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Chapter 1


FEBRUARY


Cherisse


“SHIT!”


Cherisse clapped her hand to her mouth as the loud expletive echoed up the quiet street, and she nearly lost her hold on the dessert boxes she was balancing. Of course, she would trip on a damn crack in the pavement, nearly falling on her ass, just as she got to the gate of the big house. Luckily the driver had already pulled off, so there wasn’t anyone to witness her stumble.


She noticed a curtain fluttering in a nearby house, but no one in the posh area actually peered out. Thank the Lord for that. They’d probably have some sort of security come cart away the woman who dared disturb the peace of their neighborhood with her loud cussing.


Cherisse checked her heel. Not broken, just slightly scuffed. Dammit. She still called that a win. It was better than showing up at the Jones’s house one hour late with a broken shoe in hand. She was already going to have to apologize profusely to her sister.


She’d texted Ava as soon as she was on the street to buzz her in, so the gate swung open easily. She paused mid-stride up the tiled walkway. Holy fuck. She’d known Eric’s parents were rich, but whoa. She’d gaped at everything on the entire drive up to the Emerald View community, the houses getting bigger and fancier. The garages boasted more expensive vehicles, the closer the car got to the Jones’s place. She shouldn’t be shocked. Westmoorings boasted some of Trinidad’s wealthier citizens, but she blinked up at the massive cream two-story house with its red-tiled roof.


Shaking herself out of it, she made her way around the back as per her sister’s instructions. Ava and Eric had been together for five years, but somehow, anytime his parents had one of their fancy gettogethers, Cherisse had either been hands-deep in flour and too busy to attend, or she’d been away from the island on pastry chef business. Finally, their schedules had synced. Besides, it wasn’t like she could miss her sister’s swanky engagement party.


She looked down at herself. A cute floral crop top and a matching skirt that made the entire thing look like one whole dress, and those damn death heels. Still snazzy, though, if a bit dinged now. Good. She’d worn her hair in loose waves today. The trip to the hairdresser for a wash, steam, and set on Friday had it shiny, bouncy, and smelling amazing. She looked good and was ready to mingle.


She pushed open the little gate that led to the big back yard, smile in place, and ran right into someone so hard she almost lost hold of the boxes again.


“Jesus f—” She bit off the almost-curse immediately, but when her eyes landed on the offender, she wanted to truly let the f-bomb fly.


“The Sugar Queen’s late to her own sister’s engagement party? Didn’t think Her Royal Sweetness would know how to be tardy.” The casual drawl heated her blood immediately.


No. Jesus, Lord, why? Why was she being tested this way?


Today had started off bad enough. Hungover from too much peopling at last night’s charity event for the Arts, she’d woken up super-late, in a panic, because she’d overslept and gotten a late start on the cake and assorted desserts for the engagement party. She’d hustled her ass, having to improvise a bit. The cake turned into one layer instead of the planned two with the assorted cupcakes, which she’d snazzed up with fancy cupcake holders. She’d sent the cake stand ahead with her best friend and roommate, Remi. Everything would be assembled when she got there. Cherisse had texted Ava to let her know she was a tad late, but she hoped Remi would be a good distraction for a while.


She’d dealt with all that just fine. Mostly. She was thankful the party was set for evening rather than afternoon. She’d still arrived an hour late, which chafed at her always-punctual soul, but this? No, no, no!


“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded.


His smile was the same as she remembered: annoying and even. His teeth had always been straight and perfect, which made her even more aware of her slightly crooked bottom ones, not that she’d ever tell him that. His grin flashed bright against his brown skin, and Cherisse was close to bashing him in the face with the dessert boxes. But she reeled in the urge. She wasn’t about to ruin the damn cakes after she’d spent all that time making them.


“Did you crash this party?”


Keiran King cocked his brow—ugh, she remembered how much that arched brow annoyed her, too—and folded his arms. “I was invited, same as you.”


No, that couldn’t be right, but of course, it was. He’d been friends with Eric for years. She’d somehow forgotten that—or just ignored the fact like she ignored most things about Keiran.


His chuckle was low, and Cherisse bristled. “No one told you? I’m the best man. I have to say, Cherisse, you really know how to string people along. They’re practically salivating in there, waiting for your…” He waved at the dessert boxes. “Whatever’s in the box treats. Did you pull this fashionably late bit to make some grand entrance with your pastries?”


His words grated, but Cherisse’s brain focused on only one thing.


I’m the best man.


“Did you just say you’re the best man?” Blood rushed to her head. He had to be joking. He’d always known how to get a rise out of her since they’d been teens. Poke at Cherisse until she blew and lost her temper and said something her mother would deem unbecoming of a young lady, earning her a serious scolding. She was an adult now, and she would not let him rile her up. She went for flippant instead. “That sounds fake, but okay.”


“You really don’t believe me.” His eyes crinkled as he laughed loudly. “Seriously, I’m not kidding. I’m the best man to your maid of honor. But, I don’t know, your sis may have to rethink that if you can’t even be on time for something small like this.”


Walking right by was an option. Ignore all the words spewing from his lips. Anything but losing her cool. “I have a legit reason for being late, you asshole!”


Some heads turned her way, and her face grew warm. Damn everything. She’d completely forgotten where they were. Not exactly the impression she wanted to make on Eric’s family. Cherisse got liberal with the swearing around her close-knit crew. Here, that wouldn’t be acceptable.


Keiran’s brown eyes twinkled at her outburst. He’d definitely won that round. Keiran King – 1 Cherisse Gooding – 0


“Whatever you say, Sugar Queen. Better get on. I’m sure everybody’s waiting on your overly-hyped whatever.” He bowed and moved to the side. She stormed by him, making sure to whack him in the side with the sharp corner of one of the boxes. His laughter echoed behind her.


She’d never hated the nickname she’d been dubbed with by her fellow foodies on the island. Sugar Queen. She liked it. The print and online magazines she’d been featured in used it all the time. Hell, she’d rolled with it all the way and plastered the damn nickname all over her bio on her website and social media accounts.


Except when Keiran said it in that smirky, condescending tone—then she hated it.


Thankfully, her best friend swooped in as soon as she saw her because Cherisse was about to have a meltdown.


“Hey, you made it, finally!” Remi Daniels hugged her as much as the dessert boxes allowed, then gave her the once-over. “Hey, we kinda match!”


They did indeed, hadn’t even planned that. The cute floral romper Remi sported showed off miles of her toned deep brown legs. The deep orange color splashed with pink and white flowers complimented Remi’s skin tone. Cherisse’s floral pattern was all purples and pinks.


“Now, since you kept us all waiting on the goods, and I am your bestest friend in the whole world, I get first dibs on whatever’s in there, right? You didn’t tell me what you were bringing.”


Remi bounced in her wedges, and normally, Cherisse would have slipped the box open a crack and allowed her to steal a cupcake, but there were other pressing matters. “I just ran into Keiran King. He said he’s the best man? Please tell me I’ve somehow wandered into the Twilight Zone. That I’m still probably so tired from last night that I hallucinated him and that entire conversation just now?”


“Um…” Remi swept the bulk of her long curly black hair over one shoulder, fiddling with a lone curl. “I could lie to you and tell you that’s the case, or we could go set out the cakes and make everyone happy. Thus making you happy as well, because I know how much you love seeing people enjoy your goodies. And we could forget you just found that out today.”


Cherisse narrowed her eyes. “Wait, did you know about Keiran before today?”


“Ummm, well, you see…”


“Hello.”


They both turned to the older woman who’d approached. Remi looked extremely relieved at the woman’s appearance. Cherisse immediately pegged her as Eric’s mother, her sister’s future mother-inlaw. The resemblance was clear. Mrs. Jones was a lighter shade of brown than her son, but they had the same hazel eyes that couldn’t decide what color to be. Today, they leaned closer to brown. Her hair was styled into one of those pixie cuts, and she wore a flowy yellow dress that swirled around her knees. Her look was simple and chic, but Cherisse had no doubt that dress cost more than her rent, the gold bracelet she sported on her wrist possibly worth twice that amount.


“You must be Cherisse.” Mrs. Jones smiled down at the boxes. “The cake we’ve all been so eagerly waiting on, I presume?”


Mrs. Jones’s smile remained pleasant, but her words landed like a jab about Cherisse’s lateness. “I’m so sorry to be late,” Cherisse rushed out.


“Oh, no worries, it happens. Just be early for the wedding.” Mrs. Jones patted her arm.


Cherisse laughed, but she wanted to crawl into a hole and bury herself. She’d started off with a shitty first impression. She wasn’t marrying Eric, but Cherisse hated to keep people waiting. She knew perfection didn’t exist, but it had been drilled into her enough that perception and image was everything. Being late for any reason made her itchy.


“These are worth the wait, I promise you, Mrs. Jones. They won’t disappoint,” Remi said cheerily.


Cherisse wanted to elbow Remi to shut up. She couldn’t even promise that the cakes were her best work. She’d been hustling and worried they’d turned out subpar. What if her taste buds lied? Remi hadn’t been there for a second opinion, and now she was second-guessing everything. Her reputation sure as fuck wasn’t built on mediocre-tasting treats. Excellence had gotten her to the Pastry Wars show last year, not the potentially inferior goodies she now clutched for dear life.


Oh, God, now her stomach decided to churn. Her fingers tightened around the boxes.


Remi flapped her hands in her direction. “Here, let’s get these set up.” She indicated the tables where the food was on display, with the cake and cupcake stands already laid out.


The urge to step back until she made it to the front gate and out to the street was real. She’d call the driver to come get her and take her back to her apartment with the offending good enough cakes.


“Cherry, what are you doing?” Remi’s forehead creased. “Let go of the boxes.”


“I can’t let people eat these.”


“Say what now?”


Cherisse smiled over at Mrs. Jones—who silently watched the not-quite tug of war she and Remi had going on over the boxes—then whispered to her bestie, “Everything was a rush. These are probably awful. I sampled before I left home, and I think they were okay? But…oh my God, listen to me. I think they were okay? I don’t do okay, Remi. Okay isn’t my thing.”


“Nothing you make could ever be just okay. You know it, I know it. The damn feature in Island Bites magazine and on their blog sure as shit knows it. Didn’t Merril Berry say your cakes were like magic in your mouth or something? I made sure those photos were droolworthy, and you know they were.”


The popular food blogger had raved about her desserts, and as a photographer for Island Bites, Remi had made certain the photos were on point, but… “Kieran basically insinuated they were overrated,” she mumbled.


Remi made a face, mouth twisting to the side. “Keiran King is overrated. Why do you let that guy even get under your skin like this? You see him for a few seconds, and he’s already making you doubt your food? C’mon, Cherry.” She tugged at the boxes until Cherisse finally released them.


“You just want to get a taste before everyone else.” Remi was right, though. Keiran was an irritation whose words meant nothing.


“Damn right, I do. Best friend perks and all that. Now, go find your sis and grovel for being late. I’ll deal with this deliciousness.”


Cherisse let Remi do her thing and pretended not to notice the questioning look Mrs. Jones shot her way. She hated the insecurities that popped up at the worst times, but after last year’s fiasco… Nope, now wasn’t the time to think about all that.


She found Ava chatting with their parents and Eric under the shade of several mango trees. Cherisse barely had time to throw a “hi” at them and receive any disapproving looks from her mother that said Cherisse’s lateness was noted and not at all appreciated before Ava wrapped her up in a big hug.


“I thought you ditched us.” Ava beamed. Cherisse’s stomach settled a bit. She’d thought for sure Ava would be pissed.


“I’m really sorry. Forgive me?”


Ava played with the ends of Cherisse’s hair. “Nothing to forgive. You’re always on time, and I’m always late. I told Eric our wedding day might be the first and last thing I’m on time for, so he should appreciate that. He’s already got a bet going.”


Cherisse grinned. It was true. Ava and punctuality didn’t go hand in hand, but she was good at charming her way out of being bawled at every time. One of the many ways they differed. Ava, younger by three years, taught at a primary school and had managed to snag a rich fiancé—who was sweet and totally in love with her sister, but yeah, still rich—which didn’t hurt. Cherisse would turn twenty-nine before her sister’s wedding and was single with no prospects in sight, a thing their mother kept harping on. Hopefully, with the wedding coming up in a few months, their mother would be too busy to hassle her about her man-less state for a while.


Her work took center stage these days. She aimed to position herself as one of the go-to pastry chefs on the islands. She hadn’t grown Sweethand overnight; it had taken work, and there was still room to grow. If she sometimes got that twinge of loneliness, she curbed it immediately with a sugary treat or three. The time it took to craft her creations took her mind off everything just as much as the actual act of eating them did.


She tugged back on the ends of Ava’s hair, where it brushed her shoulders. “Now, you gonna tell me why I didn’t know about Keiran King being Eric’s best man?”


Ava looked a little sheepish, whiskey-brown eyes not quite meeting Cherisse’s. “I knew how you’d react. You two take this hissing at each other to the extreme. It’s been years, you both need to get over this always poking at each other. Plus, Eric’s one of his best friends.”


“I don’t poke,” Cherisse huffed. “And since when is Eric even Keiran’s best friend? I thought that was Scott?” She remembered Keiran and Scott being inseparable. She supposed Eric had sort of been in the mix too, but she’d never really noticed them hanging out so much.


“I said one of. You know Scott’s his number one, but Eric and Scott are giant nerds, so of course, they all got closer.” Ava hooked her arm with Cherisse’s, her bronzy-brown skin glowing next to Cherisse’s tawny complexion. Damn, she needed to hit the beach soon, get her glow on like Ava. “He’s Eric’s choice, and you’re mine, so you’re both going to have to deal with it.” Ava chewed her lip, and Cherisse braced for whatever Ava was about to drop next. “Plus, we decided on a joint bachelorette/bachelor party, so the both of you will have to figure out how to get along,” Ava rushed out, the words stringing so close together Cherisse couldn’t be sure she’d heard right.


She blinked at Ava. “What?”


Ava grinned. “You know, I just realized, this is the first time in a long while you’ve both been on the island at the same time.”


“This isn’t funny. You can’t.”


“It’s my wedding, and I can do what I want to,” she sang.


Cherisse wanted to scream. Ava wasn’t doing this out of malice and probably had a good reason for the joint party, but the combined event meant she had to work with Keiran to plan and pull it off. She envisioned this ending with her conking him over the head with a rolling pin or something. No good could come of this.


“Oh!” Ava’s grin turned mischievous. Cherisse braced for more news she wasn’t going to like. “Mummy’s in matchmaker mode, just FYI. She’s evaluating all the eligible bachelors here and definitely made one of her pros and cons lists in her head. Avoid her if you can.”


Oh no, things could get worse. Her mother acted as if Cherisse being single was a personal offense to her. She and a handful of her aunts were always bringing it up in casual conversation. Cherisse wrinkled her nose. “She didn’t put Keiran on that list, did she?”


Ava laughed. “Unlikely. You know she thinks he’s bad news. He may be the only single man here not included on her list.”


Bad news, indeed. Cherisse had been around enough music industry guys and had even dated one to believe that. There were also tons of rumors swirling around about Keiran. Cherisse wouldn’t put any of those things past him. Being with Sean had brought her into his circle, and she’d seen and heard some shit and had foolishly thought her ex was different. She still frequented those circles sometimes because of clients, but she tended to stay clear of any advances from the men. Been there, done that, had the emotional scars to show for it. Do not repeat was her mantra where men in that industry were concerned.


“How do you know he’s single?”


Ava’s smile was enigmatic. “I know things.” But it was obvious she’d know from Eric. Cherisse didn’t give a damn about Keiran’s love life but thank God for small mercies. Her mother would never dream to put Keiran on her radar.


Although she wasn’t certain, which was worse: knowing she’d be seeing way too much of Keiran, or that her mother had now made it her mission to set her up with a bunch of men.


Fuck her life.
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Chapter 2


Keiran


“THIS IS REALLY DELICIOUS. You should try it.”


Keiran ignored his sister. She’d been pushing the cupcakes on him since Remi had announced they were available for devouring. Clearly, their twin connection was broken because Maxine should sense that Keiran wanted no part of the damn cupcakes. Guests scarfed the treats down like they were the last bit of dessert left in the world. He’d refused, for the simple reason that it annoyed Cherisse. He’d felt her eyes on him as he snubbed the cakes.


He continued to amuse himself by remembering how Cherisse had lost her cool earlier. The perfectly put-together Sugar Queen unraveling right before his eyes was satisfying. Petty of him, but hilarious, all the same. Keiran hadn’t set out to tease to the point of that explosion, but her displeasure over him being the best man had annoyed him more than he’d let on.


She couldn’t know that he’d also expressed shock over Eric choosing him, sure that Scott would be the better choice. Keiran didn’t know the first thing about being a best man, having never been one before. Could he do a man of Eric’s status justice when it came to something like this? Scott was used to rubbing elbows with the island’s old-money types, Keiran not so much. Sure, Keiran produced music for some big-name local artistes, but their type of money certainly wasn’t at the same level as Eric’s family.


Not that Eric ever made his wealth an issue, but Cherisse’s casual disapproval had irked.


“Nah, I’ll pass,” he finally replied, knowing his refusal to eat her dessert would aggravate Cherisse further.


Maxine rolled her eyes and shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


He glanced over to where Cherisse chatted with Tyler Gray, who was decked out in a navy jacket thrown over what appeared to be a white t-shirt. He didn’t know Tyler well, only that Tyler’s father was a close acquaintance of Eric’s family and that Eric claimed the man was boring as hell. Pretentious, too. Keiran frowned down at Tyler’s bare ankles, exposed by the rolled-up hem of his pants. Was that the kind of guy Cherisse went for? One who didn’t even bother with socks?


Cherisse had Tyler’s attention as he nodded in agreement while her hands moved around. Her gestures made her crop top ride up ever so slightly to reveal a sliver of her torso. So, it wasn’t really a whole dress, as he’d thought initially, but two pieces. Fashion was strange. What was the point of wearing a two-piece thing to look like a dress when you could just wear a whole dress? He’d have to ask Scott about that some time. His best friend had his pulse on all things fashion. Scott kept trying to get Keiran to “take risks” with his style, whatever that meant.


Scott knew how to pull together an outfit and always looked like he’d stepped off a runway. It was probably a skill all models learned. Keiran figured he’d just fall into the “trying too hard and failing” category if he ever decided to go for something new, so he stuck with his laid-back, casual digs.


“What’s the point of having money if you dress like that?”


Maxine popped another sugary treat in her mouth. The damn things couldn’t possibly be that good. “When you got that kind of money, you can walk around in a trash bag and call it fashion.”


“Seems so. She’s probably boring him to death about batter and cake pans,” he mumbled, unsure why he would possibly care either way. “Match made in snoozefest heaven, I guess.”


Maxine raised a brow. “You sound personally offended. Why’s that?”


“I’m not.”


Maxine didn’t look convinced but didn’t push the issue. “I think Mrs. Gooding is playing matchmaker. She’s been casually striking up conversations with a bunch of dudes who she then casually introduces to Cherisse.”


Sure enough, Mrs. Gooding was standing, not too far away from Cherisse, talking to a young man dressed in a short-sleeved shirt and jeans, and not so subtly gesturing at Cherisse, who, in between focusing on Tyler, kept tossing frowns her mother’s way. Her smile looked strained even from over here. How interesting.


“You may be right,” he admitted.


Maxine hooked her arm in his. “I need to hear this conversation.”


Keiran let himself be dragged over. Curiosity got the better of him, and Cherisse’s narrowed eyes as she spotted them coming over were sure to make for an entertaining time.


“Hey, girl. Long time, no see,” Maxine said cheerfully.


Keiran noticed Cherisse’s fingers tighten around her wine glass, but she returned Maxine’s smile. “Hi, yes, it’s been, what, about eight…nine years?”


“Yeah, about that. Good to be back home.” Maxine had returned to the island late last year with his niece, Leah. “Sorry to interrupt your talk.” Maxine looked the furthest thing from sorry, lips curved up in her trademark grin. “But I had to tell you, Cherisse, those cakes. Damn, girl, so good.”


Cherisse shot Keiran a triumphant smile. “Thanks.”


“I tried to get this one to taste, but he refused.”


Oh, now Maxine was just stoking the fire.


Cherisse shrugged. “Well, he’s obviously the inferior twin, and his loss, really.”


“They are quite good,” Tyler spoke up. “Hmm, I’ll need to research the dessert offerings wherever we go on our date. I’ll need to find something that matches up to a woman of your skill.”


“Date?” Cherisse looked absolutely horrified at the idea but quickly covered up her less-than-stellar expression with a tentative smile.


Keiran suppressed a chuckle. Tyler and Cherisse, on a date? Now there was something he couldn’t wrap his mind around but would pay good money to witness. Cherisse gave off that I’m better than you air; she was social, outgoing. He’d seen enough of her social media feeds and the pics from entertainment sites to know she frequented band launches, fetes, and other party-type events. Those sites treated her like some kind of local celeb. He supposed when you dated a popular soca star, it was to be expected; you ended up mingling with those in the local music scene and got to keep that semi-celeb status even if the relationship had imploded. And man, had it blown up in a big public way.


Tyler was known for turning up his nose at the local party scene, so the two of them going out together just wasn’t something Keiran could picture. What would they even talk about?


“Your mother said you were on board?”


“No,” Cherisse said, mouth set in a tight line. She tossed back the rest of her wine, earning a raised brow from Tyler and a cough that was clearly an aborted laugh from Maxine. “I mean, this is the first time we’ve spoken. It’s a little premature to assume a date’s a done deal, isn’t it?”


Keiran hadn’t expected to have this much fun at the engagement party, but he was enjoying himself immensely. “I think you should save yourself and take the out she’s giving you, Tyler.”


“And I think no one cares what the f—” Cherisse’s words died away as Remi sauntered over and placed a hand on her friend’s arm.


“Hey, sorry, I just need to borrow Cherry real quick,” she said, dragging Cherisse away until they stood in front of some fancy white wrought iron benches. Remi appeared to be lecturing Cherisse. Cherisse’s arms were folded, body language screaming defiance. She didn’t seem to like whatever Remi was saying and kept shooting daggers his way. He couldn’t resist; he gave a little finger wave that had her jerking her eyes back to Remi, who shook her head and looked to the sky as if asking for patience.


“Why the heck are you so willing to go on a date with her anyway?” Keiran asked.


“Her mother seemed to think we’d be compatible.” Tyler rubbed his annoyingly square jaw.


“Dude, you being serious right now?” What sort of reason was that? He couldn’t begin to gauge what Mrs. Gooding was basing this supposed compatibility on, but at the very least, Tyler should want to date Cherisse for more than that. They were both good-looking people, not that Tyler was Keiran’s type. Cherisse, however…


He’d snuck looks at her in her shorty shorts lots of times when they’d been teens.


He remembered her scowling at him from behind her gate whenever he cycled by with Scott, who always threw a big wave and smile her way. Somehow, she’d become friends with Scott, who didn’t even live in the area but visited Keiran for sleepovers and football games in the savannah so much it was like he was an honorary part of the community. He’d spent a lot of time at Keiran’s when their school closed for holidays. Scott’s step-dad had made his home life hell, so Keiran’d been happy to offer up a little haven for his friend. But then, Scott and Cherisse had gotten friendly. Keiran, however? Not at all. Their blood didn’t take to each other.


But he’d still checked her out. His entire guys’ crew gaped at Cherisse and Ava when they’d moved into the area. Even living two streets away at the time, word had reached him about the sisters.


Cherisse had all that wavy hair that, if asked, he’d say was brown, just brown, but that would be a damn lie. In the sun, her hair was a riot of browns, reds, and golds. The red was new. He remembered back when she wore her hair natural, how it had gone from kind of curly when still sort of wet and then poofed up into this fro that glinted golden in the sun when fully dry. Like a halo, except to him, Cherisse had been no angel. Did angels glare at people the way she had at him?


Her eyes were golden-brown, ringed with a darker brown that oddly enough reminded him of a tiger’s eye stone he’d found once. Her lush mouth with its fuller bottom lip was reason enough too. If Tyler said he was eager to date Cherisse because he found her attractive, now that would make sense.


“Her mother thinking you’re both a good match shouldn’t be the only reason.” Keiran risked another look over at Cherisse and Remi. They sat side by side on the bench, Cherisse’s skirt rucked up to a little above her knees, and Keiran’s traitorous eyes drank in her legs.


There was another reason, too. Her calves, fleshier now than back when they were teens, made Keiran wonder about her thighs. Were they fleshy too? Soft to the touch?


Whoa. Pump those brakes, buddy.


“She seems nice.” Tyler’s words brought Keiran back to the conversation at hand, dragged him away from wayward thoughts of possibly soft thighs.


“Nice?” he scoffed. “Cherisse Gooding isn’t nice.” Nice didn’t mean a damn thing. The word was just too bland to describe Cherisse. She wasn’t nice; she was a nuisance.


“Everyone says she’s nice,” Tyler insisted.


“Okay, buddy, whatever you say.” Arguing with this guy was pointless. Cherisse had maintained a squeaky-clean reputation. Well, except for that major public meltdown she’d had last year, which in Keiran’s opinion had been warranted.


And now it was like she was trying to over-compensate for that one less-than-perfect moment. Seemed exhausting to keep up a front like that all the time. But she was in the public eye more than he was. An intentional move on his part—all that attention made him squirmy—and yet, people still made shit up about him. He didn’t have the time or desire to keep crafting statements to address any of them, so he ignored it all.


His music was his focus. Anything else was an annoyance that didn’t warrant his attention.


Before he could protest further about Cherisse’s supposed niceness, she came back, all traces of her anger gone, replaced by a smile so radiant it almost knocked Keiran back a couple of steps. Aimed in Tyler’s direction, he got the full brunt of it. Tyler didn’t look the least bit affected.


Cherisse waved her phone at Tyler. “Your number, please. So we can settle on date, time, et cetera.”


This was really happening. Keiran struggled not to let his mouth drop open as Tyler complied, typing his number into Cherisse’s phone. Her phone case had tiny cupcakes and donuts prints all over it. Of fucking course it did.


“This is ridiculous,” he mumbled.


“You pronounced hilarious wrong,” Maxine countered.


“See you soon.” Cherisse flashed another of her blinding smiles at Tyler, waved at Maxine, and ignored him completely as she headed back to where Remi was still sitting on the bench. She’d barely gone two steps before a voice rang out.


“Hey, Cherry!”


She turned just as a body barreled past Keiran to wrap Cherisse in a big feet-off-the-ground swinging-her-around hug.


“Scott, oh my God!” Cherisse giggled. Keiran scowled as his best friend finally let Cherisse’s feet touch the ground.


“You’re wearing the hell out of that outfit, I gotta say.”


Cherisse held the ends of her skirt out and struck a pose. “Well, I try to be as fashionable as you sometimes.”


Ugh. Keiran couldn’t believe this. Even Scott was fawning over Cherisse. Wasn’t it common courtesy to greet your best friend first or something? Scott had almost bulldozed Keiran out of the way to get to Cherisse. He wasn’t having any of that. He also needed to get away from Maxine’s annoying snickering. She wasn’t even trying to cover that shit up this time.


“Oh man, I missed home,” she wheezed.


A hand landed on Keiran’s shoulder, stopping him from stomping over there to reclaim his best friend. He flicked a glance at Eric. “They tend to have that effect on people.” Eric sounded amused, too. “Nothing’s changed, I see. You two are still like oil and water.”


Keiran folded his arms. “Why’d you have to go fall for her sister anyhow? The island’s small, but not that small, man.”


“Love knows no rhyme or reason.”


Keiran scowled at his grinning friend. “That makes no sense.”


“Love makes no sense sometimes, but you roll with it when it’s the right for you person.”


“You’ll be insufferable these next few months, won’t you?” Keiran didn’t know if he could deal with this extra moony-eyed version of Eric.


“Having second thoughts about this best man gig? I’m sure Scott’ll fill in for ya.”


“No.” He wasn’t about to give Cherisse the satisfaction of thinking she’d run him off. Plus, he was honored Eric had chosen him, even if it meant having to plan the joint party with Cherisse, which he’d protested when he’d found out. A lot of good that did—but he was going to run with it and be the best at it. He’d already started making plans for the epic gift he wanted to give the bride and groom. Now that he knew Cherisse was the maid of honor, he was determined to top whatever gift she had planned. It wasn’t a competition, but Keiran would be damned if he was shown up.


“‘Sup, guys?” Scott greeted as he strolled over.


Scott “don’t call me Scotty, only I can refer to myself as such” Trim was all long, lean limbs, rich umber skin that was enviably smooth, ridiculously high cheekbones, and dark eyes framed by the longest damn lashes that he’d gotten hated on for back in secondary school. His tight black curls were trimmed low, the sides shaved down. Even with the pointy ears that Scott hated, he was ridiculously attractive. Keiran’s teenage crush on Scott had blindsided him, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d gotten over it, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t silently appreciate the chiseled work of art that was Scott’s face.


He’d never seen Scott take a bad photo, ever. No matter the situation—awful fluorescent light included—Scott made everyone around him look like a potato left out too long. It surprised no one that Scott had done modeling in his teen years. He only did it sometimes these days, occasionally sending people into a frenzy by showing off his well-sculpted chest in carnival costumes for band launches, preferring to focus more on his role as Creative Director of his own company. He dabbled in fashion and beauty editing, too, also doing the makeup artist gig on the side. Keiran didn’t know how Scott juggled all these professional hats or when the hell he got to sleep.


Yet, somehow, Scott managed it all without looking frazzled. After a long session in the studio, without sleep, Keiran was liable to scare small children with how haggard he looked. Scott was always chiding them about proper skincare—perhaps he was onto something there. Keiran didn’t live that ashy life, but it couldn’t hurt to be more moisturized.


“Oh, so you see me over here now?” Keiran was still toting feelings about being ignored.


Scott gripped his shoulders, smile huge as usual. “Jealous much, K-2?”


Keiran rolled his eyes. Only Scott could get away with using that ridiculous nickname. “I’m just saying you sped by me like a full bus to greet Cherisse. Yeah, I’m going to feel some kind of way.”


Scott patted his cheek. “No worries, you’re still my fave, but Cherry’s cool. I know you two have a thing. Why do you two get on each other’s nerves like that? Unresolved sexual tension? Rivalry by osmosis? I mean, Remi and Maxi used to go at it like whoa, so I get wanting to have your sister’s back, but you two gonna fight to the grave?”


“I’ll take sexual tension for 500, Alex,” Eric piped up, and Keiran wondered if it was too late to trade in his friends for more loyal models.


“There’s no sexual tension.” What were they even getting at? Cherisse couldn’t stand him, and whatever ill-advised teenaged crush he’d had on her had long evaporated from his system.


Eric and Scott went on as if Keiran hadn’t spoken.


“I’m telling you, there’s something there,” Scott insisted. “You two would be cute together, too.”


“Right? If it’s wrong to ship people, you know I don’t wanna be right.”


Keiran frowned. “You’re saying a lot of words that don’t mean anything to me, and there’s no world in which Cherisse and I will ever happen. She’s going on a date with Tyler anyhow.” Why was he even mentioning that? Who Cherisse dated didn’t mean a damn to him.


The idea of them as anything but two people who had mutual friends but preferred not to interact—if they could help it—was too absurd to imagine.


Scott and Eric exchanged shocked glances.


“Tyler?” Eric’s nose wrinkled.


“And Cherisse?” Scott looked like the idea was the most far-fetched thing he’d ever heard. Finally, a sensible response. The only reaction one should possibly have to that news. Sure, opposites attracted sometimes, but in this case, Keiran just couldn’t see it.


Nice. Tyler had said she was nice. The concept of Cherisse being nice was so foreign to Keiran; he couldn’t fathom how Tyler had arrived at such a conclusion. Okay, he knew how. Cherisse had carefully cultivated her persona, but how could Tyler not see the barely-contained fire underneath all that niceness? Or did it only come out around him?


And what was Cherisse’s angle in all this? She’d done a complete about-face within minutes. His curiosity was working overtime. Was Cherisse going on this date to please her mother? Keiran knew how overbearing West Indian mothers could be. They were good at making you feel bad if you didn’t at least try the thing they suggested, trotting out the ‘after I carried you for nine months and had to go through X number of hours of labor, you can’t even do this one thing for me?’ guilt trip.


Keiran ignored Eric and Scott as they also wondered aloud how this date would play out and whether Tyler would bore her to tears. Most likely. His gaze wandered the spacious back yard, seeking Cherisse out. He spotted her with Ava, their parents, and Remi. As if she felt his stare, she looked over. He could see her forehead creasing from here.


He smiled, and she looked away, but not before she casually tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear with her middle finger.


Keiran laughed at the move. The months leading up to this wedding were going to be quite interesting.
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Chapter 3


MARCH


Cherisse


THE CAMERA FLASH STARTLED her. She’d been staring at the dessert station way too long, obsessing over the setup. She glared over at Remi, who was still circling, taking photos from various angles.


“Just getting some shots of all this before the hordes descend and devour everything.”


“Good plan.” Next to her, Cherisse’s PA, Reba, had her phone out doing the same. “We’ll get some more good ones for Instagram and Twitter when we have some people around.”


Right. It was why she’d hired Reba as her assistant. Reba stayed on top of stuff like that. Cherisse had forgotten all about photos, too busy fussing with the various stands that held the desserts for the post-awards cocktail party. Remi was there in her work capacity as a photographer for Island Bites.


With Reba and Remi dealing with the photos, Cherisse made one more circuit of the room. The formal portion of the People’s Choice Soca Awards ceremony would be letting out soon enough, and hungry guests would be flooding this room in no time.


Last year, she’d attended the awards show as a nominee’s date. Her then-boyfriend, Sean Daley aka Swagga D, had been nominated in a bunch of categories. Even though he’d imploded their relationship by being a lying ass cheater, she could still admit—grudgingly—that he was talented. He’d been nominated again this year, so Cherisse prepped herself for a run-in.


Reba had offered to stick around to dismantle everything, so Cherisse could spare herself from seeing Sean with possibly one of the women he’d cheated with, but no way would she pass up free eats, wine, and networking opportunities because her ex was a piece of shit.


Reba came over. “You good?”


“Yeah, everything looks great.” Knowing Reba like she did, she wasn’t referring to that, but Cherisse was tired of the concern. She could handle seeing her ex in public for the first time in almost a year without wanting to choke him out, right?


No matter what, you keep your cool. Don’t let them see you sweat.


One of the many bits of advice her mother had given her over the years and something she struggled with. Why did she always have to be the one to keep her cool? Although ignoring that advice last year hadn’t done her any favors. That video of her cussing Sean out backstage at the Pastry Wars studio hadn’t been her best moment.


Reba peered at her over the top of her glasses, telegraphing that she knew what Cherisse was doing. Avoiding. Which she planned to do all tonight. It was best for everyone. Even though she’d push through, deal with it if she and Sean ended up in the same breathing space, she rather they didn’t. The media would love that, hoping for another meltdown.


Sean’s popularity had climbed steadily over the two years they’d been together, thrusting her in the media’s eye too by sheer proximity. Her blow-up with him in public? Yeah, that had brought the thirsty gossipers out for blood.


The way random media still trotted it out when she did an interview, they clearly wouldn’t let her live it down, which was fucking bullshit. Sean was the cheating ass, after all. She sure as fuck wasn’t having a repeat performance because Sean would smile and charm his way into looking like a repentant angel. His fans had even spewed accusations of her using his fame to boost her business, which…fine, being with Sean had brought her better networking opportunities, but she hadn’t gotten with him because of that. She hadn’t set out to date a celebrity. They’d met at one of his events where she had been hired to cater the dessert. Even though they had hit it off immediately, Cherisse had been reluctant. The gossip about men in the music business was rampant, but she had decided to throw caution to the wind for once. Not that his die-hard fans cared. After obsessively checking comment after comment, she’d had to stop. Some fans had gotten seriously vile.


“Don’t worry.” Reba patted Cherisse’s shoulder. “We got your back.”


Tonight, Reba looked like a living, breathing Starburst, with her pastel pink hair in loose waves around her deep brown shoulders. Her tight off-the-shoulder dress was a deeper shade of pink than her hair, but it worked. Her eyeshadow was an explosion of orange and yellow. She looked sweet and fruity, but the determination reflected in her eyes said she would deal with anyone who tried to cross Cherisse. Her look alone would bring anyone to their knees.


She grinned at the thought of Reba destroying Sean with cleverly coded sarcasm. According to Reba, it was her one superpower, besides her baking skills. Reba wasn’t just her PA; she was her Assistant Pastry Chef, too.


“It shouldn’t come to anything serious. I’m staying clear of any annoyances in the form of Sean Daley,” she assured Reba, and Remi, who had strolled over, camera slung around her neck.


Remi rocked a black jumpsuit and her signature wedges, and her miles of curly hair were trapped in a French braid tonight, with some strands coming loose around her face. She towered over Cherisse, who was wearing heels, making Cherisse feel small and very squishy, which was ridiculous and, she knew, just her nerves. She’d thought she looked pretty in her sleeveless royal blue dress with its beaded Peter Pan collar, opting for something cute and comfy because this was still work, even if they’d already set up and were free to enjoy the cocktails. She had to be in networking mode, break out her sweet-talking skills to secure more business for Sweethand.


“Sean is insignificant,” Remi said, nose scrunched as if the very thought of the man disgusted her, which was accurate. Remi hadn’t minced words when she, along with the entire island, had found out about Sean’s infidelity. “I should warn you, however, that Keiran’s here.”


“What?” Could she not be free of him?


“Have you forgotten he’s in the music biz too? He and his fellow producer got nominated for their Hopscotch Riddim.”


Cherisse hadn’t forgotten what Keiran did for a living, couldn’t forget when her experience with men in the industry had left a bad taste in her mouth, but it had slipped her mind that he’d be present. Dammit.


“Who’s Keiran?” Reba asked, dark brown eyes sparkling with curiosity. “And that riddim is wicked, though.”


Great, another Keiran King fan. The riddim was a hit, and Cherisse found herself grooving along to that particular background instrumental accompaniment on the various soca tracks that radio stations had been blasting since last year, but she’d never admit it. Whenever she listened to the songs on the riddim, she conveniently wiped all knowledge of Keiran having a hand in the music from her mind.


“He’s her nemesis,” Remi said helpfully. “Since secondary school, actually. Although…” She tapped her cheek. “I think it’s nemesis by proximity. I didn’t get along with his twin. Hardcore rival back in the day.”


“Not the only reason. Called me stuck-up plenty times just because I didn’t hang with them like Ava did. Making it out like I was too good for them when my ass was failing at school. I didn’t have time to fawn over a bunch of annoying fellas. He didn’t even know one shit about me but made all these assumptions based on gossip from the street. I wish he’d fall into a black hole,” Cherisse added, getting heated at just the thought of seeing Keiran right now. The damn island was small, but Jesus, she’d gone so long without seeing him around, and now, he was just everywhere.


“Wow.” Reba raised a brow at her rant. “Why haven’t I heard about him before?”


Cherisse didn’t like the glint in Reba’s eyes. “He’s not worth my breath.”


“Is he cute, though?” Reba asked Remi, completely ignoring Cherisse’s rolled eyes.


Remi, the traitor, was enjoying this way too much. “Cute? Girl, no. Bunnies are cute. Keiran King is surface-of-the-sun hot. His siblings, too.” She winked at Cherisse, who rolled her eyes again, refusing to confirm or deny that last statement.


“I don’t see you denying this supposed hotness.” Reba’s eyes full-on sparkled with mischief.


“I don’t have time to debate this.”


Reba tapped her fingers against her pursed red lips. “Your silence on the matter is telling.”


“What do you want me to say?” Cherisse asked, exasperated with the turn of the conversation. “Is he good-looking? Fine, yes. It doesn’t make him any less annoying.”


“Annoying can be overlooked.”


“For what? There’s no way in hell Keiran King would ever be a consideration for anything. Ever.” The idea was ludicrous. “Besides, I have a date.”


“With Tyler Gray. Some boring finance guy your mother thinks would make a suitable husband because he’s loaded,” Remi so helpfully replied. “Who also finds the idea of Carnival to be a stain on our dear islands?”


Reba gasped dramatically, looking ready to keel over at that little nugget of information. “He dissed Carnival, and you’re still going out with him? You love Carnival! How the heck did this date even happen?”


How indeed? Cherisse loved a good party occasionally, and Carnival when she managed to secure a free costume, but that was mostly because networking for business was essential. She found most of her clients by referrals, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have to sell her brand herself. Getting contracts to cater fancy all-inclusive parties and Carnival fetes, high-end weddings, and corporate events didn’t happen just by word of mouth. She needed to be visible and sell herself as a sought-after pastry chef to the stars. Of course, she took jobs from anyone, not just those in a higher income bracket, but it didn’t hurt when she secured a wealthy client. Bills didn’t pay themselves. So, she had to go where the local celebs went while not earning herself a reputation as a wild party girl but someone who happened to know the right people.


“He’s very nice to look at.” It was the truth. Tyler’s monotone voice didn’t take away from his good looks. It couldn’t hurt to give him a chance, could it? Besides, he had a nice, safe, boring career, nothing close to the entertainment industry like a certain Mr. King.


She needed safe in her life right now.


After Sean, Cherisse had steered clear of men in the music industry, keeping any relationships she formed there strictly about her business. As much as she hated to even consider it, dating Tyler could help distance her from Sean and his shit. He didn’t seem the type to create a scandal, and she didn’t need another one of those. Ever.


The buzz of guests entering the cocktail reception prompted them to shift gears into professional mode.


“Hottie nemesis alert,” Remi whispered, and Cherisse tensed. Surely they could be civil here, surrounded by all these people. She wasn’t worried about him so much. She couldn’t seem to control her damn mouth when Keiran was around.


Reba craned her neck to see, eyes following Remi’s jutted chin movements. “Oh. My.”


Cherisse refused to look. But even with her back turned, she knew Keiran had come up behind her. He just exuded this ‘I’m here to ruin your day’ vibe. She refused to allow him to do just that, especially already being on edge at possibly seeing Sean.


“Keiran.” Remi’s voice lost all its warmth. She’d joked about him earlier, but right now, her tone could freeze the entire room and its guests. Cherisse could always count on her to go into protective bestie mode.


“Wow.” Reba’s was filled with awe and amusement.


Cherisse considered keeping her back to him forever. Almost said fuck it, but she had to be the effervescent Sugar Queen they all knew her to be. The pressure to keep up appearances was real and fucking exhausting. Always needing to be “on” because of those damn bills. Adulting was the ultimate scam. She wouldn’t let Keiran make her act a fool. She pasted on her best smile and turned to face one of the two men she would trip down the stairs and feel no regrets.


Reba’s “Wow” had been an understatement.


He was wearing a suit. She’d never seen Keiran in a suit. Ever. Had known she would see him in one for the wedding but hadn’t even lingered on the thought. Why would she? She didn’t care what he wore, only that his presence would annoy her. But now, he was in this suit, and Cherisse stared, blatantly drinking in the fit of his blue suit jacket on those broad shoulders, the cut of his pants on his trim waist. He had his jacket unbuttoned, and there were a few buttons undone on his white shirt as well, assaulting her eyes with a sliver of brown chest. Cherisse was attacked by a too-vivid image of her pressing her hand to his shirt, right above the waistband of his pants to test what lay beneath all that fabric. She’d been drinking him in, eyes taking it all in, from his shiny brown shoes right up to that bit of exposed skin, and when she finally got to his face, he was smirking, as if he knew just what wayward thoughts floated through her head.


Holy. Shit. This was the moment she hated Keiran King more than ever. Because he was too much in that suit. His goatee was perfectly trimmed. It framed those quirked lips perfectly. His smile was dangerous. She moved past it to the rest of his face. Those deep-brown eyes never left her face and brimmed with amusement. His hair was low, brushed down into black waves, the edges marked to precision.


She wanted to topple one of the dessert towers on him. Mess up that damn suit. Anything to ruin the picture of contained sexiness he gave off as he stood there.


“We match,” he said, annoying smile growing wider.


Cherisse said nothing, refusing to acknowledge that they did indeed have on the same shade of blue. What were the fucking odds? And who gave him the right to walk around an event like this with that much chest exposed?


“Hey, lemme get a shot with your award?” Remi’s question jolted Cherisse to her senses. She’d been hardcore staring at Keiran, having semi-lustful thoughts. She needed a drink or two, possibly more.


Remi got into work mode and posed Keiran and his co-producer, Dale Anderson, next to one of the dessert towers. Cherisse could always count on Remi to get in promo for Sweethand no matter what. Dale hammed it up for the camera, handing Keiran one of the two awards she hadn’t even noticed Dale had been holding. Hell, she’d barely noticed Dale, which was unbelievable because his suit was this loud, shiny maroon number with a multi-colored pocket square that would probably singe her eyes if she got too close.


Dale plucked one of the small rose-shaped desserts from the tower and popped it in his mouth. “Lord Jesus, perfection as always.” He grinned at Cherisse as he chewed. “Sugar Queen, you never disappoint.”


“Thank you.” Yes, focus on Dale. Ignore Keiran’s very existence. In this moment, Keiran King and his offending suit did not fucking exist.


“How the hell did you get these to look like a rose and taste like heaven?” Dale gushed.


“A chef never reveals her secrets,” she winked, and he chortled around the dessert in his mouth.


“Oh man, Keiran, you should get in on these.” Dale waved the dessert in Keiran’s face.


“I’m good. Shouldn’t you be having dinner first?”


“Nah, man, I had to get to these before they all disappeared.” To prove his point, Dale started going around the tower, adding each type of dessert to his small plate. “My mom loves your stuff. She gets those cookies you have selling in the grocery every month end. A little treat for herself. Can’t go without them. You really have that sweet hand, for real.”


Cherisse beamed. “You are so good for a girl’s ego. Tell you what, I’m working on something new. I’ll send you a sample package, maybe throw in some for your mom. Make sure she gets it.”


“You’re the best!”


Cherisse shot Keiran a triumphant smile.


“Buying customers with freebies, how creative of you,” he drawled, unimpressed.
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