


“Picture perfect,” Aiden agreed.


“Have you ever been here before?” Frankie asked, digging through her bag. Triumphantly, she pulled out a tube of sunscreen.


“Are you making small talk?” he asked.


“Figured we wouldn’t fight as much over ‘pretty ocean’ and ‘come here often?’” She squeezed the lotion onto the pads of her fingers and rubbed it onto her face. Aiden wondered when was the last time he’d seen a woman in anything other than full makeup and perfectly coiffed hair. The women he dated preferred to leave “natural” a closely guarded secret.


“Oh, I think we can find contention on any topic,” Aiden predicted.


She hummed an answer and didn’t elaborate.


“What?” he asked.


“I’m trying to be polite. We’re here for Pru and Chip, and I’m not going to spoil their wedding by fighting with you.”


“You really don’t like me, do you?” Aiden asked with a grin.


“Nope. But that doesn’t mean I have to be an asshole about it. Some of us were raised better than that.” It was a jab at him, but rather than piss him off, it amused him.


“How were you raised?” he prodded.


“Uh-uh.” She shook her head. “We’re not going to play getting to know you. We don’t like each other, and we don’t need to. You do your thing, I’ll do mine. We’ll get through our formal portraits and our bridal party dance, and then we never need to see each other again.”


Aiden laughed. The sound of it foreign to his own ears. “I don’t not like you.”


“I’m not biting, Kilbourn. So, you just demolition derby us to the resort in silence, and I’ll sit here and pretend you’re a cute Australian surfer.”


“I’m not trying to start a fight—”


“Uh-uh. No words. Drive. Quietly.”


He grinned, shaking his head, and let her have her way. They zoomed along the skinny highway, swerving around potholes and stopping for the occasional pedestrian. They passed sandy white beaches with swaying palms and sunburned tourists. The street narrowed as he steered them into Bridgetown. They whizzed by store fronts and sidewalk produce stands, past a handful of luxury brand stores, and on by the cruise ship port.


Frankie’s attention was glued to the water view.


It was beautiful. The kind of blue that only existed on postcards. And the constant tropical breeze made the mid-eighties feel balmy, not oppressive. Not that he’d enjoy it. The long weekend was chock full of the downsides of wealth and privilege. Social obligation, familial responsibility, and— because he was closer to Chip than his own half-brother— gratuitous celebration. Was a marriage really worth this kind of fanfare? Shouldn’t the bride and groom want it to be something more private, more meaningful? He accelerated up a short hill, frowning.


“What could possibly be making you make that face while you look at this?” Frankie demanded, extending an arm to the sweeping vista before them.


“I thought we weren’t talking?”


“Right. I got distracted watching you look like you swallowed a lemon whole. Back to silence.”


On cue, his phone rang in the cup holder. Aiden glanced at the screen, his frown deepening.


“What is it, Elliot?” he asked, keeping his tone clipped. His half-brother’s calls only ever meant one thing.


“How’s paradise?”


The less Aiden gave his brother, the easier the damage was to minimize.


“What do you need, Elliot?” Aiden asked, ignoring the pleasantries.


“We need to talk about the board vote.” He heard the shift in his brother’s voice from charm to calculation.


“We’ve already discussed the vote. I’m not changing my mind,” Aiden said brusquely.


“I don’t think you’ve really thought it through—”


“I’m not naming Donaldson CFO. He’s under investigation for fraud from his last company. You can’t expect me to put our entire holdings at his feet and turn a blind eye.”


“The rumors about the fraud are completely overblown. It was just an ex-mistress with an axe to grind.” Aiden heard the distinct click of metal connecting with a ball followed by polite applause.


“On the course again?” Elliot spent more time golfing and drinking and fucking his way through the city’s female population than he did behind his desk in his very nice corner office one floor below Aiden’s.


“Just squeezing in a quick nine with a client.”


It was bullshit, but Aiden didn’t have the energy to call him on it. The fact was running his family’s company and extensive holdings was falling more and more on his shoulders as their father seemed to be taking a step back. Elliot could only be roused to care about business when it was something that affected him personally. He hadn’t figured out Elliot’s connection to the thieving, cheating Donaldson, but Aiden wasn’t about to step aside and let his brother name the next CFO of Kilbourn Holdings.


“My vote stands. No on Donaldson. I have to go.” He disconnected before his brother could object and then turned his phone off to avoid the inevitable barrage of calls and texts.


“Business drama?” Frankie asked without looking in his direction.


“Family drama with a side of business.”


“Maybe you shouldn’t do business with your family.”


He shot her a glance. She had her face lifted toward the sun, a sly curve to her lips.


“It’s not that easy.”


She deigned to look at him now, lowering her sunglasses. “Nothing worthwhile is.”
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THE RESORT WAS WALLED in against the ocean behind soft yellow stone walls and a gate. He’d paid little attention to it when he’d arrived last night. But watching Frankie ooh and aah over the lush landscape and the curving drive, he tuned in and let himself forget about his family, his business. The hotel rose up three stories of stucco and stone, two wings joined by a two-story, open-aired lobby. The greenery continued inside, colorful pots clustered around a stone fountain. There was a bar on either end of the lobby and a straight through view to the water.


“Wow,” Franchesca whispered behind him.


The woman behind the desk with the cheerful knotted scarf in canary yellow looked up from her computer. “I hope you’re enjoying your stay, Mr. Kilbourn,” she said with the subtle accent of the island adding music to her words.


“Of course,” he assured her. “Ms. Baranski is checking in.”


“Yes, of course. Welcome, Ms. Baranski.”


“Thank you. Your resort is beautiful,” Frankie said with an easy smile she’d never given him.


As if she’d heard his thoughts, Frankie turned to him. She looked him up and down and arched an eyebrow. “Thank you for the ride. You can go now.”


He gave her a slow, dangerous smile. Franchesca Baranski had no idea who she was taunting. He wasn’t a man who was dismissed. He stepped closer to her, crowding her against the desk, and saw the surprise, the concern in those big eyes. There was something else too. A little flare, a spark of desire.


Aiden reached for her hand and brought her knuckles to his lips.


“The pleasure was all mine.” He saw the goosebumps that rose on her arm and grinned.


“I’m sure it usually is,” she shot back, yanking her hand free and turning her back on him.
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Aiden left Frankie at the desk and followed the sound of the waves. He paused at the bar, debated, and then changed his mind and continued outside.


He’d been drinking too much. A medication of sorts for the chronic stress that plagued him. His family seemed hellbent on making every bad decision they could with regards to the business. He’d ignored it for far too long, preferring to focus on his own responsibilities. But now he needed to be present. He’d be damned if he let anyone—family included— destroy what had been three generations in the making.


Hands in the pockets of his shorts, he strolled across the coral stone terrace, his shirt fluttering in the breeze. The infinity edge pool sparkled under the sun to his right. A handful of mid-afternoon guests enjoyed ceviche and champagne at the outdoor seafood restaurant to his left.


He followed the path down the stairs and to the right where it meandered between beach and vegetation. Pruitt’s father might not think much of Chip as a son-in-law, but he wasn’t going to let that stand in the way of spending lavishly. He’d been willing to rent out the cordoned off section of the resort to ensure his princess had a special and private day.


Aiden found the bride and groom sunning themselves at the edge of a freeform lagoon overlooking the beach and ocean. The bridesmaids—bridesmonsters, he corrected himself with amusement—were lounging in studied positions of perfection that best accented their appeal. He noticed the straightening of shoulders, the jutting of chests when they spotted him. They were always on the hunt.


But he was no one’s quarry.


He dropped down at the end of Chip’s lounger, his back to the monsters. “Your maid of honor has been delivered,” he announced.


Pru peeked up at him from under the brim of a ridiculous sun hat. “Aiden! I scheduled a car to pick up Ms. I’ll-Just-Take-a-Taxi.”


“I canceled it,” he said with a shrug. “I was already heading in that direction.”


“He’s just trying to get back into Frankie’s good graces,” Chip said loyally. His friend waved his empty glass at a passing pool server and circled his finger signaling a round. It looked like Aiden would be getting that drink after all.


“Uh-huh.” Pruitt wasn’t believing either of them. Not for a second.


“Did you pick up my genius best friend to pick on her? Because if you did, I’m not going to be happy with you, Aiden Kilbourn,” Pruitt said, jabbing a finger into his arm.


“Pick on her? What is this? Second grade?” Aiden teased.


“What exactly did you say to her at the engagement party?” Pruitt demanded.


“She didn’t tell you?” Aiden was surprised. He thought Frankie would have run tattling.


“My beautiful best friend doesn’t want me to worry about a thing. And apparently that includes whatever idiotic thing you said or did at the party.”


Aiden shared a look with Chip. Neither of them were enthusiastic about repeating the insult.


Pruitt snapped her fingers. “Oh, no! Uh-uh! Don’t you look at him, Chip. Spill it right now.”


Chip’s resolve crumbled faster than a cookie in the sticky hands of a toddler. “Aiden may have mentioned that Frankie danced like she had experience on the pole.”


“You called her a stripper?” Pruitt’s screech could probably be heard by the catamaran five-hundred yards off the coast.


Aiden winced. “In my defense—”


“There’s no defense! Damn it, Aiden. She’s one of my favorite people. You can’t treat her like she’s nothing.”


“I understand, and I apologized, and I tried to make amends by picking her up today.”


Pru cracked a slight smile. “Tried to, huh? She wasn’t amenable?” she asked innocently.


“Not exactly,” Aiden admitted. Not at all, really.


Chip slapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry, man. Our Frankie’s not the most forgiving person in the world.”


“So one slip up, and that’s it?”


Pruitt peered at him over her sunglasses. “Why? Are you interested in her?”


“As she so astutely pointed out, I’m no more her type than she is mine,” Aiden said, side-stepping the question. He wasn’t interested in Frankie. He was intrigued by her, but that was different.


“Why couldn’t you have been nice and polite or, God forbid, friendly?” Pruitt sighed.


“I don’t want to be friendly. I don’t have time for friendly.”


Pruitt flopped back on her lounger pouting. “And now we have a maid of honor and best man who hate each other.”


“We should have eloped,” Chip said, squeezing her thigh with affection.


“We are eloping. We just took everyone with us.”


Aiden bit back a quip about knowing better for next time. Thanks to him, there almost hadn’t been a first time.


The server returned with a tray of pink frothy drinks with umbrellas and enough fruit to build a salad. “Mr. Randolph,” he said with a flourish. Chip grinned and passed out the drinks. “Hatfield, you’re the man.” He slid a twenty onto the tray.


Aiden took a sip of his drink, winced, and set the glass down on the table next to the chair.


“Well, if it isn’t Mr. and almost Mrs. Randolph.”


Pru squealed and jumped out of her chair. “You’re here!” She threw her arms around Franchesca.


She’d changed, he noted. Gone were the very small white shorts and entertainingly tight tank. In their place was a flowy cover up with a deep v that showed an eyeful of breathtaking cleavage and a hint of the black bikini beneath. Her hair was still piled atop her head. She looked exotic, curvy. And if he wasn’t careful, he’d have a hard-on like a teenager in a moment.


There was nothing subtle about Franchesca.


“I made it,” she said, grinning down at Pru.


“How was your flight? Do you want a drink?”


“Here.” Aiden pressed his pink concoction into her hand.


She stared at the glass with suspicion.


“Oh, for God’s sake. It’s not poisoned. Just drink the damn thing,” he ordered.


“Remember what we were talking about, Aiden?” Pru warned him. “Friendly?”


“You’re in trouble,” Frankie sang under her breath so only he could hear. She took a sip of the drink. Her full lips closed over the straw where his had been only moments ago. “Don’t you worry about Aide and me. No drama. Scout’s honor. Even if he did cockblock me from a sexy surfer at the airport.”


Pru linked her arm through Frankie’s and led her away, shooting him a dirty look over her shoulder. “Come on, Frankie. Let’s go spend some time with the girls. Now, tell me about the surfer.”


Aiden and Chip watched them go.


“Surfer, huh?” Chip asked.


“Shut up.”


Chip laughed. “Come on. Let’s play some volleyball.”
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“Ladies, our maid of honor has arrived,” Pruitt announced cheerily to the reclining goddesses.


“Yay,” Margeaux said without looking up from her phone. Her blonde hair was rolled in a chic chignon at the base of her neck. She looked regal, even in a bikini.


Pruitt dragged Frankie toward a pair of sun loungers. She took another sip of the pink frozen tartness. It tasted vaguely of grapefruit and vodka. But it would do.


“Now, sit. And spill,” Pru ordered. “The story, not the drink.”


Frankie handed over the glass with a sigh. She stepped out of her sandals and pulled the cover up over her head.


She felt a heated gaze on her skin and turned to see Aiden standing in the sand looking at her. He flashed her a cocky grin and shucked his shirt. He wasn’t lean like the rest of the groomsmen. He was bigger, more muscled. His chest alone made her mouth water. They stared admiringly at each other.


“Staaaalling,” Pru sang, drawing her attention.


“Ugh. Fine.” She turned her back on the beach, on Aiden. “What do you want to know?”


“How did your ride in from the airport go with Aiden?”


Margeaux dropped her phone and her jaw. Taffany, who had been busy swilling tequila straight from the bottle in a one-piece with less fabric than Frankie’s bikini, sat up.


“You and the very good-looking best man?” Cressida wondered, her accent seeming to shift between Austrian and Russian. Frankie couldn’t stop staring at the woman’s breasts that seemed hell-bent on escaping the scrap of fabric masquerading as a bandeau top.


Self-consciously, Frankie reached up to adjust the ties of her own suit to make sure her girls didn’t escape.


A chorus of “Ooooohs” rose from the volleyball court, and the girls craned their necks to see what had happened. Aiden, still spectacularly shirtless and ripped, was holding a hand over his eye.


“What did I tell you guys?” Pru yelled.


“No bruises!” they parroted back to her.


“No bruises, no cuts, no scrapes, no freak hair accidents. I need your faces perfect for pictures,” the bride reminded them.


“Sorry,” they said as one.


“Aiden was distracted,” Chip added with a wink.


Aiden gave Frankie a long look, and she dropped her hands from where they were fiddling with the strings of her suit. Had he been watching her?


“Can’t you guys just sit and read?” Pru begged.


“No more overhand serves,” Davenport, the peacemaker and resident drunk, offered.


“Ugh. Fine. But keep your attention on the ball, Aiden.” Pru sat back down. “It’s like herding kindergartners at a candy factory. Now, sit down Frankie before Aiden loses an eye checking you out.”


All attention on her, Frankie sank down on the chair and stretched her legs out in front of her. “He picked me up at the airport,” she said. She wasn’t a fan of gossip in general and feeding anything to these hellhounds was a bad, bad idea.


“Why?” Margeaux asked, wrinkling her nose. “Was there a mix up?”


In Margeaux’s beautiful, pristine, gold-dipped world, that was the only plausible reason why Aiden Kilbourn would offer a ride to someone so lowly. Riled now, Frankie gave a lazy one-shoulder shrug as she plucked at the ties of her top. “Nope. He was waiting for me when I got off the plane.”


“He canceled the car I had scheduled to pick her up,” Pru added.


Taffany picked up the tequila again but handed it to Frankie. “Way to go, Francine.”


“Frankie.”


“Whatever.”


“I don’t understand,” Margeaux announced. She took her sunglasses off and arranged herself on her side, a model taking directions from an invisible photographer. “Why would Aiden go out of his way for you?”


“Hey, why don’t we leave the cat claws at home, Margeaux?” Pru warned the woman.


“Do not listen to this angry woman,” Cressida said, pointing in Margeaux’s direction. “She has bet she can fuck Aiden this weekend.”


“Fuck you, Cressida,” Margeaux spat out.


“That was not the bet,” Cressida insisted, frowning. Frankie couldn’t tell if she was purposely poking at Margeaux or if the language barrier made for accidental insults.


“Ladies,” Pru sighed. She rubbed absently at her forehead.


No drama, Frankie reminded herself. She was here to make sure Pru had her perfect day. She took a drink straight from the bottle. “Not to worry, Margie. Your odds are still excellent for luring him into your Venus Fly Trap vag. He was just being nice. There’s no interest on either side,” Frankie promised.


“Aiden isn’t nice,” Margeaux argued, ignoring the slam on her vagina.


“Then why do you want to bang him?” Frankie asked in frustration.


Taffany launched into a fit of giggles and hiccups. She reached for the bottle. “Hello. He’s gorg and rich. What else is there? A prenup from him would set a girl up at least into her fifties.”


“I have heard that he is quite excellent in bed,” Cressida added. “His children would be prime specimens.”


These women were from a different planet. Planet Crazy Bitch.


Frankie’s parents got married because they fell in love in high school and got pregnant on prom night. They fought about toilet paper and which one of them was supposed to call the accountant. That was normal. That was love.


This? This was what happened with too much inbreeding amongst Manhattan’s wealthy.


“Don’t you want to meet a guy and fall in love?” Frankie asked the group in general.


The blondes shared a baffled look and broke out into a delightful cultured laughter—plus hiccups from Taffany.


“That is so poor people,” Taffany announced. “Poor people have to look for love because they can’t have money.”


“So, money is better than love?” Frankie reiterated the point.


“Duh. And what’s better than money?” Taffany chirped, taking the tequila back.


“More money,” Margeaux and Cressida chimed in.


“To trophy wives,” Taffany said, holding the bottle aloft. Margeaux and Cressida raised their glasses and Pru, looking slightly embarrassed, raised hers.


“To trophy wives,” they echoed.


“Well, I’ve been doing this all wrong then,” Frankie announced cheerfully. “Teach me your ways.”


Margeaux slid her sunglasses back on. “Sweetie, no amount of education can make this,” she circled the palm of her hand in Frankie’s direction, “trophy. You’re more participation medal. Anyone can have one.”


Fucking asshole. Frankie hoped Margeaux would get backed over by her own limo.


Frankie smiled sweetly. “When you marry husband number two, does the prenup state that you have to have that giant stick removed from your ass, or does that get to stay?”


Taffany choked and sprayed Margeaux with a fine cloud of tequila.


“You fucking idiot!” Margeaux sprang to her feet. She grabbed the bottle out of Taffany’s hand and tossed it into the pool.


“Hey!” Taffany reacted as if Margeaux had thrown her teacup Chihuahua off an overpass. She lowered her shoulder and charged, sending them both into the water.


Cressida said something that sounded like a derisive four-letter word in German and stalked off.


“How do you know these clowns again?” Frankie asked as Margeaux grabbed a handful of Taffany’s hair.


“Don’t fuck with my extensions!” Taffany screamed.


“Oh. Shit. Here we go again,” Pru muttered. She put her fingers in her mouth and whistled. The sand volleyball game came to a screeching halt as Chip called a timeout.


“Babe?” he called from the beach.


“They’re fighting in the pool again,” Pru called back and pointed.


The groomsmen, ever the gentlemen, sprang into action echoing gleeful shouts of “cat fight.”


Davenport, tall and skinny, took up position on a lounger and pulled out his phone. “Okay, I’m recording!” Digby, the shorter blond with eight-pack abs that he was constantly showing off dove into the water like an Olympian with Ford— Bradford on his birth certificate—hot on his heels. Ford let out a war whoop and cannonballed into the fray.


Aiden surveyed the scene from the safety of the beach.


In moments, Digby and Ford had wrestled the girls apart. “I hate all of you,” Margeaux shouted, slapping the water in disgust.


“I hope your herpes flares,” Taffany screeched, trying to claw her way over Ford’s shoulder.


“Jesus, if my dad catches wind of this, I’ll never hear the end of it,” Pru lamented. Chip pulled her into his arms.


“Don’t worry, babe. We’ll get them drunk and make them sleep it off in their rooms.”


“My hero,” Pru sighed, turning to kiss her groom.


Frankie watched the groomsmen drag the girls and the bottle out of the pool. “Let’s do shots,” Digby decided.


“Shots!” Taffany made a mad dash toward the bar.


“Hey there, maid of honor,” Ford said, flashing Frankie a wink and a grin. He was ridiculously good-looking. They all were. But Ford had a boyish charm that was hard to resist and was constantly falling in love. It never lasted longer than a week or two. But every time, he insisted that “this girl is the one.” He’d tried to convince Frankie to go out with him for going on three years now and vowed that he wouldn’t rest until they were married with eleven grandchildren and a house in the Hamptons.


“Don’t talk to her!” Margeaux hissed, sliding her arm around his wet waist. “Pay attention to me.”


Frankie wiggled her fingers in greeting and watched Ford wrangle the angry blonde away.


“God, I hope he doesn’t fuck her again,” Chip murmured as they watched the sloppy foursome make a spectacle at the bar.


“That would be unfortunate,” Pru agreed. “Davenport, you remember you signed a non-disclosure agreement, correct?” She looked pointedly at the man reviewing video on his phone.


“Come on, Pru. This is like debutantes gone wild.”


“No.”


“Don’t make me delete it. This is ideal blackmail material if Margeaux ends up landing a senator or something.”


Pruitt’s lips quirked. “Fine. Keep it, but don’t post it. This is a low-key, private wedding.”


Frankie shook her head. She would never understand the upper class. You could be ostracized for carrying last season’s bag, but wrestle a rich bimbo into a pool over a bottle of tequila and that was fine. “I need a drink,” she announced. “And not from that bar. Also, food.”


“I would be honored if the lady would accompany me to dine upon whatever this humble establishment can supply, though it will surely dim in comparison to the delectable nature of one as lovely as she.”


Frankie blinked at Davenport. “Oh Jesus. Are you reading Chaucer again, Dav?”


“Ladies love a man with a romantic turn of phrase. Plus, Digs bet me I couldn’t pick up a chick spouting off classic literature.”


“Well, it worked on me. Feed me, and tell me I’m pretty, and I’m all yours,” Frankie joked.


Davenport offered her his arm. “Dost the lady care for seafood or pizza?”


“Definitely pizza. And a beer.”


Pruitt moaned. “Carbs. I want.”


“Come with us,” Frankie told her.


“I can’t. I’m vegan until the reception. Otherwise they’ll have to sew me into my dress.”


Pruitt had dropped twenty-one large on her custom, one-of-a-kind dresscavaganza. She’d been off carbs—except for the allotted alcohol—for sixty-four days. All of the bridesmaids had done the same to ensure that their size zero designer gowns would fit perfectly. Frankie was happy with her eight and the Spanx she’d packed in her suitcase.


Life was too short to not eat pizza.


“You’ll be beautiful,” Frankie promised her. “Chip here will get you a salad and a yummy green juice, and you won’t even miss the pizza.”


Lies. Dirty, dirty lies.


“Anything you want, babe,” Chip promised.


Pru sighed. “Will you eat with me?” Chip, whose metabolism had remained the same since he was twelve, looked crestfallen for just a moment before his resolve kicked in. “I’d be honored.”


“Maybe you should ask your best man to join you,” Frankie suggested, jutting her chin down to the sand where the shirtless Aiden was glaring at his phone. “Come on, my dear Davenport. Mama needs food.”
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Oistins Fish Fry was the kind of human meat market that should have bothered Aiden. It was a press of bodies on all sides. Tents flapping wildly in the constant breeze. Neon lights, dancers with glow sticks, and open grills everywhere. But it wasn’t the wild crowds lining up for a spot at picnic tables where they’d be served freshly grilled fish and cold beer that concerned him.


It was the fact that no one else seemed to be bothered by the fact that the bride and bridesmaids were half an hour late and no one was answering their phones.


Why Chip and Pru needed yet another bachelor and bach-elorette party was beyond him. He’d attended the one in the city. A steak and scotch dinner followed by one of the more tasteful strip clubs that the groomsmen had done their best to debauch.


Today, they’d hit three rum shops and a distillery for a private tour. No strippers this time, not with the wedding less than twenty-four hours away. But the girls had been cagey about their plans, and now they were MIA. Aiden was not happy.


The band struck up another energetic song, and Aiden brushed off a few invitations to dance. Chip and the rest of them were happy to be swallowed up by the crowd, making a mockery of the dance.


“Shake your ass, Kilbourn,” Digby shouted from the middle of a dozen ladies. They encircled him, moving as one, and Aiden pondered punching Digby in the face. But that would upset Pru, and Digby was drunk enough he might not notice the blow.


“Best bachelor party ever,” Chip announced at the top of his lungs. The crowd around him cheered. He’d said the same thing at the steak dinner and again after a particularly creative lap dance. Chip was an effusive kind of guy. He loved everything, and it was hard not to love him back.


Aiden waded through the crowd to his side. “Where are the girls?” he demanded.


Chip closed one eye and tried to focus. Aiden, for once in recent memory, was the only sober member of the party. “Girls? They’re everywhere, man.” He waved a hand in a wide circle.


“Not those girls. Our girls. Your bride, Pru? Frankie? The bridesmaids?”


“Ohhh, those girls! They’re awesome, aren’t they?” Chip said, leaning hard on Aiden. “Well, Pru and Frankie are. The other three are kind of scary. But totally in an al-shome way.”


“Yeah. Totally al-shome. Aren’t they supposed to be meeting us here?”


“Oh, yeah! I forgot.” He fumbled through his pocket for a phone. “Let me call my beautiful bride. I’m getting married tomorrow. Did you know?”


Aiden bit back a sigh. “I’m aware. Dial.”


“Okay, okay.”


Chip stabbed at the screen.


“Baaaaaaaaby!” Pru, drunk as a skunk, answered the video call. She was listing to the right on one of the blonde bridesmaids.


“Babe! I’m so drunk!” Chip shouted cheerfully.


“Oh, my God! Me too! Taffany threw up twice so far!”


The girls whooped in the background. “Puking rally,” Taffany crowed.


“Jesus. Where’s Frankie?” Aiden asked.


“She’s right here,” Pru sang. “Isn’t she beautiful?” The camera switched to an extreme close up of a very sober, very annoyed Frankie.


“Yeah, I’m gorgeous. We’re all aware. Pru, drink your water.” Frankie took the phone from her friend.


“For the love of god, Aide. Tell me someone there is sober. I need to get food into these girls before they turn to drunken cannibalism.”


“Cannonball,” Taffany shouted, leaning over Frankie’s shoulder and planting a wet kiss on her face.


Frankie rolled her eyes.


“Where are you?” Aiden demanded.


“How the fuck should I know? It’s dark, and there’s potholes so we could be anywhere on the island.”


Aiden sighed. “Ask the driver where you are and how long it’ll be before you’re here.”


From his angle, Aiden watched as Frankie climbed her way over a seat around a blonde and stuck her head between the driver and passenger seats. Her breasts were exploding out of the low neckline of her dress.


“Don’t put his eye out,” Aiden said mildly.


Frankie looked down, looked up, and flicked him off. “Deal with the view for two seconds, ass. Excuse me, Walter. Do you know how long it’ll be before we get to Oistins?”
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